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            For my sister, Julie - my lighthouse, my inspiration, my home.

I’m so glad to have you.
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            Chapter One

         

         I’ve been keeping secrets.

         And man, is it hard.

         I think this is the first time in my whole life that I’ve been keeping quite so many secrets, which has been a challenge. After all, I hate lying, I’m not good at it, and apparently what I think and feel about any situation shows up right on my face.

         But I’ve had no other choice.

         I’ve had to keep secrets, even if I hate it.

         In the last two months, things got really weird, really fast. I don’t mean there were a few coincidences in a row kind of weird. It’s more you have magic, ghosts are real, there’s whole other worlds alongside ours type of weird, and that’s just the headlines.

         Dara, my best friend, says that these secrets aren’t really 2the same as lies, but the way this has all spiralled out, filling every inch of my life, means I have to come up with lies to cover our tracks. Like, no, I’m obviously not going to tell my Mums that I’m tired because we were up all night roaming the Unlands, so I have to pretend we were having too fun a sleepover to fall asleep. That’s a lie.

         Holding all of it in makes my insides itch, but there’s nothing I can do about that. My old therapist Dr May would say I should learn to sit with the bad feeling so I can work my way through it, but then again, I’m not sure her advice is applicable in magical situations.

         Half the problem is that there are so many secrets, and lies that go along with them, that it’s all getting out of hand.

         Obviously I can talk to my closest friends – Dara, Chia and Stevie – about how I’m a calon, tasked with stopping King Arawn from destroying our world (somehow), and that I can control water. It’s hard keeping all that from my Mums, even though I have to. They trust me so much and are so happy I made friends in London, that it hurts my heart a little when we go out on missions, because they just think we’re hanging out as friends. I mean, we are friends, but friends who fight monsters. It’s different.3

         And then they just think Gelert is an enormous stray I brought home from the park one day, not a thousand-year-old ghost dog who helps me sneak out the house with his not-quite-teleportation powers. Who else’s parents would be like ‘wow thanks for bringing home a giant creature to live with us’? Perhaps there’s a kind of magic at work there – Gelert says magical things act differently to how we expect, so maybe that goes for ghost dogs too.

         It’s not even just my parents. It’s everyone else’s family too, and even our Science Club teacher, Mr. Reynolds.

         So that’s a lot, before we even get to the fact that Chia was kidnapped for a whole week by monstrous coraniaids who stole her and a load of other kids to the Unlands. And how all the adults forgot it happened at all.

         Or that Isabella, the girl we left behind, is still missing.

         And then there’s my secret. One I haven’t told Chia, Dara or Stevie yet. That Arawn turned up in my dream with Nimuë. That he grabbed me and pushed her into the water. That I don’t even know if she’s alright because I haven’t been back.

         I want to live in denial and tell myself it was just a nightmare. Even though, in my heart, I know it was real. The moment he arrived, everything got colder, 4more closed in – like the whole space had changed. And the skin on my face where he grabbed me tingles horribly whenever I think about it. Chia asked me about it once because I kept rubbing at my face, and I lied, said it was eczema.

         I can’t help but think of his final words to me – you will learn where your true place is. 

         If I tell them what happened, it makes it undeniably real, and something we have to deal with. And it only happened once. Maybe that’ll be it, and soon Nimuë and I will speak again, and everything will be fine.

         We’ve got enough on our plate right now with looking for Isabella, and finding a way to stop Arawn from taking more children or even taking over our world. We still have three more calonnau to find. That’s more important right now.

         Typically, holding all these secrets inside has given me the worst stomachache. Which wouldn’t be a huge problem most of the time, except right now; I’m at Dara’s house for an early-birthday pizza party.

         “Dara McLeod, if you’re going to use that red shell on me I am going to deck you,” snaps Stevie, not taking her eyes off the screen.

         “I wouldn’t,” they protest.5

         “You would,” chorus Chia and I.

         We’ve only been playing Mario Kart for a few hours, and while in the real-world Dara might be kind and thoughtful, in-game they’re pretty ruthless. I’m last out of everyone because, as always, I got distracted trying to find secret routes on the map rather than actually race because I’m terrible at driving. Plus, Stevie and Dara are competitive enough for the four of us.

         “If this steering wheel wasn’t screwed onto the table, and expensive, I’d throw it at your head,” Stevie huffs menacingly at Dara. Dara’s brother Lachie is so obsessed with Mario Kart that his parents got him this fancy table-mounted wheel with actual pedals, but it turns out it’s much easier for Stevie to use than the little controllers anyway. It gives her a major road rage vibe. Terrifying, really.

         Dara’s dad, Bruce, walks into the room. A tea towel is slung over his shoulder. “Sounds like things are getting nicely violent in here,” he says with a laugh. “How about we throw a bit more sugar into the mix?”

         “Is it time for cake?” Dara squeaks.

         When Bruce nods, we all pile through into the kitchen. Dara’s mum, Fionnuala, sits at a big table in the middle of the room. I only met her for the first time today 6because she’s studying to be an architect, so is always really busy working. Lured by the promise of cake are Rabbie, who is on his phone as usual, and Lachie too. Callie the dog sits expectantly at Bruce’s feet, just in case there’s something she can eat.

         I might not have wanted to face cheesy pizza, but I think I can overcome the ache for Bruce’s baking. He always makes something amazing when we come over, and today is no different. He sets down the most enormous chocolate cake, topped with strawberries and piped gleaming chocolatey icing. In the centre is one big lit candle, like Dara is turning one instead of thirteen. Bruce lights it with a weird lighter that looks like a USB.

         We all sing Happy Birthday, and it’s only halfway through that I realise I’m singing the Welsh version instead – penblwydd hapus i chi. I don’t have time to feel embarrassed about it, because Fionnuala bursts into a round of co-là breith sona dhut, which is appears to be the Scottish Gaelic version. Bruce joins in, belting it out, and even Rabbie sings alone. Callie barks enthusiastically, and Lachie groans but does join in, if a little reluctantly.

         “It’s important to remember your heritage Lachie,” Bruce says, patting his shoulder.

         “Do we have to remember it so loudly?” he grumbles.7

         It’s not Dara’s birthday until the 22nd which is five days away, but that’ll be in the middle of the school week, so they get a double birthday this year.

         “Make a wish, Dara,” Chia says.

         Dara wriggles up on their seat to kneeling, so that they loom over the cake.

         There’re so many things I’d wish for. For us to find Isabella, and the other calonnau soon. That Nimuë is okay. For Arawn to be gone, and for this to be over.

         “Take a deep breath, down into your stomach,” instructs Chia.

         “Oh perfect. A spray of cheater slobber on top,” teases Stevie.

         Bruce gives her a wink. “It adds flavour.”

         When they try to blow out the candle, it doesn’t go out at all. Their second try makes the flame wiggle a bit, but it’s still there. Maybe I’m imagining it, but it looks bigger.

         Beside me, I spy Chia ready a tiny gust of wind under the table, just in case.

         “Are you getting sick honey? Maybe you shouldn’t be blowing all over the cake …” murmurs Fionnuala.

         “I was just trying not to spit!” They laugh awkwardly, and when they try again, the flame goes out.

         Exactly as they click their fingers behind their back.8

         Strange.

         No one else seems to notice or hear the click, too excited about the cake being carved up by Bruce. I decide to ask them about it later, seeing as I actually feel hungry for once.

         “Not for you girl,” Bruce says to Callie, whining at his feet, as he passes me a plate.

         The cake is as delicious as I’d hoped.

         We needed today. Not just to celebrate Dara; I feel like we’ve all managed to relax a little. It’s been a month since we fought the coraniaids in the Unlands and rescued the other stolen children. A month since we left Isabella behind.

         We’ve felt that loss hard, all of us. Like we didn’t do the one thing we’re supposed to do – save people from Arawn. It’s especially hard for Chia, because she and Isabella knew each other in the Unlands, and we all know that nothing bonds you like constant imminent danger. Plus, she was stuck there for so long. I know that weighs on her. She’s been trying so hard to be her usual sunny self, even though it’s been so tough for her. I almost wish she’d let herself crumble so we could look after her.

         I think, of all of us, Dara feels the weight of the plan going wrong the heaviest but they also refuse to talk about it. I guess we’re similar.9

         Thankfully, Stevie channelled all her fury into a search and rescue plan. The portals made by the coraniaids are somehow all still open. Over the last month, we’ve been back to the Unlands every other night. I quietly knew we weren’t going to find Isabella. The bird-shaped burn scar on the inside of my wrist is a reminder that she was already in Annwn. The burning portal we saw her through is gone. When we found our way back there, there was no window into a golden world. It was just a blank wall.

         I’m not sure how we’d even get to Annwn to get her back, if that’s what we need to do.

         Instead, Chia and Eirlys (her and Rhiannon’s horse) have mapped pretty much all of the Unlands using her symbol marking method. I think Eirlys is good for Chia, and she seems to have really leaned into the horse-girl life. Sometimes, when we’re there, I swear I see a look in her eyes that tells me she’d just keep riding on if we let her. I don’t quite understand it yet.

         We made lots of miniature maps as we went, and Dara drew it up into one big map on some of their mum’s giant paper.

         I’m pretty sure we have almost all the Unlands parallel to South London mapped out, which feels 10important even if we’re not sure it’ll be useful yet. It gave us something to do. But it feels dead there, totally empty apart from the coloured crystals lighting the way.

         Luckily, no one seems to have accidentally walked into any of the portals and gone missing, or we’d have heard about it on Strange Britain. I’ve only had the occasional check in from the Ghost Queen since we last spoke. She’s another thing I don’t quite understand yet. Is she really an ally, or is she like Emrys, someone we have to be careful of? I don’t really know.

         I’m snapped out of my thoughts by Bruce tapping a cakey fork against his mug of tea to get our attention. “Now, if I might have the stage for a moment,” he begins. He wipes his hands on his apron to make sure they’re cake-free. From the windowsill he takes a silver padded envelope the size of a book, and sets it down in front of Dara.

         “For me?” they ask, taking it gently.

         “What is it?” sniffs Rabbie, looking up from his phone briefly.

         “In part, the reason we’re having this little do for Dara early,” Fionnuala says with a knowing smile.

         “For Dara,” they read aloud, before tearing into the envelope so violently I worry they are going to rip up what’s inside. They tip it upside down, and out falls a 11large bronze key with a clatter that makes us all jump. Followed by it is a folded slip of paper that slides out.

         They turn the key back and forth in their hands. It looks old. “What is this for?”

         “I’m going to guess the answer is in the letter,” says Stevie, peering over their shoulder.

         “Oi, don’t read other people’s letters.”

         “I wouldn’t have to if you were quick about it.”

         “It’s my birthday. I can take my time.”

         “It’s not really your birthday though is it.”

         Dara gasps in mock shock, and for a moment I think they’re going to wrestle for it, but Stevie pulls a stink face at them and sits back down.

         The one thing I can rely on is Stevie and Dara’s bickering.

         With a loud clearing of their throat, Dara begins to read.

         
            Dear Dara,

            We cordially invite you to spend your October half term with us on Ynys Enlli for a week of beach combing, hiking and as much apple pie as you can possibly eat. Your friends, should they wish to join us, are also invited. Your Dad has all the details.

            You’ll find out what the key opens when you get here.

            Your cousin,

            Meredith 12

         

         “Woah, sick,” they gasp. “Is this real?”

         “Aye,” says Bruce with a nod.

         “And we’re really going?”

         “If you want to. It’s your invitation after all.”

         Dara jumps up with a shriek of glee, dancing around the table. “I’m so happy! I’ve always wanted to go and we’ve never had time, and I never get to see Meredith or Uncle Russ and Uncle Ianto. How are we getting there? Who is going? Can I really bring all my pals? When do we leave?”

         And through their joyful shouting, I realise what they’re talking about. I know that island. The letter writer called it Ynys Enlli, but most people would know it as Bardsey Island. It’s off the Northwest coast of Wales, quite a lot further along from where I grew up. Mumma and I always wanted to go, but we’d never had luck with the weather. It’s another place of many stories. Some people think it is Avalon, the final resting place of Arthur.

         Dara is going for definite, but what else did that letter say?

         Your friends … Could I go too?

         “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone so happy to get a letter,” murmurs Stevie.

         “Where’s this island you’re going to then?” asks Chia.

         “Wales,’ I say, my voice croaky. ‘It’s in Wales.”
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            Chapter Two

         

         I think all my homesickness must have spilled out into my voice, because Stevie and Chia look at me, even though Dara is still dancing around us. We only left Wales in August, two months ago, but it feels like a lifetime. I miss home desperately, even if this is home too. And Enlli isn’t where I lived, but it is Wales.

         I really, really want to go, but deep down, I’m afraid that if I want it too much, it might not happen. It all depends on Dara inviting me, after all, even if the letter said it was okay.

         “That it is Vivi,” confirms Bruce. “Dara’s uncle Ross moved there when he was a young one, and married a Welsh chap called Ianto, who is Meredith’s dad. They got the job as the wardens of the island a couple of years ago, and Dara’s been begging to go ever since.”14

         “I am not going to Wales,” huffs Rabbie. “I bet there’s not even any WiFi there.”

         “Who even said you were invited?” says Dara, who stops dancing to look at their parents. “Is it really okay for us to go?”

         “Well, it won’t be all of us. Your Dad will go. I still have a few months of hard work to go, so I’m going to stay home with Rabbie–”

         At this Rabbie exclaims “sick” and gets up from the table and goes upstairs without another word.

         “What about me?” asks Lachie, folding his arms. “Why don’t I get to come?”

         “Do you want to come?” asks Dara.

         He thinks for a moment. “Is it for the whole half term?”

         Bruce nods. “The boat only runs a couple of times a week as we’re going out of tourist season. It’ll be a full days’ drive either side.”

          Lachie ponders this. “Is Callie going?”

         “No, I’m afraid no visiting dogs are allowed, even though she’s family. Plus, I think it’ll be a bit cold for her.”

         “In that case, I’ll stay with Callie,” he says, looking down. His cheeks turn McLeod pink. I guess it’s embarrassing for him to admit he wants to be with his dog more. I can’t relate – curling up with Gelert has 15quickly become one of the only good things. Even if he does snore and take up the whole bed.

         “Okay, so me and Dad, and the three of you,” Dara says to Chia, Stevie and I.

         “You really want us to come?” I ask.

         “Obviously. And look, it even says in the letter you’re invited anyway so you don’t have to feel weird about it.”

         Optimistic of Dara to think that I can choose to not feel weird about basically everything, but I’m so happy. I hope Mumma doesn’t mind me going without her. I think I need this.

         I notice that Stevie and Chia don’t say anything.

         “Before you all get ahead of yourselves, I’ll need talk to your parents first. It’s up to them, especially as it’s so last minute,” says Bruce.

         “But what if they say no?” Dara whimpers.

         “Then you and I will still have a great time, and we’ll bring them back lots of photos. Right?” Bruce rubs their head affectionately, making their hair pointy with static. Dara bobs their head glumly, as though the shine of it has dulled a bit.

         Together, we gather up the cake plates and load the dishwasher. I wipe the crumbs off the table, careful not to spill them on the floor because Callie lies waiting, 16just in case.

         “Why don’t we go play some more games?” Chia suggests when we’re all done.

         “Please, anything but Mario Kart again. I’ve had enough of letting Dara win,” teases Stevie, which makes Dara snap their head up. The spat sparks up again as the four of us file into the living room, and I’m relieved that something has broken the weird tension in the air.

         When the bickering dulls and as Stevie and Chia flick through the game options on screen, I whisper to Dara, “So, what was that with the candle?”

         “What was what?” they whisper back.

         I click my fingers, though no sound comes out. I’ve only ever properly clicked them once in my life, and that was a total fluke.

         “Oh,” they say, a little too casually. “Turns out I can sometimes do fire too.”

         “You can do fire?!” gasps Chia excitedly.

         “What do you mean do fire?” hisses Stevie.

         “Fire and super-hearing,” I say. “Seems like everyone’s powers are growing.”

         “Ha ha,” deadpans Stevie.

         “I mean, I can manipulate how I hear stuff a little bit,” admits Chia. “But I didn’t have to because Dara 17is terrible at whispering.”

         Stevie sighs. “Come on then. Tell us why and how you’re a walking fire hazard now.”

         “I can’t do it all the time,” Dara says, twiddling their fingers. “Like, I can’t just make a fire out of nothing. And it’s only happened a couple of times, when Pops uses that lighter.”

         “It’s an electric one,” says Stevie. We all turn to her in a little surprise. “I know some science stuff! You charge it with a USB, so I guess it taps right into your power.”

         “Wow,” I whisper. “Do you think our powers will keep growing and changing?”

         “Or maybe we’re just discovering everything we can do,” adds Chia.

         Stevie shrugs. “You’ve gotten better at using them, so they’ve changed that way already.”

         I think back to the shower I took the first morning I got my powers, when I stopped all the water in the air, like it was frozen in time. Things were changing already.

         “I would like to raise a formal objection that Dara has multiple powers and I just have a baseball bat.” Stevie mimes swinging her bat, as if to illustrate the point.

         “Hey, you’re very good with the bat. Don’t knock the bat,” says Chia.18

         “True, I am. Plus I’m the brains of this operation. Now, let’s pick something that Dara has a chance of beating me at.”

         They settle on a game that looks like a Mario-themed board game.

         “I’ve always wanted to go to Bardsey,” I say to Dara. “Thank you for inviting me.”

         They beam a big smile at me. “I’m excited too. Have you ever been away from Helen and Abigail before?” asks Dara, using the Mums’ first names like they are old friends.

         “Yes, on a school trip,” I begin. “It … it didn’t go well.”

         In Year Five, our class had all gone to this outdoor adventure place on the shore of Llyn Tegid in Bala. It was right when Danielle and Paul had started to act weirdly with me, but Kelly was still, well, kind of neutral about it all. We had to build this raft together out of barrels and sticks, and I knew how to do it because one day, when I was off sick, I’d seen someone do the exact same thing on one of those survival TV shows. If I’m honest with myself, I probably did sound a little bit know-it-all explaining how we should do it, but that doesn’t excuse all the little comments they made, which took me a while to realise weren’t just like gentle jokes 19between friends. They were being mean about me, about the way I spoke, or how I pulled at my coat when I was thinking. We built the thing, and it sailed well, just as I’d hoped. But I fell in. Or was I pushed? I will never know, but the three of them found it really, really funny. I smelled like that lake for days and the “drying room” did little more than keep things permanently damp, so that meant more little jokes. It was the first time Kelly had ever really laughed with someone else at me. To my face at least. She could have been doing it behind my back long before then. It didn’t help that we were in a dormitory of twenty bunkbeds, so I was barely sleeping, and the food was just gross. When I got home, I just shut down for days.

         It’s not that the Mums have ever said I can’t go on other trips. I just hadn’t wanted to after that. Sleepovers have been fine, because there’s always the option of me just going home as everyone lives so close. This would be different, maybe harder for me.

         But I want to try.

         “See, I’m sure they’ll let you. Abigail loves all that Welsh stuff. It’s educational.”

         I give them a wobbly smile, breathing through the racing of my heart at the memories. It all feels so real still. 20It wasn’t even that long ago – that trip was only a year and a half ago. All the stuff with my bullies went on for so long.

         I trust Dara, Stevie and Chia so much, but every single day I have to remind myself they’re safe people who don’t want to hurt me. Logically, I know they’re different people, and really my friends. The part of me that’s always terrified can’t always remember that.

         “What about you guys?” Dara asks Chia and Stevie. “Do you want to come?”

         Chia wrinkles her nose. “Your dad said there were only a few boats a week, so we’d just be trapped on this island?”

         “Well, not technically.”

         “That sounds quite trapped Dara,” says Stevie. “With you, on an island.”

         “We wouldn’t be trapped.”

         “Hmm, still too much of a risk. No offence.”

         “Offence taken! On my birthday of all days!”

         “Your birthday is next week!”

         “I can have two birthdays.”

         Stevie rolls her eyes playfully.

         “So, are you coming or is it just me trapped on an island with Dara?” I ask.

         Chia shrugs. “I’ll ask Mummy but I highly doubt she’ll let me. Sorry.”21

         “Look,” begins Stevie, her voice soft. “My parents are pretty strict about trips and stuff. I have training and stuff booked in that I might not be allowed to miss.”

         “That’s okay,” Dara says and even though I can tell they’re a little disappointed, they’re being brave about it. “Honestly I get that it’s a big ask, so don’t worry. If you can come, great. If you can’t–”

         “I know, I know. We get a Powerpoint presentation about it.”

         “Exactly.”

         
            *

         

         I leave Dara’s before the sun starts to set. Winter is crawling in, and it feels like we’re already being taken over by the darkness.

         I’ve barely got my key in the door when Mumma flings it open.

         “You’re going to Bardsey!” she cries, pulling me both inside the house and into her arms.

         “I am?!” I cry, my voice muffled inside her hug.

         She releases me and scuttles into the kitchen. Mam sits at the table chopping veggies. Gelert lies under the table, his tail softly wagging as she feeds him the carrot tops. It turns out, for a ghost, he really likes a little snack. I can’t 22open a bag of crisps without him appearing.

         It’s funny how quickly he settled in, like my Mums had secretly always wanted a giant dog. At first, it took a bit of adjusting on his side to not always speak his mind, as I don’t think either of them are ready to learn that he speaks (never mind the ‘he’s dead’ part). We had a few close calls, but somehow managed to convince the Mums that the radio randomly tunes to Welsh radio stations. Like it’s possessed with hiraeth as much as the rest of us.

         “Abby, did you even ask Vivi if she wants to go?” Mam says in her you’re in for a telling off voice.

         “Do you want to go?” Mumma asks, whirling to face me. I swear she is more excited than I am. I was worried she would be sad that I was going without her.

         “Yes,” I bleat, pushing back against the fears. “Please.”

         “See! I knew she would. Oh I’m so excited for you. It’s going to be such an adventure!”

         “Okay, can we all calm down for a second?” Mam points for us both to join her at the table. “First off, we’re clearly very excited that you’ve been invited by the McLeods to go away with Dara, and you’re allowed to go of course.”

         She reaches across the table and takes my hand, which means she’s going to say something tricky. I’m 23not sure if it’s meant to comfort me or her more, but I like it. Her hands are so soft and warm.

         “I want to talk through some things with Bruce first, especially because the trip is next week, and I want to make sure he has a plan in place in case you have a meltdown or a shutdown. Is that okay?” she says. I like that they always ask my permission, even if I know that really it’s part of the deal of me going. Not everyone knows what autism is or what it means to be autistic, beyond a few rubbish stereotypes that are usually about how our behaviour bothers other people. Almost everyone thinks they know way more about autism than they actually do.

         “Okay Mam,” I say.

         She gives me a wink.

         “You don’t mind that I’m going without you?” I ask Mumma. “We always said we’d go together.”

         “I don’t mind at all peanut,” she says, pulling me into a big squeeze. “You’re going to have a lovely adventure with your friends. And when we go, you’ll just have to show me round like a tour guide.”

         Gelert nuzzles his nose against my leg to say we’ll talk about it later.

         I help the Mums make lamb cawl for dinner. Mumma 24takes over the cooking as usual, instructing Mam to chop this, or grab that, while I sit at the kitchen table and roll up rosemary dumplings to go on top. It smells so much like home. I think that the smell, on top of Bruce’s cake being the first thing I enjoyed eating in weeks, is why I finally feel more hungry than nauseous for once.

         I’m safe in our kitchen, with my Mums, Gelert and a bowl of comfort stew.

         After a long day with my friends, I’m worn out and so slink off to my room, carefully stepping past Gelert who has fallen asleep in the too-small dog bed Mam bought for him.

         The warm feeling carries me to my own bed, and I feel sleep drawing in like an incoming tide.

         And next week, if all goes well, I’ll be back in Wales with my best friends. Maybe the universe is giving us a moment to breathe.
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            Chapter Three

         

         One thing that people always get wrong about autism is that we don’t get sayings. Like on TV or in books someone autistic will hear the phrase ‘it’s raining cats and dogs’ and will go to look out the window. It’s something that always annoys me. Which is why, when I think that I could kick myself for thinking I’m about to get a break, I’m doubly annoyed.

         I’m back at Nimuë’s lake.

         My heart races. What if he’s here again? I run my fingers in the cool grass to ground myself while I listen.

         The mist is thicker tonight. I can barely see the lake, even though I know I must be near the water’s edge because I can sense it.

         “Nimuë?” I whisper, but there’s no answer.

         It feels wrong here still, like Arawn left his mark. 26Normally, there’s a fresh field of tiny flowers, that seem to regenerate every time I’m here, no matter how many daisy chains we make. But they’re squashed, like someone trampled on them.

         “Nimuë?” I call a little louder this time.

         The only reason I am here is that both of us want to speak, right? That’s the rules, or so I thought. I don’t think I can just show up here without her. So she has to be here.

         But just in case, I pull a bubble of lake water to my hand.

         I follow the pull to the silvery water’s edge. You’d think I’d have stopped letting water drag me places, but it’s a bad habit I can’t quit.

         I reach down and place my other hand on the surface of the water. “Nimuë?”

         To my relief I hear her call my name. She appears through the mist, stopping just short of me where she hops slightly on the spot. She’s afraid.

         “Vivi, why are you here?”

         She looks off, like she’s got a stomach bug. Paler than usual, and clammy.

         “I don’t know why. But,are you okay?”

         “Yes, I am fine,” she says, not looking remotely fine at all.27

         “You … he didn’t hurt you?”

         She shakes her head, but I’m not entirely sure I believe her. “And you?”

         “I’m okay.” The skin on my face prickles at the small lie, like goosebumps rising.

         She pulls at a strand of hair that hangs limply across her cheek. “I was trying not to think about you so that the connection would not bring you here. But I do not think I succeeded. You are always on my mind. Perhaps this is my fault?”

         To be honest, it’s kind of freaking me out how scared she is. She’s one of the people I come to to try and understand what’s happening to me. But I need to be strong for her today.

         “I don’t think it’s anyone’s fault. I think all this dream stuff is bigger than just what we want,” I say, hoping I’m reassuring her. “Plus I wanted to know you were okay too.”

         She gives me a wobbly smile and we sit together in the trampled grass. Routine takes over, and I try to thread the broken flowers into a chain.

         “Has … has he been back?” I ask.

         “Not yet. But I can feel him.”

         At this, she shivers as those just speaking his name 28changes everything. The air feels tense, like the moment before someone starts playing a drum.

         “That is new?” Nimuë points at the winged scar inside my wrist.

         “You can see it?” I ask and she nods. “It was a burn I got in the Unlands. Last time, it was much worse. This is all that’s left.”

         Why can she see it now?

         Her eyebrows knit together. “His rot gets everywhere.”

         In her snarl, I get a flash of the furious woman who defied Arawn, even when he tried to take her children. I didn’t get a chance to ask her about it before he showed up. There is so much I don’t know about her. And I’m worried that, given how much is changing, I might not get many chances to find out.

         “Nimuë, will you tell me about your children?”

         To my surprise and relief, she beams like the sun. “My boys. My boys were so beautiful,” she says. “I fell in love with a human man who would graze his cattle in the fields near my lake. The grass was very sweet and rich, thanks to the magic in the soil, so he would make the journey with them many times a week. And I would watch from the water.” She laughs a little cheekily. “He was terribly handsome.”29

         “Did he see you in the water?”

         “No, no. I was very brave and decided to meet him, and there was this instant pull between us. It was love but furious passion too. Like fire. But fire can also burn, if you’re not careful with it.”

         I think of Dara’s new power. Just another change in a long list of them, like the floral mush in my lap.

         “So what happened?”

         “I left him,” she says. “He was a good father, but, well, we were very different. And it was hard for him to see me unchanging. I aged much slower than he did.”

         “What about your sons?”

         “I would visit them regularly – the difficulty between their father and I did not negate the love I had for my sons. I was very proud of them. They all became healers, in their own ways. A doctor, an herbalist, a midwife.”

         “Do you get to see them in like, the afterlife?”

         She shakes her head. “The magic that keeps me here does not resurrect the real me, Vivi. The me you speak with is an etching of the person I was when we cast the spell. I am a fragment filled with memories. The truth of what comes after death remains a mystery for me too.”

         So the real Nimuë is dead, even if this Nimuë, the memory of her, feels very real to me. Wow, magic is complicated.30

         “I hope that version of you is with them.”

         “And I too.” She leans a little closer to me, like you might look at an animal through the glass. “Are you sleeping?”

         I guess she really can see everything now. “There’s just been a lot happening.”

         Her eyes soften. As she reaches forward to brush hair out of my face, I think about her doing that to her sons, long ago. “I do not want to keep you here and away from true sleep. I will miss you, but let us be quick. Tell me everything.”

         I tell her about our exploration of the Unlands. The map. That I’m worried we won’t find the next three calonnau, or Isabella.

         “That is a lot on your mind,” she says.

         I want to ask her about what she said, that Arawn tried to take her sons. That that’s why she and Rhiannon started this whole thing. That he’s her father.

         But I feel so tired from talking, from taking all this in, that my tongue is heavy in my mouth. All I manage to get out is “Nimuë” before I feel the sensation that means I’m leaving.

         Perhaps she’s letting me go.

         I want to hold on, but I slip away as usual, a feeling 31like I’m being wheeled away through the mist. I hear her voice, so soft like a lullaby, say, “You are a good girl. Sleep well.”

         All feels normal.

         Until it doesn’t.

         There’s what I can only describe as a glitch. As though some of the pixels of the world fell out suddenly and reappeared without warning.

         I shudder to a halt, and it happens again.

         And again.

         It’s not just me being tired. The world looks like it’s breaking.

         My stomach rises like I’m going down a rollercoaster, and now I’m wide awake. What is happening?

         “Nimuë?!” I shout, and my voice is strangely muffled, like I’m underwater. There’s no echo like there usually is at Nimuë’s lake, which means I’m not there anymore.

         I don’t know where I am.

         It’s all white and brightly lit, but every now and then a chunk of the world will flicker like television static. Black and white, then lurid colours then nothing. Over and over.

         The rising feeling in my stomach keeps going, like I’m falling but my feet are firmly planted on the ground. I feel sick, really sick. And terrified.32

         The world, or wherever I am, flashes in broken fragments around me.

         What if I can’t leave? What if I’m stuck here forever.

         There’s an audible crack as the world glitches again, and suddenly I’m falling for real this time. The floor gives way and I scrabble in the air, desperate for something to grab onto.

         Oh god, what if this is how I die? Falling down some magical hole until I splatter on the bottom.

         Cutting through my screams is a laugh so cruel that I know exactly who it belongs to, and my voice stoppers in my throat.

         “Goodnight Vivi. Sleep well,” King Arawn sneers.

         I am in serious trouble.

         
            *

         

         I wish waking up covered in sweat was also less of a regular occurrence.

         Gelert, who has apparently joined me in bed, startles awake.

         “Blinking heck, mun,” he mutters. “What’s with you?”

         “Arawn,” I gasp, feeling like I can’t catch my breath.

         He leaps to his feet checking the windows and the door. In the moonlight filtering through the curtains, 33the hair running down his back is raised and angry. He angrily sniffs at the air.

         “Not here,” I say, rubbing at my eyes. The glitching left an ache in my head and colourful splatters in my vision. I feel so all over the place. “In my head again.”

         Wrong thing to say.

         “What do you mean again, girl?”

         Curses.

         I knew that not telling everyone what had happened would bite me in the butt sooner rather than later, and Gelert looks so angry he might literally do that.

         “A … bad dream?” It comes out as a whiny question, but there’s no recovering here.

         He growls so loudly I feel it in my bones. “Nice try. Talk, or I’ll pick one of these fellas for a snack,” he adds, nodding his great head at my collection of soft toys up by my pillow.

         “You wouldn’t hurt Angela,” I gasp, clutching a purple stegosaurus to my chest.

         “I’d start with her.”

         He’s serious then. I’ve caught him curled up with her before. He likes Angela as much as me.

         I groan and let it all spill out.

         In truth, of all people (or dogs?) I should have told 34him what had happened. I didn’t want to worry the others. But not telling Gelert was silly of me. Even if his memory is a bit wobbly, he still knows way more than the rest of us about all this magic stuff.

         “And it’s definitely him?”

         “Definitely. Nimuë recognised him. It was him. And it wasn’t like a hologram of him. Do you know what a–”

         “I know what a hologram is,” he snaps. Truly astonishing what he’s picked up in the last thousand years. “How can you be sure?”

         “Well, he touched me.”

         This yields another, deeper growl from Gelert, one that makes me feel very safe and cared for, even if he’d never tell me outright.

         “So that’s the mark on your face, then?”

         “Yeah.”

         He licks my chin. Normally I’d hate the smell of someone else’s spit on my skin. But it starts to feel better, soothing even though we’re talking about him. The prickle is gone. The rest of my body is a jangle of nerves but at least my face finally feels a bit more normal.

         “It was so weird, Gelert,” I say, collecting my thoughts. “It was just like a video call going wrong, like the signals were getting crossed and other peoples calls 35were bleeding in? But also like the world was crumbling. I hope Nimuë is okay.”

         I reach under my mattress for Excalibur and hold it against my chest, as tightly as you can safely do with a sword. To my relief, it hums slightly. A hum that feels like Nimuë.

         “Gelert, what are we going to do?”

         “Go to sleep,” he commands. “We’ll talk when the sun is up, right?”

         “I’ll try,” I say, lying back down with Angela the dinosaur still in my arms.

         After a moment, I add. “We can’t tell the others about this. Not until we what it means.”

         “You mean you haven’t already told them either.”

         “No.”

         He growls to register his disapproval but says no more.

         Despite his giant body curled around me, I’m too scared to fall asleep. If I was worried about a monster in our world, I’d sleep fine, because there’s nothing like an enormous Irish Wolfhound to make you feel safe.

         But he can’t protect me when the danger is inside me.

         How did Arawn get in a second time? Why has so much changed in our dream land; is that his doing? What can I do to stop it from happening again?36

         The only thing I know is that I never want to be in that falling glitch place ever again.

         Just before I fall asleep, I hear the dawn chorus outside. The triumphant singing birds remind me of the echoing sound of his laughter.
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            Chapter Four

         

         I end up waking every half hour. I don’t fall asleep deep enough to have nightmares, but every time I wake my heart is racing. I must look so terrible that when Mumma comes to check in on me, she tells me to stay in bed. I feel terrible.

         I’m so exhausted that I get a wicked headache, so Mam gives me some Calpol which knocks me out enough to sleep enough that I don’t wake up until the next morning. It’s Monday, and Mumma offers to let me call in sick, reminding me that I’m still getting used to this new school on top of whatever bug I’m dealing with. She’s right, but the weird thing about being possibly haunted by our enemy is that my social anxiety has fallen a little by the wayside.

         I decide to go in. It’s raining, but it’s nothing compared 38to Welsh rain. Gelert shadows me for a little while, for just long enough so that Mumma won’t notice he’s not at home asleep. He disappears before I get close to the school and people start asking why my giant dog is loose.

         Chia is already in the library. Not looking up from her book, she waves to me. I’m pretty sure she’s made her way through the entire romance fiction section already.

         I need something to do, so I tidy the bookshelves, ordering the books by subject and then author surname as they should be. The other people who use the library have no respect for categorisation, but at least it gives me something to do.

         It’s not long before Stevie arrives, grumpily murmuring “hi” as she drops her wet bag in the corner. She’s never a huge talker in the morning, but she’s especially twitchy when the weather is miserable. She does some yoga on the scratchy carpet.

         It’s peaceful, but for me it’s just quiet before the storm. After such a long sleep, I don’t look as terrible as I did yesterday so hopefully no one will notice that I’m on edge. I’ve not been awake long enough to talk to Gelert about Arawn, but I know he thinks I should tell them. I get the sense that he won’t do it for me.

         It turns out it’s not only me who isn’t sleeping. 39Dara storms in, throwing themselves into an empty chair. Their hair almost stands on end, and they look like they might have dressed in the dark. It’s weird, they’re normally so put together.

         Before I can say anything, they say, “So, Ceridwen visited me last night. I met my calon.”

         The three of us chorus noises of surprise, and, as if especially summoned, Gelert appears in the library.

         I rush to shut the door, wedging our bags up against it so no one can barge in without us noticing. “Gel, you’re not supposed to come to school,” I hiss.

         “I’ll go where I want to, I’ll have you,” he sniffs. “Abigail has gone to the shops without me. I’m hardly going to sit around moping for her like some common pet.”

         That’s me told.

         Gelert nudges Dara’s knee with his head. They’re slumped so far down in the chair that they’re practically horizontal. When I first met Nimuë it was weird, but also kind of exhilarating in a way. A real taste of magic outside of my control. Dara looks like someone just told them our trip next week is off.

         “Come on then. You met Ceridwen?”

         “Dara? Are you okay?” asks Chia, when they don’t answer straight away.40

         “I … I don’t know. It was, well, it was kind of weird,” Dara admits. They sit upright, one of their feet tapping nervously. “At first, I didn’t know what was happening. It was so strange. I’ve never had a dream like it. Normally I dream about normal stuff like all my teeth falling out, or doing endless homework.”

         “Sorry, how is that normal?” murmurs Stevie, but Chia shushes her.

         “I was walking through darkness, and at first I was worried I was in the Unlands. But then all this mist cleared, and I realised I was walking towards a cottage.”

         I picture a witch’s cottage from fairytales. Whitewashed walls and thatched roof. A wooden door with stained glass windows in it. The image comes to me so intensely that I wonder if it’s a memory of Nimuë’s.

         “Is that where you go to see Nimuë?” asks Stevie.

         A shiver runs down my back and I try to push the glitching to the back of my mind.

         “No, we just sit by a lake and make daisy-chains,” I say. “There’s mist there too. It’s kind of weird to explain it when it’s just in my head, I guess. Like, it’s real and it’s not.”

         “It is weird,” sighs Dara.

         Why now, I wonder.41

         Until now, only Nimuë and I had met. We knew Chia and Dara were bonded with Rhiannon and Ceridwen through their talismans too, but they’d never met each other. Dara’s had their talisman for months, but nothing. And I thought Rhiannon would come to Chia once she got her powers, especially when they share Eirlys, their magical Unlands horse.

         So why did she reach out now, after so much has already happened? Perhaps she knows what’s happening to Nimuë and I?

         Chia crouches down next to Dara. “Did you go into the creepy house?”

         “Obviously they went into the creepy house. Look at them. That’s a real I went into a creepy house look,” says Stevie.

         “Yes, I went into the house, but it wasn’t creepy. It was nice, really.”

         “Okay, so then what’s up with you?”

         They squirm, rubbing their forehead with their fingers. “It’s what she said.”

         I’m not sure if they pause for dramatic effect, or if they’re just trying to work out how to tell us.

         “Basically, you are probably not going to believe me, but she said we must go to Bardsey Island. All of us.” 42

         Stevie’s eyebrows raise higher than I’ve ever seen them. “Did she now?” she murmurs.

         “Why?” I ask.

         “She said she thinks it’s where the next part of our mission is.”

         The next piece of the puzzle, and something that Dara doesn’t want to say.

         Stevie groans loudly from the floor. “Why is it never anything like hey, we solved it for you, you can retire. Why is it you have to all go to an island and be trapped there?”

         “We won’t be trapped there!” Dara snaps.

         I feel bad nudging them about something they don’t want to talk about because, well, I get it, but I still ask, “What else did Ceridwen say Dara?”

         They mutter something I don’t hear.

         “Ah. The cauldron,” says Gelert. “So she thinks the cauldron is there?”

         “What cauldron?” asks Chia.

         “Her cauldron. Ceridwen’s, right?” I ask, and Dara nods to confirm. “I haven’t been able to find much about it, other than she maybe tried to make a potion to make her son smarter and some other kid stole it.”

         Gelert huffs. “It didn’t just do that.”

         “Is it the same as the one you told me about? The one 43that transformed people if they used it at the wrong time?”

         He nods. “And more.”

         “There’s a few other myths and stories about cauldrons that I can think of. They turn up quite a lot,” I say. “Like healing people, or even bringing them back from the dead.”

         “Makes sense,” says Chia. “The whole witch cauldron thing in fairytales had to come from somewhere.”

         “Do you think it could all be the same cauldron?”

         He shifts on his feet, and barks, “It’s just something we need to make sure he doesn’t have, mun.” Gelert seems so uncomfortable that I wonder if we’re brushing up against one of his memory gaps.

         “Can we even be sure it’s there?” Stevie asks.

         “Why would Ceridwen make us go to the island if someone else had it?” I say.

         Dara groans. “Ceridwen said that at one time it definitely was there, like it was the last place she left it. It’s our best bet for finding it,” Dara says. A dark shadow passes over their face. “If Arawn finds the cauldron first … guys it’s not good. I’d say it’s actually really, really bad.”

         I feel sick to my stomach at his name being spoken. My vision briefly flashes with the memory of the glitching 44mist. “What do you think Gelert?” I ask.

         Gelert sniffs. “People kept thinking it was the Holy Grail, so went on quests to find it. Chances are it’s been moved, or maybe some well-meaning person has locked it up in a museum. All we can be sure of is that Arawn doesn’t have it.”

         “Why do you think that?” I ask, and he squirms.

         It turns out, if anything, he remembers everything about the cauldron a little too clearly.

         “Because,” he says, with a heavy sigh, “If he had the cauldron we’d be overrun by hordes of undying creatures.”

         “Isn’t that technically what you are?” ponders Stevie.

         “Oh, much worse than me girl. Things you can’t even imagine.”

         Silence fills the room as we all process what that could mean.

         Chia looks up at the damp spotted ceiling. “Why are there always monsters?”

         “There might not be monsters yet,” I say fruitlessly, because Chia’s right. There are always monsters in the end.

         Stevie has clearly had enough of us all being dramatic and wants to get us back on track. “So, let me get this straight. Our only choice is to go to this island to look for 45it in the hope that he won’t beat us to it, if it’s even there?”

         “Pretty much,” Dara says.

         “Dara, I don’t know how to say this nicely, so I’m just going to say it.”

         “Oh here we go.”

         “Are you definitely not exaggerating a bit because you really want us all to go?

         “Urgh, I knew you’d just think this is about my birthday trip.” They pace around frantically. “It’s not, I promise.”

         “We don’t really think that,” soothes Chia.

         “Actually I do,” says Stevie.

         “Stevie,” I hiss, rubbing at the ache building in my forehead.

         “No, listen. I’m being dead serious,” Stevie says. “I mean, I was joking about the Dara tricking us part, but I really do think it’s all related somehow.”

         I frown, trying to follow her. “What do you mean?”

         “It’s just all a bit too much of a coincidence, isn’t it? That Ceridwen would appear now and be like hey you must go to this island that we were all literally talking about on Saturday? Like how did she know? I thought they’re all supposed to live in your little talismans right? They’re not supposed to be spying on us. You always 46have to tell Nimuë stuff, right?”

         Dara rests their hand against a pocket – they’re not supposed to, but they always sneak their awl into school. Chia fiddles with the horseshoe on a chain on her neck, arguably the easiest to always have it with her unless someone gets snippy about school uniform policies.

         “No, you’re right,” I say. “And Nimuë told me the last time I saw her that our calonnau are not like properly alive either.”

         “Not alive?!” shrieks Chia.

         At this, Gelert sniffs. She scratches behind his ears in apology.

         “They’re not like zombies. They’re like a snapshot of who they were when they did the spell.”

         “Like a hologram?” offers Dara.

         “Or a memory,” suggests Stevie.

         “Something like that. She can remember things she’s learned from me, and tell me things she knew, but she doesn’t just know what I know instinctively.”

         “So, Ceridwen couldn’t have known that we’ve had an invitation from Dara’s mysterious cousin?” says Chia. “That means it is a coincidence.”

         “She’s not mysterious,” they groan. “You just haven’t met her before.”47

         “Exactly, so she’s not been cleared of suspicious whatevery,” huffs Stevie. “I’m cautious until proven otherwise.”

         “Do you feel like this about everyone who invites you on holiday?”

         “To an island in the middle of nowhere that apparently important for lots of those weird stories Vivi knows that are apparently mostly true? Yeah actually. And you should trust my gut because I’m always right. Whatever way we cut it, something bigger is going on.”

         We’re quiet as we all mull this over.

         “The girl’s not wrong,” agrees Gelert, breaking the silence. “You must be cautious, but you must go.”

         I know he’s taking this seriously because he didn’t insult any of us.

         Exhausted from their frantic pacing, Dara flops back down into the chair. “Man, I just wanted to go looking for beach treasure and watch the seals and climb the lighthouse. I didn’t want my birthday trip to be a mission.”

         I reach over and pat them on the arm. “I’m sure we’ll find a way to have fun still.”

         “We? For definite?” They sit up straight, eyes 48wide with delight.

         “The Mums said it’s okay. They just have to give your Dad The Autism Talk.”

         “I asked Maman but I think she thought I was joking,” says Stevie. “I’ll ask her again tonight. Chia, what did your mum say?”

         Chia shifts awkwardly. “I … I haven’t mentioned it to her yet. She was on night shifts last week and really tired. Honestly guys, I’m not sure she’s going to be super happy about it.”

         It’s awkward. Realistically we can’t convince their parents to let them come, and, as none of us have developed the power of mind control, we need their permission.

         But we need all of us.

         “We should ask the Ghost Queen about this island,” I say. “See what she knows. I’m sure she can find out more than we can, especially if loads of people were trying to find it. I’ll email her at break.”

         The bell sounds above us.

         “I’ve got to get to Maths,” sighs Dara, peeling their body out of the chair and leaving without another word. They were so excited about their trip before it got serious. It seems unfair.49

         “I just don’t think Mummy is going to let me go,” says Chia. “I know she doesn’t remember I was missing, but she doesn’t really like me going places without her anyway, never mind going to an island on the other side of Wales.”

         “The furthest I’ve been West is Hammersmith,” mumbles Stevie in such a dejected way that it makes Chia and I laugh.

         “Okay, I’m not that tragic,” Chia adds. “If she agrees, I think it’ll be on condition of chores until I’m like twenty. Major grovelling is about to hit the Emezi household.”

         I put my arm around her and squeeze.

         “Thanks,” she says. “This seems selfish to say out loud, but I need to be honest … What if next month there’s something else? What if I need to save that favour from Mummy for another time? It does feel weird, but …”

         “I get it. It’s still a collection of hunches. Let’s see what the Ghost Queen has to say.”

         
            *

         

         It doesn’t take the Ghost Queen long to reply, which you’d think would means it’s a very short message. But it’s not. There’s a lot here, and thankfully, she isn’t 50sending us to the basement of the British Library to retrieve anything this time.

         At lunch time, we meet back in the library. Everyone, including Gelert who has reappeared, crowds around as I read her email aloud.

         
            Nimuë,

            What a curious request from yourself, but naturally one that I can acquiesce.

            As you know, Ynys Enlli is a place tied to many legends, but particularly the King Arthur and Avalon stories – you can see this in the references at the bottom of this missive. Many people thought he journey to the island could be the passage to death, and that this is the final resting place of Arthur and his associates. 

         

         Chia fixes me with a stare. “And you lot wonder why I’m not excited to go.”

         
            According to my sources, Ynys Enlli was foretold to be the home of a number of important magical items. These were heavily linked to the wizard Myrddin.51

         

         “Emrys, right?” says Stevie. “I hated that guy.”

         “Do you think that means he’ll be there?” asks Chia.

         I shiver. “I hope not.”

         
            Several of these items were described in such a way that could suggest they are the cauldron you ask about, though I am unable to procure a full list for you at this time. I will continue my research.

            Equally, given the island is known as a place of death and rebirth, as is your cauldron, it makes sense that you might find the answers you seek upon its shores.

            These are, of course, all old stories so there is a possibility that you will find nothing on the island, but as the opportunity has arisen and given your recent adventures, I would strongly recommend following this lead.

            As always, I will endeavour to assist you in any way that I can, from afar.

            Yours,

            GQ

         

         Beneath her message, there are lots of links, ranging from slightly weird blogs that I’m not convinced haven’t 52left a virus on my tablet all the way to articles on the British Library’s website. I make a mental note to look at them before we go.

         Chia sits back and sighs. “I guess I’d better go think up something good enough to convince Mummy to let me go.”
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            Chapter Five

         

         Home. Well, sort of.

         I’m back in Wales. There’s the familiar tang of salt in the air, and I feel relaxed in a way I haven’t for weeks.

         From the beach, I watch as the rubber-duck yellow boat gets closer. Ready to take us to Ynys Enlli.

         I can’t believe we’re here. All four of us, with Dara’s dad Bruce too, of course.

         And all our bags. Turns out, when you go to an island where very few people live and there aren’t regular supply runs, you have to bring a lot of stuff with you, even when you’re staying at someone’s house.

         In the end, it turned out that Dr. Emezi already knew about the island because if you go from Chester to Bardsey three times on a Christian pilgrimage it counts the same as going to Rome once. She thought 54it was a great idea for Chia to go and think about her connection to religion. We took it as an easy win.

         Though it turns out she doesn’t have an anorak? That’s wild to me. Growing up in Wales, an anorak was an essential. Like a limb. The rain in London is nothing compared to Wales, so I just lent her one of mine. Given she’s much smaller than me, it’s more like an anorak dress on her.

         Meanwhile, Stevie is probably a little over-prepared, packed for every possible weather including snow, plus camping stuff like iodine to purify water for drinking and rechargeable lamplights. It turns out her parents were quite easy to convince in the end, once they realised it wasn’t some kind of extended joke. They seem to think she is going on some kind of hiking adventure, which they were in favour of.

         If I were the suspicious type, I’d wonder why it had been so easy in the end to convince all the parents.

         Bruce wasn’t kidding when he said it would be a long trip. We left last night, right after school. Bruce’s car is pretty big, but still we were wedged in around the bags. All our parents came to wave us off, and I was really brave and only cried a tiny bit.

         It took ages just to get out and away from London, 55but the closer we got to Wales, I started to recognise things. The shape and colour of the land is familiar: the mountains, the valleys, the green, even in bits I’ve never been to. It’s so flat for miles in the South of England that you really notice the difference. Even when it was so dark I had to squint, I kept watching out the window, because I knew Wales was there.

         The others are half-awake. It’s not even seven yet, but given I barely slept it makes no difference to me. Not sleeping is almost becoming a habit. It’s been a week, and I keep drifting off for a little while until I startle myself awake. He hasn’t been back, but I’m not about to give him the chance to slip into my dreams.

         The boat pulls in, bobbing against the slipway and secured by ropes. The captain, a kindly man in head-to-toe waterproofs, introduces himself as Colin and welcomes us onboard. He and Bruce load our bags onto the boat. A supermarket delivery van drives up with crates of shopping that get loaded onto the boat too.

         One by one, we finally clamber onto the boat. Dara and Chia sit along the edge on padded seats. But Stevie sits alone in the middle, staring straight at the horizon.

         “You okay?” I whisper, as I awkwardly climb on.

         “I get seasick. I think.” She nibbles at her lip. “I’ve 56not really been on a boat like this before.”

         I hop over onto the middle bench next to her, and she relaxes a little bit.

         No one else joins us, and when the engine fires up with a roar so enormous that we all leap in fright, I spy a tiny spark in Dara’s hand, which I fling water at, just in case. They look a bit drenched. “Whoops,” they mouth.

         The boat pulls out to sea, the bay soon disappearing from view. Thick sprays of white water leap through the air as we drive through the waves into the open sea. The water is the deepest, richest blue I’ve ever seen. Birds swirl above us, diving into the water to catch fish. I wonder if we will see porpoises here – I’ve seen them close to the coast before – and I keep looking back into the frothy trail of waves behind us for tell-tale fins.

         The waves are stronger and wilder as we get further away from land, and the current means we have to drive half towards them, so it’s a bit of a bouncy ride. It doesn’t take long for Stevie to open her eyes, and for the thrill-seeker in her to take over.

         “I thought you were seasick,” says Dara, who looks a little paler than usual.

         “I guess not!” she laughs, and it’s such a bright happy sound that we all fall apart giggling.57

         “Look,” Chia says, pointing ahead of us.

         In the distance, rising straight out of the sea is the hill of Bardsey Island. Ynys Enlli.

         “We’re really going,” Dara whispers. I’m relieved that they seem to have recovered some of their excitement about the trip. I only wish I could feel the same.

         In my head there’s a constant whirring of cauldron Emrys treasures Ceridwen on top of my constant hum of Arawn.

         
            *

         

         When we reach the island, the boat plows right through the shallow water to the beach. I hold on tight, expecting us to hit something, but the bottom of the boat is shallow enough that we can get really close.

         On land, a tall tractor drives into the water to drag the boat up on land. That’s a relief because I was wondering if we were going to have to jump in.

         Even from down here, I can see quite a lot of the island. The green here is so desperately green it makes my eyes ache. The local parks in London never reach this cacophony of colour. You only get that in places where it rains most of the time Mam says. The fields are dotted with bright white sheep, and there must be cows too because every now and then I hear a low moo.58

         Just above the beach is a boatyard, all the boats raised up on stilts so they can be fixed. There are a few stone buildings here too. The plastic covered map taped to the boat tell me they’re just public toilets and a dry place for day visitors to sit and wait for the boat.

         With a big yank from the tractor, we start moving up onto the shore. Some people appear from the boatyard and help unload the crates and bags from the boat.

         Colin helps us down a step ladder onto the beach. It’s a mix of pebble and golden-brown sand. It’s strewn with green, red and brown seaweed that look so familiar to me – they’re all the ones I used to see growing up. That’s maybe a weird thing to say, but it’s the kind of thing you notice when you’re outdoors a lot. I follow them down to the clear water, which is nothing like the greyish brown sea where we used to live.

         It’s pretty quiet here. Like the lake. My brain feels empty, and I realise it’s the lack of background noise. London hums – beeping, trains on tracks, neighbours, dogs barking at cats. Here it’s only the rush of the sea and thick blusters of wind pummelling at our ears. It’s like a long breath out.

         Something about being here feels magical.

         “Kids! Stay here. I’ll be right back,” Bruce shouts, 59before disappearing out of sight.

         I’ve been so caught up in looking that I hadn’t noticed all the bags have been ferried up to dry land, where Dara and Chia wait. I walk back up the beach to where Stevie stands looking out to sea.

         “Was the weather that bad when we left?” she asks.

         The clouds on the mainland must have grown because we can see them from here. Like a giant bruise in the sky.

         “No, but you know … It’s Wales,” I say.

         She zips her anorak a little higher.

         “I want to ride that,” says Dara, watching the little tractor drive back up to the boatyard. “Do you think they’ll let me?”

         “Absolutely not,” laughs Stevie.

         There’s a rush of life overhead, and we look up to see a sky full of black and white birds, swooping and hovering and diving into the sea.

         “I know that one’s a guillemot, I’ve seen them on the Thames,” says Chia. “I don’t recognise those ones though.”

         “Manx shearwater, I think?” I say. “There’s a whole colony of them here.”

         “That’s right. Sometimes you hear them yelling at night. It’s super eerie,” says a new voice.60

         I turn to see a girl with blunt-cut blonde hair in a chrome and black wheelchair watching us from the end of the small pier. The sunshine through fluffy clouds lights her like a spotlight. She must be about our age, and her all-black outfit contrasts so heavily with our mishmash of colours. The leather jacket she wears is clearly second-hand and too big, the arms folded back at her wrists so they don’t swamp her hands.

         “Meredith!” cries Dara. They joyfully leap at the girl who must be their cousin and wrap her into a hug.

         “Shmae Dara,” she says, patting them on the back.

         “Shmae,” they repeat, though they sound far more Scottish than they usually do, almost like they tried to reach for Welsh and course-corrected the wrong way. “It’s so nice to see you.”

         Dara lets go, and Meredith nods in agreement. The corners of her mouth are downturned and set into her thin face in a way that I imagine means people read her as angry all the time. Her storm-grey eyes are intense, the kind that quietly watch everything.

         “Let me introduce you to everyone,” they say, dragging us over. “I’m very pleased to introduce you to Chia, Stevie and Vivi, my three best friends from home.”

         My stomach flips a little bit at ‘best friend’, and I see 61Stevie look up at the sky, trying to hold in an eye roll.

         Chia is, as usual, the only one of us who can behave nicely, and waves cheerily to our host. “You have a lovely island,” she says.

         “Thanks,” says Meredith. All the vowels stretch out in her thick north-west Welsh accent. Her voice sounds familiar, like home. “I worked very hard on it. Getting the seaweed to look realistic was particularly tricky work.”

         I laugh, and she gives me a small smile.

         A 4x4 car pulling a small trailer parks up next to us, and Bruce hops out of the back, looking like he’s having the time of his life. Out of it appear two more men. The first could almost be his twin, though I swear he is somehow broader across the shoulders than Bruce. The second is a sprightly, bearded man who uses a walking stick, and has long blonde hair that blows in the wind from under his knitted hat. In very different ways, they both look like they could play a Viking on TV.

         “Hiya kids,” bellows Bruce’s brother. “I’m Ross and this here is Ianto, and I see you’ve already met our Meredith.”

         “Shall we get this stuff inside and have a paned?” adds Ianto. “Those clouds look a bit ominous.”

         In the minutes since we’ve been standing here, 62the bruised sky has spread over the sea towards us, threatening rain. I can smell it in the air.

         “Let’s get a shufty on, shall we?” Ross hauls our bags up into the trailer. He still has the same Scottish (Glaswegian, to be exact) accent as Bruce, but it’s mashed up with the Welsh accent that Meredith and Ianto have.

         “Merry, are you happy to show the others back to the house?” Ianto smoothes her fringe back from her face in a gesture that makes me miss my Mums so much. “We’ve got to square up the siop from Colin.”

         “Okay,” she says. When he turns away, she flattens her fringe back down against her forehead.

         “Croeso i Ynys Enlli. Or, welcome to Bardsey Island.” The way she announces it reminds me so much of Dara, even though her delivery is so flat, it almost sounds sarcastic. “Follow me, it’s only five minutes to the house.”

         She sets off without really waiting for us at such a lick that I have to trot to catch up to her.

         “What is a paned?” whispers Chia.

         Dara shrugs. “It’s not a Scottish thing.”

         “It’s Welsh. They mean tea,” I say. “It’s a different country, isn’t it. It’s not just the language, we have 63different holidays and celebrations. Like we have things like the Eisteddfodd, which is basically a big festival of art and culture led by druids.”

         “Sorry, did you say druids?” asks Chia.

         “Not like the magical plant powers from D&D type,” I explain. “Sorry, I hope that didn’t sound snarky. It’s just people think that Wales is just the same as England, or an offshoot.”

         “Don’t worry, we are very aware that you’re different from the rest of us,” says Stevie with a laugh. In reply, I give her a gentle shoulder bump as we walk.

         It’s funny to think that, even a month ago, a comment like that would have melted me. It would have brought up too much past hurt, but now Stevie and I can tease each other because I know we care about each other. Plus, she’s furiously protective of me being autistic. I overheard our classmates gossiping that at the start of the month someone was making fun of me behind my back, and Stevie had threatened to do a series of rather terrifying things if they even looked my way again. Word had spread that she was basically my bodyguard now. I’m not sure she wanted me to know that, so I haven’t mentioned it, but it made me like her even more.

         “I just want you to love it here as much as I do,” I say.64

         “At least we’ve got a translator,” says Chia. “What were her Dads’ names?”

         “Ianto. Like Yan-Tow,” I say and she copies me.

         “And Ross,” adds Dara cheerily.

         Meredith leads us along the road that runs away from the port towards the big hill, the land sloping up as we get closer to it. There are more stone cottages up ahead, and with the number of fields, I figure a lot of people must be farmers.

         When I look back, I can see the lighthouse at the southern tip of the island. From here, it looks like any other lighthouse, but I’ve looked it up online. It’s square, not round like a tube, and the light on top is deep red.

         We slow to a stop at a crossroads right in the middle of the island.

         “Tour time,” Meredith announces, spinning on her wheels. “If you carry on up that way, there is the little chapel and the abbey ruins. If you take this road, you’ll find all the visitor cottages and the café.”

         She points as she speaks stiffly, as though this was rehearsed. I guess she must have given the tour to guests a bunch of times.

         “If you follow me this way, we can go to … my house.”

         We follow her towards one of the bigger houses, 65painted white on one side, grey stone on the other. Half the roof slopes steeply and the front door is nestled into a porch at the front. The enormous rectangle windows are split into lots of little ones with white panes. You don’t see houses like this in London, that’s for sure.

         The front door is unlocked. In the large entry room, Meredith stands, collapses her wheelchair so the seat folds in on itself, and wheels it under the coat rack. We dump our boots and wellies in the same place, as instructed, and follow her through the house. She walks a little slower than I do, her hands reaching out but not-quite touching the walls and furniture.

         “Your dad has the guest room upstairs,” she says. “You guys are upstairs too. My Dads brought camp beds from the holiday cottages for you. I’ll show you.”

         “Are you-” Dara begins, but Meredith cuts them off with a nod as she takes the stairs slowly, using the handrail to steady herself.

         The camp beds have been put in must usually be Bruce and Ianto’s office. Luckily, there’s just enough room for all our beds pushed up against the huge dark wooden bookshelves. We will have to keep our suitcases under the bed, but it will be comfy enough.66

         Meredith hangs awkwardly in the doorway. For someone who invited us here, she doesn’t seem … excited about it. Dara hasn’t really talked about her much, so I didn’t know what to expect from her. Maybe she’s just a bit shy.

         “Bagsy this one,” says Dara sitting down on one by the window.

         “They’re all the same,” insists Chia.

         “I’ll go here,” says Stevie, settling on one by the door.

         Chia looks at me, shrugs and sits down on the bed closest to her.

         I’m left with another one by the window, which I don’t mind. I’ll be able to easily hear the birds first thing. When I peek out the window, I can see all the way to the lighthouse.

         “Delivery,” trills Ross, carrying mine and Dara’s bags in.

         “Who’s for tea?” calls Ianto up the stairs.

         We follow the promise of tea down the stairs. I wonder whether to ask Meredith if she needs a hand, but she’s already going down on her bum.

         “Easier that way,” she says as she pulls herself upright at the bottom.

         I get a closer look as she stands and can’t help but notice that the skin under her eyes is darker than mine, 67even though I’m running on snippets of sleep. I wonder if it’s always like that.

         Dara has busied themselves in the kitchen setting out cups and fetching tea bags. Apparently, there’s a a system of steps for purifying the water because here it’s all in big tanks, and there’s some from a natural spring well too. As Ianto explains the process, Chia looks a little horrified. And that’s before he even gets onto the (optional) composting toilet outside.

         Ianto instructs everyone to sit at the kitchen table, setting down mugs of sweet, hot tea for all of us. After such an early morning, it’s blissful.

         The McLeod brothers bring in all the shopping, still in the crates we saw on the boat. The old kitchen floorboards creak as they move around. It’s like the house’s own music. Ianto ushers Bruce to sit down, while he and Ross put things away.

         “You’ll just put things in the wrong place,” jokes Ross.

         “Cheeky.” Bruce does as he’s told and gives us all a serious look. “A few safety things. No going off alone, always in pairs at minimum. If the weather is bad, come back. You have to check the tide tables before you go to the beach.”

         I see a confused glance pass between the Londoners.68

         “I can be in charge of that,” I say. You don’t grow up at the coast without learning about tides or sea safety. Or maybe that’s just me.

         “Good thinking Vivi.”

         “I knew we were in the countryside, but this is like … the wild,” says Chia a little nervously.

         “We do have some comforts,” Ross laughs. “We’ve got electricity in this house for a start.”

         Dara gasps. “Doesn’t everyone?”

         “Not the guest houses.”

         “Ours comes from solar power panels and the wind turbines in one of the fields down the way,” adds Ianto. “Also, it’s total lights out from about 9pm please.”

         “Because of the protected night sky?” I ask and Ianto gives me a wink.

         I had heard about this when I lived here. The island residents agreed to turn all lights off early, and by changing the lighthouse lamp from white to red, they hoped it would help all the animals that live here. It means you can see the whole starlit sky. I can’t wait. Plus, it’ll give me something nice to look at when I inevitably don’t sleep.

         “And no going to the guest houses please. We’re renovating most of them. That’s why your dad is here.”69

         Bruce pretends to be surprised. “I thought I was on holiday!”

         It’s basically lunch time once we’ve finished our tea, so Bruce makes everyone triangle-cut cheese sandwiches that he insists we eat before we can go out.

         In record time, Dara devours their sandwich, and washes and dries their plate. Ignoring how much the rest of us have left, they announce, “Hurry up. It’s time to go exploring!’
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            Chapter Six

         

         I have barely finished eating as Dara ushers us all outside. Coats and boots are thrown not necessarily at the correct owner. If we had more time, I would go upstairs to grab Excalibur or the water bandolier Dara made me.

         Dara is definitely on holiday mode, and I know we all need to be for good appearances, but I’m still vigilant to magical stuff surprising us. I have to hope the monsters are giving us a day off to get settled. Plus, I can hardly bring it up in front of Meredith.

         I’m not even sure where Dara got a map from, but they are just shouting places we could go that I know are all over the island. I think of the darkness under Meredith’s eyes, as dark as the ominous rainclouds that are still over us.71

         “Maybe we don’t go too far today?” I suggest. “We’ve got all week to explore. Plus I reckon that rain will hit in the next hour.”

         The rain smells heavy in the air. I’m not sure if I can sense it so much because I’m Welsh and used to rain, or autistic or magically connected to water. Maybe all of the above.

         I see Meredith smile, just for a second, possibly more in agreement about the rain than relief that I stopped Dara from suggesting we hike.

         “That sounds good,” agrees Chia, pulling her puffy coat hood up over her hair. “And OMG it’s cold. I need time to adjust.”

         “How about the nature reserve?” Meredith asks. “There’s a hut we can sit in and watch the birds.”

         “Let’s go!” cries Dara. Sitting quietly is not one of their strengths, but I think they’re just excited that we’re doing something. They run off ahead, trailed reluctantly by Stevie.

         “Thanks for showing us around,” Chia says to Meredith.

         “You’re welcome,” she says. Her milky white cheeks pink ever so slightly.

         “Does it rain here every day?”

         “Pretty much,” I say. “It’s the weather coming across the sea. Even if it doesn’t rain for long, it’ll rain most days.”72

         Chia pulls a face and I laugh. “Did you grow up far from here Vivi?”

         “An hour and a bit away, I think? So kind of? It’s like how in London everything is an hour away. Here that just means it’s local to you.”

         “I get it. Just a lot more sheep and a lot less Starbucks.”

         “I think there’s one in Llandudno in case you’re desperate. That’s … probably an hour or so’s drive. After the boat.”

         “Oh easy, I’ll get going now,” she giggles. “Get your orders for silly little drinks in now.”

         Even Meredith laughs at that, which is nice.

         I can’t believe I’m here on Ynys Enlli. There’s so much I want to know, and I don’t want to come across too intense to a new person, so I try to look casual when I ask, “So, my Mumma told me there’s lots of myths about Ynys Enlli.”

         To my relief, she nods. “Quite a lot yeah.” Meredith points to a grove of trees in the distance. “You see that orchard? Those are apple trees. The apple they grow only comes from this island. People think it’s the rarest apple in the world.”

         “That’s cool,” says Chia. “A fancy apple.”

         “Some of them get sold and people like to buy saplings 73if they can, but mostly we end up eating the apples here. There’s a lot of apple pies in your immediate future.”

         “I can live with that.”

         “So what’s the connection to the apples?” I ask.

         Meredith fixes me with a look that makes me feel exposed. “You must know the King Arthur stories from growing up here.”

         I nod. I know some of them. I’m sure if I had read any of the information that the Ghost Queen sent me I’d know more, but I just couldn’t do it. I was so excited to be here, but any time I went to read what she’d sent, I would get this pang in my chest and feel so tired. Like it reminded me of everything too much. I’d been meaning to tell the others but then I’d have to tell them why I’m feeling off kilter. Lies and secrets and lies and all that.

         I don’t really like how I’m behaving, if I’m honest.

         Meredith snaps me out of my spiralling. “But do you know what the word Avalon means?”

         “I don’t. It’s not Welsh, is it?”

         “The word Avalon isn’t. But I’m sure you spent enough time learning the alphabet to know what afal means in Welsh?”

         “Apple.”

         “Right. Avalon. Afal. So could be that. I think the 74first person to write their name down was in Latin.” She pauses for just a second and I swear glances up at me before looking ahead again. “I can’t remember the words, but it meant Isle of the Apples too.”

         “So people think this must be Avalon because you’ve got loads of apples?” Chia asks. “Also what is Avalon. I’m not a King Arthur nerd … yet.”

         “Some people think it’s where King Arthur went to die,” I say.

         “True, but it’s not just stories about him. Some people think it’s the land of the fairies. There’s something about Merlin living in a glass castle.”

         I bristle at his name. “That would be like living in a greenhouse,” I say, hoping this explains my sharp reaction. Secretly, I think it would be kind of nice; I loved the hot earthy smell of the greenhouse at our old house. I wonder if it’s still there.

         “Or a conservatory,” adds Chia.

         “Plus everyone would see you getting changed or having a shower,” Meredith adds, and we all burst out laughing.

         I probably need to ask her more about that Merlin story, but I’m worried I’ll put her off by info-dumping at her. I just need to be calm. Cool. Get to know her.

         Or at least, that’s what I would have done if I didn’t 75just blurt, “I’ve got two mums.”

         “Oh. I don’t. I’ve just got the one,” Meredith deadpans.

         “Does your mum live here too?” asks Chia.

         “No, she lives on the mainland which was where I was born. Papa – Ianto – he was born here. We moved here when I was little. What about you, Two Mums?”

         I laugh at that. “Oh it’s only ever been us three. I mean … technically I have a father, but that’s just my Mumma’s friend Paul. He’s kind of like an uncle.”

         I don’t really mention this because I think some people find it a bit weird. I know Kelly did. But as Meredith has a similar family set up to me it feels safe. “He lives in Liverpool. He’s a drag queen.”

         “I guess you can call me One-Mum-One-Dad-One-Step-Dad,” laughs Chia, counting them off.

         “Hmm, the concept needs work,” says Meredith. “Anyway, we are here.”

         The nature reserve is marshy land and has wooden boardwalks running across it, with little huts dotted around. We’re right near the sea too, though I suppose everything is on an island.

         We find Stevie and Dara in one hut, sitting at opposite ends of a bench. They leap as we enter like we’ve surprised them. Stevie looks flushed, probably 76from running after Dara. They’re both so weird.

         Tucked into a little bookshelf are books to identify birds, and a few pairs of binoculars. Meredith takes her own pair from the bag on her wheelchair. I don’t have my own, usually I borrow Mam’s and I think she’d be sad if I lost them, so I’m glad there’s some we can borrow. We take turns peering at all the birds floating around and fighting and yelling and eating.

         They’re just like us.

         “You know, I don’t think I’d have believed you a few weeks if you told me I’d be sitting on an island watching birds,” whispers Chia. “I’m glad though. Look, that one just dropped something on the other’s head.”

         “Is birdwatching what you mostly get up to?” asks Stevie, and I know she’s just being curious but Meredith squirms a little.

         “Sometimes,” she murmurs, her cheeks colouring a little.

         “Merry is a gamer,” says Dara proudly.

         The weather takes that as a cue to remind us to go home. A grumble of thunder sounds in the distance, sending many of the birds into the air.

         “Weird,” murmurs Meredith, poking her head out the door of the hide. “We should go back.”77

         The sky overhead is black now, no longer a bruise but a threat. Meredith sets off at a fast pace, and we all trot after her, me at the back because I can’t trot to save my life. The first few sprinkles of rain land on us as we near the house.

         Ahead, everyone rushes through the front door, but as I walk through the gate, I slow down. I can taste metal, and it’s not blood from a bitten lip or anything.

         It’s magic. The metallic, earthy smell of magic.

         I can’t tell if it’s the storm itself or something else, but I’m not sure I want to stick around to find out.

         I turn to look at the sea, now a deep grey to match the sky. Since my magical connection to water, I’ve noticed more about it. And the sea, out there, looks angry.

         It feels like I’m being warned. Or that something terrible is coming.

         But I can feel I’m missing the meaning. Like when someone speaks to you, but you miss some words so you can’t grasp the meaning.

         That’s how I feel right now, looking out at the sea. I don’t like it.

         There’s another grumble of thunder, closer this time. I wait for a flash of lightning, but there’s nothing yet. Instead, the clouds hurl huge drops of rain down at me.

         And yet, I’m not soaked. Above me, there’s a kind of 78invisible umbrella, like I asked the rain politely not to hit me. I’ve never done that before.

         “Vivi, are you coming inside?” calls Dara from the door.

         “Coming,” I call.

         As I turn back to the house, I see something dash across the crossroads. A bird probably. Hopefully it’ll find somewhere dry to hide out the storm.

         
            *

         

         The rain doesn’t stop.

         Luckily, there seems to be an unending supply of board games and puzzles in this house. Tiredness is setting in, especially after using my powers, so I put on my headphones, grab a book and curl up in an armchair while Chia, Stevie and Dara play a game about making train routes on the coffee table.

         Meredith went straight to her room. I think Dara is trying to pretend they’re not disappointed. The last thing I hear before I put on white noise is Stevie loudly declaring she’s going to beat Dara. The pair of them bicker so much that they don’t notice Chia winning by a mile. When Chia inevitably wins, Stevie demands a rematch. And so goes the rest of the afternoon.

         Meredith’s Dads serve us up a huge dinner of spaghetti 79bolognese – sauce on the side for me – and soon we’re all yawning and nodding off, so Bruce suggests we all go to bed. We all agree with little protest. Or, well, I go along with it. It’s not like I’ll sleep, with Arawn on my mind as always. Plus, sleeping in a new place is hard and I’m sharing a quite cramped room. Last night I discovered the others all snore, and Chia even talks in her sleep.

         At least I can just lie in bed and read by torchlight.

         Exhausted by their fighting, Stevie and Dara pretty much drop off immediately.

         I’m not the only one reading before bed. Chia has a light that clips onto her book, something I should definitely get because wedging my torch against my shoulder and face is such a faff. She brought a stack of books from the library, though I recognise a few she’s read before.

         Eventually, the adults go to bed, and Chia turns off her light.

         It’s just me. Wide awake. At least the camp bed is comfy, and I don’t mind the baby powder smell of the sheets.

         It’s wrong to be in a bed without Gelert hogging all the space. I hope he’s okay. I’m sad that he wasn’t allowed to come with us. Even if there wasn’t a no dogs rule, he wouldn’t have fit in the car, and people would 80ask a lot of questions if they knew about his powers. Imagine if he just showed up on the boat.

         I giggle to myself at the thought.

         As though he knew I was thinking about him, Gelert lands right on top of me.

         I have to stifle an ooft. 

         “What are you doing here?” I whisper, scratching behind his ears.

         He licks my hand. “I thought I’d better be here, just in case something odd happens, isn’t it.”

         “You missed me.”

         “I did not.”

         “You did.”

         He huffs.

         “This is a very long way for you to pop in,” I say, thinking how much the trip to Beddgelert took out of him. This is much, much further. There’s no way he can travel back tonight.

         “I’m staying.”

         “Won’t the Mums notice you’re gone?”

         He tilts his head from side to side, mulling it over. “We’ll just have to see.”

         “Gel,” I groan. “They are going to panic if they think you’ve run away.”81

         “Blinking heck, don’t fuss. They won’t notice.”

         “Gelert, did you know you’re actually massive. You’re very noticeable.”

         “Stop thinking magical–”

         “Alright, alright.” I sigh. He’s said it so many times that you’d think it would have sunk in by now. “But if the Mums are upset, you have to make it up to them. Where are you going to stay? I can’t hide you here!”

         “There’s plenty of empty houses.”

         “All the Dads are doing those up. They’ll be in them every day. You’ll have to find somewhere better to hide.” I sigh because my stomach is squirming so much. It’s a little embarrassing how nervous I am of getting in trouble. “The rules are no visiting dogs, Gelert.”

         “Not sure I count as visiting, do I?.”

         I snort. “True. You’re more like a haunting.”

         He licks my face which he knows I hate. “I like you better when you’re quiet, mun. Go sleep.”

         He knows I can’t, or won’t, but the weight of him lying half on me soothes enough that I drift right to the edge of sleep.

         That is, until I hear the scream.
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            Chapter Seven

         

         I sit up in bed, dislodging Gelert’s foot from my chest with a thump. We’re both awake. We both heard something.

         A growl sounds deep in his throat, and I shush him.

         He hops off the bed, and I scramble out. The thick hair that runs down his back stands on end, and his ears prick up, listening out. Before I can say anything, Gelert blips outside. I hope he isn’t seen. It might be the middle of the night, but that noise could have woken someone else up.

         Except, Chia, Dara and Stevie are still asleep. I decide not to wake them, just in case it’s only those Manx Shearwaters that Meredith told us about.

         It’s so cold inside, and I bet it’s freezing outside. Welsh winters are no joke. I pull on my jumper over my pyjamas and hope for the best.83

         Sneaking out of a house you barely know is so hard. I leave the door to our bedroom ajar, and slowly move, sliding my feet along the floor and feeling for creaks as I go. The lights are all off. To be safe, I go down the stairs on my bum like Meredith did. I spy a bluish light coming from her room downstairs, but luckily I don’t have to walk past her door.

         I don’t lace my boots properly, and just throw my coat over my shoulders. I manage to open the huge front door with just a few creaks, and leave it almost fully closed behind me. I’m too nervous of getting locked out, but don’t want the cold air getting in either.

         It stopped raining, thankfully, but it’s blowing a hooley out here. The moon shines bright silver between clouds, the colour tainted a little by the deep-red light of the lighthouse. I wasn’t prepared for how blood-soaked it makes the island look.

         Gelert waits at the end of the drive. I am breaking several of Bruce’s rules – curfew, wandering off, and I’m sure not chasing after mysterious screams in the night would be one if he’d considered it.

         “What do you think it was?” I ask, sloppily tying my laces.

         “No idea, but I don’t like it.”84

         Me either. I would love the noise to just be a bird freaking me out …

         “Before you got here, I smelled magic. In the storm. Everything felt a bit weird,” I whisper.

         Gelert leads me onto the road, and I try to step lightly. It’s probably only me who’d hear the crunchy gravel steps, but still. The corianiaids had autistic-level super hearing. Can’t be too careful.

         He’s silent, of course. I wonder if this reminds him of deer hunting days with the Prince.

         He straightens like an arrow.

         “Come now. There’s something there.”

         “Where?”

         “The crossroads.”

         I follow the point of his nose to the centre of the crossroads … where the air seems to be vibrating? Like the furious movement of a swam of insects, or the dappling surface of a pond when it rains.

         “You see it then, eh?”

         “Kinda.”

         The air is disturbed but by what I don’t know. I go to get closer, but Gelert grabs the back of the coat in his jaw.

         “What?” I hiss.

         “Don’t go near it,” he growls. “Wait. Watch.”85

         “I can’t watch when I can’t see what it is.”

         “We stay here until we know what we’re dealing with, mun. No rushing in.”

         A huge whipcrack sounds around us. It’s not lightning – the sky above us is still calm. I think it came from the crossroads. The vibrating has turned into pulsing, like a heartbeat. The sound strikes again, and again. With every crack, the strangeness in the air seems to … grow.

         It’s not the same as the glitches in my dream, but it’s close enough that I’m absolutely terrified. He can’t be here, can he? He can’t have got out?

         I curse myself for leaving without water or my sword.

         The whipcrack changes to buzzing, the sort of noise that comes before something much worse. Or a swarm of wasps. Either way, categorically bad.

         I push my fingers into the thick fur on Gelert’s back. He leans his body against me – I think he’s afraid too.

         Then it stops. It just … stops.

         The wriggling, buzzing air, whatever it is, disappears.

         It takes us both a moment to summon the courage to move. Gelert goes first, his great shoulders sloping as he stalks closer.

         But there’s nothing there. Not even anything on the 86road. It’s like it never happened.

         Except for the metallic scent of magic.

         “I can’t believe I have a new least favourite thing,” I murmur. “Do you think that … whatever that thing was made the scream noise?”

         Gelert takes several deep sniffs. “No. I think whatever was trying to come through it did though.”

         It takes me a second to realise what he means. “You think that was a portal?!”

         “Aye,” he growls. “You can smell that, can’t you? The aether? The change in the universe that happens around magic.”

         “I can,” I whisper. “So, what do we do now?”

         To my surprise, he starts to walk back to the house. “Get back inside before anyone notices you’re gone. We’ll look in the daylight. Nothing good comes freezing our bits off.”

         “Do you think this has something to do with …” I begin, but at this point it’s hard to narrow it down.

         Arawn. The cauldron. Isabella. Emrys. My dreams. Or something new.

         “Bed,” Gelert says, before trotting around the side of the house.

         The heavy front door closes behind me with a click that makes me freeze, but no one stirs. I try to put my 87coat and shoes back exactly where they are.

         I pour myself a glass of cold, sweet (and thankfully purified) water from the jug in the fridge, and take tiny, steadying sips. My thoughts keep trying to race, but I need to focus on the cold tingling on my tongue instead.

         Just as I finish the glass, Meredith walks into the kitchen.

         Breathe, I tell myself. Breathe and act normal.

         “You smell like outside,” she says, which is accurate but not really what I was expecting her to say. She wears a thick furry dressing gown with a giant hood, and a steely look.

         “I went to use the compost loo,” I say, trying my best to look embarrassed. “I wanted to see how it worked.”

         She looks me over, and I’m not sure she bought it. “Risky. You didn’t fall in, at least.”

         She takes a smoothie pouch from the fridge and offers me one. I decline.

         “Can’t sleep?” I ask.

         She hums what I think is a no and beckons me to follow her.

         The blueish light I saw before comes from a huge computer set up in her bedroom, where she sits down in a blue gaming chair. She pushes back her hood to reveal a pair of bright pink car-eat headphones around 88her neck, and spins to face me.

         “I never sleep well,” she says. “I’m on a different sleep schedule from everyone else, I think. It usually takes me until two to even feel tired, and then I sleep until like ten. I got up early yesterday to meet you all. It’s thrown me off a bit. No offence.”

         “None taken. That must make school hard,” I say. My lack of sleep made me feel like a zombie the last few days, though given it was the end of term I think everyone felt like that, to some extent.

         “Island’s too small for a proper school, and it’s too much faff to take me to the mainland every day. I’m home-schooled. I can set my own hours, which is nice.”

         “Oh, cool. My Mums talked about doing that if I didn’t like the new school,” I say, perching on the wooden end of her bed frame. “We moved from Wales to London in the summer.”

         “That makes sense. You’re autistic, right?”

         “Yes,” I say, and for once it doesn’t seem like an accusation or someone pointing out that there’s something wrong with me.

         And just as I realise why that is, Meredith says, “Me too. I was hoping you knew or that could have been awkward. Apparently I’m not supposed to just tell 89people they’re autistic all the time.”

         “All the time?”

         “Yeah, we have a colony of undiagnosed autistic people here. Free roaming the island, shouting their favourite facts into the sky, you know the drill.”

         Which reminds me of the first thing she said to us. “Like the birds. You said sometimes they yell at night?”

         “The shearwaters, yeah. It’s a weird sound. Sort of like an angry cockerel?”

         That’s not the sound I heard. It had been more like a bone-shaking shriek.

         “I look forward to being terrified by that in future,” I say. “I should get back to bed.”

         “Bad sleeper too?”

         “Something like that.”

         “Comes with the territory.”

         “Being in Wales?”

         “The autism. If you get bored of lying in the dark, come back and play games with me if you want.”

         “Thanks,” I say, getting up and walking to the door. “You know, you’re the first autistic person my age I’ve met. Well, I that I know of for sure.”

         She pushes her glasses up the bridge of her thin nose. “It’s an honour then, I guess.”90

         No one stirs as I get back into bed, or when Gelert reappears at my feet. His fur is frosty from the cold outside.

         “Did you see anything else?” I whisper.

         “No. Go to sleep.”

         He falls asleep quickly. I don’t, too wound up from sneaking around looking for horrible things. But, after a while, I think of Meredith. My first autistic friend. And even if I don’t sleep deeply, I’m comforted by the thought that she’s just downstairs.
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            Chapter Eight

         

         Gelert’s gone in the morning. I miss him, but it’s a relief. How would we explain him being here if we got caught? Hopefully he’s hiding somewhere warm.

         I must have managed to sleep a bit, as I feel slightly less horrendous this morning. Energy wise, I mean. Emotionally, I’m rancid; I have to tell everyone what I saw last night.

         The room is empty, so I slip my jumper over my pyjamas. Somehow, it still feels cool and damp from the night air.

         The adults sit around the kitchen table nursing cups of coffee. I’m barely awake, but Chia is somehow showered and dressed, helping Dara make pancakes. Or rather, preventing them from making too much of a mess. Stevie has gone for a short jog up and down the road, and Meredith is still asleep, just as she says she would be.92

         Plates of wonky but fluffy pancakes pile up on the table, and soon we’re all tucking in, Stevie included.

         “What’s the plan for today kids?” asks Bruce. “The weather is nice, so you don’t need to fight over trains today.”

         “It’s exploring time, but only when Merry is awake,” announces Dara, setting aside a plate of pancakes for her and putting them in the oven to keep warm.

         Soon plates are emptied and washed, and the adults go to get dressed. I hate the feeling of washing up, so I’m on drying duty when Ross appears in the doorway with a metal toolbox in his hand. “We need to get going. Are you four okay to sort yourselves out until Merry wakes up? She can help with anything then.”

         We say yes, and when the adults leave I’m relieved that we can finally talk properly. I’m working up to talk about what happened last night, but I hesitate too long, so Stevie launches into planning mode.

         “We need to scout today,” she says, spreading out Dara’s map from yesterday. “When we know the island better, we might have an idea of where to start looking.”

         “Looking for what though,” sighs Chia. “Like yes, the cauldron in theory but how do we even start to look for it?”93

         “Whatever magical stuff we’re looking for, it’ll find us,” says Dara heavily. “It always finds us.”

         I rub at my eyes. “I think it might already have. Last night, something weird happened.”

         “Why didn’t you wake us?” asks Chia.

         “I didn’t think it was a problem to start with.”

         “New rule. If weird stuff is happening, you’re allowed to wake us up.”

         “Carry on Vivi,” insists Stevie.

         “Okay, so Gelert and I heard a scream.”

         Chia’s eyes widen. “A scream definitely counts as wake-up-worthy.”

         “Sorry, did you just say Gelert is here?” asks Dara.

         “Yeah, he arrived last night.”

         “Vivi–”

         I know they’re going to launch into a talk about The Rules, so I barrel through and tell them about the vibrating air, and the sounds, then the nothing. “Gelert thinks it was the start of a portal.”

         “More coraniaids?” asks Chia, and I notice the tremble in her voice.

         “I don’t know. We’ve never seen them make a portal, just use one. Unless you did?”

         She shakes her head. “Never.”94

         “Meredith was up when I came back in, and I asked her about that screaming bird thing. What I heard definitely wasn’t that.”

         “Vivi, you’re not supposed to talk to her about this stuff. You guys suck at keeping secrets,” hisses Stevie.

         “Just the sound and that I’d been outside. We talked about not sleeping. It’s fine.”

         “Okay, but be careful.”

         “Of what? She’s my cousin,” says Dara, a little affronted.

         “That I am,” says Meredith, causing all of us to jump. Cutlery and cups go sprawling. “Jeez guys, I’m not that scary.”

         “Sorry,” Chia says. “We were just talking about exploring the island some more, if you want to join us?”

         “Yeah I can do that for a bit,” she says.

         “We kept you pancakes,” Dara says, setting the warm plate down for her. “Did you sleep okay?”

         She shrugs. “I’m up too early.”

         “Sorry if we woke you,” I say.

         “It wasn’t you. Dad and Uncle Bruce were laughing as they left.”

         “Cool. I’m going to go wash and get dressed,” says Stevie. She sprints upstairs.

         “Did I say something wrong?” grumbles Meredith, 95and even though she sounds grumpy, I know that hurt. That worry. The way you’re never quite sure if you’ve done a Wrong.

         “No, she just can’t sit still for more than a few minutes,” says Dara.

         “Says you!” Stevie yells down the stairs. “I’m just active.”

         Meredith turns to Chia and I. “Are they always like this?”

         “Yes,” we chorus.

         I go up to dress to. A band of rain quickly passes over the island while I do. Weirdly, I kind of missed that.

         After last night, I don’t want to go out without Excalibur or a stash of water. The bandolier somehow feels more overkill than stashing a sword in my rucksack, so I head downstairs to take some bottled water from the pantry. It’s for in case the water supply runs out, but hopefully fighting monsters counts as another kind of emergency.

         Chia kneels on a chair looking intently at the map on the table.

         “Looking for something?” I ask.

         She shakes her head. “Memorising.”

         It makes my heart hurt. I think of her in the Unlands, learning how to navigate. The Unlands still weighs on her. “Do you do this a lot? Memorise maps at home, I 96mean?” I ask gently.

         Chia presses her lips together. “Just South London. And the tube map.”

         I wrap my arms around her. What is there to say? No words can make up for what she went through. Even if she’s been trying to be strong and put on a brave face, she’s hurting.

         It’s so sunny when we leave the house, that I end up wrapping my raincoat around my waist. The rain left behind a rainbow, that courses over the crossroads.

         “Did you want to do the big hill today?” asks Meredith. Today she’s not in her wheelchair, but on really jazzy crutches that she slides her forearms into. They’re bright pink, and I think she must have customised them, because there are lots of cute stickers on the armrests. They make me think of a fighting robot, somehow.

         “Is that too much?” asks Dara. I’m glad they asked because I was wondering the same after how tired she looked yesterday.

         “I’ll go as I go,” she says, which I think means mind your business. Fair enough.

         We have to pass over the crossroads, and I hold my breath as we do. I can’t see anything unusual and it’s like last night never happened.97

         And yet, a shiver still runs down my back.

         “Does the big hill have a name?” Chia asks as we turn up the road towards it.

         “It’s a hill,” says Stevie dryly. “Why would it have a name?”

         “Lots of things in Wales have names, often related to stories that happened there,” I say pointedly.

         “It’s just called Mynydd Enlli which means Mountain in the Currents, so I guess you’re both half right. No imagination used for that one.”

         “It’s not really a mountain,” mumbles Stevie.

         It might not technically be a mountain, but out here where everything else is so flat, it feels enormous.

         “Say that again when you’re at the top,” laughs Meredith.

         We walk past a single-floor stone building that Meredith says is the old school. I hear her explain to the others that she’s home-schooled, which turns into a heated discussion of what you’d do if you weren’t in school.

         Which means they walk right past the graveyard. I don’t want to court monsters and magic, but I couldn’t resist peeking my head in.

         As I do, a familiar flash of grey leaps between two tall stone crosses.98

         “Gelert,” I hiss, and he appears on the other side of the wall from me. “Are you following us?”

         “Aye,” he says. “I’m keeping an eye on you.”

         Apparently, Stevie hung back. The others walk on, hopefully out of earshot.

         “Aye-eye,” she snorts. Stevie’s teasing is met with an annoyed growl, which I shush. “Alright, keep your hair on. Why are you lurking in a graveyard?”

         “Scouting aren’t I?” he huffs, as though we aren’t doing the same.

         “Well, keep out of sight. The last thing we need is people finding out you’re here. We’ll be ground while they try to work out how Vivi snuck you in her backpack,” she says. “You didn’t, did you?”

         I shake my head. “I’ve no control over him.”

         “I’ll mind myself, thank you very much.”

         “Come on, you need to go, or Meredith is going to wonder what we’re doing.”

         “What are you doing?” Meredith asks, as the rest of our group walks back down the slope towards Stevie and I.

         When I risk a glance behind me, I’m relieved to see that Gelert has gone.

         “I was just guessing what this place is, weren’t we Stevie?”

         She shrugs and walks off. Stevie’s approach to all this 99seems to be don’t speak unless you need to, and don’t tell Meredith anything. My brain is so caught up in last night that I don’t know what to say.

         “And what were your guesses?”

          “Erm … I don’t know? A big field?”

         Her eyes are heavy under a frown. “Obviously it’s a graveyard Vivi.”

         “Oh. Yeah,” I say uselessly.

         “What do you keep looking at?”

         “Nothing. It’s fine. Sorry.”

         I’m worried she thinks I’m making fun of her home. I thought I was okay, but my thoughts are still moving like syrup from the lack of sleep over the last week.

         “Let’s go then,” she says shortly, continuing off uphill after Stevie.

         Chia looks at me with confusion, and I sign a G for Gelert to Chia. She rolls her eyes, and rushes to catch up with Meredith. “Can you tell me about the graveyard?” I hear her ask.

         Slowly, Dara and I follow together.

         “What was that?” they whisper, and I nod to Gelert on the other side of the stone wall, trailing us in broad daylight.

         They rub their forehead. “Of course.”100

         I don’t know why they’re getting so stressed. But maybe it’s a lot to juggle family and friends together? Perhaps the pancakes was them trying to keep everyone happy. It must be hard to balance all the different relationships, and I guess throwing an illegal ghost dog in the mix doesn’t help.

         “It’ll be okay,” I say, though I’m unconvinced by my own words.

         At least Gelert is good at hiding, when he wants to.

         We catch up to them just as the road really starts to slope, and I feel the backs of my legs ache.

         “Where do your Mums think he is?” I want to drop the conversation, talk about literally anything else, but Dara can’t seem to let it go. All I can do is shrug.

         “Great.”

         I motion them to shush as I really don’t want to talk about my ghost dog on the loose in front of Meredith.

         “Why though?” Dara says despairingly, their voice low enough that I hope the others don’t hear.

         Except they do.

         “Dara, are you asking why we’re going up this big hill?” Stevie says as we reach the end of the road. “The reason is you.”

         “I’m just being dramatic,” they say. “You know me. Not outdoorsy.”101

         Ahead of us is a wooden gate that leads to a walking path up the hill. The green is just as rich here, but run through with other bushes that I know are bright purple and yellow in summer.

         Luckily for my legs, the path flattens out, running around the hill. Even from here you can see so much of the island. I bet at the top we could see all the way to the mainland.

         Gelert is still trailing us, and even when Dara shakes their head to tell them to stop following, he doesn’t go. He either does not see or chooses to ignore them, and knowing my dog, I suspect the latter.

         “Come on,” I say, dragging Dara after the others, who’ve set off again.

         “Can’t he just go home?” they moan.

         “I don’t think so.”

         “This is bad.”

         “It’ll be fine.”

         “Someone will see and we’ll get in trouble.”

         “He just didn’t want us to go alone.”

         They groan. “This is going to be so bad if Merry’s Dads find out.”

         “If they find out what?” snaps Meredith, spinning round. “All day, I’ve heard you whispering, so go on. Out with it.”102

         “Nothing, I–” I stammer. How much did she hear?

         “We brought Vivi’s prop sword with us, so we can work on the play I’m writing, if we have time?” Dara says, falling back on our usual line. “I’m just worried they’d be angry. Some people are weird about weapons even if they’re fake.”

         The thing is, Meredith isn’t an adult we can fool by pretending we’re really invested in some joint project that may or may not be for school. She’s smart. Probably smarter than all of us. And I think because we’re both autistic, she sees how nervous I am.

         “Yeah right,” she barks. “You can’t lie to me. I know what’s going on.” Then, in an uncanny copy of our voices she says, “Can’t she just go home. This is bad. We’ll get in trouble.”

         Chia tries to calm her. “Meredith, come with me–”

         “No,” she snaps, her lower lip trembling. “None of you get to dictate what I do, on my own island. You don’t know me.”

         My heart breaks. She didn’t work out Gelert or the magic or any of that. She thinks we’ve been talking about her, about her disabilities. She thinks we were talking about leaving her behind after she invited us here. This must hurt.103

         Without thinking, Stevie and I look at each other. I think both of us are remembering our conversation in the Science Museum, where we shared about how frustrating it is when people underestimate us or try to put us in a box. When they speak for us.

         Even if we didn’t mean to upset her or make her feel this way, we have done.

         “I’m sorry,” I say, hoping it doesn’t also sound like I’m agreeing that we were talking about her.

         Either way, she doesn’t want to hear it. Meredith is lit with fire. “Enjoy your hike,” she spits. “I’ll leave you to it.”

         And with that, she storms back down the path towards home.

         “Oh no.” I pull at the ends of my fraying plaits.

         “Should we go after her?” asks Chia. “I can go?”

         “No,” says Dara softly. I’m worried that they’re going to spark one of us with the amount of stress they’re carrying. “I’ll go. She’s my cousin.”

         Just as her figure vanishes from the path, I see a flash of grey follow her. “Gelert’s with her.”

         “Oh that’s just great,” moans Dara. “She’s going home upset trailed by our illegal dog.”

         “Let’s all go,” Chia says, and I nod.

         We need to find a way to explain to her we weren’t 104talking about her without revealing Gelert, or the rest of it. We’ve got to make this right.

         “Where’s Stevie?” I ask.

         At that, she calls us. She’s still a little further, leaning against the bottom of the hill.

         But … wait.

         She’s not leaning.

         She’s in the hill.

         “I think I found a portal.”
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            Chapter Nine

         

         I can’t quite believe what I’m seeing. Stevie’s body vanishes into the hill, like she’s been sliced in half, diagonally.

         “You look like the hill is eating you,” gasps Chia.

         “I hate it,” Stevie says.

         “What were you doing?”

         “Nothing! I just leaned back against it when you guys were arguing, and I guess I slid through.”

         “Are you stuck?”

         “No, I don’t think so. But I’m worried if I come out it’ll close before we can go inside.”

         “You want to go inside the random portal we found in a hillside?” cries Dara.

         “I found, thank you very much. But yes. Are you coming?”106

         I take a few steps back, focusing on the air around Stevie, and I start to see the edges of the portal. It’s very faint, and if you weren’t really looking you might think it was the grass blowing in the wind. There’s something very different about this portal – the ones made by the coraniaids were angry rips in the fabric of our world.

         This looks like someone made it purposefully.

         A permanent entrance. Perhaps, a door?

         “Perhaps we should get Gelert?” I say.

         “Normally, I’d agree,” says Stevie. “But normally, I am not also literally between two worlds. And I don’t know how long this is going to be open.”

         I chew at my lip.

         “He’ll be able to track us with his nose,” she insists.

         “Can you see anything in there. Like, shouldn’t we check we’re not about to walk off a cliff or something?”

         With a quick nod, Stevie’s head disappears back through while her right foot remains outside.

         “That might be the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen,” murmurs Chia.

         “Really? That’s the most disgusting thing?” I say, thinking of the many coraniaids we smashed, bashed and thoroughly beat into literal pulp only last month.

         “It’s worse when it’s a person.”107

         Luckily, Stevie’s head returns quickly. “It looks like a proper corridor. Not like the Unlands tunnels. It’s stone walls. It looks like Dara’s terrible Minecraft houses.”

         “Hey!” they bark.

         “You play Minecraft together?” Chia says, raising her eyebrows.

         “Sometimes!” Stevie’s cheeks redden.

         “Wait, you mean it looks like a castle?” I ask.

         “It has that vibe,” she says. “I just can’t see very far ahead from here. The portal is too bright. We’d have to just go in.”

         “We should go,” I say. “A hidden castle in the hill is exactly the place you’d expect to find a magical cauldron, right?”

         “Better than standing out here watching Stevie’s dismembered head bob around,” sighs Chia, walking past Stevie through the portal. “Dara, are you coming?”

         They glance back down the hill. They must be worrying about Meredith, torn between making sure she’s okay and our quest. “This really isn’t the birthday trip I was expecting,” they sigh, as they walk past Stevie and disappear into the hill.

         Stevie stops me just as I am about to step through. “Hey,” she says, looking down at her shoes. “Do you 108think she’s going to be okay?”

         “Meredith?”

         She nods. “I don’t want it to be like another new at school situation where another person thinks I’m being mean to them. I’m trying to work on that.”

         “I think there’s a lot of things going on,” I sigh. “We’ll talk to her when we get back.”

         “Okay,” Stevie says, and reaches out for my hand. I take hers, and squeeze. “I try to be nice and normal, but I think it doesn’t translate with new people.”

         “I know the feeling,” I laugh.

         I’m still not totally used to the whooshing feeling of going through a portal, and my stomach turns a little.

         The one thing I’m sure about is that wherever we are, we’re back in the Unlands. Embedded in the stone walls are tiny crystals in all the four colours of those from the tunnels we explored under London. Pink, blue, green, orange. Dara has sparked up a light in their hand, just in case, but as our eyes adjust I see crystals built into the wall, like glowing torches.

         “It’s weird to be back,” whispers Chia.

         “It’s the Unlands? You’re sure?” asks Dara.

         Chia places a hand across her chest. “I’d recognise this feeling anywhere.”109

         “Plus the crystals,” I say, pointing to them.

         “I think … I can sense Eirlys?” Chia says with a smile. As a creature of Annwn and the Unlands, Eirlys can’t easily cross into our world, at least not without a rider it seems. “She’s far away. Or … there’s something blocking us? But I don’t feel her in our world like this.”

         “Let’s get going,” Stevie says.

         We walk a little further, and at the end of the corridor is a large door, propped open. Steve peeks her head round the doorway, before giving us the all-clear.

         It’s a huge room. In fact, room doesn’t really feel like the right word. That would be like calling a cathedral a room. It’s an enormous, cavernous place somehow underneath the hill. Though, I suppose it’s not really under the hill if we’re in the Unlands.

         Shimmering metal and glass twine together like vines along the ceiling, which peaks high above us. Elaborate and very long tapestries decorate the walls. Up ahead of us are long wooden tables and chairs, like you might find in a banquet hall. And beyond that is a raised platform, on which sits an elaborately carved wooden throne that looks like a tree sprouting from the ground.

         “What is this place?” whispers Dara.

         We creep forward, branching off to explore, but no 110one else is here. It feels almost … dead.

         I walk over to a tapestry. Two men stand surrounded by what I’m pretty sure are pigs, but they’re kind of very old, too- square-looking drawings of pigs that look a little funny. In fact, the whole thing looks to be a story of these two men in different places with pigs.

         “OMG, come quick,” calls Chia from the other side of the room. Her voice echoes around us, and I know she must be dying to sing in here. The acoustics must be great.

         She’s under another huge tapestry which shows some men hunting. But in the middle, right where Chia stands, is a woman astride a white horse.

         Eirlys and Rhiannon, Chia’s calon.

         The silver woven into Rhiannon’s black hair makes me think of Chia’s braids. She rides in a billowing silver dress that glows against her dark brown skin. It looks like she is being chased, and yet somehow is happy about it.

         I kind of understand what Gelert meant when he kept saying that Nimuë and I were alike. Chia doesn’t look like this embroidered woman who has a sharp chin and nose, but there’s something in the tiny smile they gave her that is all Chia.

         “It’s her,” she says. “I wondered what she looked like. 111You know, I was so pressed that she hasn’t met me that I Googled her.”

         “What did you find?”

         “A load of paintings of white ladies,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Sorry to those artists, but if this one is right then they’re way off the mark.”

         “I hope she comes to see you soon.” Though, given meeting Ceridwen turned Dara into a quivering stressed mess and Arawn keeps haunting me, maybe her not showing up is for the best.

         “Me too. You know, everything was about how beautiful she was and how Pwyll fell in love with her at first sight. I can see why,” she adds.

         “You have the same smile,” I say, and she grins.

         I step back to take in the story as a whole. It’s Pwyll’s accidental hunt in Annwn that started it all, and how they swapped lives for a year to make up for it. The friendship that grew between them that set this whole chain of events off in the first place.

         I look back around me and see a huge bookcase against one of the walls near the throne. What stories could I find there? The Ghost Queen would lose her mind over it.

         “Vivi, come look at this,” calls Dara who is standing 112at one end of an empty banquet table.

         As I get closer, place settings and food appear. Like I couldn’t see them at first. There’s a huge roast chicken, and a towering pile of crispy roast potatoes. Bowls of greens topped with butter and pepper. Carrots and parsnips glistening in the honey they’ve been roasted in. It looks like Christmas to me. A roast in a castle feels very medieval banqueting 101, but there’s no one else here? And this must be freshly served because the gravy steams. It all smells delicious.

         But there’s something weird about it at the same time.

         Just off centre from it all is a bowl of peanut butter noodles with bright green broccoli heads. My safe food. The food I can eat when I’m overwhelmed and can’t think about what food is or deal with anything new. It wouldn’t be weird to find peanut butter noodles in front of me while my Mums ate something else. What is that doing in the middle of a roast dinner?

         This jumble sends a cold shiver down my spine.

         “A Welsh castle with a full steamboat spread?” mutters Stevie, who joins us at the table. “Now I really have seen everything.”

         Dara reaches forward and I yank their arm back.

         “Wait,” I shriek.113

         I must startle them badly because they leap back with a cry. “What?”

         “Just wait. Something’s wrong.” The words jumbling on my tongue as my heart beats loudly in my chest. “Stevie, what’s a full steamboat spread?”

         Stevie points at the table. “That. I mean, most people know it as like Chinese hotpot or something. But it’s a similar idea, there just might be different flavours or ingredients. The thinly sliced meats is a whole thing too.”

         “And … that’s what you see?”

         Dara looks down at the table with confusion and steps slowly back.

         “Yes?” Stevie frowns deeply at me.

         “I need you to walk around the table and describe exactly what you see. Do not touch anything.”

         She nods. “In the middle is a steaming pot of soup on a little burner. Over here are the meats, I think it must be thin cut beef, and that’s pak choi. Oh, and my favourite tofu puffs.” As she speaks, she points at each item in turn, which correspond to the bowls of roast potatoes and one of the huge bowls of buttered greens. Where she sees a steaming pot of soup sits my roast chicken.

         “Okay, no one touch this table,” I yell. “I think it’s enchanted or something. I don’t see the same thing as 114you – I can see a roast dinner, like Mumma makes at Christmas. What can you see Chia?”

         She’s still under the tapestry when I call, but, as she walks over, I see her eyes grow huge.

         “Jollof. Barbecue chicken thighs. Puff puff. All my favourites.”

         “Dara?”

         They look at me. “Well, I did think it was weird that there were loads of fancy pizzas here. Why is mine less exciting than all of yours?”

         “When do you have pizza?” I say.

         “At home, we always get nice takeaway pizzas in on special occasions. Like birthdays, or when someone’s done well at school.”

         “It’s food that reminds us of home,” says Stevie. “We only do steamboat for the special occasions, because Maman says it’s a faff.”

         “Why is the castle showing us food that reminds us of home?” asks Chia, clutching her stomach.

         That’s when I start to put it all together in my head.

         “We’re under a hill,” I say. This is met with blank stares. “You don’t know about fairy forts?”

         “Vivi, we don’t have those in London,” Chia laughs nervously. “Is this a Wales thing?”115

         Apparently, this is just another weird myth that lives in my head.

         “There’s lots of stories about fairies living under hills, but people know them as fairy forts. When my Granny would visit from Ireland, if we went walking, she was always crossing herself or telling me to keep away from rings of flowers or mushrooms. Their name for the Tylwyth Teg is the Sídhe, but I think they’re the same.”

         “Like Arawn?”

         I go to say, and Nimuë, but I haven’t told them that Arawn is her dad. It’s all too tied up in the rest of the stuff about him I can’t talk about.

         “Yes,” I say, focusing on the table. “And the magic food in all the stories.”

         Everyone glances at the table nervously.

         “What happens?” asks Dara, paling.

         “If you eat fairy food, you can’t leave the fairy realm.”

         The sound of a single person applauding rings through the room.

         We all spin round to see Emrys reclined on the throne, a huge grin on his face. “Oh very good. Very good. I knew you were a smart one, Vivi Conway.”
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            Chapter Ten

         

         It’s very weird that the gangly teenager on a throne is actually one of the greatest wizards of all time. Well, according to the stories.

         I don’t know why he has a throne. He was never king, but he was always advising, guiding people. Perhaps that’s a kind of ruling too depending on how you do it.

         “Hello Emrys,” I say warily. I’m not confident speaking to him, especially after Nimuë warned me to be careful. Meeting new neurotypical people is hard enough, as I worry how they’ll read, or misread, me. The whole immortal wizard part makes it even more complicated. I just need to stay calm.

         Clearly, Stevie doesn’t have the same thought process, and I hear her growl. Dara grabs hold of the back of her jacket, just in case they need to hold her back.117

         “Not happy to see me?” he asks, pulling an exaggerated sad face that reminds me of a Halloween mask. “When I was so helpful in the Unlands? I’m hurt, little adventurers. I thought you’d be so glad to see me again when you’re very clearly lost once more.”

         He throws his cape over his shoulder. It’s all very dramatic. All very much a show for us.

         “Yes, we are,” I say, and as I do, I remember Meredith telling me about his glass castle. Perhaps glass was a mistranslation, and it should be invisible. “Emrys, is this your house?”

         “That it is.”

         “I’m very sorry that we intruded. We didn’t realise where the portal went.”

         “And yet you still went through it? You waltzed through anyway, with no respect.” He chuckles at this but the tone underneath it all is sharp like a knife. “You are forgiven. After all, I do like to have the upper hand. I know where we are, and you don’t.”

         “A habit of a lifetime,” I say lightly, trying not to grit my teeth.

         Emrys is always so amused by how much he knows that we crucially don’t know.

         The thing is, he does know a lot. And even if I need 118to be careful, there’s still a good chance he knows something about the cauldron. Why else would Ceridwen send us here if she knew he would be here? He must the part of the puzzle.

         “Are you going to introduce me to your other companions? Of course I remember delightful Stevie.”

         At this, she snorts.

         “This is Chia and Dara,” I say. “They’re both calonnau too.”

         He nods at this, taking us all in. “That they are.”

         “It’s very nice to meet you Mr. Emrys, sir,” says Dara, following my lead.

         Chia must be really nervous, because she just smiles and waves.

         “What brought you all to Ynys Enlli?” he asks. “There’s no other way you could have stumbled in here, unless you walked a very long way.”

         “Just visiting some of Dara’s family,” I say, quietly noting what he’s just said. This must be the only entrance, or at least the only one that goes to our world.

         “All of you? Is this a common human experience to travel in herds?”

         No one says anything for a while, until Dara says, “My cousin invited us.”119

         “Ah yes, the little watcher.”

         The little watcher? What does he know about Meredith? How much does he know about this island? Whenever this stuff bleeds into our world, the non-magical parts of it anyway, it feels so weird.

         “How do you know who Merry is?” stammers Dara.

         “What a charming name,” he says. “How kind of you to tell me it.”

         I really should have warned them about the names thing when we were talking fairy forts and food. True names have a kind of power to fey. Giving someone’s name to anyone, especially an ancient wizard masquerading as a teenager, is potentially dangerous. At least the four of us mostly know what we’re in for.

         And if Emrys lives in a fairy fort, then maybe he’s a fey too. Perhaps that’s why he’s lived so long and had so many names.

         “Do you like what I’ve done with the place?” he asks, walking over to the bookshelves I’d been admiring before.

         There are a few figurines on there, and it reminds me of my own at home. That makes me feel a little weird if I’m honest.

         “Yes,” I say a little robotically, as he runs his fingers over a smooth white statue.120

         I miss my bedroom, and my nature table, and I would very much rather be there than here right now.

         “The decoration in here is very beautiful,” Chia says, in her typically diplomatic way.

         “Thank you,” he replies, replacing the figure and beaming at her.

         “Could you tell me about the tapestries you have hanging up?”

         “Ah, you want to know why Rhiannon graces my wall, do you? She is your calon after all, as I understand.”

         “Yes,” says Chia, because what else can you say but confirm something he already knows.

         He explains the story of Pwyll and Arawn, and how he fell in love with Rhiannon exactly as how I remember Nimuë telling it to me. The accidental hunt, the swapped lives, the way Pwyll fell for a beautiful rider. Chia knows the story, I told it to her, so I have no idea why she’s asking.

         “So it’s a record? Of a historical event?”

         “Something like that,” he answers. “I hear in the human realm you have tapestries of famous battles.”

         “Something like that,” she echoes. “So what about this one?”

         And that’s when she points at a tapestry that I hadn’t yet noticed. It’s much smaller than the others and set a little 121further back into the room. In the centre is a battle, I think. An armoured man stands in front of a cave, out of which appears the head of a creature. I think possibly an afanc. I shudder at the memory of one trying to drown me.

         Around the man kneel women, nine if my count is right. One holds out a ring to him in her palm. Another holds a small pot in her hand. And beside the others is a cauldron.

         A cauldron.

         That’s why Chia is asking. I try to mask my reaction.

         “Ah, that,” he says as though he’s uninterested. “That’s the story of the Knight Peredur. Or rather, a single scene from the rather long tale in which he faces the afanc. I know you are quite familiar with those, aren’t you Vivi?”

         I can’t mask my reaction. That fight was before we met. How does he know about it?

         He sees, of course. He sees everything, or at least, somewhere between more than we think he can and more than we can. It worries me. And I’m pretty sure there’s only one person, one man who haunts my dreams, who he could have found out about that from.

         What did Nimuë call Emrys? A man who only moves to his own desires.122

         “Are there lots of afancs?” Dara asks, and Stevie shoots them a look to not interrupt.

         “Worried you’ll have to face more?” he says with a smirk. “Yes, there are many afancs. Or there were. I’m not so sure now.”

         “Could you tell us more about the story from the tapestry?” Chia asks, and at this request he yawns. Bored. Or toying with us?

         “I do not have time or inclination to tell you the full tale, but this scene shows the Knight Peredur preparing to face the afanc. He’s armed with the serpentstone, a magical stone that could conceal him, while these women outside heal the many men the afanc had slain.”

         Serpentstone? I always heard it called the adder stone. All these things have so many names, so many different meanings. Just like Emrys himself.

         “Did all the things in these tapestries take place on Enlli?” Chia asks.

         “No,” scoffs Emrys. “Or that island would have to be considerably bigger.”

         “Thank you for telling me about them.”

         Note to self, let Chia lead in future. I swear, Chia’s smile could win over anyone, because Emrys actually smiles back and it’s not one of those sharp toothed smiles either.123

         But what have we learned? The picture from the tapestry wasn’t here, but that doesn’t mean the cauldron can’t be now. We need to ask him about it. I don’t have the talent of buttering someone up like Chia does, so I just have to hope I don’t undo all her good work.

         “Emrys, I wondered if there was something else I could ask you?”

         “I’ve already helped you once before Vivi,” he snaps, cutting me off. “Twice is a habit. Twice might require payment.”

         “We don’t have anything to pay you with,” I say.

         “Not yet you don’t.” The way Emrys says this makes a shiver run down my spine. “But seeing as your companion was so kind and in the interest of amusing me, which you do so greatly, you may ask me one thing.”

         It takes me a second to process that he’s asking me a question as it’s so wrapped up in his other words.

         “Okay,” I begin. I think I need to ask him in the same way Chia did, indirectly. “You seem to know a lot about the stories that became myths and obviously you have a keen interest in history. I just wondered if you could talk a bit more about those women, in the tapestry.”

         Gods, I’m so bad at this stuff. I clasp my hands together in front of me to try and keep them from shaking.124

         “We–”

         But he cuts me off with a look, like he’s assessing me.

         “So,” he says, a wolfish grin splitting his face. “You’re looking for the cauldron are you?”

         The look on my face must answer for him. Mam always said that you can always see what I really think by the tilt of my mouth. I want to shoot a sorry over to the others.

         “Oh how fascinating. I didn’t think that you’d be onto that quite so quickly, but I suppose someone must have given you a hint.”

         The worst part of talking with Emrys is knowing how much he could be holding back. How are you supposed to talk with someone who is always one step ahead, or six? You can never get good footing in a conversation, like you’re standing on a sand dune.

         My fingers grip tighter together. Don’t react. Just let him speak. Don’t react. 

         He scratches his nose. After a long pause, he sits forward, elbows on his knees, and hands clasped together with greedy pleasure. “I do know some information about the cauldron that could help you, adventurers, and as you have been quite amusing company, I will share it with you.”

         In the air right in front of me appears a piece of 125paper. Inch by inch it burns into life, before rolling up into a scroll. Just before it closes, I catch the elaborate cursive letters on the page.

         “On one condition,” he adds.

         Of course. Of course there’s a condition.

         “This document will guide you to the Thirteen Treasures of Britain,” he says, magnanimously. “Each line is a clue to the item itself, though not necessarily where it is. But as far as I understand it, every single one of these could be found on Enlli at the time of writing.”

         I wonder when that was. There’s no way he just whipped it up.

         What’s the catch, I think. There’s always a catch. Didn’t he say twice would be payment?

         “And one of them is the cauldron?” I ask.

         He laughs. “Of course not. That would be too easy. But, find the items on here, and bring me that I most desire, and I will tell you where to find the cauldron.”

         The item he most desires …

         “And what about the other twelve?” asks Stevie.

         “Oh, you may keep them, or leave them, or throw them into the sea, though I don’t suppose that would be the best idea. You probably don’t want to do that 126until you’ve found the right one, anyway.”

         Find thirteen things, give him the right one, he tells us where the cauldron is. And we hopefully find it before Arawn does.

         Simple … ish.

         “Can’t you just tell us where the cauldron is?” snaps Stevie.

         “No,” he barks, a little rage appearing in his eyes. It burns out quickly. “But a mission worth completing is a mission worth completing in full, isn’t that what they say?”

         “Who says that?” Dara asks.

         “Well. Me, I suppose.” He cackles at this.

         There’s so much tension building in the air that I think now we bet to cut our losses. I take the scroll from where it still hangs in the air in front of me. As my skin touches the paper, a rush of energy ploughs through me. The others must sense it, as they all look to me.

         I’ve accepted his bargain. I don’t want to think about what happens if we don’t find everything.

         “We’ll be going now,” I say. “We’re only here for a week, so we’ll come back here in a few days at most.”

         He smiles. “It has been a curious meeting, dear calonnau.”

         It’s only as we turn to leave that he adds, “Though, I 127must say little adventurer, it’s interesting that you asked me about that,” he says airily. “I really thought you might want to know about your little friend Isabella.”

         “Wait, what do you know–” cries Chia, but he’s already gone.

         The throne is empty.

         It’s just us in his empty glass palace.

         “Come back!” yells Stevie.

         But he doesn’t. He wouldn’t.

         Luckily Dara still has hold of Stevie and so yanks her back when she goes to kick one of his chairs. I don’t fancy finding out the charge for damaging his property.

         Chia looks heartbroken. When I offer a hug, she shakes her head sadly, and walks back to the portal. She never refuses hugs.

         “Come on,” Dara says. “We should get going on this. Maybe when we’ve found everything and he tells us about the cauldron, we can ask about Isabella?”

         I glance down at the paper in my hands, and I wish to all the stars that they are right.
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            Chapter Eleven

         

         It’s only when we’re back outside that I think about unrolling the scroll, but Dara stops me and points up.

         The sky is slate grey, and there’s the chill in the air that comes before rain. I wedge it down the front of my dungarees just as it starts to rain – no time to fiddle with putting it safely in my bag. We run back to the house, and all I can hope is that I’ve not squashed this possibly precious ancient artefact. I keep worrying it’s going to slide down my leg and out into the mud.

         We probably should have thought about what we would be walking into at the house, but with the rain and Emrys and apparently a treasure hunt, we don’t stop to think. So, when we pile through the door, Bruce is waiting for us with arms crossed and a I’m not angry just disappointed face.129

         “Dara,” he barks, making us all jump. Well, maybe a bit angry. I was never great at reading faces, after all. “I’ll have a word with you.”

         Stevie, Chia and I wait in the living room while Bruce gives Dara a talking to. It sucks. This situation is complicated, and kind of all our fault.

         I decide to do the right thing and speak to Meredith. Her door is closed so I knock.

         “It’s me. Vivi,” I say.

         I hear a grumble. “Come in then.”

         Meredith is curled up on her desk chair, knees tucked up under her chin. She looks so small, and her eyes, which barely glance over at me, are red.

         “I need to apologise to you,” I say.

         She snorts. “So do it then.”

         To the point, at least.

         “I’m sorry we upset you. We didn’t mean to exclude you, and, I promise, we weren’t talking about you.”

         “Vivi, why would you feel the need to say that if you weren’t talking about me?”

         I take a deep breath. “When I got bullied, and after that too, I worried people having conversations around me were always talking about me. I guess it was anxiety, that it might be starting again. I didn’t even notice it 130the first time. It all crept up. So, just in case that you have felt something like that, I wanted to be upfront that we weren’t talking about you.”

         She watches me for a few moments, her big stormy eyes searching me. “You promise you weren’t talking about me?”

         “I do. I promise.”

          “Okay. I believe you.”

         “But even though we weren’t, you getting upset is still our fault because we could have handled things differently and talked to you. So I’m sorry for that too.”

         “Your apology is accepted.”

         “I know the others want to apologise too, but I wanted to come talk to you first.”

         She nods. “Spicy brain to spicy brain.”

         “Yes, exactly.”

         We both giggle.

         “Are you a hugger?” she asks, still folded into the chair.

         “I can be,” I say truthfully.

         She gets up from her chair, wobbly legged, and wraps her arms around me. When we break apart, she asks, “Okay, so what were you talking about? Why did you think you would get in trouble? Who did you think should go home?”131

         I probably should have thought this through too. Of course she’d want to know what the truth was.

         Before I can come up with anything, Meredith snatches the scroll out from my dungarees.

         “Hey, wait!” I cry, trying to keep my voice low. “You can’t–”

         “What is this?” she murmurs, unrolling it on her desk.

         “Meredith,” I plead.

         “Tell me.”

         Someone knocks on her door, and Meredith rerolls the scroll, hiding it behind her on the chair. “Come in?”

         Bruce opens the door, but hangs back. “Meredith, my love. I think Dara and the others have something they want to say to you.”

         When he steps aside, Chia, Dara and Stevie file into the room.

         “I’ll trust you to be kind and sort this out together, alright? But if anyone is upset, I’m just in the kitchen,” he says, closing the door behind him.

         Dara takes a deep breath. “Merry, I’m–”

         “Sorry, yes yes I know,” she says, waving her hand dismissively. “I accept etcetera, etcetera.”

         The three of them look horrified when she unfurls the scroll. Chia squeaks and signs ‘What? Why?’ 132rapidly at me.

         “Merry–” Dara starts, but Meredith cuts them off with a shush.

         Her intense eyes take in every inch of the scroll, which we have barely looked at ourselves. We stand awkwardly in silence as she mutters to herself.

          “Have you read this yet, Vivi?”

         I think we are long past it’s a prop for our fake play. If I want Meredith to trust us, perhaps I need to be honest. After all, no one knows the island like she does.

         “Not properly. I wanted to speak to you first.”

         “And you found it on the island?” she says, sailing right past my niceties. “Today?”

         “Yes,” I say. Darting around the truth like this reminds me of Emrys and makes my stomach ache.

         She faces us. “I think that this is a set of clues for the Thirteen Treasures of Britain. A map in words.”

         “Oh,” I say lightly, while my stomach drops to the floor.

         How did she know that?

         “And you obviously know that, or you’d have not been quite so obvious.”

         The others give me a tired look. Stevie slaps her palm to her forehead. I sign Sorry, a closed fist circled over my chest.133

         “Can you all sit down?” she says. “You’re making me nervous with all that hovering.”

         We squeeze in on her bed and floor as there’s not much space in her tiny cottage bedroom that’s not taken up by bookshelves and her computer set up.

         “So, clearly there’s something big going on. I suspect you’re not able to tell me everything–”

         “We can’t,” Dara sighs.

         “And it’s not because we don’t like you,” adds Chia.

         “Yes, we established that. Very nice,” she says dismissively. “What I want to know is whether you found this scroll on purpose, and if you intend to find everything on here.”

         My stomach flips. “Yes, we need to,” I say. This earns an elbow dug in my side from Stevie. “What? She’s already read it.”

         “If you are going to find the Thirteen Treasures of Britain, all of which should be on Enlli as I’m sure you know, then you need me. I’m not going to ask where you got this. I’m not going to ask why you have it. But I’m only going to give it back to you if you agree to let me help.”

         There’s something familiar about this that tickles in the back of my brain, a kind of deja vu.

         “But–” begins Stevie, who is shushed by Chia.134

         “Stevie, if she doesn’t help us, we’re going to use up all our time wandering around … falling into things,” she says.

         Stevie growls in frustration. I think she’s worried about bringing someone into all this, like Dara is. They look sickly green over it.

         “Meredith’s right. It’s Sunday. We leave Saturday; that’s less than a week to find everything,” I say.

         This is our one shot.

         “I wish we could tell you everything, but I’m glad you want to still help. Are you sure you are okay with that?”

         “I can live with it,” she says, eyes already back down on the paper.

         “Okay then. We would really like your help.”

         “Well then. I think you guys should read this.”

         I lay the scroll out on the bed so we can all see. For what’s supposed to be a map in words, there really isn’t that much written here.

         
            A gift for the generous heart, its great heat a-smothered

            A secret stone to keep brave heroes covered

            Never-empty cups from the Great Headed leader,135

            And a blade that cuts forever as feeder.

            The piebald logic, never ends when complete

            A message to send, may the penmanship be neat

            Sharpen your blades,

            Summon your steeds,

            Find your way if you can.

            If brave of heart, you will be protected,

            If cunning and wise, you will not be detected,

            What can be contained is all.

         

         Stevie huffs and sits back on her heels. “What does all this mean?”

         “It’s telling us what the treasures are, right?” Chia says, reading back and forth. “But not necessarily where.”

         “Some map.”

         “It makes sense there’s no location clues. This could be super old and someone would have moved them, right?” Dara says.

         “How do we know this list is old?” Stevie blurts out. 136I suspect, from the quirk of her nose, that Meredith is storing that little nugget away.

         “Look at it,” Chia said. “That’s old.”

         Which means Emrys didn’t just generate it with weird poetry magic. He must already have had the scroll somewhere. But why? And why give it to us to do? Does that mean someone made it for him? I don’t speak this aloud but make a note to mention it to the others later.

         “Any ideas?” I ask Meredith.

         “A few. It might not be obvious, but there are some location clues here.” She points at the first line. “Its great heat a-smothered sounds like something buried.”

         “But buried where?” I murmur. “We don’t have time to dig up the island.”

         She looks at me as though it’s obvious. “If you wanted to smother something, you’d bury it somewhere wet. Like the marshes or the beach. It narrows things down.”

         “Okay, she’s a bit good at this,” says Chia.

         “What about the others? Do you know what they are?” Stevie says. She’s still a little wary.

         “I’ll do better,” she says. “I’ll show you.”

         At that, a clap of thunder sounds overhead.

         “Oh great,” groans Stevie as rain lashes at the 137window. “Sorry, but I think I hate Wales.”

         “Do you normally get this much thunder at this time of year?” I ask.

         Meredith cleans her glasses with a cloth from her table. “No, we don’t.”

         Well, I don’t like that at all.

         The next roar of thunder is so loud that it makes me shake.

         “We can’t go out in that. We’ll tackle the scroll tomorrow,” Dara says.

         “Five days,” I say. “That gives us five days.”

         “What should we do?” sighs Chia.

         Dara shrugs. “What we always do. Puzzles and board games.”

         As if on cue, Bruce opens the door, a stack of boxes in his arms. “Anyone for Cluedo?”

         As we follow him out of Meredith’s room to play, I hear Stevie growl, “I’d like to murder someone with a pipe wrench. Mr Quest Giver.”

         Thinking of the scroll hurriedly tucked under Meredith’s pillow, I can’t help but agree.
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            Chapter Twelve

         

         I’m wide awake in bed and I feel horrendous. Exhausted and wired.

         For a start, the storm is still raging. I have a weird relationship to thunder and lightning – it’s so loud and startling and bright that it makes my head ache, but it’s also kind of exciting. On a normal day, when I’m not worried about a million things, I love to watch out the window for a little bit.

         Then there’s my missing ghost dog. I hope Gelert is safe. I had expected him to show up at bedtime again, but he’s not here. The silver hair on my blanket must be from last night. I’m not sure if a ghost dog is at risk of electrocution from a storm, but still. Where is he? He followed Meredith home, but she didn’t mention seeing a giant dog, so where did he go?139

         Plus, I spent the whole evening pretending everything was fine, which is a little too close to masking. Hiding the wriggling feeling. Sitting and eating dinner and holding inside everything I needed to talk about. I’m all scrambled up. This must be how Dara feels all the time.

         The one upside is that I’m not jolted awake when a screech rips through the night.

         “What was that?” quivers Chia, sitting up in bed and dropping her paperback on the floor.

         “You heard that too?” I ask.

         “I heard it,” Stevie replies. She rushes to the window.

         Dara is awake too, squeezing tightly onto the cuddly purple bunny I gave them for their birthday. “Is this the sound you heard last time Vivi?”

         “Yes,” I say. I wince as my bare feet touch the icy floor. Note to self, wear socks to bed so you’re more prepared, even if the idea of it feels disgusting. After all, it’s not like I’m sleeping anyway. “Can you see Gelert?”

         Stevie shakes her head. “Not that I can see. Let’s go.” She’s already zipping up her running jacket over her pyjamas. In her hand is her baseball bat.

         Chia wraps a blanket around her like a cape, her silk bonnet peeking out. “Fine, but just so you know, I’m not happy about this,” she says, shivering for dramatic effect.140

         Excalibur and the bottle of water are still in my bag from today, so I throw it over my shoulders. Dara seems to have put on multiple jumpers.

         We’re all acting like we’re running into a fight, and I hope we’re wrong.

         We sneak through the dark house in single file, just like we did in the Unlands. After today, part of me longs to get Meredith, but I don’t want to put her in danger. Dara would never forgive me.

         It’s weird that no one else is awake though. Did they sleep through the screech, or is it some kind of sign, just for us? I dread to think.

         It’s stopped raining thankfully, so we can travel by moonlight. There’s still no sign of Gelert.

         I lead them to the crossroads, just in case. But when we get there, there’s nothing there.

         I want to feel relieved … but I can’t.

         Slowly, I creep across towards the crossroads to where that weird bubbling air was last time. There really is nothing here.

         “Maybe it was just the creepy bird?” suggests Chia.

         Dara shakes their head. “Didn’t sound like that to me.”

         Me either.

         Something is up. And when the others step onto the 141crossroads, a whoosh of air spins around us.

         “We all felt that right?” Dara whispers.

         “Chia was that you?” Stevie asks.

         “Not every random gust of wind is me!”

         I think the fear has gotten to us, because despite being in the middle of a possibly dangerous situation, Dara starts to giggle.

         Chia rolls her eyes. “Oh stop that.”

         The hairs rise on the back of my neck. “Gelert?” I call.

         Nothing answers, which is both good and bad at once.

         I drop my bag to the floor, take out a bottle of water and set it down, lid loosened in case I need it. Now I regret not loading up my bandolier. Excalibur’s weight in my hand makes me feel a little braver.

         “Urgh, do you smell that?” Dara’s nose crinkles up.

         And then it hits me too. It’s so strong that it makes my eyes water. Rotten, and eggy and absolutely foul.

         “What is that?” whines Stevie, pinching her nose closed.

         If the metallic smell of magic has taught me anything, bad smells might mean something is about to happen. My instincts tell me something bad.

         It bothers me that I’m right.

         At the edge of the crossroads appears a little lilac fire. And another, then another.142

         All in a line, like a trail of fuel setting alight.

         At the head of the line of fire is a white blur. flickering in and out of view. Is it lighting the fires? What is it?

         The fire might be a cool purple, but I can feel the heat on my face.

         I flick bottled water at the closet flame to me, and instead of snuffing out the fire it just turns to vapour. It doesn’t even reach the fire.

         The sea is too far from me to pull from, I can’t even feel it. In desperation, I drag up some of the muddy puddle water from around us, but that doesn’t work either.

         I’ve never seen normal fire do that before.

         We’re in serious trouble.

         “We need to get out of here,” Stevie says, as the fire line starts to circle back around us.

         There’s one gap remaining, and I yell at us to move. But we don’t even get close before the plumes of fire become a wall, sealing up our only escape. The flames grow taller than us. There’s no escape.

         We are trapped in a circle of purple fire.

         We back away from the edges, crowding together towards the centre of the crossroads.

         “Help!! HELP!” yells Chia.

         But there’s no answer from the island. Not a single 143light flickers on. This is what I was worried about. I don’t think anyone can hear us.

         We’re surrounded.

         “Can we make it if we jump through it really fast? Cover our hair? I’ve seen firefighters do that on TV?” Stevie’s voice quivering unnerves me so much more than the wall of fire.

         “Why is the colour so weird? It’s kind of like the Bunsen burners in Mr. Reynolds’ class,” says Dara, a little too casually for someone in a wall of fire.

         “Or like on a gas hob,” I agree quickly.

         “Nerds, stop discussing the fire!” Stevie yells.

         “Or your birthday cake Dara!” Chia cries. “Can you control the fire?”

         “I’ll try.” They frown deeply, concentrating hard as they try to feel for the flames. Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem to work.

         “I can’t move it! It won’t listen to me,” wails Dara, their fingers trembling with panic. “I can’t … I can’t do it. I can’t.”

         Stevie stills them with a touch. “It’s magic fire and it was a long shot. It’s not your fault.”

         “Let me try,” cries Chia. She conjures up a gust of wind in her hand, growing it as big as she can. 144With one big push, she throws the air against a wall of fire like a breath over a candle. It goes out, but only for a second. She tries over and over, but the flame doesn’t disappear for more than a second or two. It’s not enough for us to get out.

         “It’s not working!” she yells. “Vivi, hit it with more water.”

         I feel for water. There must be something between the puddles and the sea. It’s like trying to tune into the right frequency on an old radio.

         Then I remember the water tanks on land. They’re everyone’s water supply, but I could use it to put out the fire. It just might create more problems.

         But maybe it’s my only choice.

         Just as I try to feel for them, my concentration is broken by a piercing, hacking roar from behind us.

         We spin round, backs against the fire, to see a ripple in the air that burns outwards from centre of the crossroads, like paper lit with fire. It grows violently, like a rip in the air.

         Chia trembles beside me. “Portal,” she whimpers.

         It doesn’t have the neat, cored-out edges of a coraniaid portal, or look like the doorway to Emrys’ castle. It’s like a wound.145

         And something is crawling through it.

         And it’s so horrible, that it takes me a moment to realise what I’m looking at.

         A skeleton, moving like it’s alive.

         It drags itself through the air to stand impressively tall. It wears a deep maroon cape, tied around its neck bones so tight that it would choke a person.

         When it raises its hand to the sky, all hell breaks loose.
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            Chapter Thirteen

         

         The sky breaks open, like someone carved it with a sharp knife. The stars fall away into black. I realise with horror that it’s just like those weird glitches from my dreams, and my heart starts to race furiously.

         Except this time, from out the glitches pour spears of forked lightning heading right towards us.

         “Go!” I shriek, and we scatter.

         I leap out the way, bracing my fall with my right hand which was a total mistake. That’s my sword hand. The pain shoots up my wrist and I wince. Granted, it’s better than being on fire or electrocuted. Luckily I didn’t drag any of the water supply over or we’d have been fried.

         All I have is Excalibur in my hurt hand, and that’ll have to do.

         I scramble up, yelling, “Are you okay?”147

         This is answered by three distinct yells:

         “Yes but ow.”

         “I’m okay, are you okay?”

         “I hate skeletons!”

         Thankfully, we all escaped the lightning rain, but now each of us stands at a different point in the crossroads. We’re split up. And I have no idea how we’re going to safely reach each other and escape.

         I can’t believe a skeleton is throwing lightning at me, inside a ring of fire. It’s not like the kind of skeleton you get in science class, or one you hang up at Halloween. It moves like it is alive. Like it’s still a person, but it has no skin or muscles or anything like that. It must be held together by magic and sheer fury.

         And the cape, I guess. Why is it wearing a cape? It’s not like bones can get cold, can they? I’m not sure why my mind latches onto this thought, but I guess it’s easier to process than the enormous amount of peril I’m in.

         Even though there are no eyeballs in the black sockets of its skull, it seems to know exactly where we are. It turns to look at us all, slowly, spinning its head too far on its neck like an owl. I feel it’s terrifying glower run over my skin, leaving a trail of goosebumps in its wake.

         A monster that takes its time knows it has you beat. 148And it must know because I swear it laughs. Perhaps it’s just bad luck that we keep running into monsters with the worst attitudes.

         Seizing the moment of distraction, Dara leaps up shooting spark arrows at the it. But the skeleton doesn’t even seem to notice it has been shot at. The sparks do nothing.

         I look at Chia on the opposite spoke of the crossroads. We have to try something. I charge right at the skeleton, sword raised. Its head might face Dara, and half its body too, but it manages to block my sword with the gauntlets on its left arm. The metal-on-metal clangs together so hard that my teeth vibrate. From the other side, Chia sweeps up a tornado, and I step back just in time to not get caught up in it too. For just a second, the skeleton hovers off the ground.

         But when it raises its hands, the tornado disappears into the sky, like it was sucked up by a big invisible straw.

         None of our powers are working against the fire or this monster.

         I rush it again with Excalibur, but my attacks are parried every time. I’m quick enough that it can’t hit me back at least. But nothing gets through.

         I’m almost feeling confident about my swordsmanship 149when I realise it’s been moving forwards, which means I’ve been going backwards.

         My back is to the flames, and I can feel the heat through my coat. It’s weird what you think about when you might be about to die. All I can think of is how upset my Mums will be if this coat melts.

         Out of the darkness surges Stevie, her baseball bat swinging down.

         But before bat can meet bone, the skeleton flings her back with one sweep of its arm. She lands hard on the road with a cry.

         I want to look. I want to see if she’s okay, but I can’t take my eyes off the skeleton.

         Even this doesn’t leave enough space to get a hit in, and I’m flagging as the heat grows behind me. My skin is angry hot. What if my hair catches fire?

         Now it has me trapped, it launches an attack and I look up just in time to see a huge sheet of lightning overhead.

         Back on her feet, Stevie barrels into the skeleton. The force knocks it enough that the lightning goes off course, landing just outside the fire circle.

         I run, dragging Stevie behind me by her coat hood. We manage to reach Chia and Dara.

         “It barely moved,” pants Stevie, whose pyjamas 150leggings are torn open and rust red. “I rugby tackled it, and it barely moved.”

         “There’s no way we can fight it,” I pant.

         “There has to be something,” cries Chia.

         I have no idea what to do. I wish Gelert was here. I wish we weren’t alone. “We’ll have to chance the fire, like Stevie said,” I say. “Cover yourselves. We jump through on three. When you land, roll, just in case you’re on fire.”

         We’re all terrified, but this is our only option.

         I start to count, just as a loud whooshing noise sounds the other side of the fire wall. The flames part, and behind a cloud of foam and water stands Meredith, wielding a fire extinguisher.

         “RUN!” she yells. I see the moment where she notices the giant caped skeleton flash over her face, but she’s unshakeable. “Through here!”

         She doesn’t have to tell us twice.

         We rush through, and Dara takes the fire extinguisher from Meredith’s shaking hands, spraying behind us so the fire can’t follow. Stevie and I help Meredith run back up the road to the house.

         “We need to tell my Dads,” she gasps. “We could lose the whole island.”151

         As we reach the gate to her house, I hear Chia say, “I don’t think you need to worry about that.”

         It’s all gone.

         The fire. The portal. The skeleton. The crossroads is as it ever was. It’s like we imagined it.

         “I don’t understand,” I murmur.

         “Time for understanding is later,” orders Stevie. “Let’s get inside and safe.”

         “What are you kids doing out here?” booms Bruce, storming out the front door with Ianto and Ross.

         Typical. Now they catch us out of bed.

         “And why do you have the fire extinguisher?” He snatches it from Dara. “This isn’t a toy.”

         “There was a fire,” I say, because what else can you say.

         “Right, we got up to look at the stars and listen to those birds, the ones that yell–” splutters Dara.

         “Manx shearwaters,” murmurs Meredith, who is slumping against me.

         “Where was there a fire?” gasps Ross.

         “At the crossroads,” I say, the sickly taste of the words I’m not saying getting stuck in my mouth.

         The Dads look at each other. Still wielding the fire extinguisher, Bruce rushes on ahead to check it’s all out. I know it will be.152

         “That was quick thinking to get the fire extinguisher,” Ianto says, softening.

         “But next time, you must wake us. Don’t try and sort it yourselves,” Ross says.

         “I just used my training,” adds Meredith, who looks about to crumple in half. “Like you told me to.”

         Ross scoops her up into his arms and takes her inside.

         “Dara, do you mind showing me where the fire was? I just want to double check nothing is still lit,” calls Bruce from the road. “I think we’re safe.”

         “I’ll get the others to bed,” says Ianto.

         I swear, there is nothing worse than getting told off by someone else’s parents, even if by the end they seem okay with it. Well, I guess nearly dying in a circle of fire with a monstrous skeleton is probably up there too.

         None of us can settle in bed, but no one wants to speak in case one of the grown-ups are listening. There’s too much racing through my head.

         What is it? Where did it go? Why did none of our powers work? What does it want?

         And, if it comes for us again, how are we going to stop it?
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            Chapter Fourteen

         

         If you were thinking, hey Vivi, wasn’t falling asleep one of the things you were trying to avoid, you’d be right. My dreams are horrible swirls of blackness and glitching, like a gathering storm. They’re just confused pictures rather than worlds I can walk in, and Arawn doesn’t appear either. But with the lightning and everything else, it feels like a message rather than a nightmare based on everything horrible that’s happened recently.

         It’s Monday morning, so we have five days to find the thirteen treasures. And our collective sour mood isn’t exactly the vibe for a potentially very long day.

         Breakfast is tense. The Dads are worried. It’s throwing it down, again. Dara’s knees bounce constantly. Even Chia can’t settle. We make do with doing a puzzle, but Stevie keeps muttering about how much she hates 154them. None of us want to talk, especially not with the Dads coming in and out all the time. Plus, we can’t do anything without Meredith guiding us.

         Eventually, a robot voice from a speaker on the windowsill says, “Fathers, can someone procure sustenance?”

         Meredith is awake. Ross comes in to grab some things for her.

         “What do we do now?” whispers Chia.

         “We put it back in the box and pick another, I guess,” I yawn.

         “She doesn’t mean the puzzle, you absolute noodle,” Stevie says.

         “You can’t be mean to me. I’m autistic,” I tease.

         She snorts and pats me on the arm.

         “We need to talk to Merry,” mumbles Dara, who sweeps puzzle into the box with their arm.

         Chia whimpers at her hard work demolished so casually. “Fine. But we should go somewhere.”

         “You want to go out in that?” asks Stevie. The view reminds me of being inside the carwash at the petrol station. “Can’t you stop it yet?”

         “All the rain in Wales?” I say. “No.”

         “What about just on this tiny little island?” sighs Chia, and I shake my head.155

         “A skill to add to the list,” Stevie says, miming writing in her notebook.

         A phone rings, and I’ve never seen anyone as pleased that they have to go out in the rain to fix a roof as Ross. The dads are ready in a flash, and Bruce mutters, “Stay out of trouble,” as the door closes behind them.

         Their car drives off, and Meredith hobbles into the kitchen.

         “I thought they’d never leave,” she croaks, sitting in a chair Dara vacates for her. “So, do we start with the horrible skeleton, or the magic powers bit? Should I take notes?”

         It’s a joke, trying to cover the wobble in her voice. We’re all familiar with that. The jokes help hide how scared we are. It’s almost part of the job description.

         “There’s a lot we hoped we wouldn’t need to tell you,” begins Dara.

         “Well, yes. After the fire and the skeleton monster, I’d love to go back to not knowing.”

         “You saved our lives last night.” I say. “Are you sure you want to know?”

         “You don’t have to be involved with this at all if you don’t want,” insists Chia.

         Meredith nods with exhausted conviction. “I think 156it’s a little late for that.”

         “Hard to forget when you’ve seen, isn’t it,” says Stevie with a shrug. “By the way, I don’t have the magic. Just them.”

         “You’re the muscle,” Chia adds.

         “And the brains.”

         “No, it’s not that,” Meredith croaks. She licks her lips. “It’s my fault you’re here.”

         “Merry, there’s no way you could have known this would happen,” Dara sighs.

         “No, I’m … I’m not an innocent in all this.”

         Something in the way she says it pings the back of my brain, like a connection just formed.

         It’s such a formal sentence, so different from how the rest of us speak. And yet, it’s felt familiar. I thought it was just the autism connection. But I realise now that it’s more than that. There’s one other person I know who speaks like that.

         And I’ve not been able to get the hungry look in her eyes as she read the scroll out of my head. The way she just understood it all, a little too easily.

         The reason I feel like I know her is because I do know her.

         Stevie was right. It was too much of a coincidence after all.157

         We had been invited to the island twice by the same person.

         “You’re the Ghost Queen,” I say, as all the pieces fall into place.

         Meredith just bows her head slightly. “Yes,” she whispers.

         This is met with a chorus of disbelief, but Dara makes the saddest whimper.

         “How did you know it was us messaging you? I mean, the Ghost Queen,” I ask.

         Her cheeks colour. “I always investigate new people to the website, you know, for safety. Your IP addresses were unprotected, and I knew you had to be in South London anyway because of all the disappearances. It didn’t take me long to narrow that down further and obviously, I know Dara’s address. It was either the biggest coincidence–”

         “Yeah there’s been a lot of those going round,” I say. “So, when I emailed you about the island …”

         “It confirmed it all for me.”

         After the noise they’d made, I was expecting Dara to immediately burst into tears or say something, but they’ve been silent. Chia and Stevie clearly expected the same thing as the three of us keep darting our eyes to them, and then back to each other.158

         Eventually, they get up and pace back and forth.

         “So you invited me to come here and be with you … and bring the others,” they begin. “And it was … Because of …”

         They stop, but don’t turn to look at Meredith. “I just thought you wanted to hang out with me,” they whisper. My heart breaks for them.

         “I did! I do,” Meredith protests. “But I also wanted to find out what was going on. There’s still so much we don’t know, and when I was so far away … I just wanted–”

         “You just wanted to know,” snaps Dara. “And you lied to me.”

         “Everything I told you was true, wasn’t it? I’ve never lied to you as the Ghost Queen.”

         “You lied about who you were!”

         Meredith winces.

         “Dara, take it down a notch,” says Stevie.

         But for once, they don’t react to Stevie. They’re too caught up in storming around.

         “I just! I thought you wanted to get to know me properly! After I made all the effort to come here.”

         At this, she frowns. “Effort? Effort?” She shakes her head sadly. “Dara I’m glad you came but stop acting like this was a huge betrayal of a close relationship. 159It’s not like we were talking regularly.”

         “We play games online! And text … sometimes,” they protest, but the rage has gone out of them. The hurt is still there though, like a raw scrape. “I just don’t understand why you did this?”

         That’s when I see it on Meredith’s face. The shame of not wanting to admit you’re lonely, on top of the loneliness itself. I would know that look anywhere; I saw it in the mirror every day for years. Without other kids her own age here or a school, no wonder she set up a weird website to find other like-minded people. No wonder she asked us here, even knowing the dangers.

         Dara leaves the room before I can intervene, followed swiftly by Chia.

         “I promise I wasn’t trying to trick you,” whispers Meredith. “When I told you the cauldron could be here that wasn’t a lie.”

         “Given we don’t know what half the things on the list could be, do you think the cauldron is one of the Thirteen Treasures?” I murmur.

         “It can’t be,” mutters Stevie. “Emrys is annoying, but he wouldn’t hand out a clue to it when that’s he is lording over us. It doesn’t make sense. If it’s on this island, which now I really, really hope it is, then I think 160Emrys is the only way we’ll find it.”

         “She’s right,” says Meredith. After a pause she adds, “Did I ruin everything?”

         “I think everyone is just … processing,” I say gently.

         I certainly am. It’s a lot. But the Ghost Queen has been an important ally for us. And I actually like Meredith. Sure, she lied and deceived us a bit. But I can hardly complain about that given I still haven’t told any of them about Arawn. And she saved our lives.

         “I don’t think you did anything wrong,” Stevie says, which kind of surprises me.

         Clearly, Meredith was surprised too, but manages a small smile.

         Of all of us, the one most likely to hold a grudge has to be Stevie. And yet, she pats Meredith on the shoulder and says, “Dara will get over it. If it helps, I don’t think this upset is just about you.”

         I guess it’s not just me who has noticed something a little off-kilter about Dara recently.

         “Are you sure you want me involved after all this?” Meredith asks.

         “The priority right now is finding the treasure so we can track down the cauldron, right?” I’m grateful for the return of practical Stevie. She really is the brains of this 161operation. “We need your knowledge, Meredith. You’ve been there since the beginning, and you’ve been right about everything. You’re already involved, though I guess emails and helping us break into the British Library is a little different from helping us escape a giant skeleton.”

         “I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

         “Plus, it’s nice to have someone else around here without powers. We’ve got to be smarter than these guys.” Stevie gets to her feet and heads to the door.

         “You alright?” I ask.

         “Going to get Dara to do some press-ups or something. Get that nervous energy out.”

         It’s just the two of us then.

         “Time to give you the intro talk, I guess,” I say, rubbing at my aching eyes.

         It’s strange telling her everything when barely two months ago Dara and Gelert were giving me this talk. And Dara had only just heard it too. Finding a way to gently explain that our world isn’t what we think it is without freaking a person out is pretty hard, even if Meredith is probably the most open to it of all of us.

         “I take it there’s always going to be more monsters, then?”

         I shiver. “Yes. Until we somehow find the other 162calonnau and stop King Arawn from escaping Annwn. And to do that, we also need the cauldron.”

         “Well then,” she says, pushing the chair backwards. “Let’s get the scroll and we can knock a few items off that list.”

         “We’re not supposed to leave the house though?”

         “I know,” she says, slowly getting to her feet. “They might be already here.”
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            Chapter Fifteen

         

         “What do you mean they’re here?”

         I’m not the most coordinated at the best of times, but when someone casually drops that they have a few ancient artefacts just lying around their home that takes up a bunch of my concentration, so I scramble to follow her.

         In her bedroom, Meredith lowers herself to the floor, knees cracking as she goes.

         “Ouch?” I ask, as I take the scroll from under her pillow and settle down near her.

         “Oh. That’s not the painful bit. They’re just … vocal.”

         Her bed has a drawer built into it, out of which she unpacks folded jumpers, restocking them neatly beside her. What’s left in the drawer is treasure. Or, well, what I might consider treasure.

         “I like to beach comb,” she says. “These are all things 164I found this year.”

         There’s a big smooth stone with a hole in it, a green glass bottle with a logo imprinted onto it, an enormous shell that doesn’t belong to any species I’ve ever seen in the rockpools here.

         I pick up the stone and look through it. “I’ve never held a hagstone before. I’m always looking for them.”

         “Glain Neidr is the Welsh name,” she says. “That means, roughly, adder stone.”

         I think back to Gelert telling me about Peredur facing off against the afanc with an adder stone. I wonder if it was one of these? What would you even do with it? I don’t think the afanc I ‘d encountered would care if I looked at it through one. Either way, the stone feels so nice in my hand that I almost don’t want to put it down.

         “There’s a few stones in there,” Meredith says, picking up one. “This is my favourite, I think.”

         I can’t explain why, but I too feel drawn to it. It’s not your usual beach stone. It’s a perfect, purposeful cuboid of light brown stone.

         “Can I?” I say, and I swear she hesitates for just a second, before placing it in my open palm. At once, it is weirdly smooth and ridged. Deep grooves run down the side, parallel to each other. I imagine what could make 165lines like that, and my mind turns to Excalibur. The slant and width of the lines means they could easily have been made by a blade. “Hey, do you think this is for dull weapons? You know to make them good again?”

         I’m so tired that my brain supplied the word un-bluntening which I’m pretty sure is not a real one.

         “You mean a whetstone?”

         I run upstairs to get Excalibur, making enough of a racket that Chia comes to see what we’re up to now that Stevie has taken over calming Dara down. She sits on the bed with the scroll unrolled, reading through the lines.

         Meredith hands the whetstone back to me. When metal meets stone, it sings a high clear note. Not like a screech, but like a bell.

         “Sharpen your blades,” Chia says. “I think that must be it. Can I look?”

         She turns the stone over in her hands. And sniffs it.

         “Smell good?” Meredith asks, a little confused.

         “I was seeing if it smells like magic. Or the Unlands. Sometimes I can sense that, I guess from being trapped there so long.”

         Despite being pale, Meredith blanches at this.

         “It’s giving whetstone vibes though, isn’t it? I think this has to be it,” Chia says.166

         I chew my lip. “How can be sure it’s the right whetstone?”

         “Meredith, do you have loads of this on the island?”

         In answer, she shakes her head.

         “All three of us think it is a whetstone, so it probably is right?” She holds it up to her face. “Maybe it’s some like divine calon power?”

         “Why is Chia licking a rock?” Stevie stands in the doorway with Dara.

         “I didn’t lick it.”

         “She did sniff it though,” I say.

         It’s a squeeze with all five of us in here, but we just about fit. We sort through the rest of her treasures, but nothing leaps out at us like the whetstone. It’s funny, I guess hiding magical artefacts in our beds is just another thing we have in common.

         Meanwhile, Chia has been going back over the list and writing things down in a Hello Kitty notebook. “I wish it had some place hints. Where do we even start looking?”

         Luckily, Meredith has a map of the island taped to her wall. “So, I think there might be another in the old pub.”

         “At the pub?” repeats Stevie, deadpan. “There are magical artefacts just at the pub?”

         “Possibly. Maybe? We should just go look. Trust me.”

         Dara makes a small noise next to me, and I elbow 167them in the ribs.

         “And after the pub?”

         “There’s an exhibition of the history of Enlli that’s normally in the old school building, but my Dads put it all in the lighthouse to keep it safe over winter. There’s a bunch of old stuff in there.”

         “What about the graveyard?” I suggest, thinking it’s one of the last places I saw Gelert.

         “Maybe. There’s not much there, though. It’s just a ruin of a church.”

         “If I’ve learned anything, nothing is ever just something. That’s a good place to start, at least.”

         “Next issue is that skeleton thing,” says Stevie. She holds up three fingers. “What is it? Why is it here? How do we kill it?”

         “Can you kill a skeleton?” I mumble, and wish I hadn’t from the looks it earns me.

         “Merry, do you think you could find out what it is?” Dara asks, their eyes on the ceiling.

         “I can look into it,” she says, pulling herself up into her desk chair and turning on her computer. “At least now you can just directly tell me to look something up.”

         “Or maybe someone on your website will know?” I say.

         “Well, the quality of information I get from them 168varies considerably.” She pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “But you never know.”

         “So that’s the what,” says Stevie. “How about why is it here?”

         “Has to be Arawn, right?” I say.

         Now would be the right time to tell them about the glitching dreams, how they’re so like the portals and the sky cracking open.

         But I miss the gap in the conversation.

         “Can’t we just have those coblyn things back that tried to push Dara in the river? They sound much easier,” teases Stevie.

         “Hey, they were scary,” snaps Dara.

         “Probably easier to smash with a fire extinguisher.”

         “I didn’t have a fire extinguisher, Stevie. I was on a beach on the Thames.”

         They bicker back and forth for a while, before Chia sends little gusts of wind round their faces, which is just enough to shut them both up. “Meredith is on the what. The why I think we’ve just unfortunately answered. How to kill it … to be decided when we know what it is. Anything else? Vivi, have you seen Gelert since the hill?”

         “No,” I croak.

         “I can’t believe you brought your dog here,” 169murmurs Meredith.

         “Brought makes it sound like I have any control over him. The last we saw was him following you home after, you know, that fight we had.”

         “Sure he’s not just looking for the treasure?”

         “He would have come last night,” I insist. He wouldn’t abandon us. But, if that’s true, then something is wrong.

         “Do you think doing his disappearing thing or … maybe missing?”

         “Missing.”

         The word is so heavy that we are silent as we replace the other items and Meredith’s jumpers in her drawer.

         We leave Meredith to her research while we go get ready to go outside. The Dads never strictly grounded us, so it’s probably allowed, but I still feel nervous, like I’m doing something wrong.

         I know some of that is worrying about the monster showing up again. So far, weird things have only happened on the crossroads in the middle of the night, so chances are we’re safe for now. But we don’t really know where it went, never mind if it even left. We just know everything disappeared.

         Or something like that at least.

         Finding thirteen objects in five days for a frustrated 170fake teenage wizard is bad enough without the worry of running into a skeleton that wants to kill you more than once.

         We gather in the porch with our coats and backpacks and concealed ancient weaponry. Meredith checks over her wheelchair before sitting in it.

         “Do you want your crutches too?” I ask.

         She shakes her head. “Today is not a legs day, if I can help it.”

         “Where shall we first?” Stevie asks. “Pub, lighthouse, schoolhouse, or graveyard.”

         Meredith looks at the watch on her wrist. “Let’s try the pub. It’s not usually open this end of the season because the tourists are gone, but Leri might be there doing maintenance.”

         “Is Leri going to be a problem?”

         I give Stevie a look. “Why do you say that like we’re going to have to take her out?”

         “I’ll talk to her while you guys look,” Meredith says, ignoring me.

         “What if no one is there?” asks Chia.

         “Well. Obviously, we break in.”

         “I like her. Have I told you how much I like her?” says Stevie, opening the front door and stepping out into 171the murky sunshine.

         Chia smiles at Meredith. “That’s huge, Merry. She never likes anyone.”

         “Well, you never suggested we break in anywhere,” Stevie shouts back. “Merry’s done it twice now. Thanks to her slash the Ghost Queen, we’re practically criminals.”

         My stomach gurgles with nerves. “I’m not comfortable breaking the law if we can avoid it.”

         Dara links their arm with mine. “We’ll try to avoid it.”

         “Are we ready?” Meredith asks. “Twelve treasures to go. Find one missing dog. Solve mystery of horrible bones. What could go wrong?”
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            Chapter Sixteen

         

         Something about being outside takes the last of the tension out of us all. It might be chilly and the ground puddled, but at least it’s not raining right now. For Wales, that’s pretty good weather, regardless of what else is happening.

         The pub is another low stone cottage, identical to the others on the island. Merry explains they were built to withstand the strong winds from across the Atlantic, and all the rain. I don’t think any of us have fully meshed Meredith with the Ghost Queen just yet, but the fairly regular stream of facts helps. It’s kind of nice really, not just to know for certain who GQ is, but to have her with us now.

         “Okay, so there’s an item in the back room I think could be one from our list. Seeing as that was something 173I accidentally found a while ago, there could be others in there,” Meredith explains.

         “Are we even going to be allowed in?” I say nervously. “I thought pubs have rules about kids only coming in with adults.”

         “Well, given there’s probably less adults on the island today than kids, I think they’ll let us off,” says Meredith. “Plus Leri is here. Technically we are with her, and she’s an adult.”

         She watches me for a second.

         “Does that help? Do you want to know anything else?”

         She doesn’t drop her volume, but it’s clear she’s talking autistic to autistic here. Walking into a small space with an adult I don’t know, who I’m going to have to deceive to some extent, is not the easiest social scenario, and she knows that.

         “I’m okay. Let’s go.”

         Inside the pub, we find a woman standing on a ladder changing a lightbulb. She’s tall and broad, clad in dungarees and a beautiful silk headscarf.

         “Hey sunshine,” she says, wiping her hands on a tea towel slung in her belt. “What can I do you for today, eh? Are these your pals you were telling me about?”

         I guess Meredith feels a little embarrassed that Leri’s 174given away how excited she was for us to come, because she just nods.

         “Hi, I’m Dara. I’m Merry’s cousin. Nice to meet you,” Dara says, their hand out ready to shake.

         “Aren’t you a little character?” Leri laughs, gripping their hand both of hers. “Nice to meet you all. Friends of Mer are friends of mine too. Are you out getting the tour?”

         “Pretty much. I was hoping Leri that perhaps you had made something delicious this week that maybe we could all eat?” asks Meredith.

         Leri’s eyes sparkle a little. “Oh I’m sure I can rustle some cake up for you all, but you can come help in the kitchen.”

         They both head to the back, and as she goes, Meredith salutes us as if to say get going.

         The room isn’t that big, luckily. Tables and chairs are laid out neatly, as though someone just cleaned around them and tucked them away. A bar runs down the short wall at one end, and on the other is an empty fireplace that I wish was roaring today. Next to it is a wicker basket full of old woollen blankets, and a stack of board games.

         There are all sorts of things hanging from the walls; paintings, framed embroideries of children paddling in the sea, a few sets of very different looking antlers, and 175not a single one of the lamps match.

         We split up across the room, trying to search as quietly as possible. Dara and I head straight to the bookshelves, where books are jammed in every which way. If anything we’re looking for is in there, we’re never going to find it.

         “What are we even looking for?” whispers Stevie from under a table.

         I leave Dara to the bookshelves and make my way to the bar. “I guess we’ve got to think about things that could end up here, right?

         “Right,” agrees Chia.

         “Was anything on the list about drinking?”

         “Cups, wasn’t there something about cups on there,” says Dara. They remove a big, old book from the shelf, only to release a cloud of dust. They sneeze incredibly loudly.

         “Everything alright in there?” calls Leri.

         Dara rushes to the doorway to block the view. “Yeah sorry, I was just looking at this book.” They flip it round so they can read the title. “A History of Slate Mining in North Wales …”

         “Good for you to be interested in local history there,” says Leri. “You know, I do know a few things.” 176She launches into a very long, very detailed lecture about mining. No wonder Merry likes her. Perhaps they just go back and forth sharing all their knowledge. That sounds nice. Dara seems less into it, but luckily for us, it’s a great cover for our rustling around while they’re all in the kitchen.

         “Never-empty cups from the Great Headed leader,” reads out Chia, pointing to the line.

         “Great Headed?” I repeat.

         “Petition to rename Dara the Great Head,” says Stevie.

         Chia laughs. “Says you, you’re the one with the giant ego.”

         I don’t know what the Great Head is. Could it mean the mountain here? Or maybe the head of a country, like a king? That would be a leader too.

         Are we looking for the cups or something that fills them? After all, never-empty means they must be full, or filled.

         I close my eyes and try to think what it could mean.

         If you were a possible ancient king what would you fill cups with?

         I think back to stories I’ve read, and the paintings Mumma showed me that were inspired by them. When I was off school after the bullying, we spent an afternoon looking up paintings in art galleries we probably were 177never going to be able to go to, not when I was so burned out at least. I think the Mums just wanted me to do something vaguely educational while I was resting without making me do anything I was too tired for. We did have fun making our own still life paintings. I maintain still life is a really weird name for a picture of objects. One of those paintings was of a lobster and … a drinking horn.

         Wait.

         I open my eyes and look up at the antlers on the walls. I was right, they’re not all antlers – some are cow’s horns. Could it be one of these? I curse being so short as I scan across them all, trying to take in any details that are a bit different.

         When my eyes land on one, I know I’ve got it right. It has tiny crows painted on it. Crow. Brân. The name of the great King of old who went to war with the King of Ireland for his sister, and whose head only returned.

         I imagine him in a great hall, pouring out drinks for his warriors, and they all cheering with glee.

         It has to be the horn, and the excited feeling in my stomach backs that up. Like … I could do anything. Like I’m right.

         Trust your gut, that’s what they say, right?

         “Guys, look at this,” I hiss.178

         “A hunting horn?” asks Chia. “I think we saw one in that Viking exhibition Mummy took me to a few years ago.”

         “Or a drinking horn,” I whisper.

         Without another word, Stevie lifts Chia up to grab it off the wall.

         “This is it,” she whispers, passing it to me. “I’m sure of it. We got one!!”

         “We don’t have time to test it. Shove it in here and let’s hope Leri doesn’t notice,” Stevie says, unzipping her backpack.

         We manage to hide it just as Dara, Meredith and Leri return carrying between them small, mismatched cake plates, forks, and a huge Victoria sponge cake. My stomach rumbles. Once we’re all seated at a big table, Leri hands out portions. The cake is rich and airy, and I can smell the butter before I even bite into it.

         “It’s raspberry jam so there might be a few pips,” Leri says as she hands the plate to Meredith. “Do you want me to scoop that out for you?”

         Meredith shakes her head and digs into the cake. She moves a little strangely as she eats, and it’s only from this angle that I see that’s because she’s wedged something into the armrest of her wheelchair. I guess she found what she was looking for too.179

         “Alright chicklets, I’ve got more lightbulbs to sort out back. You shout me when you’re done,” says Leri. She takes the rest of the cake with her which is a mega pity because it’s one of the best Victoria sponges I’ve ever had, and I could eat several more slices.

         I think the triumph of finding more treasure has made me hungry.

         “How’d we do?” whispers Dara once she’s gone.

         To my alarm, Meredith pulls out a tiny knife. The blade blunt and rounded. “Two.”

         “Three,” I add, nodding to Stevie’s backpack. “GQ, do you think there’s anything else here?”

         I don’t quite realise what I’ve said until another broad smile bursts across Meredith’s face.

         “GQ, I like that. And yes, there could be. We should keep looking before we go.”

         “Can we have quiet for just a second? I’m having a moment with this buttercream,” Chia says.

         Stevie takes the list and a pencil from her. Next to Sharpen your blades she puts a tick. I think all of us can agree that’s right. I point to never-empty cups, and she puts a tick too. The tiny knife could be several of these, so one to narrow down later when we’ve got time to test everything.

         “What do we think this means?” I say, pointing to one 180that has been bothering me for a while.

         “The piebald logic, never-ending when complete,” Stevie reads aloud.

         “Yeah, that word. Piebald. I’ve never seen it before.”

         “Horse,” says Chia, eyes still closed.

         “Sorry?”

         “Piebald. That’s a type of horse. They’re black and white usually, but you can get brown and white ones too.”

         “Black and white logic? That could be me,” I say. People are always telling autistics to stop being so black and white in their thinking. Trust me, I know. The world is surrounded in grey, I just wish it wasn’t.

         “I’ve got it,” says Meredith. She winds around the tables to the fireplace.

         “Oh please, not more board games. You should rename the island the Isle of Puzzles,” Stevie moans. “I’ve never done so many puzzles in my life.”

         Meredith sets down a dark wood box and a cloth bag on the table. The box folds out to reveal a chess board.

         “Chess?” sniffs Stevie. “What a nerdy artefact.”

         “But then what does never-ending when complete mean?” I ask.

         Meredith tips the bag, spilling the pieces all over the table. It tracks that Dara would know how to play 181chess, as they start setting it up on the board. I’ve never played so I only vaguely know the pieces, but these look different from what you normally have. They’re little black and white pillars of different heights and widths. I guess someone who plays would understand which is which. One of the figurines sits comfortably in my hand, and I almost want to keep it. They’re all so smooth and heavy. Perhaps they are made of antler. Or even bone.

         That’s enough touching the weird game, I think.

         One piece stands out against the others. It’s a tin soldier, so old that the paint is flecking off.

         “There’s always been one missing, so we used this guy. Dad said it was like this when he was little. No one remembers where the chess set came from.”

         “Which piece is missing?” I ask.

         Dara presents their full board. “The white king.”

         This sends a shiver down my spine. I think I’ve had enough of errant kings for now. Hopefully this isn’t another one to show up in my dreams. “Let’s pack it up, it’s freaking me out.”

         “After everything, you’re afraid of chess?” laughs Stevie.

         “What can I say, monsters are old news. I’m an innovator.”182

         “So, we need to find the missing piece of this too,” Chia says.

         “Oh it’s only been missing for at least two generations,” scoffs Stevie. “How hard could it be to find?”

         “We’ve still got four out of thirteen. Well, mostly four. That’s a good start,” Dara says as they delicately repackage the set up and put it into Stevie’s bag. Hopefully none of the residents are desperate for a game.

         “Seems like you’re the treasure keeper,” Meredith says to her, and Stevie beams.

         “I am the strongest,” she says. “Plus, if any monsters try anything, I can just run away with the stuff.”

         That genuinely might be a good idea. I don’t want to say it out loud because I don’t want to ruin the happy mood, but if we get cornered, the best thing would be for Stevie to run back to Emrys’ castle and give him the treasure we’d found so far. If we can’t work out a way to actually fight the skeleton that seems to want to kill us, Emrys might be our only hope.

         What a horrible thought.

         We look around for a little longer, but nothing leaps out at us. Worst case, we can always come back here later this week if we get a little desperate. I hope we won’t start to 183feel a little desperate, but I don’t think we’re going to have the luck of four in one day forever, are we?

         While I’ve been spiralling, Dara has also cleaned up the table. When they offer to wash up, Leri calls, “Nah, off with you. Get out and enjoy the five minutes of sunshine.”

         Hopefully she won’t notice what we’ve taken.
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            Chapter Seventeen

         

         I feel like we are fleeing the scene of a crime. I think because I’m tired and stressed about bigger things, my brain has latched onto the fact that I’ve broken one of the rules of the trip aka don’t be a nuisance, behave yourself, don’t steal possible ancient things from a pub. I just don’t want to disappoint my Mums, even if it is a little embarrassing how big these feelings are. No one else seems bothered.

         Once we’re away from the pub, we settle down on a patch of green in front of the old primary school – yet another stone cottage. I set my anorak out on the floor like a picnic blanket and start unloading all the treasure. It feels wrong to just put them on the grass.

         A chessboard, with all the pieces bar one.

         A horn.185

         The whetstone we started with at Mer’s house.

         To the pile, Mer adds the tiny knife.

         “There’s nothing weirder than an empty school,” whispers Chia. “I’d like to update my list of things I’m scared of. I think this needs to be on there.”

         “It’s literally just the same as the building we were in a minute ago,” says Stevie.

         “An empty school is like horror movie 101. What if there’s ghost schoolgirl twins?? Haunted dinner ladies??”

         “I think everyone brought packed lunches,” muses Mer, as she contemplates our stolen goods. “So no dinner ladies, ghostly or no.”

         “Perhaps a demon headmaster?” suggests Stevie.

         Meredith thinks for a second. “Sure, why not?”

         “What’s this one then?” asks Dara, picking up the knife Meredith found.

         Stevie still has the list and finds the fourth one down.

         And a blade that will forever fill you makes a happy band. 

         “Makes sense that you found it in the kitchen,” says Dara. I’m glad that they’re talking to Meredith more. They must be still hurting, and I’m not sure how much Stevie and Chia managed to help them through it, but talking is good, right?

         “Yeah, last year I found it at the back of a drawer. It 186was Papa’s birthday. Everyone had been dancing for ages, and I wanted a bit of cake. We were supposed to be saving the rest, but I just wanted a tiny bit. So I snuck into the kitchen and dug in the drawer for a knife to cut a slice. I didn’t want to cause an incident so I picked up this because it looked kind of blunt, so I wouldn’t hurt myself if I slipped. But when I carved off a piece of cake, it looked like I’d taken nothing.”

         “What, like the cake … healed?” I ask, picking up the tiny knife. The pale handle on it looks like bone decorated in silver.

         “I don’t think a cake can heal, Vivi. But yes, something like that. Every time I cut a slice, it looked like I’d taken nothing.”

         “Never-ending cake,” whispers Dara, their eyes wide. “This is the greatest thing in the world.”

         “I thought so too. I ate so much – to test the theory, you see – that I did quite an impressive sick everywhere. Luckily, I had the foresight to stash the knife before I feasted.”

         “Why didn’t you take it home?” I ask.

         “I don’t know what your parents are like Vivi, but mine tend to ask a lot of questions when I come home with a knife.”187

         “They think Excalibur is a prop for our fake play,” I say. “Blame Dara.”

         “Naturally. Anyway, I taped it to the bottom of a drawer, so it was out of sight.”

         “Smart,” says Stevie approvingly. “Had you never used it since?”

         Mer shakes her head. “With great power, comes great responsibility.”

         “Think of all that unlimited cake you could have had,” sighs Dara, sounding a little like their normal self.

         “I did have, and so did the floor. That was enough.”

         “Enough about cake you pests,” says Stevie. “Where do we go next?”

         “I think we should go to the graveyard,” Meredith says. “Come on. It’s close.”

         Dara offers Meredith a boost while she wheels herself, which causes Stevie to launch into a discussion about physiotherapy – I think she’s excited to meet another kid who actually has to do it every day. I zone out though because all I can think about is Gelert.

         We’re almost at the church when goosebumps raise on my arms. A chilling breeze ruffles the loose hair escaping my plait. And while it’s October, the sky seems suddenly too dark for this time of day. Meredith shows 188me her watch. It’s barely 2pm, but the sky is darkening like someone is turning down a dimmer switch.

         We stand at the gate nervously peering in. The graveyard is as it was last time, but now it’s as too-dark as everything else. I hate that weird things happening is usually a good sign we’re on the right path. Or the wrong one.

         Stevie sighs. “I guess we are going into the definitely haunted graveyard.” Without another word, she steps in followed by Dara and Meredith.

         Only Chia hesitates.

         “Don’t like graveyards?” I ask.

         She gives me a smile but her eyes look terribly sad. “I don’t think I told you but my Daddy died when I was little.”

         “Oh, no you didn’t. I’m sorry Chia.”

         “It’s okay. It is what it is, you know? He’s buried in a big graveyard in West London where we used to live. It’s a really beautiful place, kind of like a park really. But still, I get a little … I dunno, I just find it hard to go into them. It just makes me think of all the other people who lost their parents.”

         I take her hand and squeeze it.

         “We have Cameron and we love him so much. 189He’s another Dad to me. But I still miss my first Daddy.”

         “What was he like?”

         Her eyes light up. “He was a nurse, like Cameron actually. He looked after tiny babies in intensive care, like when they were born too early. He was just the kindest person.”

         “Sounds like you.”

         “Thank you.”

         “You don’t have to go in if you don’t want to.”

         “No, I do. We can’t split up,” she says, squeezing back. “I don’t like remembering he’s gone, but I like remembering him. I have to let the tornado pass, you know?”

         We stand together waiting for her grief to feel less heavy, and eventually we walk in together.

         It’s even darker inside. The others stand facing the old church, and as we get closer, I see that an eerie green glow emanates from the ruins.

         “Is that always there?” I whisper.

         “The church? Yes. The lights, no.”

         We creep closer. My hand instinctively reaches for the water in my bandolier.

         To make things worse the light isn’t coming from beneath the church.

         “The crypt,” murmurs Mer. “There’s a crypt 190down there.”

         We follow her to a set of well-worn stone steps cut out of the ground that lead down to a wall with a glowing door on it.

         “That’s not usually there either.”

         “The glow, or the door?” I ask.

         “Both.”

         “You know I love it when a door just appears,” says Stevie, unleashing her baseball bat. I didn’t realise she had brought it with her at all, but now I’m very glad she did.

         “Have you ever been down there?”

         “When I was little. The church used to be much more of a building than it is now. Inside there are stairs down to the crypt, which is pretty massive by the way. A couple of years ago, a huge storm knocked a bunch of stuff down. Everyone tried to get someone to come help look at it, but there’s rules and procedures and no one has come. It’s just been a wreck for ages.”

         Stevie inspects the door. “Then, if we go in, this is the only way out,” says Stevie.

         “Right,” agrees Mer. After a pause, she adds, “Well, are we going to go into the ominously glowing building?”

         Chia stiffens beside me. “We shouldn’t go down there.” She looks scared, and it’s wigging me out. “This 191whole island is a site of pilgrimage, and you want to storm into a church, a place where I usually go to talk to God, which is now glowing. Crypts are where people are laid to rest. I know the rest of you don’t really go to church, but being here does mean something to me.”

         “Why do people go on a pilgrimage here?” Dara asks.

         “A monastery was built here by Saint Cadfan about fifteen hundred years ago,” explains Meredith. “It’s been important for Christians for a long time.”

         “It just makes me feel weird to have my faith alongside the magic,” Chia adds.

         With Emrys and his glass castle, and an ancient monastery, I’m starting to appreciate just how much history there is here. How many stories. It’s so much more than I thought.

         “And I know you are all going to tell me I don’t have to come, but we can’t split the group. That’s rule 101 of scary films, for a start.” She takes my hand again.

         “Give me a hand with these steps. will you?” Meredith puts the brake on her wheelchair and pushes herself up from the armrests until she’s standing. Dara supports her down the uneven steps, which are hard enough for me to walk on and my body is mostly stable.

         She looks tired again though. It’s only a few steps for 192us, but I can tell that for her it may as well be a hundred. After the excitement at Leri’s pub, the exhaustion much be setting in. When she puts her foot down, one knee loudly crunches. She might be the toughest person I’ve ever met.

         At the bottom, Stevie pokes the glowing door with her baseball bat.

         “Why are you tapping it?” Dara asks as we gather in front of the door.

         “Just investigating. It’s a proper door, by the way. Not a portal for once.”

         “At least it’s going to take us where we think it is,” I say.

         “Too bad that’s a room full of dead people.”

         “Come on,” says Chia seriously. “Let’s go in.”
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            Chapter Eighteen

         

         It’s nice to go through an actual door for once. I’ve gotten so used to stepping through things, like the hill or thin air, that I’m a little confused when Stevie opens the very real door.

         The stairs down are narrow, so Dara still helps Meredith go slowly. We leave her wheelchair outside, just in case. Losing her wheels down here would be extremely hard to explain to her parents. I concentrate on not falling down the steps.

         The crypt is a very large room separated into smaller sections by curved arches. It’s bright and clean, like someone has looked after it this whole time. I was kind of expecting something like the Paris catacombs – skulls in the walls and cobwebs everywhere. And even though this is the first crypt I’ve ever been in, it’s very clear that 194something magical is going on. The ceiling is impossibly high, far higher than where it should be, and it’s too brightly lit in here for how dark it is outside. Light streams in from stained-glass windows high up, dappling us in colour.

         Chia’s gasped wow echoes around us. I can tell she wants to sing to test the acoustics, but she stays serious and respectful.

         “Anyone feel that?” asks Dara, rubbing a hand over their chest.

         “What?” Stevie asks.

         “Nothing. Ignore me.”

         Through one of the arches up ahead, I see the glimmering glow coming from a raised platform. On top of that is a large box.

         “Absolutely not,” says Stevie when I walk towards it. “No way are we touching that.”

         “It’s just a box?”

         “Vivi, do you know what a crypt is for?” Dara says.

         “Yeah. Dead bodies and stuff. If it’s a coffin, it’ll just have a skeleton in it.”

         “Casually said for someone who just got absolutely beat by one,” says Meredith, and I can’t help but laugh.

         “It’s not like the one we fought is going to be hiding 195in there.” I hope, at least.

         I walk on ahead, and Chia trots to catch up with me. “I’m coming with you only to make sure you don’t break any of this church. This weirdly magical church.”

         The glow is actually coming from the box itself, and it gets brighter the closer we get. Excalibur hums at my side which reassures me that this is probably something that’s not going to kill us.

         When we step onto the platform, Chia whips round. “Did you hear that? A chiming noise?”

         “No,” I say, but Excalibur starts to hum stronger, like a vibrating controller for a video game.

         “Oh!” Chia puts a hand to her neck. She unclips the necklace on which hangs her horseshoe, her talisman from Rhiannon. In her palm, it glitters and glows.

         “Dara–” I begin, and spin to find them holding their awl.

         “I had it zipped into the inside pocket of this coat. I must have forgotten it was in there,” they say.

         “Well that’s weird. Have they ever done that before?” asks Meredith from where she sits on a stone bench.

         “No,” we all reply, including Stevie.

         It’s like a metal detector, the closer I get to the coffin, the stronger the hum. It’s clear from Chia and Dara that they feel the same pull.196

         I am about to insist that we open it when I’m interrupted by a deafening noise.

         Chanting? Deep voiced, melodic chanting. I can’t tell what language it’s in, but the words spilling out and around us. The echoes layer them so much I feel dizzy. I cover my ears which barely helps.

         “What’s going on?” I see Dara yell, reading the words on their lips.

         I shake my head desperately. If I open my mouth, I’ll be sick. If I take my hands off my ears to sign, I’ll pass out.

         Quick as a flash, Chia brings up a bubble of vacuum, just like we used in the Unlands over the coraniaids. She looks around, unsure where to throw it. If she bubbles us, we won’t hear the noise but we also won’t be able to breathe. There’s no single source that we can see. The sound is far too everywhere to stop it.

         It’s like it’s encasing us. Stevie yanks Meredith up on to the platform with us, as the chanting speeds up. It’s dizzying. My chest rumbles with the noise of it, and I can’t process it at all. It’s so loud I can’t see; I can’t feel my body. That part of my brain is shut off, too overwhelmed by what is happening. This is sensory overload on a whole new level.

         Just as I think I’m going to pass out, the chanting stops.197

         I tentatively remove my hands from my ears, which still ring with the sound and I open my eyes.

         At first, I swear it must be my vision still wobbly from my brain not being able to process anything, because instead of just coming from the coffin, the eerie greenish-blue glow now surrounds us.

         “Um, guys,” whispers Dara. “Do you see what I’m seeing?”

         “If what you’re seeing are luminous monks, then yes Dara,” croaks Meredith.

         Crowding around us on the platform are very tall, hooded figures. They are opaque and turquoise green like seaglass. Not a single one moves, as though they were statues who were always here. Their hands are clasped together in prayer.

         “Hello? Who are you?” I ask. My voice sounds muffled, like I’m underwater. Clearly not just my hearing either, as the others seem confused too.

         Dara tries next. “Hello. I’m Dara. Can you tell me who you are?”

         “Please stop telling creatures people’s names, including your own,” Stevie groans.

         But there’s no response. The tall ghostly figures stay where they are, and so do we, our backs against the coffin.198

         Chia is the first to move and gets closer to inspect them. “Could they be the monks from the ancient monastery?”

         “Does that make them ghosts?” Dara whimpers.

         “Dara. They’re see-through. I think that should be the giveaway,” snaps Stevie.

         “Why are they not responding?” I ask. They just appeared here, and that was it. “Are they waiting for something?”

         “I don’t really want to find out if they are,” Stevie says. Do you think we can walk through them?” Stevie asks.

         Chia scoffs at this. “Stevie. You can’t just walk through people.”

         I still have Excalibur in my hand, but I don’t raise it. These possible ghost monks, for whatever reason, are not attacking us. They’re just watching. And we’re watching back.

         “S’mae, Meredith dw i. Pwy dach chi? Erm, sut dach chi?” Mer addresses all the ghosts in very clear, school-polite Welsh.

         The monks glow brighter and duller in turn. With every glow is a small sound, each one different, like someone is ringing bells, or playing keys on an organ at random.

         “They answered,” laughs Meredith with disbelief.

         “What did you say?” Chia asks.199

         “She asked them what their names were and how they are,” I say.

         The melody-less sounds chime on until all the ghosts have finished.

         “Could you understand them?” I ask.

         Meredith blinks a few times. “Yes. A little. They all seem quite happy to see us, but they’re upset about something.”

         My Welsh isn’t as good as Meredith’s as we grew up in an area where most people spoke English, but I manage to work out that next she asks them if they’re upset or angry. They answer with a flurry of chimes and colours.

         That’s when I realise that they’re not just facing all of us. They’re facing the coffin.

         “Gyda … This?” I ask, pointing at the coffin.

         They reply with a sound like someone playing every key on a church organ at once, followed by some angry chanting. I really, really hate the chanting.

         “Araf!” shouts Dara enthusiastically.

         “Why are you telling them to slow down?” I ask.

         “I dunno, I read it on the road. I thought maybe it meant stop?”

         “No, that’s–” My head swims and I need them to stop, so I yell, “Cau dy geg!”200

         The room falls silent.

         “Vivi, that was very rude,” sniffs Meredith. “Also, Dara it’s stopio.”

         “Did you just tell them to shut up?” laughs Stevie, and I nod awkwardly.

         “Sori. Diolch o galon,” I say awkwardly. I don’t know enough Welsh to think in it. All I can do is reach for the kind of things we’d say at home. So much of it is a bit rude, or a mix of Welsh and English together. “They’re upset about the coffin.”

         “Or whatever is in it,” says Meredith.

         Chia shudders.

         “So, I guess we should open it?” says Stevie.

         “We can’t do that!” Dara shrieks. Then more quietly they add, “Can we?”

         “I think we have to,” I say.

         Though I’m not sure how exactly. It’s not like the wooden ones, though I’ve only seen fake ones for Halloween decorations at the supermarket.

         Now that I’ve got a moment to take it all in, the coffin is pretty huge. The light from the monks cast it in a greenish glow. There’s a seam where it must open, so I run my finger along to work out how we could get into it. It’s not sealed, I don’t think, but it looks pretty wedged together. 201At first, I think it’s rock or marble or something like that, but I realise that it looks like thick slabs of very old metal.

         “I found a gap.” It turns out Chia has also been inspecting the coffin. “Do you think we could pry it open?”

         “You could use your sword?” suggests Stevie.

         “Sorry, you want me to the famous enchanted sword Excalibur to pry open a coffin?” I huff.

         Dara crouches down next to Chia. “Well my awl is small enough to get in but I don’t think we’ll get enough force on it. We need something longer. Stevie’s baseball bat is too wide.”

         “What about this?” Mer says, pointing to a plank of wood on the floor.

         “Don’t tell me that’s part of a pew or something,” sighs Chia.

         “Okay, I won’t tell you.”

         The piece of wood is heavier than I expected and doesn’t have quite enough of a point to wedge in, so Dara and I file away at it. I hope Gelert doesn’t shout at us for using our ancient talismans to make some wood pointier.

         The ghosts watch eagerly as we work away. They’re very curious. At first, I couldn’t see their faces at all for the hoods, but now I catch glimpses of smiles and 202bright eyes and long noses. They chime and glow as we get closer to a point that will fit.

         Eventually, we get it just right, and with a huge heave from Dara, Stevie, Chia and I, we manage to pry the lid up just enough to make a gap. Light spills out around the edges, and with another heave, the lid slides away.

         To our collective horror, something jumps out.

         Thankfully, it’s my very own ghost.

         “Gelert!” I cry, wrapping my arms around him. I could cry. He’s okay. He’s here. Perhaps he didn’t mean to leave us to face the skeleton alone.

         “Why were you in a box?!” Stevie cries.

         Gelert shakes himself free of me. His fur is wild and tangled, and he looks absolutely furious. “They put me in there, didn’t they?” he barks.

         “And the dog talks. Sure. Why not,” murmurs Meredith.

         “The monks put you in a coffin?” says Dara. “Couldn’t you just like–” They mime something disappearing … or possibly exploding. I get their point though. He did come here from London.

         Gelert ignores this and says a couple of things in Welsh I’m pretty sure are extremely rude. The monks flash angry colours. Just as they’re about to start up the chanting again.203

         “They say visiting dogs aren’t allowed here,” translates Meredith.

         I sigh. “Didn’t I say that?”

         Chia whistles and we all, including the monks, stop. “Okay, okay! Let’s take it down a second, please. This is a church, after all.”

         “Why don’t you tell us what happened, Gelert?” I say, and he sits down grumpily.

         I missed him, even if he is a nightmare.

         “After I followed young Miss Meredith home, I came here scouting. Enough people thought the cauldron was the Holy Grail, so a church made sense, mun. But then!” He punctuates this with a growl. “These fellas appeared and got all clang-clang-fussy about it, and before I knew it, they slung me in here. I couldn’t get out for love nor money.”

         “I’m sorry, Gelert. That must have been scary,” says Chia, stroking the line down from his nose to the back of his head.

         The monks pipe up their chiming again. To me, it sounds rather narked.

         “I don’t quite understand?” Meredith says to them. “They are saying something about … stealing, and a white dog? I can’t tell what the other words are.”204

         “I’m guessing you didn’t find anything before that?” I ask Gelert.

         “No cauldron. I suspect they were bothered about the ring.”

         “A ring?” Before I can even ask for the list, Dara has it in their hands.

         “Nothing sounds ringy on here,” they mutter.

         “What’s the shopping list, eh?” Gelert sniffs.

         I explain Emrys’ quest for us, and his promise that he’d tell us where the cauldron is.

         Gelert makes a noise that can only be translated as a harrumph. “Well there you have it. He knows where the Pair Dadeni is, and I’d wager that means it’s not out here for you to find.”

         I rub at my tired eyes. “That’s what I thought too.”

         “I’m sorry everyone. He wasn’t trying to steal your ring. I promise,” Chia says to the monks. I’m not sure they understand her, but they listen either way. “You must all be so tired if you’ve been here since St. Cadfan’s monastery. It’s very nice that you’re here to protect it still.”

         I swear that the ghosts shrink a little at her words. The colour of their glow turns ever so slightly warmer. One close to her chimes, and the others all seem to 205jingle in agreement. The same ghost monk opens their prayer clasped hands to reveal a ring. It’s strange to see something so solid in their spectral palm. She reaches for it, and my brain aches like it’s watching two pictures overlap each other. But they must be more solid than they look.

         “Look at this,” she says, passing it to me. “Could you show me around a little? It’s very beautiful here.” A couple of monks break off and lead her around.

         It’s a beautiful silver ring. Set into it is a huge stone that looks a little like amber, but it’s shot through with tiger stripes and ripples of blue. It is cool to the touch, but holding it feels really good. Like I feel brave, somehow. I have quite chubby fingers, so I’m surprised to see that it might fit me – most jewellery in shops is too small unless I get the expanding kind. This looks like it could just slide on. I try it out, and it does fit perfectly.

         But when I turn back to the others to show them, they all have horrified looks plastered across their faces.

         Did I make a mistake? Perhaps they think I claimed it, when that’s not what I was doing. I was just trying it. Oh no, I don’t want them to be mad at me.

         But what Dara says throws me totally off.

         “Guys,” whispers Dara. “Where’s Vivi?”
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            Chapter Nineteen

         

         “I’m right here,” I say.

         “What the heck …” whispers Meredith.

         “Where did she go?” cries Stevie.

         Chia runs over with her ghost monk friends, and looks every which way but where I’m standing.

         “I’m here!” I shout.

         I’m right here.

         They’re acting like they can’t see or hear me. The hot panic of bad memories rushes through me. This has happened before. When I was friends with Kelly, and I suppose Danielle and Paul, they did something like this once. We were talking on the school field when the switch flipped, or that’s how it felt – I never knew when or why it would happen, that day included. They pretended they couldn’t see me or hear me. They pretended that 207I had disappeared, even though I was shouting that I was there. Every time I moved to face one of them, they’d turn away. It sounds strange on reflection, but it frightened me. They were telling me I wasn’t real anymore, and that they found that funny. That was one of the last things they did, before I left school.

         The thing with bad memories like that is that, when you remember they feel like they’re happening to you for the first time.

         Unfortunately, that seems to be exactly what is happening now.

         I cry and beg for them to hear me. The voice in my head, the one that isn’t Arawn’s but my own unkind voice, screams that I was wrong to get comfortable. The switch can always be flipped.

         I can’t breathe.

         “Vivi, I promise you. I’m going to find out what’s going on,” shouts Chia unnecessarily loudly as I’m next to her.

         The monks are chiming and clanging, which isn’t helping, but maybe that means something is happening to me. Chia wouldn’t hurt me. None of them would do this to me.

         The only thing that changed … was the ring. I touch 208the stone, and the monks flash in colourful urgent lights. Gelert looks to them and turns back to where I’d been standing. “Vivi. Listen to me, girl. Take the ring off.”

         With all the panic sweat, it yanks off easily.

         “You’re back!” cries Dara.

         Chia looks like she wants to throw her arms around me, but she holds back.

         It’s Meredith who comes closest, sitting down near me. “Do you need quiet and space?”

         She gets it. I wonder if, in the same way I could see when she was tired, she can see how fragile I am right now? The others can understand, but it’s different for us. It’s like recognising yourself in someone else.

         I nod, and everyone steps back. Even the ghost monks retreat a little. They turn a soft gold colour that reminds me of my sunset lamp. The fear melts away, and my tongue unlocks, like I might be able to speak again.

         I set the ring down on the floor in front of me.

         I’m not sure if we brought any water with us in Stevie’s bag, and I can’t think to ask, so I unclip my water bandolier with shaking hands and take a sip. It tastes leathery. Not particularly pleasant, but it’s drinkable.

         Eventually, I manage to say, “What is that thing?”

         “The ring of Eluned,” says Gelert at the same time 209Meredith whispers something I don’t catch because it sounds like a blur.

         “One at a time.” I’m on the edge of crying, which is only a few steps from a meltdown right now. Too many voices could tip me over.

         Meredith and Gelert glance at each other. “After you. I think a thousand years gives you seniority,” she says. I smile at how formal she is sometimes. Just like her Ghost Queen emails.

         Gelert wedges closer to me, and I bury my hands in the thick ridge of hair on his back that sticks up when he’s angry or has seen a cat. People say they want a soft, fluffy dog, but I don’t. Gelert’s wiry fur anchors me in the world.

         “Well, first off, you’re right too, new girl,” Gelert says. “The jewel on the ring of Eluned is the serpentstone. That’s the magical stone that Peredur used to hide from the afanc when he went to slay it for you lot who don’t know your history.”

         Okay, I didn’t miss that bit of him.

         The stories flood back to me, and so does the tapestry on Emrys’ wall. We’d been looking at Peredur and the cauldron, but in his hand was the serpentstone. Could this just be a bit of it?210

         “If you use it, you’re in total cover. Hidden and silent.”

         Stevie grumbles. “Man, we could have used that against the coraniaids.”

         “So the person wearing it doesn’t go to the Unlands or anything?” asks Chia. “They’re just here, but hidden?”

         “Ardderchog,” says Gelert.

         “Bless you?” says Dara.

         “We really need to teach you some Welsh, Darabach,” laughs Meredith.

         “I need to ask you something, just to be sure,” I whimper even though asking this is mortifying. “You weren’t all pretending I was gone?”

         “You were gone,” insists Chia.

         Dara’s eyebrows furrow. “We weren’t pretending.”

         The truth-teller, the bluntest girl in the world (well next to Meredith and maybe me) plonks down next to me. “I promise you Vivi. You’d vanished. It was weird as heck,” says Stevie.

         My here still pounds a little. Memories and dreams can feel so real. Well, sometimes my dreams are kind of real, so that’s a bad example. But I did feel like I was back there on the school field, not in the cold stone crypt.

         “Sorry,” I whisper.

         “Are you alright?” Meredith’s heavy gaze searches me.211

         “Yes and no.”

         “Sounds about right then.”

         We laugh softly, and I feel better. Like I took a big breath out.

         Apparently in all the fuss, I dropped the list, and now Meredith scans it. “A secret stone to keep heroes covered. That has to be it.”

         “I don’t feel particularly heroic.”

         “They all say that in the stories. Plus, this means we’re five down. Eight to go.”

         I look up at the ghost monks. “Diolch.”

         Still deep gold, they glitter in response which I take as a don’t worry about it and sorry about causing all the drama.

         Dara takes the ring from my hands and inspects it closely. “Fascinating …”

         “Do you think the sound muffling could be a vacuum? I wonder how it works.” Chia takes the ring gently and holds it up to her eyes.

         “Dara, do you think you could wear it?” asks Stevie.

         “Yeah it looks like it would fit,” they say, before turning and fixing Stevie with a look. “Oh you mean so you don’t have to hear me, don’t you?”

         Stevie gives them a smile.

         “I hate you sometimes,” Dara huffs.212

         “No you don’t.”

         The tips of Dara’s ears flush pink, and they cough. “Do we know who made it into the ring?”

         At this, the ghost monks begin to hum a harmonious melody, their colour turning rose pink. It’s beautiful, like a sunrise.

         “My favourite colour,” whispers Chia.

         One of the smallest monks walks away through a wall in the crypt which makes me feel a little weird, if I’m honest. When it returns, there’s something in their hands.

         It’s … a hammer?

         None of us were expecting that. Perhaps they want us to smash something? Maybe the coffin?

         The ghost monk crouches down by me and offers it out to Meredith. It’s no ordinary hammer, that’s for sure. It’s quite small, and the wooden handle is dark. It’s so shiny from how smooth it is. Someone must have used this a lot, and they took care of it. The metal is burnished and speckled with silver, and has two wedged ends, like a hammerhead shark. Running around the metal is a repeated pattern of an engraved square with tiny flourishes around it, all in silver.

         The ghosts pushes it towards her again, and when Meredith points to herself in confusion, all of the ghost 213monks nod eagerly.

         “Why are they giving me a hammer?” she asks.

         If I’ve learned anything recently, it’s that there’s no such thing as a coincidence. Especially when it comes to how I keep meeting people who are mixed up in this magical stuff as much as I am. Maybe Meredith isn’t just the Ghost Queen.

         “Take it,” I say.

         “I’m not sure I should take it,” laughs Meredith nervously.

         “Take it, girl,” barks Gelert, his eyes alight.

         I think we’re both on the same page.

         When Meredith takes the hammer, it feels like a rush of air whips around us. Like I can sense the fizzing of the earth. The still pink ghost monks chime happily.

         “I feel like this might not be just a regular hammer,” murmurs Meredith, turning it over in her hands.

         “No, me neither,” I say.

         Gelert rests one of his big paws on the hammer. “Gwenhwyfar,” he whispers. “We found you.”

         You’d think that by now we’d have coordinated a plan of how to tell someone. Give them the welcome speech and explain they’re part of all this. But Gelert’s pronouncement gave us no time to prepare, which is 214probably why Meredith, despite being quite deep down the magical rabbit hole, goes very pale. “Sorry, did you just call me Guinevere?”

         “Gwenhwyfar,” he repeats. He gets up and begins to pace, muttering to himself. It’s like he’s not really here. Maybe he’s lost in his memories too.

         “Gwen-hooey-var?” Stevie asks me.

         “Close enough. That’s the Welsh name for Guinevere.” I reach out to grab for Gelert, but he slips through my grasp. He seems almost frantic?

         He slips through Dara’s grip too, like the world’s biggest and most annoying fish, so they just follow him as he wanders around the crypt.

         What is wrong with him?

         The tension is broken by Meredith asking, “But why do I have a hammer??”

         Instead of answering this directly, Gelert simply cries, “The tools. The tools!”

         “Gelert, slow down and come sit,” Chia calls.

         Eventually, Dara gives up and throws their arms around Gelert’s massive haunches. The dog stills. A shiver raises all the thick hair on his spine. After a shake, he seems to snap out of it.

         “Are you okay?” I ask, a little worried that being in 215the box for twenty-four hours has made him feel ill.

         “Oh, sorry. Carried away, isn’t it,” he says, panting a little. His eyes look more like himself now. “Can you get off me?”

         “Have you calmed down?” asks Dara.

         “I’d feel a lick calmer if you weren’t holding me down.”

         I bite at my lip. What was that? But we need to explain things to Meredith, and then probably get out of here. “Can you tell us about Gwenhwyfar, please Gelert?”

         “And take your time.” Dara pats him on the head.

         “Right now, where was I? You likely know Gwenhwyfar as the wife of King Arthur,” he begins slowly, as if the memories are trickling in finally. “Naturally, that’s not all she was.”

         “Clearly,” scoffs Meredith, waving the hammer in the air.

         “Careful with that. It’s an antique.”

         “It’s a hammer. I think by design it can take a little waggling.”

         Gelert snorts with annoyance. “Now see here, you sound just like her. She was a tremendously smart girl. Couldn’t get anything past her. And when they tried to, she was always watching from the shadows.” That does sounds like Meredith, and the Ghost Queen too.216

         “All I know about Guinevere is that she had an affair with Lancelot,” adds Chia.

         “She would never.” He huffs air out of his nostrils in disapproval.

         “Yeah, that’s not in the Welsh stories actually,” I say. “I think some French guys wrote that one.”

         “Aye, and wrote wrong.”

         “I feel like I’ve read nothing about her in the stories here,” I add.

         “Wow, this all sounds great,” says Meredith in her sarcastic jokily tone that I think the others sometimes take for her being serious.

         “It’s not just you. There’s hardly anything about any women. It’s kind of a theme.”

         “Can I have a look?” says Dara, taking the hammer from Meredith. “Was Gwenhwyfar some kind of maker too? Like Ceridwen, and me?”

         “Aye,” he nods. “A blacksmith.”

         “Sick,” they gasp.

         “Did she make Excalibur? I thought that was Nimuë?” I ask.

         “That was Nimuë, aye, but that’s how they became known to each other. When Arthur died, as we all do, everyone wanted his sword to go with him, but 217Gwenhwyfar insisted it go back to Nimuë. She made it, after all.”

         But why is it here, I wonder. Could this mean Arthur was taken here, if Gwenhwyfar left her talisman here … though I wonder why she chose the ghost monks? Plus, Emrys is here too. This island was so important for so many people, it seems. What might Nimuë know?

         I feel like we’ve barely scratched the surface of the mysteries of Enlli.

         My train of thought is broken when suddenly Gelert swoons, and I reach for him. He weighs so much that I slump a little, but at least he doesn’t hit the floor hard. Poor boy is exhausted. I stroke his ears. “Just rest against me, boy. We don’t have to leave yet.” He growls softly, objecting to me calling him boy like he’s a dog in a Disney movie, but he doesn’t move.

         I was keen to get out of the crypt, but I guess we’re staying here a little longer. It’s instinct to look for that kind of brain-checking-out for me. Mam has epilepsy, though it’s really well controlled with medicine, but it’s why she doesn’t like to drive. Sometimes she gets this glazed-over look, like she’s starting to disappear inside her own head. Mumma taught me from a young age what to do if she has a seizure – cushion her head, 218move things out the way, time it, get help if needed. Maybe this is why I’m so sensitive to Meredith too, as well as the autism connection.

         I’m worried she might be flagging too when Dara asks if she’s okay, but she beams. “Am I ever! I’ve got a hammer!” She looks like she’s just had the best Christmas in the world. “Wait, does this mean I have magic too?”

         I was worried Stevie would be taking this hard, but I can see her planning brain in action. She’s probably working out drills for Meredith to run already. “I’m sure we’ll find out. Perhaps another element? Water, air, electricity … Maybe earth?”

         “You know, this doesn’t even hurt to hold?” Meredith says. “That’s so weird. Normally my shoulders start popping out if I pick up something heavy.”

         Sleepily, Gelert murmurs the start of his usual phrase about magical objects being different.

         “Look, I think we should get back to the house,” Dara says.

         “Please,” agrees Chia. “I think I’ve had enough of desecrating sacred spaces for one afternoon.”

         “How are we going to move Gelert?” I ask. Very slowly, he stands but his eyes are barely open.219

         Chia goes to give me the ring back, and I hold my hands up. I never want to wear that again if I can avoid it. “Stevie, you take it.”

         “Shall I put it in the bag with the others?”

         “No, keep it on you. Maybe you can use it? You’ll make best use of it in fights and if you need to get away with the treasure,” I insist.

         Stevie slips the ring onto her right thumb. It fits, just like it did for me, and for a moment, she blinks out of the world.

         A second later, she’s behind me, baseball bat raised over my head. I leap out of my skin, and almost butt my head right onto the bat. “Did you have to test it now?” I hiss, my heartbeat thundering in my ears.

         She smiles, slipping the ring into a tiny little zipped pocket in the side of her running jacket.

         “Melee with a sneak attack,” says Dara. “You’re like a rogue.”

         Stevie mulls this over. “We’ll need to talk about coordinating strategies for the future, so that you guys don’t accidentally hit me with magic. I don’t think this thing has a built-in shield.”

         We all get to our feet and are about to say goodbye to the ghost monks when there’s a huge bang. 220The magical door we came through lies flat on the floor, like someone just kicked it inwards.

         You see, the thing I forgot about the talismans is that they always come with a monster.

         The skeleton is here.
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            Chapter Twenty

         

         If I’m honest, it feels a little on the nose to be facing a skeleton in a crypt, but magic isn’t known for subtlety.

         The monks around us sound in alarm, flashing deep red. “This is one of the things they were trying to tell us about,” shouts Meredith.

         “Don’t worry guys, we’re very familiar with it,” says Stevie, flicking out her telescopic baseball bat.

         “You didn’t happen to bring a fire extinguisher with you again, did you Mer?” I whisper.

         “No, but I have a tiny hammer at least?”

         I know I always say we’re in trouble, but we are. Big time.

         Gelert is knocked out. Our powers basically did nothing last time. Meredith might possibly have magic, but she’s exhausted. And worst of all, the monks are chanting again.222

         Excalibur sings as I slide her into my hand. Chia and I join Stevie in a line, and Dara stands over Meredith and Gelert.

         Slowly, the creature walks towards us.

         I make the mistake of being relieved that it can’t use its storm powers underground. This is a mistake because they can always think of something else. Something worse.

         The floor starts to move. Not like an earthquake or a crack or anything. It seeps, melting downwards like the runny edge of an ice cream. The platform we stand on is the island in the centre of a void.

         This is probably one of the worst things I’ve ever experienced, and yet … it’s not attacked us. Does it want something from us? A voice in my mind whispers or one of us. 

         Stevie growls at the void as though it might scare it away, but that doesn’t work, so instead she yells at the skeleton, “Get out of here! Leave!”

         “This is a holy place you’re intruding on,” shouts Chia, her voice deeper and more commanding than I’ve ever heard before. It echoes around us.

         As if shaken by her speech, the clasp her necklace breaks with a sharp ping. The horseshoe falls, but Chia catches it in her hand. When palm meets metal, it 223grows and warps in a razor thin discus of light.

         “Did you mean to do that?” whispers Stevie.

         “Erm. No.” Chia doesn’t take her eyes off the skeleton who is still very slowly walking towards us. “I didn’t even know it could.”

         “Chia, if you can throw that with your air behind it–”

         “We have a whole new weapon,” I say, trying to hide the relief in my voice.

         Stevie’s voice drops to a whisper. “If it attacks, I’ll use the ring and hit from behind. Vivi, you distract from the side. Chia straight forward. We knock it out, or distract it so the others can escape.”

         Chia and I nod. Maybe this will be enough for us to get out of here.

         Finally, the skeleton stops walking a few metres away from us, before the ground turns to void. And then it speaks.

         “Little huntress, it has been some time since I’ve seen you.”

         The voice is clear, higher than I expected but underneath it all is a grating, gravelly sound. “We have both changed forms, I suppose. But Annwn does not forget, huntress. It’s time for you to come home. You could be with us.”224

         I’m confused, but clearly Chia isn’t. “I don’t know you,” snaps Chia. “And you don’t know me.”

         “I assure you that you do, huntress. Many moons did we ride together.”

         It’s talking about Rhiannon, I realise. The woman who could ride between worlds. She rode with whatever this monster is?

         But it dawns on me that this skeleton is not merely a creature. The coraniaids didn’t speak so much as parroted, but we’re having a conversation here. Perhaps, this skeleton that I thought was a monster (let’s be real it could still be one) was a person. And not just any person, but someone who knew Rhiannon. What could have happened to change them into an animated skeleton?

         “What do you want with us? For me to return to Annwn? Could you not have just texted me or sent a letter. Trying to kill us was a bit extreme.” The spinning discus ion her hand glints menacingly.

         “I would have imagined that was quite obvious, but I remain in service to our mutual friend and come here seeking that which he desires.”

         “Arawn,” I growl, thinking of his smug golden face.

         The skeleton turns its head to me. “I did wonder if it was you Nimuë, but you look very different when you’re 225not hiding underwater.” While they were apparently tight with Rhiannon, there’s clearly no love between Nimuë and whoever this person is from the way they sneer that at me.

         “If you’ve come from Annwn, tell me where Isabella is,” barks Chia.

         “Oh, your little human friend is quite safe.”

         I can’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. She’s alive. For weeks we could only hope, but this is the first proper news we have of her, even if it’s being delivered by someone I’m pretty sure is way more foe than friend.

         “Let her go,” says Dara.

         “I cannot do that at all. Out of my hands you see, Ceridwen.”

         Dara squirms, and I growl. It’s not the same for them. “Don’t call them that. They’re Dara.”

         The skeleton seems to not notice. “You understand, I’m sure. The trust in a great leader is important.”

         Dara yells, “I would never kidnap someone.”

         “Wouldn’t you? I’m sure if you were in the same position, you’d do all kinds of terrible things.”

         “Just shut up,” snaps Stevie. “Tell us what you want. This is giving me a headache.”

         “Many things. Firstly, the cauldron. Where is it?”226

         “We haven’t found it,” I say truthfully. “We don’t have it.”

         “But you’ve found other things, haven’t you? You’re on the way to it. Someone is helping you.” There’s a crackle of electricity between their finger bones.

         “We found them fair and square. They’re ours,” says Stevie.

         “Finders keepers?” the skeleton purrs. “If we’re invoking that, then I definitely do not need to worry about giving you Isabella back.”

         “I’ll give you something to worry about in a minute,” she growls.

         “Oh I don’t doubt you do–”

         “We don’t have it,” I repeat. “So, you should leave this place. You’re upsetting the monks.”

         As if in agreement, the monks do one big chant.

         My second mistake is thinking the conversation is over for now. I glance back at the monks, who are furious red just like the lighthouse lamp.

         A crackling fork of electricity rips through the air straight towards us.

         It all happens so quickly that I don’t have time to react. Stevie yanks Chia out the way. Dara pushes me down to the floor. I hear a loud bang.

         When I look up, the skeleton’s skull is covered in liquid 227metal. It grabs and pulls at it, but the silver rushes into a socket and grows and spreads.

         There’s a flash as the skeleton steps through a portal and is gone.

         What just happened? “Is everyone okay?” I yell, scrabbling up to standing. My knees and palms ache from landing on them hard when Dara pushed me.

         My blood runs cold when Stevie shrieks Dara’s name.

         They hold Stevie’s baseball bat – they must have taken it from her when she saved Chia. But they look wrong.

         I realise exactly where the electricity went. Sparks prickle in their hair, which stands entirely on end. The tips are singed. Their eyes are wide.

         Stevie whimpers next to them. “You can’t touch me,” Dara says, their voice thin and tired. “I need to get outside and let the charge go into the ground.”

         They made Stevie’s baseball bat a lightning rod. Horrifyingly, they’re carrying all that power in their body. They storm out, followed by Stevie who I swear is trying not to cry.

         The ghost monks have returned to their original seaglass colour, and coo over us all.

         “We’re okay. Are you?” Chia asks.

         They chime in the affirmative. Or what I’m guessing it is.228

         “Are you both alright?” I ask Chia and Meredith.

         “Unsure,” says Meredith.

         “No,” laughs Chia. “Let’s just get out of here please.”

         “Gelert?” I ask. He seems half asleep still. I think I need to get him away from the coffin. If it’s made of iron, chances are it’s making him feel weird. That’s what all the folktales says keeps away fey. It could have some effect on him too. “Are you okay to walk?”

         “What was that?”

         I lean down and wrap my arms around him. “I said–”

         “My head’s flipping sore after all that being squashed in a box, mun. Stop tickling my ear with whispers. Yes I can walk.”

         He stands, even though I’m still half on him, lifting us both up.

         I let him go ahead, following Dara and Stevie.

         “Was that silver stuff you?” I ask Chia, thinking of the horseshoe. But it’s back on her chain, as though it was just a normal necklace.

         “It was me.” At some point, Meredith got up onto the coffin, sitting on the half open lid. All around where she sits are small holes that remind me of a moth-eaten jumper. “I think we found out what my power is.”

         “Metal,” I whisper.229

         “You pulled it from the earth,” says Chia. “Earth … Stevie was right. Our powers are the elements.”

         “Lads, it’s been a pleasure,” Meredith says to the ghost monks, who hum like a hive of happy bees. She salutes them with her hammer, which is impressive as I’d definitely bash my own head if I tried to do that. “Thank you for this. I promise to look after it. I’ll try and come see you again, if you’d like that?”

         They trill happily and follow us back through the crypt to the door.

         “I can’t believe you called the ancient ghost monks lads,” laughs Chia.

         The steps up feel bigger this time, even if we have the ghost monks chiming us onwards for good luck. Chia and I help Meredith up into the church grounds, and back into her wheelchair.

         She taps the armrests. “I missed you, Sleipnir.”

         “Sla-what-now?” Chia asks.

         “Odin’s eight-legged horse.”

         “I guess we both have trusty steeds.” The pair of them share a tired smile.

         Luckily, the sky has returned to normal, no longer weirdly dark. I’m not sure if the monks, Gelert or the walking talking skeleton were responsible for that. 230It’s just turning regular dark now, which means we need to get home before the Dads get annoyed, and before anything else tries to get us.

         Stevie rushes over as we approach. “I think Dara needs our help. Something’s wrong.”

         We follow her into the graveyard. At the base of a tall stone grave sits Dara. The baseball bat is still in their hand, and they slump a little.

         “Dara?” I say. “Is it okay to come close?”

         “I … I think so,” they pant.

         The sparks have gone from their hair at least, but the ends of the glorious red are burnt black. They’re going to need a haircut.

         “Good thinking with the bat,” I say.

         “Lightning rods. Mr. Reynolds told us about them last year.”

         That’s when I realise that they’re not holding the bat, or rather, they can’t not hold it.

         Their palm is melded to the metal.

         “Oh Dara,” I say, taking their hand gently so I can inspect closer.

         The skin is angry red, and if we weren’t literally on an island in the middle of the sea, I’d insist we go to hospital. How are we going to explain it to the Dads.231

         “The metal was you, wasn’t it?” Stevie’s voice is barely more than a weep.

         Meredith nods. “Let me look.”

         Dara holds up their free hand. “Merry, your wheelchair has got too much metal in it. I might still be conductive. It’s not safe.”

         “It’s also got rubber tires, Dara. I’m fine.”

         “You concentrate on feeling where the electricity is or isn’t,” I say. “Let Mer focus on the metal.”

         She gives me a little smile, and it feels right. She is Mer to me.

         After inspecting for a little while, Mer says, “I think I can do it. It might mess up your bat a little Stevie.”

         “I don’t care,” she says, pretending not to wipe at her eyes.

         Now that we’re outside and away from the coffin, Gelert seems much more himself. “I’ll keep watch,” he says, mustering the last of his energy to patrol the area.

         “You can sense the metal?” I ask Meredith.

         “Yes. Reminds me of how I can hear it if someone turns the TV on standby, or a light on in another room, even if no one else can hear that.”

         I nod. People always think I’m exaggerating about the hearing electricity thing. “That hum,” I say.232

         “That hum. Okay then,” Mer sighs. “Dara, I’m sorry. This is probably going to suck.”

         It really does suck, but I can imagine Dara has many stronger words for how bad it feels. Together Chia and I steady both Dara’s hand and the bat while Mer works her magic. Dara is brave, tucking their head against Stevie’s chest, her arms wrapped around them tightly.

         I can’t imagine how nervous Mer must feel doing this. Her first pull at the metal is too much, and Dara shrieks with pain. “I’m sorry,” she pleads, as she pulls the aluminium away from their skin, like peeling off a really big plaster.

         Eventually, she frees Dara’s hand from the baseball bat, which looks crumped up like a water bottle.

         The wound is nasty and hot. There’s a little water left in my bandolier, so I pour it slowly over their palm. Dara hisses as it cools the burned skin.

         “We need to get it under running water,” says Stevie, getting to her feet. “And keep you warm. Then, we should tell–”

         “No.”

         “Dara–”

         “I said no. If we tell Pops, then we’re off this island heading home. He’s not going to stand for it if he thinks 233I’m up to trouble. There are still eight treasures to find, and Mer’s only just got her powers. We can’t leave.”

         Anger flashes in Stevie’s eyes, but she knows Dara is right. “The minute that starts to look infected or off, we are telling them.”

         “Fine,” agrees Dara.

         “Let’s get home, we’ve got a little time before dinner so hopefully no one is back yet. We can patch Dara up with the medical supplies in the bathroom,” says Mer, leading the way.

         I’m glad off the fresh air after being in the crypt. It felt like we were there for ages, but Mer’s watch suggests it was barely an hour. Time never feels right when magic is involved. Perhaps it’s just because we found out so much. The skeleton was a person, who knew Rhiannon and Nimuë. The monks have been guarding the island. Isabella is alive. Mer is our fourth calon. Gwenhwyfar. Earth and metal.

         And that’s before the ring, and Dara’s palm, and how scared I was. I’m going to crash when we get home.

         I look around at my friends, my team, and at once feel happy and safe, and also terribly guilty. I can’t believe I ever thought that these guys would hurt me. They’re nothing like my old friends, and yet my brain still 234reacted like they were. I hope I can undo that, rewrite that part of my brain so I don’t expect the worst any time it reminds me of something bad that happened. Maybe I’ll ask my Mums to make an appointment with Dr. May when I get home. Talking things out with her has always helped me get stuff straight in my head. Maybe she can help me manage those feelings. Not that I can tell her exactly what happened – I’m not sure magical destinies are covered by patient confidentiality.

         The house is empty when we get home. Mer and I take Dara into the bathroom to patch them up, while Chia and Stevie make hot drinks and snacks. To be honest, I think Stevie needed to step away from Dara for a second so she could process it all. I’ve never seen her so ready to crumble, and it rattled me. I guess I rely on her strength, but we can’t all be strong all the time.

         We run the cold water over Dara’s hand for a few minutes, while Mer sorts through the first aid kit.

         “Is it helping?” I ask.

         “Well, my hand is numb which is better than on fire.” They smile and my heart aches, because they’re so brave and trying to show us how okay they are, even though they very nearly melted their hand to bits. “I didn’t know you could speak Welsh, Vivi.”235

         “Only a little,” I admit. “My Mams aren’t fluent either. Mer is much better at it than me.”

         Meredith beams. “It’s all Wenglish at home, you know. Bits of both mashed together. Speaking to the monks was all in polite, school-taught Welsh. I figured if they were going to know any, maybe they’d recognise that.”

         “How are you feeling about the magic?” I ask.

         “I feel right.” Mer pauses, searching for words to explain it. “Before you got your powers, did you guys have any like talents that turned out to be linked to them?”

         I’d never really thought about this before. “Yeah, I’m a pretty good swimmer. And Chia can sing, like, she can belt. Dara’s always been amazing at inventions too. There’s probably a lot more we haven’t even thought of too.”

         “That makes sense,” she murmurs. “My Occupational Therapist always thought it was unusual that I could use my manual wheelchair without much pain. Most people with my disorder, Ehlers Danlos Syndrome, find it rough because of the pressure on your upper body muscles. I guess my magic was helping a bit, this whole time.”

         We pat the skin dry once it’s cool enough, then we wrap it in clingfilm from the kitchen to keep the burn sterile. Mer gives Dara strict instructions on taking some pain medicine.236

         “The one good thing about chronic pain is that I always have enough painkillers for everyone,” she laughs, as Dara swallows the pills.

         Finally, Mer gives them a black and purple tie-dyed hoodie with thumb holes in the sleeve, so it covers most of their hands. It’s weird to see them in something that I know they haven’t made themselves, or at least altered.

         “I know it’s not your usual style–”

         “It’s great. Thank you.”

         We settle together in the living room, watching old episodes of some cartoon Dara likes on the TV. Gelert passes out in front of the fireplace, probably hoping someone will light it.

         Four become five. Or five become six, when you include Gelert.

         In terms of finding all the calonnau, we’re over halfway. Two to go.

         Maybe, things will be okay if we just stick together.
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            Chapter Twenty-One

         

         All best laid plans can be washed out with Welsh rain. We wake the next morning to a real Welsh downpour which doesn’t let up all morning. The forecast insists it’ll go on for another few days, which is not ideal when we have eight more treasures to find.

         But then again, everyone is exhausted after yesterday, especially Dara and Mer. We needed a rest, either way.

         We tell the Dads that Dara has a cold. Ianto leaves a box of tissues, cold and flu tablets, and Ribena cordial on the kitchen counter for when they wake up.

         After they’ve left, and Chia, Stevie and I have had breakfast, I decide to check on Mer. To my surprise, she’s already at her computer.

         “Are you up early or late?” I ask, plonking down on the end of her bed.238

         “Late,” she yawns. “GQ stuff.”

         “Maybe, we need to get you a sign that says the Ghost Queen is in.”

         “Oh sure, advertise my secret identity why don’t we?”

         “It’s not a secret anymore.”

         “Not to you. But to my Dads? I’m not sure how they’d cope with knowing one of the foremost experts on the occult and weird in the UK is their disabled thirteen-year-old who they already think spends too much time online.” She yawns again. “Anyway, I might have worked out what we’re up against.”

         “Really? The skeleton?”

         “Possibly. I’ve been digging through some old books someone kindly scanned every page of and put online. My case isn’t super strong, but I think it’s right.”

         “Are you going to tell me, or just keep talking about the process?”

         “The context is everything!! How are you supposed to understand without the backstory … Urgh, hang on. I need to move so I can think.”

         She uncurls from the pretzel shape she’s been sitting in, stretches and seems to stack herself into a different but equally impossible shape.

         “That looks uncomfortable. Are you sure your leg is 239supposed to go that way?”

         “Shh. And don’t tell my Dads I was sitting like this. I’m not supposed to as it’s bad for my joints, but it also feels good. So what can you do?”

         “I mean, probably not sit like–”

         “Nope. Shh. Just look at this instead.”

         On Mer’s screen is a scan of pages from a super old book. She zooms into a paragraph quickly which makes my eyes feel wriggly.

         “This bit is a story about an Annwn fey woman who loved to hunt, but she made the mistake of boasting about her skills in front of King Arawn,” Meredith says.

         “I bet that went down well.”

         “Given hunting is basically his whole thing, no. There’s a few different versions I’ve found–” As she says this she flicks between all her open tabs, before going back to the first one. “But basically, she says something along the lines of oh man, I love hunting so much, I wish I could do it until I die and even after then. He overheard and went very literal your wish is my command about it.”

         “That’s horrible,” I gasp. But I shouldn’t be surprised by such a vengeful act. This is who Arawn is. A dangerous man whose ego matters over everything else.

         “It is. And I can’t find anything else that could fit, so 240I think I’m right.”

         I fetch Chia and Stevie, but leave Dara to sleep longer.

         “So she’s dead?” Stevie says once Meredith fills them in.

         “I think somewhere in between, if we’re being technical about it,” Meredith says. “Undying? She’s not reanimated so not a zombie. It’s like she just didn’t stop.”

         This makes my skin crawl so much that I shudder.

         “What was her name?” Chia asks sadly.

         “What?” Stevie wrinkles her nose up.

         “She was … is a person, Stevie. She must have a name.”

         “Things get a bit muddy there,” says Mer. “I’ve read a few sources. This one thinks her name was Matilda. But everyone calls her the Mallt-y-Nos.”

         “Mallt-y-Nos,” we all repeat, with varying levels of success.

         “Matilda,” insists Chia.

         In the middle of our attempts to pronounce it, Dara appeared in the doorway. “Does it mean something? The name Mallt-y-Nos, I mean.”

         “Y-Nos means of the night, loosely. And I think Mallt is just like a rough approximation of Matilda. So Matilda of the Night,” explains Meredith, not looking up from her screen as she scrolls through the old book.

         “Okay, so we know who she is. What about what she 241does?” says Stevie.

         I count off on my fingers. “Electricity. Stinky fire plumes, possibly. Weird glitching in the air. Storm clouds.”

         Meredith stops scrolling and sits back, blinking a few times. “It’s the sky. Hang on, this is going to take a minute for me to explain it all.”

         “Context is everything,” I say.

         “Context is everything. Do you guys know anything about Gwyn ap Nudd?”

         “That’s just another name for Arawn, isn’t it?” I say, as the others give Meredith and I blank looks. “He ruled Annwn, so I just always assumed it was the same person.”

         “I think we can safely assume that,” Meredith says. “Basically everything written about Gwyn ap Nudd is that he liked to hunt.”

         “Which we know Arawn does,” says Chia, touching the horseshoe pendant at her neck. “That’s how Pwyll and Rhiannon got pulled into this, right? That’s what all this goes back to.”

         “Okay, and then he made Matilda an undying huntress,” says Stevie.

         “He also made her the leader of the Wild Hunt,” says Meredith.

         “Wait. I’ve read about them,” I say, racking my 242brains. “The Dark is Rising. The Moons of Gomrath.”

         “Err, is Vivi is cracking?” whispers Stevie.

         “They’re books about the Wild Hunt.”

         “And the Wild Hunt is in Dungeons and Dragons,” adds Dara. “Pops sometimes runs games for us at home. They were in one of our stories.”

         “Okay, Mer can you summarise this for the non-nerds in the room?” asks Stevie.

         “Literally, they’re a band of hunters who travel through the air,” explains Meredith. “Most European cultures have their own version. Ours is that Matilda leads it, and it’s made up of the Cwn Annwn, the white dogs, racing through the sky.”

         “White dogs? Didn’t the monks say something about white dogs?” I ask, and Mer nods.

         “Wait … This just sounds like Santa,” says Dara.

         “Do you believe in Santa?” asks Stevie, and I can tell from the face she’s pulling that she is trying really hard not to be rude about the fact that she clearly does not.

         “I believe in having a good time and in magic that doesn’t want to kill me.”

         Stevie turns back to all of us. “Fair enough, really.”

         “What did you mean sky?” I say, trying to get us back on track.243

         “Those powers are all linked to the sky. That’s her whole thing, to travel the skies hunting for things.”

         “So, basically what you’re saying is while we’re on a magical treasure hunt for Emrys, we’re up against someone whose whole existence is hunting, and she seems to be after the cauldron too?”

         And maybe us, I think but don’t say.

         “With eight left to go,” Dara says. They have deep grey grooves under their eyes.

         “Okay, so from this, we can assume that Matilda is a) not going to go away, and b) we’re probably going to have to fight her again, right?” Stevie says. “We should find out how to stop her and her miscellaneous sky powers.”

         “I have an idea.” From their pocket, Dara takes out a mobile phone.

         “Why’ve you got the emergency phone?” Mer asks.

         Dara types in a number from memory and puts the phone on speaker as it rings.

         A slightly confused voice answers. “Hello?”

         Dara takes a deep breath, puts on a smile and says brightly, “Hi Mr. Reynolds, Dara McLeod here. I was wondering if I could pick your brain for a moment? It’s a science related matter.”

         “Dara, hi. How did you get my number?”244

         “It was on the emergency contact info for the Science Museum trip.”

         “Okay, and don’t you think that means that it’s just for emergencies and, importantly, parents only?”

         “Mr. Reynolds, no scientific discovery ever happened because someone obeyed the rules.”

         “I really–”

         “So my question for you is all about lightning and the conducting of it.”

         There’s a big intake of air through the speaker. “What do you want to know about lightning, Dara?” he asks.

         “Okay, so lightning rods. I heard that copper and iron make really good ones?”

         “Dara, please tell me you are not making a lightning rod.”

         Too late for that, I think, glancing at their palm.

         “Not at all, Mr. Reynolds. I’m just trying to understand some of the mysteries of the universe with the curiosity you instilled in me.”

         A small gasp of relief sounds from Mr. Reynolds.

         “My question is actually about the opposite. Rather than channelling lightning, what materials are good at stopping it in its tracks?”

         There’s a small pause while Mr. Reynolds decides 245whether to answer. “You’re talking about insulator materials in that case. Lightning rods conduct the electricity, insulators stop it. Plastic, wood … err rubber is another good one. That’s why you get them on electrical wiring and plugs and things like that.”

         “So they attract or dispel electricity?” I ask.

         There’s a noticeable pause. “Is that Vivi?”

         “Yes.”

         I almost feel a bit sorry for him. “Hi Vivi. No, conductors don’t attract the electricity. Conducting means that the charged current can flow through it.”

         Dara points to themselves and mouths me. It takes me a second to realise this means that the electricity didn’t just happen to go to Dara. They pulled the current through them, and then pushed it into the rod. They really did save us all, even though it was incredibly dangerous. It could have killed them.

         “Mr. Reynolds, Chia here. Remember when Hari from Science Club showed us that video of lightning hitting a person-shaped cage and the man inside was okay, what was that?”

         “Chia too? Are you all together?”

         “Yes,” we chorus, including Meredith for good measure.

         “That was a Faraday cage, Chia. And it wasn’t lightning. 246That was an electromagnetic charge so a bit different. It’s harder to show you when we’re over the phone–”

         “We can swap to video?” offers Dara.

         “I think this is inappropriate enough, Dara. Electromagnetic charges happen when magnets get near a wire. Imagine putting magnets in a smarties tube and wrapping wire around the outside – you could make an electromagnetic charge off that. That’s loosely how power is generated in wind turbines.”

         “So lightning isn’t that?”

         “No, that’s electrostatic.”

         “Like when you touch something, and it gives you a little shock?” I ask.

         “Yes, exactly. But a big version and instead of between you and a bit of metal, it’s between the clouds and the ground, or even between clouds.”

         “Who’d have thought there were so many types of electricity?” murmurs Stevie.

         “I have to say, I’m a bit concerned as to why you’re so interested in lightning. Please say this isn’t to do with the play? If you try and electrocute someone, I will get fired.”

         “Oh no, we’re just in Wales where there’s a big storm, and we were arguing about lightning.”

         “That sounds … not at all reassuring. Are you 247home alone?”

         Dara blanches. “No.”

         “Can you put an adult on the phone to me then?”

         “Look, Mr. Reynolds, we’re getting off track. I’ve got some more questions for you now. What’s stronger: metal or bone?”

         I swear I hear Mr. Reynolds gulp. “Well, bone is less dense and flexible than equivalent metals, which is why people who work in designing things often look at bone structure for ideas. That whole idea of going back to nature as the starting point.”

         “Okay I think that’s about everything we needed to know.”

         “Wait–”

         “Thank you for your time Mr. Reynolds. Goodbye!”

         It’s probably for the best that Dara hung up. Poor Mr. Reynolds is probably deeply confused right now.

         “Well that’s a bust,” Dara says. “I was wondering whether we should combine Merry’s metal powers and my electricity to stop the Mallt-y-Nos.”

         “Matilda,” corrects Chia.

         “No, we are not doing that. You nearly ruined your hand once,” says Mer.

         “But–” 248

         “We are not building a battery, or a bomb, or anything like that Dara.”

         “I’m sorry, did you just say bomb?” I gasp.

         “Well, I wasn’t thinking of a big one. Just like–”

         “Absolutely not.” Stevie stands up, just to make her point clearer. “We have to be smarter than this. We can’t just try for the biggest explosion and hope it won’t take us out too.”

         “Or, you know, my entire home,” adds Mer.

         “It was worth asking,” Dara says, a little sulkily.

         “True, we’ve learned all kinds of ways we could be blown up.”

         “I think we’re missing something,” I say, wishing I could pace back and forth but there’s no room at all. “If her powers are sky related, what does that include?”

         “Lightning,” Dara says.

         “The wind,” adds Chia.

         “I have to assume that first night when just Gelert and I were up was her too. It makes sense, the glitches were like the sky was breaking.”

         “What about that weird thing with the floor?” Stevie asks, but then adds, “Though, we don’t know that it wasn’t just an illusion.”

         “How so?”249

         “Well, none of us fell in it. Maybe it was the same kind of thing as the glitching? And perhaps she made it dark outside too.”

         “Yeah but, what good is controlling the sky if you can’t even get off the ground,” says Mer. “My powers are about as terrestrial as you can get.”

         “What are you thinking?” I ask.

         “I’m not sure yet. I need to think more. But it’s a theory right? Gives us something to work off of.”

         “My brain hurts,” groans Stevie. “And I miss my baseball bat.”

         Dara sleepily pats her on the head. “Sorry about that.”

         “You can buy me a new one. But first we’re getting you into bed. You look terrible.”

         While Stevie takes Dara off to bed, Mer reads up on serious burns and how to know if someone is really sick, just in case. Luckily, Dara just seems to mostly be regular-person-tired and a bit magical-person-burned-out rather than seriously unwell, which is a relief.

         “Are they okay?” I ask when Stevie comes back.

         She shrugs. “They will be. They’re a fighter. I think … I think this is getting to them a bit.”

         “It’s getting to all of us,” agrees Chia, but I don’t miss the nervous look in Stevie’s eyes.250

         “I hate to bring it back to the mission,” I say, taking out the list. “But we’ve got four days left to find eight more of these things.”

         On Mer’s desk are our findings so far. A knife, a horn, a whetstone. A ring, a chessboard missing one piece.

         “Do we think your hammer is one of them?” asks Chia.

         Mer shakes head. “No. The monks said they were keeping that safe for me. They said I was the child of the island.”

         “There’s no way Emrys should have known about it,” I agree.

         “He knows all sorts of things he shouldn’t know about,” Stevie murmurs. “Who exactly decided on thirteen treasures? That’s just way too many.”

         “Whoever made this list of clues for Emrys,” I say. “Whoever that is.”

         Chia flops down onto the bed. “Why does it always feel like there’s just so much we don’t know?”

         “Because there always is.” This is followed by a loud yawn. Gelert has landed on the bed, squished around poor Chia.

         “Wow, thanks dog,” she grumbles.

         “Do you mind?” huffs Stevie.

         “I do not,” he says.251

         “Sorry. He’s always like this,” I say. “Other than the ring, which Stevie should keep, do we think we can use any of the others?”

         Chia wiggles out the way and looks through them all. “Not unless you want to over-serve Matilda into a food coma. Not that she has a stomach. We’d have seen it.”

         “We could throw the whetstone at her head, at least,” offers Stevie. “Where do we have left to check?”

         “All the stuff in the lighthouse should be next, I think,” says Mer.

         “Too bad it’s going to rain this heavy all day. The Dads are hardly going to be thrilled about us running around in it, especially when they think Dara’s already caught a chill,” I say.

         “You know …” murmurs Mer, gazing out the window. “I think I have an idea.”

         “I don’t like the sound of that tone. It sounds like trouble,” sighs Chia.

         “It might be.”

         “Go on then,” I sigh, not sure how much more trouble I can face today.

         “If we’re going to the lighthouse, we’ll be going past Colin’s house. He lives right next to the lighthouse, you see. They’ll know we’re about. But at night–”252

         I see where this is going, and I don’t love it.

         Chia must do too. “But won’t the lighthouse be lit? They’ll see us.”

         “Harder to see us in the red light, especially if we wear dark colours.”

         “Like cat burglars.”

         “The only problem with this is that last time we went out at night, we nearly got murdered by Matilda and her portal,” I say.

         “Well, let’s just hope she’s as tired as we are. Maybe we can go earlier, as soon as it gets dark.”

         “But how are we going to distract your Dads and Dara’s?” Stevie asks.

         I look down at Gelert, who looks so peaceful. “The one thing we can guarantee is that you’re Dads will leave if there’s something up with the holiday cottages, right?”

         Mer nods.

         “Well, luckily it turns out a strange dog is on the loose.”
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            Chapter Twenty-Two

         

         “Why’s it always night? Why’s it always sneaking out?”

         We had let Dara sleep in a little longer, but as the afternoon dragged on, we needed to wake them and fill them in on the new plan. We crowded into the office-slash-our-room which was slightly more spacious than Mer’s room. Gelert is fast asleep on my bed.

         “It makes sense,” urges Stevie.

         “I know. But it’ll be so dark,” they wail.

         “That’s the point, Dara, or we’ll get caught or the light will be too bright for us to see anything or–”

         “Plus, it’s basically dark now,” Mer says, and she’s not wrong. The sky has the orangey glow of an incoming sunset.

         “I just am tired of all the sneaking and the nighttime. And if Matilda loves the night, aren’t we just walking 254into her trap?”

         “We can’t waste any time,” Chia says quietly. “If we don’t find anything tonight, we’ve only got three days left.”

         “We’ll be prepared in case Matilda makes an appearance,” I say, trying reassure Dara.

         But they fix me with a strange look. “Vivi, why didn’t you wake us that first night? I just can’t get past that.”

         I was not expecting this. Well, perhaps not from Dara. From Stevie, sure. An interrogation is basically the norm. But Dara? They look so exhausted that I swear their eye is twitching.

         I must take too long to answer because Chia chips in. “Probably because she’s not sleeping properly herself and didn’t want to disturb anyone.”

         “How did you know?” I risk a glance at Mer, who shakes her head a tiny bit. She didn’t tell them.

         “Any time I’ve woken up while we’ve been on this trip, except for like after dawn, you’re awake,” she says gently.

         “I noticed too,” agrees Stevie.

         “Sorry, Vivi. I don’t want to draw attention to it if it’s something you’re worried about?” Chia says, and the worst bit is I am obviously worried, but not for the reasons they perhaps think.

         “You look awful too.”255

         “Wow, thanks Stevie,” I say.

         “That doesn’t explain it,” Dara says, their voice quiet but insistent. “Just because you’re not sleeping doesn’t mean you wouldn’t wake us in an emergency, unless there was something else going on.”

         I get the sense that this convinces Chia and Stevie, as they wait for an explanation too.

         “There’s something I haven’t told you,” I say. One of Gelert’s eyes opens and fixes itself on me. “So, first of all, right after we rescued everyone … well, everyone we managed to from the Unlands, I visited Nimuë and Arawn showed up.”

         I expect a collective gasp or for them to start shouting, but they say nothing. Everyone is shocked silent.

         “In your dream connection thing with her?” Stevie asks.

         “Yeah. And he threw her in the lake and grabbed my face.” I rub at the skin along my jaw. “That’s what this was all about.”

         “I … Are you ok?” Chia asks, inspecting my face without touching me.

         “It’s healed.”

         “But are you ok?” Mer insists.

         I try to be brave and smile. “No. There’s some other stuff too.”256

         Dara’s eyebrows shoot up, practically to their hairline, but still they don’t say anything, which is probably the worst part.

         “It turns out that Arawn is Nimuë’s Dad.” That revelation does earn a wobble of sound. “And also he came back.”

         “What do you mean came back?” Stevie gasps.

         The words come out in stutters as I remember it all. I explain the glitching, the falling through the world, how he kept talking to me. “And that’s why, when I heard something in the night, I thought it was that. I was trying to protect you all.”

         Both Dara and Stevie scoff at this, which is worrying, while Chia seems upset but is at least trying to see things from my side. “I understand you were doing what you thought was the best thing. But what if you’d disappeared or been taking without us knowing what was going on? How would we have ever found you?”

         “It’s not protection to leave someone in the dark,” murmurs Mer. “Ask me how I know.”

         “Did Gelert know?” This is the first thing Dara has actually said to me this whole time.

         “Aye,” he says, eyes still closed as if he’s asleep. “Someone had to keep an eye on her.”257

         Chia prods him on the nose. “And you didn’t tell us because …?”

         He doesn’t answer, which both is and isn’t helpful.

         “Look, it was only happening to me. We have enough to deal with together right now like the treasure, Emrys–”

         “Both of those happened after you said he visited you,” Dara says.

         “Right, but we still had Isabella and finding the other calonnau and stopping … Arawn.”

         “Yeah, it’s kind of an important piece of information to miss out, Vivi,” Chia says with a shrug of her shoulders.

         “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset anyone.”

         Dara jumps up off the camp bed and walks to the window. The rest of us glance nervously at each other.

         “Dara?” I say, getting up to join them.

         To my horror, they are crying. “Why couldn’t you tell me?” It comes out as a whimper.

         “I just didn’t want to frighten anyone until I knew what was happening.”

         “But I was first. I was the first one in all of this. It’s my job … It’s my job to help.” Their voice cracks with every word.

         “Oh Dara, I’m sorry.”

         I feel like a void, like the one Matilda made, has 258materialised in my stomach. I’m dizzy with it, with the weight of hurting everyone. My skin aches and there’s a huge lump in my throat.

         “Let’s all take a moment here,” Mer says, steering me and Dara to sit back down in turns. “So you weren’t sleeping so he couldn’t get in?”

         “Yeah.”

         “That’s kind of smart,” admits Stevie. Dara is tucked up against her and I half expect them to give her a look for not being upset with me, but they keep staring at their feet. “Except for the being exhausted so having no energy to fight or think like a smart person.” The last bit is somewhat pointed, but she’s not wrong.

         “But it means you haven’t been back to Nimuë, is that right?” continues Mer.

         “Basically. I think she’s okay because I think I’d feel if she wasn’t. But I didn’t want to risk it. The only time Excalibur has even reacted was when we found Gelert in the box.”

         “Coffin, please,” he growls. “Box sounds so…pedestrian.”

         “If the glitching Arawn was doing was like Matilda’s powers then I think that confirms that’s who she is,” says Mer. “She must be linked to him in some way. Perhaps because of the curse, or spell, or whatever it is, 259she can use some of his magic. I mean, nothing implied she was magic to start with.”

         “Even if his powers were in a dream connection, not our world?” I ask.

         Mer shrugs. “I have no idea how this dream stuff works, but it doesn’t seem to strike me that they particular care where they do their weird magical powers.”

         “That’s true,” bleats Chia.

         “Is that everything you’ve been keeping to yourself?” Mer asks, and I know she doesn’t mean it in a judgemental way. That’s plain speaking. I have been keeping all this to myself. It’s the sort of thing that people who aren’t autistic think is rudeness because they apply all the other possible meanings on top of it, which means conversations sometimes feel like navigating a labyrinth in the dark to me. She counts off on her fingers. “Arawn’s your calon’s dad. He keeps showing up in your head and glitching stuff. You haven’t seen Nimuë since. Gelert knew this whole time.”

         “Pretty much.”

         “Well then, we should probably get going.”

         Given that Dara is still crying, I’m not sure I agree.

         Neither does Chia it seems. “I think we need to talk this out a little longer, Merry.”260

         Stevie steps forward. “Not to be ruthless–”

         “But you love being ruthless.”

         “I mean, yes I do, but I agree with Mer. It’s almost dark. We need to get going.”

         In the end, it’s Dara who gives the all-clear. They wipe their tears away, but I can’t stop worrying about why they took this so hard. They’ve not been right since they saw Ceridwen, and, as angry as they are at me for not talking about Arawn, they haven’t opened up about that either.

         They go to the bathroom, and I feel like a total weirdo, but I wait outside for them to come out. Understandably, they look a little startled when they do.

         “Sorry. I wasn’t listening,” I say.

         “I’d hope not.” There’s a tiny ghost of a smile which gives me hope.

         “Dara, can we talk? I really didn’t mean to upset you.”

         “I know you didn’t.” They sigh, leaning back against the wall.

         “You aren’t responsible for everything. Especially not me hiding stuff from you.”

         “I kind of am though? You shouldn’t need to feel like you have to protect us. We should all be able to 261work together.”

         “And we can,” I insist. “I was wrong, I see that. But I’m worried–”

         We’re interrupted by the Dads coming back through the door, chatting loudly and making jokes.

         “We’ll talk more about this later. Please?” I say. They nod, and I tentatively reach out to hug them. They squeeze me so tight that I feel like I’m inside one of Chia’s vacuum bubbles, but in a nice way.

         We pack our things – weapons, water, snacks, jumpers – while Gelert stretches and limbers up. After conferring for a while, Mer and Gelert have a solid plan. With one flick of his big tail, he reappears outside, and slinks off through the hedge in the direction of the big hill.

         Next, all we can do is wait. Ianto makes pizzas with homemade dough; I think to cheer Dara up, as all the adults still think they have a cold. We do a pretty good job of pretending like we’re not planning to escape the moment they leave. I think so, anyway.

         The signal comes in the form of a phone call just as we’re drying up. Ianto answers, his eyebrows meeting together in the middle as he listens. “Will do,” he says, hanging up. “Leri says there’s lights flashing up the mountain? I’ll go check. Probably some mainlander’s 262drone got lost in the wind or something.”

         “Oh no, you’re not going alone,” Ross insists, grabbing their coats. Not one to miss out on the excitement, Bruce goes too, exactly as we’d hoped.

         We watch them out the window, and once they’re far enough away, the five of us pile out the door.

         At the crossroads, we all stop. Thankfully, there seems to be nothing here. I hold my breath as I cross, just in case, but we pass it with no problems. Perhaps Matilda really is knocked out, at least for today.

         I glance back up at the mountain just once. It’s so dark out already that I can see the torch we gave Gelert from here. Hopefully, he can keep them occupied for long enough that none of us get caught.
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            Chapter Twenty-Three

         

         The lighthouse looms above us, a great white pillar in the dark.

         It’s so strange-looking compared to most lighthouses, which are like big tubes. There’s a bright white one off Anglesey that me and the Mums walked down a million steps to get to one summer. This one is all squares, stacked on top of each other, alternating bright fire engine red and white. The bottom of the tower nestles into a square white building set around it.

         At the very top, the lamp shines out an eerie blood red.

         We creep past Colin’s house, and luckily no one wakes as we get close to the lighthouse.

         It’s kind of wild that Mer just walks up and opens the door, as though she were allowed to be there.

         “Come on, let’s go,” Mer says, holding the door 264open as she gets out of her wheelchair, walking stick in the other hand.

         “I know no one locks anything on this island, and yet somehow I’m still surprised we can break in so easily,” I say.

         “Doesn’t someone live here to look after the light?” Chia asks.

         “No, it’s controlled from the mainland now. All automated. Colin keeps an eye. Now, come on.”

         We shut the door softly behind us. It’s cool inside; I guess no one is keeping the heating on here for an uninhabited building, even if they do keep it unlocked.

         “Are you going to be okay on these stairs?” I ask, looking up at the spiralling stairs going upwards.

         “No,” Mer says with a dark laugh. “Let’s just find what we came here to find. We should start here.”

         We follow her through to a big room, where it looks like the insides of a museum have been abandoned. There are glass cabinets full of things, and pictures on the wall – some not even hung up, just leaned against each other in little piles. Everything is incredibly dusty, too.

         “What happened here?” asks Stevie.

         “In the summer, they usually have this exhibition up at the old schoolhouse. They keep the art here over winter because the lighthouse is more secure. But then 265early last spring, the roof on the school got damaged, and as everything takes time to be fixed here they just didn’t bother taking things out of storage, so it’s been here all year.” Mer blows dust off one of the cabinets and plumes of it float into the air, making Dara and I sneeze. “There’s even more upstairs. This is just the stuff that’s usually on display.”

         “That’s kind of sad,” Chia says once our sneezes have stopped.

         “No time for being sad,” commands Stevie, unfolding the list. “There’s no way we’re finding this smothered heat thing here, or everything would have set on fire. Hopefully there isn’t anything to summon a horse here either.”

         “That would be nice though,” says Chia. “Maybe I could call Eirlys here.”

         I decide to explore, while Stevie ponders the remaining clues. Can we find all eight remaining? It seems like so many, but we got off to a great start. I have to hope.

         I hear Chia, Stevie and Dara head upstairs a little too noisily, while Mer and I explore the ground floor.

         My eye catches on a painting of a bearded man, a great crown on his head, and a furious look in his eyes as he signs a letter. The painting has faded a little, like 266if you leave a book cover too close to the windows. The colours are leached and dull, apart from his eyes, and the ink pot which are both startlingly silver-grey.

         I wipe away the dust from the frame, revealing a plaque. It reads John Williams (1799-1841). The King of Bardsey. 

         They had Kings here? I know Gelert belonged to a Prince but that was like … over a thousand years ago. Not, at most, three hundred.

         “You had a King?” I ask Mer, who is across the room staring intently at a glass cabinet.

         “We have the same one you do.”

         “No, this guy,” I point up at John Williams.

         “Oh. Yeah, it was a traditional thing rather than like a proper monarchy. The last guy died like a hundred years ago? Between the World Wars. A lot of people left the island around then, and came back later after things returned to normal. There hasn’t been a King since. I think one of his descendants had a go at trying to revive the tradition a while ago, but that’s it.”

         I can’t take my eyes from the painting. “Do you know why it started? Having a King here, I mean.”

         Mer joins me, and her eyes trace over his features. “I’m not sure anyone knows for sure. The historians 267who came here in the summer seemed to think it was some guy who owned the island in the past.”

         “But do you think there’s more to that?”

         “I think you think there’s more to that,” she says with a smile. “And after everything that’s happened this week, I would probably agree.”

         “There’s just too much about this island for everything to be a coincidence. The monks, Emrys’ castle, the Mallt-y-Nos and the wild hunt, the protected night sky, all the stories about Avalon … It all feels connected. Like Enlli is an important place beyond just how we feel about it.”

         I look at the painted King’s hands, gripping a pen.

         “Mer, what if the Kings weren’t here just for ceremony. What if they were supposed to look after the treasures?”

         “Talk me through your thinking.”

         “Well, let’s go back a second. If Emrys could leave his castle and step onto the island, he would have found all these treasures himself, I’m sure of it.”

         “You think there’s like a block that means he can’t get out?”

         “A block, or a spell. We know he can leave because I met him in the Unlands. But I don’t think he can come here. He knew we had to have come from Enlli.”268

         “Okay, so he’s trapped in his glass castle, and all these things are out here being protected by the Kings. If so, what’s the list all about?”

         “He didn’t make that list, I’m convinced of it.”

         “So someone wanted to help him find them, or taunt him that they were out of reach. The other thing is then why are these mystical treasures just … all over the place?”

         I turn away from the King and look across the room at the cabinets and paintings. “What if the reason all the treasures are just … here and all over the place is because the last King didn’t look after them like he was supposed to? And then when there was no one to take over from him, everyone just forgot.”

         “It’s all lost history,” Mer whispers. “I think we’re onto something. What is history that no one remembers but a collection of stories?”

         That reminds me of something. “Hey, what did the monks call you?”

         “Child of the island? But like, I literally am.”

         “Mer, what if they gave us the Ring and the hammer not just because you’re Gwenhwyfar, but because you are supposed to be the guardian of the Treasures.”

         She whips round to me. “But I’m not related to the King. My Dads would have said.”269

         “Maybe that doesn’t matter. Perhaps that’s where the King’s descendant got it wrong. It’s not about blood … What if the island chooses you?”

         Mer shudders. “How did you manage to make something objectively cool sound so freaking creepy?”

         She runs her finger along a dusty cabinet.

         “I would like that though. This is my home and I never want to leave, even if it makes it harder if I need to see a doctor and stuff. I just feel connected here.”

         “Plus, the whole Ghost Queen gig makes you very qualified to protect lots of weird stories no one else can remember.”

         “Says you.”

         We both laugh, and I know that somehow we are right. This fits.

         “If you are the new King, could you do us a favour and find us some more Treasure?” I say.

         She nods at the silver cabinet she blew the dust from. “I think you should come look at this.”

         Through the glass, I spy a strange collection of objects peer up at me. A golden locket with an apple tree. A silver edged mirror. An oily black feather.

         No. A quill pen.

         I cross back over to the painting to check. Yes, I’m 270positive. It’s the very same one from the painting.

         I wipe more dust from the glass front of the cabinet and there, right next to the pen, is a silver ink pot.

         “Guys!” I shout a little too loud, but at least everyone comes running. The cabinet won’t open, and I can’t see a key.

         “What is it?” asks Stevie, who gets to me first.

         “Is there something about a quill on the list?”

         “A message to send, if the penmanship is neat,” reads out Chia. “It could be.”

         “I don’t know how to open this,” I say, stepping back. “But it looks like the same quill and ink that’s in the painting behind us of the King.”

         I explain everything that Mer and I just talked about. The lost treasures. The Child of the Island or the King, whichever Mer might prefer. It feels like we’ve found not just a clue from Emrys’ treasure hunt, but a hint as to why we’re even doing this. A chunk of the story.

         A click sounds through the air, and we all look to Meredith who looks extremely pleased with herself.

         “Did you open that?” gasps Dara.

         “Locks are metal, aren’t they?” She laughs, very pleased with herself.

         “Oh no, you two are a danger,” Stevie says, looking 271to Dara, who unlocked every closed door in the British Library when we broke in.

         “We can’t help being related,” Dara says.

         “Look!” Chia says, pointing at the quill.

         Unmistakably, the purples and teals hidden in the black feather meld and move, like oil on water. The silver of the ink pot looks brighter. Together, Dara and I lift the lid of the cabinet.

         “You should take it,” Chia insists to Mer.

         When she does, it feels like the air changes, and she is quiet for a little too long for even her.

         “Mer?” I say.

         “The strangest thing,” she whispers. She shakes her head. “Sorry, I’m fine. Stevie, can you put these in your bag?”

         “Do you think this counts as two or one?” Chia asks, taking the list.

         “Please say two,” groans Stevie, as she slings her backpack back on.

         “There’s only twelve lines of clues, so it must be. I hope so anyway.”

         Seven. That means we have seven of the thirteen treasures.

         “Did you find anything upstairs?” I ask.272

         “This,” says Dara, holding out an oval gold locket to Mer. “When you picked those up … did you feel something?”

         Mer’s eyebrows twitch in a tiny frown. “Yes.”

         She opens the clasp, and the locket opens to reveal a clock on one side, and a compass on the other. The clock no longer ticks, and the compass’ needle doesn’t move, no matter how she rotates it.

         Stevie takes it from Mer and does the same. “That’s so strange.”

         “Is there a bit to wind up the clock with?”

         “No,” Stevie says, shaking her head. “It must be under the casing.”

         “You can’t wind a compass though,” adds Chia, still reading from her list. “Find your way if you can. Do we think it’s that?”

         “I think if is doing a lot of work there,” I say.

         “This compass is freaking me out.” Stevie hands it to me, as though touching it makes her feel unwell. It’s heavy in my hand, and when I hold it to my ear, there’s no sound of mechanism at all. It’s very strange.

         “I’ll see if I can fix it when we’re home,” Mer says. “Come on, let’s check the last few rooms and get out of here. I don’t know how long Gelert will keep 273them occupied.”

         We comb through the rest of the rooms, looking for anything that could match our last clues. But there’s nothing. Well, there’s lots of stuff but nothing that jumps out to us. It’s hard working when you don’t fully know what you’re looking for.

         We climb higher and higher in the tower, until we quickly realise that there’s nowhere else to go. Nothing else to look through. We’re out of luck, and probably out of time, too.

         “Where does this door go?” asks Chia,

         She steps out onto the balcony that runs round the edge of the light. The eerie red glow fills the room, and I follow her outside. It’s hard to see past the light onto the island, but once our eyes adjust a little, I see the bright flicker of torches in the distance that must be Gelert, and the Dads and Leri.

         We all breathe a little sigh of relief that the lights aren’t back on at the house. We’ve got time to get back still.

         “Guys,” whispers Chia, and I feel the sucking sensation in my ears of her throwing up a vacuum bubble around us. She points a finger down below us.

         And there, glowing in the moonlight are white dogs. Not just one or two. There’s lots of them, weaving in and 274out of the dark. More of them than there are of us, that’s for sure. Stalking through the grass, along the walls, and yet they all walk in one direction towards the coast.

         These must be the white dogs the monks warned us about. The white dogs of Annwn, the ones that ride with the wild hunt.

         Does that mean the Mallt-y-Nos … Does that mean Matilda is here too?

         Sure enough, as I follow the dogs path, I see her. Her bones are almost luminous. The metal Mer melted onto her head shines in the red light.

         “The marsh,” whispers Mer. “They’re going to the marsh.”

         “Then so are we,” growls Dara, as they rush back inside and down the stairs.
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            Chapter Twenty-Four

         

         In a flash, Stevie darts after Dara. Taking the stairs down always requires a deep breath and a lot of concentration for me, and it seems Mer too, both of us clinging onto the railing. Chia goes ahead of us both slowly, ready to break our falls in case either of us slip.

         “Chia,” I pant. “Do you think you could work out how to like float us individually. Or maybe we can make a cloud together for someone to sit on, like in The Moomins? Anything to rule out stairs. I think we should have moved beyond the need for stairs.”

         “I’ll give it a go. But I think the main thing is we need to stop running into trouble, especially when we’re high up.”

         We are all a little out of breath when we reach the bottom, but we can’t stop. Dara and Stevie must already be heading to the marsh.276

         We creep low around Colin’s house, which has luckily gone dark since we passed, and walk as quickly and quietly as we can. Those white dogs could be anywhere. And so could the humans.

         Mer leads us off the main road onto a walker’s path strewn with scree. The moonlight and the red glow is just about strong enough to highlight most of the pot holes, but still the three of us stumble along, holding onto each other.

         “How did they run down this?” mutters Chia.

         Ahead I see the tiniest purple spark roll out onto the path in front of us, and snuff out in an instant. It’s Dara and Stevie. The light is just enough for me to make them out now, crouched in the thick bullrushes at the side of the water.

         Mer tugs at our hands, and behind us there’s a bird hut. We crawl in on hands and knees, and peek through the gap. As we settle down, I hear is the grinding speech of the Mallt-y-Nos. Of Matilda.

         She stands on the far side of the marsh, surrounded by her white dogs, facing an open portal. On the other side is Arawn.

         The hair on my arms stand up on end.

         “Matilda,” he croons. “I am getting impatient.”277

         “You know I’m working.”

         “Yes, but you are one of the greatest of hunters, are you not? Other than myself of course, but I’m somewhat indisposed. That’s why I sent you. And you’re failing me.”

         “The plan is ongoing, Your Highness. There is still time.”

         “If you insist. I think a stakeout is a perfectly wretched and terribly boring plan, but whatever you think works.”

         A stakeout? What does she mean?

         “You really are making this difficult for yourself, you know. And me, for that matter.” He says it like he’s bored, but there’s an undercurrent of warning that his patience is running out.

         “I’m not going to take children from their beds, Arawn,” she snaps.

         Take us? For what?

         I feel Chia shrink beside me, and I take her hand. She might have grown into an Unlands adventurer, but that choice to explore is so very different from being kidnapped. That wound is still there.

         “So you’d rather engage them all in physical combat? Traumatise them? Dear, how does that sound better 278when I only want one of them? Well, for now.”

         One of us? But who? I miss what she says next, because my mind is racing. They’re not just here for the cauldron. They’re here for us too.

         “You think he’s going to help?” Arawn barks, and it cuts through the air so loudly that I snap back to their conversation. “That little worm of a man.”

         Arawn scoffs and I miss what both of them say. They’re too far away.

         “Fine, we’ll do it your way. But if it doesn’t work, we do it my way. And I’ll send her too.”

         “I don’t need her. She will be a distraction.”

         “Wow, thanks,” says a voice, and Chia’s hand squeezes mine so hard I think I’m going to scream. I bite down on my lip. She’s shaking, and her eyes are glassy like she’s not there, like she’s reliving something.

         And when I look back to the portal I understand.

         Isabella.

         She stands next to Arawn, her red hair mussed and tangled and wild. Her eyes are as dark as I last remember them.

         He still has her. Matilda wasn’t lying. She is alive.

         And with that, the portal closes.

         The Mallt-y-Nos stands there a little longer, as if 279processing the conversation, before clicking her boney fingers. All the dogs, who had been sitting around her in a circle, get to their feet and follow her towards the shore.

         We wait until she’s gone.

         “We need to go,” whispers Mer.

         “Chia, come on,” I say, pulling her to her feet.

         We regroup but we have to rush back to the house. The walk is a blur. They want the cauldron, Arawn wants to take one of us, and they have Isabella. It feels like they’re closing in on us. We need to find the rest of the Treasures so that Emrys tells us where the cauldron is.

         
            *

         

         Luckily, we get back to an empty house. We change into pyjamas just in the nick of time, because the Dads, Leri and Colin all come back about five seconds after we’ve sat down in the living room in front of the puzzle we started that afternoon.

         “Did you find the dog?” asks Mer.

         “No, we didn’t,” sighs Ianto. “Took us a merry dance though.”

         Leri frowns. “There’s definitely something up.”

         “You lot alright?” asks Bruce, eyeing our puzzle. “You’ve done barely anything else on that.”280

         “Yeah, it’s a toughie. And we were telling ghost stories instead,” says Dara quietly.

         Their lying is usually a bit frantic, like they can’t get the words out quick enough. Why do they seem so deflated?

         “Don’t go scaring each other will you. There’s enough weird behaviour going on at the minute.”

         “Jacky lanterns and pixie lights,” growls Colin. “I’m off for bed now. Nos da.”

         “I’ll walk back with you,” says Leri.

         “Nos da. See you tomorrow, I imagine,” says Ross.

         “Bushed, I am. Going for a hot shower and a lie down,” says Ianto. “Sleep well kids.”

         “Don’t stay up to late,” Bruce says, planting a kiss on Dara’s head.

         When they’re all gone, we finally have chance to let all the words crammed inside our heads out.

         “Isabella,” bleats Chia. “And why do they want one of us?”

         “That explains why she didn’t just immediately nuke us when it’s very clear she could have,” I say.

         “What do we do?”

         Stevie stands up. “We stay on course. Eight down. Five to go. Then we take them back to Emrys, so he can tell us where the cauldron is. Nothing has changed.”281

         The air is tense as we ponder this, broken only when Gelert appears on the floor absolutely covered in dirt and bits of plants and seawater.

         “Gel,” I hiss. “You shouldn’t be here.”

         “I’ll be quick,” he says. Mer unclips the head torch we’d slung through his collar, and he shakes his fur with relief. “That was blinking heavy.”

         “Are you okay?” I ask, picking bits of grass from his fur.

         “Fine enough. Are you?”

         This is met with a chorus of worried noises.

         “Well. That’s great.”

         With that, he disappears.

         Just as well really, because immediately after Ianto pops his head around the corner. “Did Colin come back?”

         “No,” Mer and I chorus.

         “This night is getting stranger and stranger,” he sighs, walking back to bed.

         “We should try and get some sleep,” I say. “Or, you all should. I’m doubly not going to sleep properly after that.”

         “Do you really think he’s going to keep trying to break in?” asks Stevie.

         “I’d rather not give him the chance.”

         Especially when we know he wants one of us.

         For what, I’m terrified to find out.
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            Chapter Twenty-Five

         

         I manage to sleep a little, somehow. I think even though I’d literally just seen Arawn looming out of a portal, my brain must have figured he and Matilda were busy doing too much villain stuff on their own to have time to bother me. Luckily, I seem to have been right, for once.

         Saying that, I’m not 100% convinced I’m not still dreaming when I open the bedroom door and find a ladder right in front of me. Not only that, but two feet halfway up.

         “Hello?” I ask.

         “Ah! Bore da Vivi,” says Ianto, leaning down. “Dara and I are just in the attic having an explore.”

         “Find anything good?” I ask, squeezing around the ladder so I can leave the room. I was starting to feel a bit trapped.283

         “Well, we might. Bruce was telling us all about young Dara’s play, and I remembered there’s probably some bits and bobs up here.”

         There’s a loud clunk directly above me. Quite disconcerting, if I’m honest.

         “You alright up there, Dar?”

         There’s a pause before they reply, “Yes.”

         “There’s all sorts up there. You never know what you might find.”

         “Ianto, yesterday Mer was telling us about the tradition of the Kings of Bardsey. Do you remember much about it when you were little?”

         Ianto laughs awkwardly. “Well Vivi, I’m not particularly old, so no, but my father who was Meredith’s Taid used to know a lot. He was very keen on reviving the tradition. Said the island needed someone at its helm.”

         We’re interrupted by Dara appearing at the attic hole. “Oh you found it! Here, let me take it down.”

         From the gloom appears a silver cloth. Once Ianto is off the ladder, and Dara safely wriggled down, Ianto holds out the cloth for us to see closely. It’s not fabric; it’s woven metal.

         “Nice, isn’t it. The finest mail of all Enlli.”284

         “Is it real Uncle Ianto?” Dara asks.

         “Oh no, I don’t think so. It’s just a costume. When I was very little I remember wearing it on a festival day.”

         “It must be very old.”

         “Here now, why do both of you think I’m so old.” He huffs out air, and then gives us a sneaky smile. “Truth be told, I can’t remember where it came from, but it’s just been sitting up there for donkey’s years. So if you can use it for your play, then have at it Dara. Like I said, it’ll need some repairs.”

         He’s not kidding. It looks almost moth-eaten, with a couple of great big holes that I don’t think are the arm holes – those are just bigger holes.

         When Ianto leaves, I turn to Dara. “Is this really just for the play?”

         “I think it might be the real thing. Come on. Let’s show the others.”

         I must have slept in later than I thought, catching up on weeks of lost sleep, because in Mer’s room we find her playing cards with Stevie and Chia.

         “Morning,” Chia says brightly.

         “Hiya. You guys alright?”

         “We were playing a game and no one had a fight. It was glorious.”285

         “Enough of that,” says Dara, laying the mail directly over their card game. “Look at this.”

         “Where on earth did you get chainmail?” Stevie gasps as she runs her fingers over it.

         “It was in the attic.”

         “Do you think it’s real?”

         Mer gestures for us to bring it closer, and once it is in her hands she holds it up to her face, peering at the weave like Dara might check a seam. Just another moment of them looking too alike. The major difference is that where Dara might unpick a seam, Mer melts some of the metal away from one of the holes.

         “It’s real alright.”

         Stevie wrinkles up her nose as she finds another hole. “It’s real busted. Do you think we can fix it?”

         With a sparkle in her eye, Mer says, “I have an idea.”

         
            *

         

         I’ll admit, I didn’t understand the plan in full, but I trust Mer enough that I don’t question her instructions to sneak into the kitchen of the pub, find a box in the walk-in pantry cupboard, and fill my rucksack with as much cutlery as possible. Chia and I leave Stevie crouched inside a hedge by road so she can keep watch, 286and we sneak around the edge of the field to get to the back of the building.

         Outside the front door, Leri sits on an upturned milk crate drinking a cup of tea.

         “Howay kids,” she calls to Dara and Mer, who are on distraction duty.

         “Leri,” Mer starts, her voice panicky. “I think I saw a dog up on the hill.”

         It happens too fast to process. Dara goes on to give Leri a slightly too accurate description of Gelert, while Chia covers the sound of me tipping cutlery into my bag with her magic.

         After the dancing lights last night, it doesn’t take much to convince her. I’ll say one thing for island life, it seems like everyone treats Mer like a grown up. The downside to this is that lying to them feels way worse than usual. Either way, it seems to work because the three of them go back to the house to get the Dads.

         The backpack is so heavy that Stevie rushes back to offer to carry it, but I insist I can do it.

         We get back to Mer’s house just as all three of the Dads race out after Leri, geared up and ready to go up the mountain. I almost feel bad that we keep sending them on wild goose chases. Or wild Gelert chases, I guess.287

         In her bedroom, I dump out the pile of cutlery into Mer’s underbed drawer, as requested. Mer clambers up and gets herself comfy with the attic chainmail resting in her lap. Dara passes her one of the stolen forks. As Mer frowns in concentration, the tines of the fork start to wobble. And then it stretches out, growing longer and thinning. We’re all rapt as we watch a fork become one long, thin piece of metal thread.

         Dara compares the new thread with the chainmail. “It should be a good fit. Perhaps a little patchy in colour, but it’ll work.”

         The pair of them had devised a way to fix the chainmail and reshape it so that it was at least usable. I’m not entirely sure that we’re not desecrating a great treasure with spoons, but we decide to take the risk that Emrys would be glad we fixed it. If it’s not If brave of heart, you will be protected then at least we’ve got a cool new weapon.

         If it does fit that clue, then we’re nine down. Four to go.

         We can’t even be sure much of the other stuff is definitely right too, though Dara keeps insisting we need to test the drinking horn to see if it’ll give us unlimited Dr. Pepper.

         Mer keeps working until there’s a stack of what 288looks like very long metal chopsticks next to her. Her eyes are alight.

         “Didn’t Gelert say Gwenhwyfar was a blacksmith?” I say.

         She flashes me a smile, not looking up from her work. “This isn’t quite forging weapons, but fixing chainmail from cutlery is a start.”

         “Won’t they want it back?” asks Chia.

         Mer shrugs. “Maybe. But that box has been there for years, so I think we’re good. Plus it’s not like I can undo it all.”

         “You probably could,” I say.

         “Okay, correction. I don’t want to undo it all. Also, speaking of weapons–”

         Mer gets up from her bed, leans down behind her computer and pulls out a baseball bat. It’s Stevie’s baseball bat. The one that Dara crunched into an electrified mess. It looks almost back to normal.

         “I managed to buff out most of the dents in it. It should retract again, though it might be a bit stiff.”

         Stevie takes it reverently, looking it over. “It’s the same,” she whispers. With a couple of flicks of her wrist, she closes and opens it back up, as though it were a lightsaber rather than a baseball bat.289

         “Smooth,” she says, her lips curled into a grin.

         “I couldn’t work out how to get the burn marks out.”

         “Nah, it looks cooler this way.”

         Mer settles the metal strands into the drawer along with the rest of the cutlery, and folds up the chainmail onto her pillow. “I’ll get on with more of that later. We should get out and make use of the light.”

         We are starting to run out of new places to look, and I’m hoping that means that those last four treasures will be easy to find. Mer leads us to a sandy beach not far from her house, and we leave her wheelchair up on the path as she walks down slowly over the shell-strewn sand with purple crutches.

         I sit down on the edge of the sand where dry turns to wet, and pull the very folded copy of the poem out of my pocket and scan over it. The other clues made so much more sense to us all. I wouldn’t know where to start with half of these.

         
            A gift for the generous heart, its great heat a-smothered …

            Summon your steeds …

            If cunning and wise, you will not be detected,

            What can be contained is all. 290

         

         Apart from summon your steeds which must be at least a bit horse related, I don’t really know what we’re looking for. Apart from whatever is smothered, none of the other clues scream beach, but then, perhaps we needed a break either way. I’m certainly not going to start digging if I can help it.

         I’m stuck on the chainmail, and the way that worrying about that makes me worry that some of the other things we have aren’t actually treasures. After all, find your way if you can could mean anything and our best guess for it is a broken compass that no one will be finding anything with at this rate.

         As if sensing me entering a spiral, Gelert appears along the sand walking towards me. As he sniffs about, I could mistake him for any old dog having a nice time on the beach. Poor boy, leading the adults on a wild dance twice in twenty-four hours must have been tiring.

         Maybe when we get home, me and the Mums can plan a weekend trip to the beach. It’s not far to Brighton on the train, I don’t think. He looks so happy in the sea spray, and I think I’d miss home less if I could sit by a beach more often. I have missed the salt air, the birds, the clouds.

         “Did you manage to slip the adults?” I ask, when he settles down next to me.291

         “Well I’d hope so, mun, or they’ll be on us any minute. Blinking exhausted I am.”

         “Gel, can I ask you something?”

         He raises his big head. “If you must.”

         “We’ve got four left to find and I’m worried that we’ve not even got these nine right. And how do we even find the others?”

         “Is your magic not working, girl?”

         “What?”

         “I said, is your magic not working?” he sniffs with irritation that I can’t place.

         “I don’t–”

         “Your magic, girl. Flipping heck, the magic.”

         Sometimes when I have a conversation with a person who isn’t autistic, I feel like I’ve missed a bit of context, like we jumped a paragraph. It’s a weird, confusing feeling that makes me feel like I’m floating. And I can feel that at the edges, the way thoughts in my mind are backing up against each other.

         But then Mer plonks down next to me, her crutches akimbo, and says, “Repeating it over and over without context isn’t helping, talking dog. Go back a step.”

         I love Dara and Stevie and Chia with my whole heart. But I never knew what it would be like, feel like, 292to have someone else who understands the things you don’t understand. I give her a hopeful smile, and she gives me one back.

         Gelert gives us an impatient equivalent of a doggy eye roll – a shake of the head, a patter of the feet. I hate it when people get annoyed at you asking for a bigger explanation, but on this occasion I forgive him because he was literally trapped in a box and then keeps leading the adults all over the island so we can get stuff down.

         He gets up and stands right in front of us, leaving behind footprints as his paws huge sink into the soft sand. Sensing a lesson is about to begin, Dara, Chia and Stevie stop their game of skimming stones (or, in Dara’s case, just lobbing them) and join us too.

         “Let’s go back to the start, right? Magic calls to magic. Like calls to like,” he explains. “That’s the principle of the thing.”

         “Like, how we keep finding each other?” I ask. “Even though we might not have our magic yet, we keep finding each other.”

         “And how we found our talismans?” Dara adds.

         “Aye, exactly like that.” To my surprise, he places his big paw on my chest. I try not to think about how wet and dirty he is. “Calon is core. Its spirit. It is your magic, 293your self. That connection you feel to each other and to your talismans and to the magic that bleeds through into this world is more than instinct. It’s your nature.”

         “So, unless we can work out how to tune into that, we’re just going to keep accidentally finding them because we’re pulled to them in ways we can’t like understand?” I feel deflated. That’s about as little control over this as we could possibly have.

         “No, girl. It’s more complicated than that, and I’m not sure you’re going to have time to hone that skill. You’ve only got a few days, isn’t it. There’s something else you’re missing. Think back to when you found the treasures. What do you remember?”

         “I remember the monster,” Stevie mutters, which gets a groan of agreement from Chia.

         “We just looked and found them?” Chia asks. “Didn’t we?”

         I try to retrace my steps, and I know the others are doing it too. The drinking horn was the first thing I found, and then I was given the ring.

         “What did you feel?”

         When he asks this, I realise that I’ve been missing something. “When I found the horn, I felt really excited.”

         “Well yeah, you just found a treasure. I’d hope you’d 294be a bit pleased about it,” says Stevie.

         “No, that wasn’t it. I felt almost invincible. Like I was more than just right.”

         “That’s how I felt when I found the knife,” Mer adds.

         “Yeah, because you had unlimited slices of Leri’s cake,” suggests Chia.

         “But that was before I knew it was unlimited.”

         “It’s still cake.”

         “Keep going Mer,” I say, realising she’s working through something.

         “I thought it was just my imagination going wild. But I saw a man, round a huge table, slicing up some roast meat and passing it out to lots of other people. Why some random man? It just felt too specific. And then with the quill and ink pot, I saw this … flash.”

         “You did come over a bit funny,” I agree.

         “I saw someone who must have been the King of the island, but it wasn’t that guy John Williams from the painting. The man I saw looked much younger, but the world looked older. I can’t explain it.”

         “They were memories,” gasps Dara. “The chainmail – I saw it being presented by a squire to his Knight. I thought, I thought perhaps I’d just been thinking too much about all this fake play stuff.”295

         “These items are much, much older than not just you, but the magic that binds you.”

         “But the spell that made us calonnau is like 1000 years old isn’t it?” Chia asks.

         “Right. The memories might from before, they might be from after. The point is it’s not all connected to you.”

         “Gelert, are you calling us big-headed and self-centred?”

         “Well, not intentionally like.”

         “But the magic we have means we can tap into those memories?” Mer asks.

         Stevie digs her feet into the sand, and I wonder how she is feeling about all this. She’s the only one of us without any magic. Chia hasn’t experienced a treasure-memory, as far as I can tell, but still. It’s no fun to be the odd one out.

         “What are the chances of us picking up something that makes us feel all the memories that isn’t on the list?” Stevie asks.

         “Blinking heck, there’s thirteen of them man. How many random magical objects to you expect to just find lying around?” Gelert snorts and some sand goes flying off his nose.

         “Still, I can’t believe after all this work we have to give them all to Emrys.”296

         “Maybe he’ll let us keep one,” Dara says.

         Chia looks up from drawing horses in the sand. “How would you even choose which one to keep especially when we can’t be sure what they all do?”

         “Easy,” Stevie says. “Obviously I’d keep the ring.”

         That ring. I wonder how much the memory I’d experienced when I wore the ring was echoed through the past, how much of the horror I felt was my own. What happened to the person who wore it before me?

         From my pocket, I take out the whetstone which I’d brought with me to sharpen Excalibur - not really something you can casually do in a house full of people who don’t know you’re carrying a sword with you everywhere.

         Like calls to like, that’s what Gelert said?

         I wonder if that was part of why Excalibur and the other talismans started humming in the crypt, arguably the monks are the guardians of the island as much as Mer and the Kings of old are.

         I pull a spray of wave from the sea, and both Excalibur and the whetstone hum. And I can smell the metal of magic. It’s like a circuit of magic.

         There’s so much we don’t understand, but it’s kind of wonderful.297

         “How come only the first ones to touch the treasures saw the memories?” Mer asks.

         Gelert does a doggy shrug. “It’s very irritating to have to repeat yourself.”

         Before we can ask any more questions, Stevie hisses, “Gelert, go!”

         At the top of the beach appears the Dads. Luckily, Gelert seems to have gone just in time, because when they reach us, all they suggest is a hike up the mountain for some family bonding time. It’s not the easiest walk – after all, I’ve not had much practice in London – but we all take our time and, in the end, we stand on the crest of the hill, looking out across the island. The salty wind lashes at my cheeks, and I’m struck by the history of this place.

         Even if we didn’t know it was magical, I’d feel like it was. No wonder people feel called here. I felt called here. And I’ve been literally called by a lake.

         We’ve got two days left to find four more things for Emrys, and then we’ll find out where the cauldron is.

         From Wales to London and back again. Where was this adventure going to take me next?
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            Chapter Twenty-Six

         

         I wake like I’ve been flung out of a nightmare, but I’m not in my bed at Mer’s house.

         I’m at Nimuë’s lake.

         My heart races in my chest, like I’ve been chased, but this could be where the real nightmare starts because when I get to my feet, the first thing I notice is that I’m not alone.

         I can’t see Nimuë anywhere.

         But I can see a huge person in armour standing at the water’s edge. They don’t look like Arawn, but armour must change someone’s shape. If it’s not him, he still could have sent someone to hurt us.

         Instinctively, I pull water from the lake into my hand, a sphere ready to launch. If only Excalibur came through with me.299

         “Who are you?” I yell.

         When they turn to face me, their face is softer than I expected. There’s none of that sharp gold that reminds me of Arawn. And quite possibly, though I’m not the best at reading faces, I think this person is pleased to see me?

         “Nim!” the knight shouts. “She’s here.”

         To my relief, Nimuë floats out of the water into the air, as though there’s no difference in moving between the two. “Vivi, I am so glad to see you,” she cries with relief.

         I let the water dribble down between my fingers, falling like raindrops into the grass. I’m so glad she’s here. I’m so glad she’s okay.

         “But who is this?” I ask.

         Before Nimuë can answer, a shriek cuts through the air. I spin round, and somehow find Mer standing waist deep in the lake.

         “Where am I? Vivi what is happening? Why am I wet!?”

         What the? How is Mer here in my dream?

         The knight wades in towards her. “Let me help you.” They scoop Mer out of the water as though she weighs nothing, and set her down on the grass. “There we go. All better now.”

         It’s all a bit discombobulating. I hadn’t even realised I was falling asleep. I just felt exhausted, physically, but 300my mind was racing with all the memories and magic. I guess at some point I had conked out.

         “Nimuë, what’s going on?” I ask.

         “Sorry, Nimuë?!” Mer gasps.

         “Nimuë,” she answers, pointing at herself.

         Mer copies and says “Meredith.”

         The knight does the same. “Gwenhwyfar. But you can call me Gwen.”

         Wait. Gwenhwyfar?

         But this is my connection to Nimuë. How can she be here? How can both of them be here at once?

         Meredith stares up at her calon, taking her in. “You’re Gwenhwyfar?”

         “Gwen, please. And you’re Meredith.”

         “And you’re my calon?”

         “Seems so!”

         Gwen gives us a broad grin as though she’s deeply pleased with everything that’s going on. A few strands of her thick black hair come loose from her helm, and after failing to tuck them in a few times, she gives up and removes it. She might be the tallest woman I’ve ever met, and has the deep clay skin tone of someone who spends all their time in the sun. All in all, she looks very different from the Guineveres from stories and 301paintings and movies where she’s usually slight and blonde and … actually a lot more like Meredith, really.

         “How is this possible?” I ask, turning to Nimuë.

         Helpfully, she shrugs. “Proximity, perhaps. You are both together outside, yes?”

         “I’m staying at Mer’s house.”

         “Maybe when you came here, you pulled Meredith with you too?”

         Despite the fact that Arawn broke into our dream space, I never thought about whether multiple calonnau could meet at once.

         But it’s never happened with any of the others. Dara only just met Ceridwen, Rhiannon hasn’t appeared to Chia, and yet somehow Mer is meeting Gwenhwyfar for the first time, in what I thought was my dream but might be our dream.

         “Were you thinking about your calon – Gwen, I mean – when you were trying to go to sleep?” I ask.

         Meredith still gazes at Gwen. Perhaps she’s trying to match them up in her mind. I know I felt that way when I first met Nimuë. Always looking for the similarities. “No, I didn’t even get into bed. I must still be at my desk, you know, in the real world. I was just concentrating on finishing the chainmail.”302

         “Mail eh? What did you make it of?” Gwen asks excitedly, hands on her hips. “You know I am a Blacksmith? Glad to see that’s passed over between us.”

         A proud grin blooms on Mer’s lips. “A mix of silver and stainless steel woven together to patch up some older mail we found. Dara helped me with the design, so that it’ll fit one of us in the end. The weaving is all my own work.”

         “I don’t know this stainless steel but I’m sure that’s a winning combo!” Gwen seals this with a thumbs up.

         Mer pats the ground next to her for Gwen to come sit, but thanks to her armour, the best she can do is take a knee. Even kneeling, she’s so tall that she towers over Mer.

         Nimuë is always wearing the same floaty dress. I wonder if Gwen is always in armour? And is this a function of the spell, or are their wardrobes just full of multiples of the same things in different colours like mine?

         Even though we’re at Nimuë’s lake, I’m not sure whether I should stay here. After all, I got to meet Nimuë alone. This feels like I’m intruding.

         “Vivi,” Mer calls.

         “Yes?”

         “Stop dithering and sit down.”

         I do as I’m told, and Nimuë joins me. I watch as every 303bead of water rolls from her body and back into the lake.

         “So, Gwen. I am you?”

         “Maybe! I never got all the magic part at the best of times,” laughs Gwen with her whole chest. “I’m the brawn not the brains.”

         “Hm, well I’m definitely not that,” says Mer, holding out her arms which overextend at the elbows, so they bend back on themselves. “Not with these noodles. Maybe we got mixed up.”

         “No, you didn’t.” Nimuë says this so softly I almost miss it. Gwen catches it and gives her a smile that I can only describe as Labrador-like. “Gwen likes to joke that she is only muscle. But could someone with no power of mind forge a sword as magnificent as Excalibur?”

         “You made my sword?” I ask Gwen. “Wait, sorry, no you two should speak first.”

         “Stop being a panic, Vivi. It’s fine,” says Mer gently. “Clearly we’re more connected than we thought.”

         After a pause Gwen realises we’re waiting for her to explain. “Oh! Well, no. I didn’t make it. Nimuë made it.”

         “You were very important--”

         “Guys,” Mer says. “Maybe we can go back to the beginning?”

         Nimuë and Gwen look to each other, a silent you first 304passing between them.

         “Excalibur was indeed made by myself, in the first instance, and it was I who delivered it to Arthur after he lost his sword Caledfwlch,” says Nimuë.

         “And then Arthur died,” begins Gwen, her hand over her chest in memory of her King. Were they married? Was that part of the story true? “Excalibur was damaged in his last battle. The knights wanted to bury him with it, but I couldn’t bear to be parted from it as well. So, I might have forged a fake.”

         “What?!” Mer and I shriek.

         “They didn’t know any better! None of those men had ever fixed their own armour or forged a screw. They might be Knights of the Roundtable, but they were never going to notice.”

         “I mean, I can’t really complain that I have it now rather than it being buried … somewhere.” I watch Gwen and Nimuë but neither of them respond to my lead. I guess finding out where he was buried is a mystery I’m never going to solve, but given everything that’s happened so far, I’m going to guess Enlli had something to do with it.

         “Anyway, I took it back to Nimuë because I knew she had made it, and I wanted her advice on how to fix it.”305

         “And that is how we met.”

         “That’s when we met.”

         They share a smile, the kind that speaks of a long history together.

         “What she means is that’s when she fell in love with me,” says Gwen.

         And I quickly readjust my understanding of their relationship. They were together. Are together. Could that be why Mer and I got brought through in one go?

         I try not to look at Mer, because what does this mean for us? I know we aren’t our calonnau, but we do have a bond that feels different from that with the others. And I’ve never really said it out loud, but I’m pretty sure I like girls. Maybe not just girls, but I could see myself being with a woman, like my Mums, and not just because I know it’s possible. It feels nice. Safe. In a weird way, this feels like confirmation of something I’ve been holding inside me for a while.

         But right now, sitting next to Mer and our calonnau who are apparently in love, I feel a bit awkward about it. I splutter out, “And then you fixed the sword?”

         “Then we fixed the sword, indeed,” agrees Nimuë.

         There’s clearly more there but, I dunno, it kind of feels like asking my Mums about how they fell in 306love. Obviously I know how that happened because they talk about it all the time, but still. Parents can be embarrassing. It’s a bit different asking people who haven’t been alive for a long time.

         “What has been happening to you since we spoke, Vivi?”

         “Well, I’m on Enlli. Meredith lives here.”

         “Enlli?!” Nimuë cries.

         “And we met Emrys.”

         “Oh no, no no. Vivi, please tell me you aren’t working with him.”

         “Not with him. But he did set us a task and told us he’d tell us where the cauldron is if we complete it.”

         A shiver passes through the water. “What type of task?” Nimuë asks quietly, her eyes closed.

         “To find the Thirteen Treasures of Britain, which are all on Enlli,” explains Mer.

         Nimuë nods. “Has he asked you to bring them back for him?”

         “Yes. I think he wants one of them especially. We don’t have all of them yet – we still have four to go,” I admit.

         “Vivi, listen to me. If he gives you the chance to keep one, choose carefully. That which seems useless to you might be the most important.”307

         “How will I know which is the right one?”

         “Of all things, Emrys is proud first. Flatter him, and that may get you by.”

         Great. I am about as good as flattery as Nimuë is at getting to the point.

         “So you know him?” Mer asks.

         “Nim was the one who locked him in that castle of his,” laughs Gwen.

         “I did not lock him anywhere. I simply prevented him from leaving.”

         I don’t know what to think about this. I know there’s something between them, but Nimuë never wants to tell me more. It’s like drawing blood from a stone.

         But to my surprise, with venom she adds, “And I’d do it again.”

         “So you have been to Enlli before?” Mer asks, before I can think of what to say to this.

         “Many times. The Isle of Apples has been home to many, and at one time it was home to him.”

         “It still is. His house is under the hill. Bit weird that he’s been my neighbour forever.”

         “Is he truly a neighbour if he cannot walk your land?” she muses, and then adds, nervously, “I hope he cannot?”

         “No, I don’t think he can,” I say. “Else why would he 308send us looking for things in our world. His castle is in the Unlands, right?”

         “A part of the Other, not necessarily Unland,” she says, which doesn’t clear it up much at all.

         I want to ask her more about Emrys and her experience with him but, knowing how often I get flung out of here without much choice, I need to prioritise. “Do you guys know much about the Mallt-y-Nos? A huntress named Matilda?” I ask.

         Unfortunately, Gwen and Nimuë respond with blank looks.

         “Rhiannon might know,” Gwen suggests. “Maybe we could rope her into this little meeting?”

         If only I knew how. I feel like if we could get all the calonnau into one room … or even a lakeside dream space, we would actually have an idea of what is going on. I imagine one big video call on a laptop, like how Mam sometimes does meetings from home. But typically, before I have chance to ask them anything else, Mer and I start to leave.

         “What’s happening?” stammers Mer, as the edges start to darken.

         “We’re waking up,” I say. “It’s a bit scary looking, but it’s fine. Just time to say goodbye for now.”309

         To my surprise, Mer flings herself into Gwen’s arms, and some quiet words I don’t hear pass between them.

         Nimuë shuffles over to me and takes my hands in hers. “Goodbye again, Vivi. Think everything through. Beware haste and bravery.”

         “I will. I promise.”

         As everything blinks away, I see Nimuë in a tiny patch of light. “War is but a game of chess.”
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            Chapter Twenty-Seven

         

         In the end, Arawn doesn’t appear as we leave Nimuë’s lake. I don’t know why it didn’t happen this time, but I’m grateful for the reprieve. At least Mer didn’t have to see that.

         I’m trying not to think about where he was. Or why he wasn’t there. Because I know the answer will be, in reality, probably something way worse.

         To my surprise, Gelert is in bed with me. There’s no other humans in here, and luckily the door is closed so no one is going to easily discover him. He must be so tired. I squeeze out from underneath him, and he growls, but tucks his head under the warm blanket.

         I’m thankful for one reasonably okay night’s sleep in maybe forever, so I decide to take a shower and dress properly, seeing as I have the energy for once.311

         When I leave the bathroom, there’s a huge commotion downstairs. Bruce and Ross are hurriedly pulling on boots and coats, while Ianto mutters into a phone in Welsh.

         “What’s going on?” I ask.

         “Another dog on the loose, Vivi,” says Ross.

         I stiffen. Here was just here a moment ago? How much mischief can he cause this quickly?

         “Don’t get excited now,” adds Bruce. He knows just how much I love dogs. “We’ve got to make sure it’s not frightening the livestock.”

         “How did it even get here?” Ianto frets as he does up his coat. “Are they swimming over?”

         “Good luck,” I call as they leave, and I turn back to the makeshift bedroom. Luckily, Gelert is still fast asleep on my bed. But then … who is out there?

         I shake him awake and I almost earn a nip for it.

         “Let me sleep will you? I’m an old dog.”

         “Gelert, there’s a dog on the loose right now. The Dads have gone looking for it.”

         “Well it’s not me now is it,” he huffs.

         I suppress an eye-roll. “I know. We need to go find out what it is.”

         He gives me a look that essentially says I’m having a laugh if I think he’s getting out of this bed after the last 312few days, especially for something that is categorically not an emergency.

         “Fine,” I say. “I’m going to investigate.”

         We need to get out and looking for the last four treasures anyway. I feel bad that I keep sleeping in late, but my sleep schedule is just fully broken while I catch up on sleep. Plus, it’s kind of a lot to be always with people and talking and listening. My brain gets a little hot by the end of the day, and even though I’m doing my downtime and sensory therapy, I’m still tired. I guess it can’t recover when I’m still kind of sleep-deprived.

         Plus, it’s apparently the afternoon now. We’ve only got a few hours of daylight left to look.

         It turns out that while I was asleep, Stevie and Dara went out on an excursion of their own, while Chia and Mer simply curled up in the living room, reading in silence.

         “They wanted to climb that big hill just in case they find something up there, though I think really they just wanted a hike,” says Chia like it’s the most ridiculous thing in the world. “No offence but I’d rather do anything else but climb that hill two days in a row. Once was enough! We’ve seen it!”

         The pair of them look so cosy that I almost don’t want to disturb them, but seeing as Gelert is knocked 313out, I should really take someone with me. “Want to come find a dog with me?”

         “What’s he done now?”

         “It’s not Gelert. He’s upstairs.”

         “So there’s some other dog running around?” Chia murmurs. “I’ll come. Merry?”

         I can tell before she says anything that Mer is wiped today. Her skin is pale(r) and a bit puffy, especially around her eyes. I hope that our dream adventures didn’t take too much out of her, but I suspect it’s a bit of everything. Not least the big hill we walked up.

         “I’m flaring,” she croaks.

         “Do you need us to stay?” I offer. The dads are out, and I don’t want her to be alone if she’s feeling really bad.

         “No, I’ll sleep. Just top up my water will you?”

         It’s too easy to show off, so with a flick of my hand, the water rises out of jug by her bedside table, flowing through the air and settling in her glass. “When you learn how to make ice, you’ll be the perfect hostess.”

         I wonder what it’s like to know that if you do too much, your body might hurt a lot, but you still do it anyway because it needs to happen? It must be a lot of mental maths and accepting pain in your future, which seems hard. I know that sometimes I have to do stuff that will 314send me into sensory overload, like going to the doctors or hospital because they all use the worst version of the big light known to man. Sensory overload can be physical and painful, but it’s different from what Mer’s experiencing. And she can get sensory overload on top of all that?

         She’s giving me a look. “You’re dithering. I said I’ll be fine alone. If I wouldn’t be, I’d say.”

         I nod, but I still feel a bit bad about it. We leave her tucked up on the couch and get walking. It’s a bright grey day today with thick fluffy clouds overhead. This kind of weather only seems to happen here – I never really see it in London – and despite the grey, it’s so bright that my eyes ache. I wish I had some sunglasses with me, but I just make do with shielding my eyes.

         “Where should we look?”

         “Anywhere but inside the old school, please,” groans Chia.

         We walk together towards the crossroads, and I wonder if Stevie and Dara made it to the top of the hill yet.

         “Let’s hope they didn’t push each other off,” Chia says with a smirk, clearly thinking the same as me.

         We go past the school in the end, and the pub too, though Leri doesn’t seem to be inside working today. This part feels like the only bit of the island that we 315haven’t really snooped around, apart from the boatyard but I think Colin would turf us out pretty sharpish – Mer says he’s pretty much always there apart from at night. We pass a couple of holiday cottages with Welsh names that I recognise from the website, but then we spot a building I’d never noticed before.

         Like everything it’s white stone, but it’s an outbuilding with one big wooden door backing onto one of the fields.

         “Is that a stable?” Chia gasps.

         “You really are a horse girl now,” I say hoping she takes it as the compliment I mean it as.

         “Yes, but also, one of those clues was about riding.”

         In our haste to get out and find whatever this mystery dog is, we left the list at home, but she’s right. I remember her getting excited about Eirlys. We should definitely look inside. There’s no one around and from what I can tell, there hasn’t been for a long time. There’s no horses for a start, which is a disappointment to us both really.

         The door is heavy, with a big iron lock on it. Mer would be really helpful right now.

         “Vivi!” Chia summons me round the corner of the stable, where she’s found a ladder propped up against the wall. “Help me move this.”

         The ladder is a heavy wooden thing, creaky with age, 316and it takes us a lot of wiggling to get it free from the muddy ground. We walk it along the floor, until we’re below a window. She goes first, while I hold the ladder. With a gust of wind, she blows open the window.

         “I’ll just be a second.”

         I barely have time to tell her name before she’s gone through the window.

         From inside I hear clangs and clank as Chia is undoing bolts and locks that haven’t been open for a long time. With one big yank, she pulls it open from inside.

         It’s a stable alright. On the wall are some old tools, and empty racks that I imagine things like saddles must have been kept.

         To one side of the room are a row of stalls for the horses. I push open one of the doors and find it empty.

         But the next one is not.

         There, in the stall, is a white dog. It was just like the ones we had seen swarming the marshes the other night. Perhaps, now that I think of it, one of these dogs was the white flash lighting the fires that trapped us at the crossroads. Its pointed, red-tipped ears go flat against its head, and it bares its teeth at us so much I can see its pink gums.

         My hand is still on the cool handle of the door. 317Another otherworldly dog trapped by iron, I think.

         “I’m not going to hurt you,” I say.

         It growls again, and I raise my hands, taking a step back.

         “I’m scared,” whispers Chia.

         “Me too. And the dog I think. We’re all scared of each other.”

         “How did it get stuck in here?”

         I look around us and realise that this stable is covered in what looks like iron. Old iron tools. Iron locks on the doors. Iron hinges. In stories, iron is always bad for magical creatures, especially those from other worlds. Could the dog have come in through the window, fleeing the Dads, and got stuck in here because of it all?

         I can’t tell if the dog understands me in the same way Gelert does, but I decide to narrate my movements just in case. “This is Chia. I’m Vivi. We’re going to move and open the door so you can get out, okay?”

         We shuffle slowly to the side, and I walk backwards, my eyes on the dog. It growls softly, but it doesn’t move. The door is heavy, but I manage to hold it open without turning my back on the dog. I worry it might look like a trap, so I say, “I don’t want the iron to touch you.”

         The dog regards us both for a moment. And before I can say anything else, it chitters, like the foxes do in the 318back garden in London. It flies past us both, through the door into nothingness, leaving tiny little purple fire footprints in the old hay.

         Chia clutches her chest. “Was that one of Matilda’s dogs?”

         “I think so. I guess that’s what the Dads have been chasing.”

         “Should we be still looking around? Just in case it came in here looking for something?”

         That’s when both of us look up, and hanging over the top corner of the stall, is something that looks like a long leathery belt stitched together out of shorter parts of leather, one of which is inlaid with pearls.

         Chia shrieks with glee, and with a gust of wind brings it down into her hands.

         “Can you see anything?” I ask, and she looks lost in another world, her eyes glassy but with tears.

         “I can see Eirlys … riding with someone. It’s not Rhiannon, I don’t think. It’s someone else. Eirlys looks so happy,” she says. “This is a bridle! It goes round a horse’s head. You don’t lead a horse in one – that’s a halter – but they wear a bridle when you ride them. I think … I think this is summon your steeds, even if I’m not quite sure how I’m going to summon her with it.”319

         “I wonder how it works.”

         She turns it over in her hands, touching the pearls as she goes. I swear she even lightly shakes it at one point. But Eirlys doesn’t appear. “Not sure we’ll be able to find out without her being here. Perhaps Emrys will let us take it home and I can try it on her in the Unlands?”

         “If it gave you a memory, then I think we can be pretty sure it’s the right thing. I wonder who was riding her.”

         With a tilt of her head, Chia says, “I get the sense that Eirlys is much, much older than I thought. Just like this. Like all these treasures.”

         “We’re just a small part of it.”

         “Basically a blink. We should go back and show the others.”

         We end up meeting Dara and Stevie on the road just by the pub.

         “No luck up there,” huffs Stevie.

         “What did you think would be up there?” I ask.

         “I just thought, if you were going to bury something, why not on top of a big hill?”

         “That sucks, but we did find one,” Chia says, beaming.

         Dara excitedly inspects the bridle. “How many do we have left?”

         “Three,” I say.320

         “And we have to go back to Emrys tomorrow, as we’re leaving early the day after,” Dara says, rubbing their cheeks with their hands. “I have no idea about what can be contained is all could be.”

         “Me either.”

         “I don’t know where else we should be looking. I don’t exactly want to break into Colin’s house.”

         “Let’s go back over where we’ve been first,” Stevie insists. “I’ll take the lighthouse with the ring.”

         “I don’t think we should split up.”

         “Not sure we have much choice at this point. Plus, no one will be able to see me Dara.”

         “We’ll stay in pairs, but I’ll go with Stevie. At least I can block my sound; she may as well not be invisible if you’re there,” Chia says, gently teasing them.

         Dara and I agree to take the graveyard and the pub, but end up going to the old school first. In the end, despite Chia’s worries it would be haunted, it really is just an empty battered building. There’s nothing inside, not even a chair. All of it is at the lighthouse, exactly like Mer said.

         At the church, we can’t see the door down to the crypt, confirming my suspicion that we need Mer’s status as island guardian to access the most secret places. I doubt the ghost monks would have held 321anything back from us anyway, so there’s no point dragging her out of bed for that.

         We end up inside the pub retracing our steps, but with far more desperation this time. The effect of all those celebratory treasures was really working on us the first time, because while it felt wonderful and homely the first time, I feel scared now. And that’s not just because Leri’s not here and we’re definitely, absolutely breaking in.

         Like very bad thieves, we end up touching basically every object in the room to see if it produces a memory. There’s not a book or painting that doesn’t have at least one of our fingerprints on it.

         But there’s nothing here.

         I want to cry. Dara does cry. “What are we missing?”

         “Smothered heat. All contained. The two we have no idea for. Other than that, there are two lines where one of them could be the chainmail, which means the leftover is what we’re missing.”

         “If brave of heart, you will be protected, 

         If cunning and wise, you will not be detected.”

         “I didn’t realise you memorised it.”

         “Honestly … I tried not to, but it keeps sticking in my brain. Stevie and I were reciting the whole thing up and down the hill, just in case we’d missed something.” 322

         They start to cry again, so hard that they shake. I’m not sure if they, like me, don’t really like to be touched when they are crying, so I look around for something else to comfort them, and my eyes land on the wicker basket of woollen blankets by the fire.

         It’s as I reach my hand into the slightly itchy pile, that I feel something. It’s a pulse of heat, but not hot. I can’t explain it, but I know I’m being drawn to something in this basket.

         “Dara,” I call, as I dig through. “There’s something here.”

         They help me pile up the normal blankets as though my instinct is to fling them away from me so I can get to whatever is The Thing in here, I know that being methodical is sensible. Plus, Dara has a respect for fabric that I lack.

         “Some of these are really intricately made,” they say.

         “Do you get the sense that they’re getting older as we go down?” I say, as I pull out an intricately woven blanket that looks like it might desperately need a clean.

         None of them are moth-eaten. They just feel dusty to the touch, which is kind of gross. If I wasn’t positive something magical was happening, you would not catch me digging my hands through knitted wool which is 323guaranteed to make me itchy.

         It turns out this is one deep basket. So deep that I’m convinced there’s some kind of magical illusion at play, which makes us dig further. I’m bent over, reaching down into the basket, when we reach the bottom.

         There, folded neatly, is a red blanket. Except, when I pull it out, it unfolds to reveal that it’s not a blanket. It’s a cloak.

         My head swims with a vision of a woman with thick dark hair weaving it together in the air, not a needle or loom in sight. The threads call to each other, and agree heartily that they will become a cloak. Behind the woman stands a small boy with slightly pointed ears, his eyes wide and shining.

         The vision goes as quick as it arrives, and I’m left staring at the cloak.

         “Emrys,” I gasp. “This belongs to Emrys.”
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            Chapter Twenty-Eight

         

         “Are you sure?” Mer asks, taking the cloak in her hands.

         By the time we got back, the sun was almost set. Turns out running between several places frantically looking really makes the time go. My stomach rumbles angrily because I forgot to eat breakfast or lunch and now it’s basically dinner time.

         “I saw the cloak being made, and that kid had to be him.”

         “Did he have the kind of face you’d like to punch?” Stevie asks, pressing a cookie into my hand.

         “I mean, that feels kind of mean to say when he was definitely younger than us … But yes.”

         “Definitely Emrys then.”

         “It wasn’t even his face; it was like I recognised his magic? His energy perhaps? It was just so clearly him. 325And I think the woman making it for him was his mum or something? I couldn’t really get a good look at her.”

         “So do you think this whole quest situation has been about getting this cloak back?” Dara asks. They take the cloak from Mer and spread it out in front of them.

         “I mean, it’s egotistical enough for him,” growls Stevie.

         “It must be special to him.”

         I’m not sure where they had it tucked away, but Dara brings out a needle and thread, and begins to sew something on the cloak.

         “Are you embroidering I’m the worst person in the world on it?”

         “I’m mending it,” they say quietly.

         “So, with all this, we have eleven,” Mer says.

         “I don’t think we’re going to find the others in time,” I say. “We’re just going to have to go back to him with what we have.”

         “I should tell you what I found out today then.” Mer props herself up straighter. “I found a few old references to the Thirteen treasures, and cross referenced them with what we have, and I think we are right on all of them. Which is the good news.”

         “Why do I sense there’s bad news?” Stevie groans.

         “One of them is always a cauldron.”326

         We all look up in confusion.

         “But that’s what he was going to tell us about, if we found all the things on his list?” Chia murmurs.

         “Which means he never thought we were going to find them all, because we can’t,” I groan. “I knew it wouldn’t be straight forward.”

         “So what do we do? Go back and be like hey you tricked us, we hate you, here’s eleven things so be happy with that?” Stevie asks.

         “Well, I wouldn’t be that blunt about it. I think we should pretend he outsmarted us and that we didn’t find the cauldron. Give him a win.”

         Chia wrinkles up her nose. “Why?”

         “Because that’s what he wants. He loves having the upper hand. Let’s just give it to him. Plus, unless we get digging now, we are never going to find that first one.”

         It’s a hard thing to accept that you’ve kind of failed. Like, sure, the task was not achievable, but we still could probably have found twelve of the treasures if we’d known what the smothering clue could have meant.

         We’re all restless through dinner, and I know Stevie is itching to get out and look some more, but it’s pointless. If we haven’t found it now, I really don’t think we’re ever going to find it.327

         When we all settle down for bed, it takes forever for the others to fall asleep, which I’m not used to. No one is talking, but they toss and turn and breathe so loudly, that I have to get up and go downstairs.

         I’m just in the kitchen getting myself a glass of water when I make the mistake of looking out the window.

         At the gate, stands Matilda.

         I nearly drop the glass in fright, and instead manage to kind of catch it in my pyjamas. I’m soaked but manage to pull most of the water out of my clothes and into the glass. If it were any other day, the colour of the water would tip me down a rabbit hole of how disgusting our bodies are. But there’s no time for that, because Matilda raises a hand in greeting.

         And I do possibly the most ill-advised thing possible.

         I go outside.

         I know, this is probably one of my worst decisions in a long series of terrible decisions, but the way she waits casually, like she just wants a chat makes me want to find out why she’s here.

         She said she wouldn’t take us from our beds, after all. Granted, I think walking outside has probably nullified that whole problem, but still.

         Matilda could very easily hurt me right now, but 328she doesn’t.

         It’s only as I get closer that I realise why. The dog I saved from the stable is sitting at her feet, its tail softly wagging.

         “Are they okay?” I ask, keeping my voice to a whisper. “I hope the iron didn’t make them feel too poorly.”

         Matilda doesn’t take this cue that we need to be quiet, and says, “She is fine.”

         I wince and glance back at the house.

         “They will not hear us,” Matilda confirms, which is worrying in a whole different way. “I wish to speak to you.”

         “So … speak.”

         “I appreciate you did not hurt my hound, and that you saved her. She says you were gentle. For that, I owe you a favour and so I come with an offer.”

         I can’t help but raise my eyebrows at that. There are so many things I want to ask her about, not least why she’s here, why she’s been hunting us extremely slowly – so slowly that Arawn got annoyed with her – why they have Isabella. But I need to be careful and hear her out. “Go on.”

         “Tomorrow, you must return your treasures to the wizard Emrys. That is correct?”

         Now I realise who Arawn meant when he spat that 329little worm of a man. How much have they known? Was Emrys helping them all along? If Arawn hates him, I would guess not, but how did they know that’s what has been happening?

         My head is swimming with it all. I try not to let how frightened I am show. “Yes.”

         “The plan I have been laying out this week is that we will be waiting for you outside.”

         “Why are you telling me this?”

         “You helped my dog. I feel it is gentlemanly to tell you that you are about to walk into a trap.”

         My hands are sweating so hard that I could use the water as a weapon.

         “I also know,” she continues. “That you have no choice to go there, and there is no avoiding our confrontation. But I have given you the gift of preparation. Use it wisely.”

         “It’s the middle of the night. How much can we prepare?”

         “That’s up to you, child of the water.”

         “Please, Matilda. Tell me if Isabella is alright.”

         Matilda looks down at her dog, before slowly looking back up at me. “You can find out for yourself. She will be there too.”

         “What?” I gasp.330

         “Tomorrow. You have the chance to take the bait, little wave. But you could get snared.”

         They’re bringing her here. This could be our chance to save her from them, if only we can outwit them. But where do we even start?

         “This is all I will tell you. I will see you on the battlefield.”

         And with that, she straightens and walks away. The dog trots at her heels.

         Surprisingly enough, the others are pretty furious that I went out at night alone again, especially to talk to the creature that has basically been hunting us this whole time. I make everyone sneak down to Mer’s room so we can talk without the Dads overhearing – she is also pretty annoyed, and wide awake somehow.

         Luckily, Stevie manages to remain practical through it all. “So, they’re going to use Isabella to lure us out.”

         Like when we went to go rescue Chia in the Unlands; we used Stevie for bait so we could find an open portal and get in.

         “But she said we had an opportunity to take the bait, right? That’s the exact words?” Mer mutters, her eyes fixed to the wall.

         “Yeah,” I confirm.

         “Do you think that she’s trying to tell you that you 331could still win? Take could mean fall into the trap, but also you could take her from them.”

         “If so, she did it as vaguely as possible.”

         “That seems in line with pretty much every magical person or creature we’ve ever met,” says Chia.

         “We’re just going to have to walk into their trap,” says Dara finally.

         “Are you joking me?” Chia laughs with disbelief. “Stevie, come on? You’re not entertaining this, are you?”

         “Let’s hear them out,” Stevie says. “Go on.”

         Dara sits forward and rubs their dark eyes. “Look, the only things we know are: we have a bunch of stuff from Emrys’ magical mystery tour, and we might have the thing he wanted. We know they are going to try and get us when we go there, or when we leave. They have Isabella.”

         “If we play it right like Mer says, we could get her back,” I say.

         “Or get one of us caught,” snaps Chia, angrier than I’ve ever heard her before. She’s the only one of us who understands and knows first-hand the ramifications of being stolen.

         “You don’t think we can stake it out, like at the park?” I ask, but quickly realise there’s no way of doing this without splitting up the team.332

         Stevie shakes her head. “If they’re going to wait for us to come back out of the castle, they could just jump out a portal once we’ve gone in.”

         “We’re not splitting the team,” says Dara, and Stevie shakes her head in tired agreement.

         “I hate to say it, but walking into the trap knowing what is happening and preparing for it the best we can is basically our only option.”

         “I hate this,” whimpers Chia.

         “Me too,” I agree.

         “It’s the only way guys,” says Dara, who gets to their feet. “I’ll see you in the morning. We should get some sleep.”

         We watch them leave.

         “At least I’m not bait this time,” says Stevie with a dark laugh. “I’m going to bed too. You guys coming?”

         Without a word, Chia follows.

         I’m left with Mer, who has the chainmail spread out on her duvet cover still. She takes another fork from her stash and strings it out. “I’m going to stay up a bit to finish this. I’m almost done,” she says.

         “Do you need anything?” I ask.

         “No, it’s almost done.”

         I get up but hang in the doorway uselessly, half 333wishing she had given me something to do. “Are you feeling okay about tomorrow?”

         Mer laughs. “Obviously not. But we’ll do what we can. There’s five of us. One of her.”

         “Okay,” I say, feeling exhaustion cloud the edges of my thoughts. “Nos da.”

         “Nos da Vivi.”

      
   


   
      
         334
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

         

         Walking into a trap you know is ready to spring doesn’t make it any less terrifying.

         I wake from a not great sleep as dawn breaks, thankful that Arawn didn’t show up just to make things worse. All the others are awake already.

         When I look out the window, I immediately see things are drastically different from yesterday. The island is cast in a lilac glow, not dissimilar from the fires I now think the Cŵn Annwn set. Whispy lights float in the air, and I can smell magic all around me.

         I count the days it’s been since Dara’s birthday off on my fingers, and realise, with horror, that it is Halloween today. Samhain. Nos Calon Gaeaf.

         No wonder Matilda waited until tonight. Every single story about Nos Calon Gaeaf is about how powerful 335magic is and how thin the veil between the worlds is. If you were going to try and attack or steal a bunch of kids from another world, tonight was the night.

         I spy Gelert on guard outside and rap the window to get his attention. He jumps through space to stand beside me.

         “It’s Nos Calon Gaeaf,” I blurt, before filling him in on everything Matilda told me last night.

         “I’ll keep watch and follow from the rear.”

         I think the stress of this whole situation is making me loopy, because I laugh at this.

         “Har har indeed. You wouldn’t think you were in life-threatening danger, girl.”

         “Will you be alright?” I ask. I’m frightened for him. He’s a hunting dog and I’ve seen him fight, but he’s old. I don’t know what’s going to happen, and I’m so scared.

         He lets me stroke his giant ears. “I’ll be fine.”

         “Gelert–”

         “I can’t guarantee my safety as much as you can’t guarantee yours,” he says sadly. “But know that, no matter what, I’ll find you. I have to go.”

         “Wait, please.”

         “Stick close together. Do not let them separate you.” He gives me one big lick on the cheek and vanishes.

         We plan to leave just after breakfast, and the Dads 336obviously don’t notice anything is up even though the weight of everything unsaid between us feels crushing. We said we’d be back for dinner. I hope that’s the truth.

         We manage to pack everything we might need. The treasures themselves, all eleven we managed to find. Dara had mended the cloak with incredibly careful stitching, along with the beautiful chainmail Mer had repaired. We had to borrow one of Mer’s leather backpacks with fake spikes on it, which Chia ended up somehow carrying. It looks completely at odds with her lilac dungarees and floral boots.

         I can’t stop thinking of what Nimuë said, about how some things could be useful to us in the future. Could we keep some? I’m not sure if Emrys will let us. Either way, the ring is still zipped into Stevie’s jacket, and I’ve gotten used to the comforting weight of the compass in my pocket. I know Chia wants to keep the bridle for Eirlys, and it turns out, Mer had redesigned the chainmail for Stevie specifically, covering her head and neck and looping down over her chest. The mail is light as anything, and you definitely wouldn’t think that only a few days ago it was found in an attic before being jazzed up with a pile of unused forks we stole from a café. It’s impossible to know if he’ll want to keep them all, not 337that I can imagine him letting us split them up either.

         Normally I script for tough conversations – imagining how I might respond to all possible things said, but there’s no script for this. Talking to Emrys always feels like a game of 4D chess, like we have to anticipate moves we’d never even thought were possible.

         All while walking into a trap.

         At least we have our weapons. Water sloshes in the bottle slung around my waist. I risk sheathing Excalibur at my waist as we leave, because better one of the adults ask us why I have a sword than we get caught unawares. This morning while getting dressed, Chia was practising growing her horseshoe into its discus form, and shrinking it again, over and over. I’m not sure Mer has had time to practice using her hammer, but I know she and Stevie have talked about it. Dara has their magic, though I’m not sure if that’s going to be affected by the burn on their hand. They won’t let us look at it. Finally, Stevie has her bat, and if we’re incredibly lucky, both the ring and the chainmail too.

         Before we leave, we agree to the strategy Stevie devised. Us four magic users will defend Stevie, who will go straight for Isabella. If she still has the ring, they’ll vanish. If not, they run like hell. I refuse to 338leave Isabella behind again. And from the mutterings I overheard from Dara while they slept last night, they won’t let that happen either. The rest of us fight Matilda with everything we’ve got. All I can hope is that having Mer with us again will tip the scales. Nos Calon Gaeaf might mean a boost to our magic. I just have to hope it doesn’t also boost hers. After I went to bed, Mer went into Ghost Queen mode but found nothing else that could help. How do you stop a huntress that’s been hunting you for days? Especially when we don’t even know who her target is.

         None of us have mentioned the fact that Arawn said he only wants one of us since we heard him say it, because it’s just far too big. I don’t want us to sit down and work out who is more useful for him, because that also feels gross. All we can do is focus on Isabella, and not letting him get any of us.

         Once we’re ready, all we can do is leave. Off to go tell an ancient wizard that we failed the task he set us, which we now know he knows is impossible to complete, but he thinks we don’t know that and so will come crawling, and we’re hoping that even though we failed the impossible task he’ll still tell us about the cauldron, before we inevitably get ambushed by Arawn’s latest 339monsters, on Nos Calon Gaeaf of all days.

         At least it’s not nighttime.

         I offer to help push Mer in her wheelchair, thinking she’s probably still worn out from yesterday and needs to conserve her energy, but she refuses. Instead, without using her arms, the wheels begin to turn. “The most useful magic I could have got,” she says, propelling herself with magic.

         “That is so cool,” gasps Chia.

         “Mobility aids are already freedom, but this is an extra perk,” laughs Mer happily. “It’s like having an electric one I never have to charge.”

         It’s a moment of joy in an otherwise glum trek.

         My stomach squirms as we get close. It’s quiet just down the path from the door to his castle. It’s probably the same level of quiet as ever, but the tension and the light makes it all the more eerie.

         “Well. Come on then. Let’s get this over with,” says Stevie, pushing through the portal door.

         The castle is exactly the same. Somehow, it feels like way longer than six days since we were last here.

         We walk through to the dining hall and find him sitting in his throne on the raised platform. There’s no cloak today, but he wears a purple velvet set of matching top 340and trousers. As we get closer, I realise that set into the fabric are little silver stars. They could look almost like really fancy pyjamas.

         “Hello Emrys,” I say, as we approach.

         “Aha, the magical children. How nice to see you. And I see you brought a new friend with you.”

         “Hello.” Mer waves. I’m not sure Mer has ever waved before in her life, but we’re all trying very hard to appear casual.

         He doesn’t wave back. Instead he watches her with his sharp eyes, but Mer doesn’t look away. His intense eye contact makes my skull itch.

         “No wonder Arawn is nervous, if your numbers have grown, calonnau,” he finally says. I don’t take the bait - we’re only doing that once today, hopefully. He continues on, “The Kingdoms of Other are restless with that which spills out of Annwn.”

         He hops down from his throne so suddenly it makes me jump a little.

         With a sharp grin, he asks, “So, children. What did you bring me? Was your hunt successful?”

         “We didn’t manage to find everything,” I admit.

         “Oh?”

         “But we managed to find eleven of the thirteen treasures.”341

         Emrys taps at his chin with his fingers. “Hm, it cannot have been easy with the Mallt-y-Nos trailing you.”

         “You could have warned us about her,” growls Stevie, which she was not supposed to do. Rule 1: no talking for Stevie – but I guess he’s so annoying she can’t help but rise to it.

         Luckily, he just laughs at this. “Oh you are just snarling puppies, aren’t you? What could I have warned you of? That Arawn had sent another minion after you? Why, I thought you’d know that when you’re always so far ahead of everyone.”

         There’s a warning underneath this that sets my heart pounding. Without a word, I grab the back of Stevie’s jacket, as if to say cool it.

         “But we found one treasure we thought would please you particularly,” I say, giving Dara the cue to get out the cloak. My suspicion that it was him I saw in the memory is confirmed when Dara unfolds the fabric. There’s the smallest flash of recognition in Emrys’ eyes as Dara reveals it to be not only mended, but tidied up. There’s new embroidery over the parts he mended to help hide the damage, but also along the collar. That wasn’t a necessary addition; I guess Dara just needed something to do.342

         “Where did you find this?” It comes out quietly, all bravado lost. When he takes it from Dara’s hands, it’s as though it was a very precious object. I suppose it must be to him.

         “It was in this strange basket,” I explain. “I think it was magicked somehow, because we almost had to climb inside to find it. Dara mended it for you.”

         He looks back to Dara and gives them the smallest nod. “Thank you, Dara.”

         With one gentle sweep through the air, Emrys affixes the cloak around his neck. It’s a little short on him, I guess because whoever made it did when he was small. Why would someone take something so precious from him?

         “I’m glad you have it back,” I say.

         He doesn’t turn to look at me but does raise one eyebrow ever so slightly. “So you saw it being made, I suppose?”

         “I did. It must mean a lot to you.”

         “It does. I said thank you, did I not?”

         I can tell Chia wants to interrupt and tell me to be nicer, so I say, “You did. I just was thinking it must have hurt to be separated from it. I would be sad if I lost some of my things.”

         He looks me up and down. “I imagine you have worked out I cannot leave through the door you entered.”343

         “I guessed as much.”

         “The reason is your calon, Vivi Conway. She trapped me in. And then someone else decided to make bothering me her raison d’être, so she stole all my things.”

         “Who?” Mer asks before I can.

         But he waves it off. “Some pest who thinks the island is hers.”

         Gwen, I wonder? It doesn’t quite match up with who I met last night though.

         “And that’s who wrote the list of treasure clues you gave us,” offers Dara. “Did she give you that? What a cruel thing to do.”

         I feel like Dara is over-egging it a little, but Emrys seems to lap it up. “It was cruel. Did you find all the other things?”

         “Well, no. One evaded us, and the other is the cauldron that you said you’d help us find, isn’t it?”

         He purses his lips, trying to hold back a smile. “Oh you noticed that little clause, did you?”

         “It was pretty clever,” admits Dara, which wasn’t part of the plan.

         “I think so too. Well, alright, but you still only got eleven out of a possible twelve. You failed the task.” 344He pulls an exaggerated sad face, and I take a slow breath in and out, so I don’t throw a blast of icy water right at him.

         “One of the other things is here in your castle too,” Chia adds. I hadn’t noticed her slink off, but in her hand is the last remaining chess piece that had been sitting on his bookshelf. “So that’s complete as well now.”

         “Oh you are very good.” He’s amused which could be a good thing, or a very bad thing. After all, I don’t want him to feel like we’re acting like it was easy to get round his puzzles, because it really wasn’t. I hope he just feels like we played the game well.

         “Were all of these things yours, Emrys?” she asks, handing it over to him.

         “At one time or another they were things I valued.”

         “And now?”

         He doesn’t answer, but I notice his fingers lovingly stroking the fabric of his cloak.

         “Was she your mother?” I ask, the question making my chest hurt because man, I really miss my Mums.

         “She was. She was.” He walks over to his throne and settles back down onto it. “You’re far smarter than I expected, small adventurers. And so, for that, I will tell you what I know of the cauldron.”345

         I wait for him to lay out a catch.

         “The cauldron was, as you so correctly pointed out, here at one time. Granted, this was well over a thousand years ago. Honestly, it’s quite impressive you found eleven of the Treasures when I thought most of them would have gone.”

         I want to tell him that we have Mer and the Kings to thank for that, but I don’t want to interrupt him when he’s in full flow.

         “The cauldron you seek, Pair Dadeni or that by many other names, the one that contains all, is in Cantre’r Gwaelod.”

         I gasp, and immediately clock the others have no idea what that is. “It’s a drowned city. The city under the sea.”

         “Like Atlantis?” asks Chia.

         “Kind of,” I say. “Why is it there?”

         “That’s a ‘twelve items off the list’ level answer Vivi.”

         Well, there’s the catch I suppose. You can have the where, and sorry to tell you but it’s deep underwater.

         “But it’s there now?” Dara asks.

         He considers this for a moment. “Yes, it’s still there. If you travel there once you are done with Enlli, you should find it. Whether the citizens of Cantre’r Gwaelod wish to give it to you is a whole different problem you 346will have to solve. Oh, and how to get there of course. But I’m sure that’s nothing for a little water witch.”

         I want to ask him if he wants the other things, but I’m scared I’ll get trapped into some kind of confusing fairy bargain about borrowing and lending.

         Stevie simply says, “So, can we keep the other things?”

         “You should have the chess set,” insists Chia, unpacking it for him.

         “Yes, yes fine.”

         I try not to look too excited by this accidental bounty. All these things should probably belong to the island now anyway, under Mer’s stewardship once all this is over. She looks pretty pleased, but I think Emrys’ probably can’t read her as easily as I can.

         “Now, children. You may go.”

         We all breathe a collective sigh of relief, as we turn to leave.

         “But do tread carefully. I hear things are a little treacherous outside.”

         I wonder again how much he knows. How much he listens in to Annwn, how much he shares back. I don’t have time to ponder though.

         As though we’re lifted and carried by giant invisible bodyguards, the five of us are barrelled out of the hall, 347back to the front door.

         And now it’s time to face the next challenge.

         “That went … well?” asks Chia. “We have all the things, at least.”

         Stevie unzips the ring from her coat pocket and palms it. “Update of strategy time. I’m going to put this on before we go out. That way, they will only think there’s the four of you in here. I didn’t want to plan for it before in case Emrys wouldn’t give it up.”

         “But that means we won’t be able to see you,” I say. “Will that be safe? We don’t know what we’re stepping out into?”

         She takes the chainmail from the bag on the back of Mer’s wheelchair and slides it over her head. It is a perfect fit. “It’s the best plan. Will you give me five minutes? Means I can scout around, just in case they’re hiding.”

         “Fine. Just don’t be a hero, alright?”

         “I’ll be safe.”

         “The rest of us will stick together, moving forward against Matilda.”

         I tap the water in my bandolier and Excalibur for comfort. I know that in her wheelchair bag, Mer has the rest of the unused cutlery, already spun out into long wires ready for piercing or binding. On her throat 348is the horseshoe, and Chia is surrounded by air to manipulate, so she’s good.

         And that’s when I realise something is deeply, deeply wrong.

         In the time that we’ve been talking to Stevie, preparing her for the rescue, we’ve lost someone.

         Only four of us are here.

         Dara is gone.

         “Dara?” calls Chia, jogging back down the corridor to the closed door at the end. But it’s locked tight. “Did we leave them in here?”

         “No, they were here. Where did they go?” Mer asks.

         “Oh no,” whispers Stevie, her voice shaking.

         “What?” I ask.

         “Yesterday, when we were up on the hill … they … they were talking about the fact that the Mallt-y-Nos was here for someone. Some one. One of us. And they kept talking about leadership,” she says, running her hand along the end of her chainmail. “They kept asking what it means to be a leader and I said putting others before yourself. I thought we were just talking about it like, coach to trainee or something. Not this.”

         My mouth goes dry as I realise what Stevie means.

         “They’ve sacrificed themself,” I whisper.
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            Chapter Thirty

         

         All hell has broken loose when we get outside.

         It’s dark, like night has set, but we definitely haven’t been in Emrys’ castle long enough for that.

         The air is hazy, like a thick smoke from a fire has descended over us. I hope to everything that it’s just from the purply sulphur flames that crop up when Matilda is around.

         When we step forward away from the hill, the I see is Dara kneeling before the Mallt-y-Nos. A sacrifice.

         Through the fog and haze are the ghostly apparitions of white dogs. And Isabella is nowhere to be seen. Was this a trick? They probably didn’t even bring her. What if they knew that we had overheard them? What if Emrys told them?

         My heart is in my mouth, possibly the world’s worst 350saying but I really feel it.

         I can’t see Gelert anywhere. I know he was going to follow them but surely he’d join us now? Where is he? What if they’ve hurt him?

         I want to be sick. How could this have gone so wrong so quickly?

         My stomach drops as the skeleton reaches for Dara.

         They can’t take Dara.

         We need Dara.

         I need Dara.

         What do I do?!

         In a flash, Chia flings out her horseshoe, which narrowly misses the Mallt-y-Nos, who falls back, landing on her boney knees. It must have been a hard landing because she grinds out a guttural growl that cuts through the air.

         On its return flight back to Chia, it swoops low over Dara’s head, barely missing the ends of their hair.

         “Guys, get out of here!” Dara yells at us. “It has to be this way.”

         “You don’t get to decide that!” screams Stevie, who pelts forward in full view towards them.

         The ring. She’s not wearing the ring.

         I race after her, wishing I had even half her speed. 351Purple fire blooms from the ground and I have to leap out the way as I go, landing hard on my ankle. Just as I’m up and about to start running in the direction I think Stevie headed, a figure steps into my path.

         I catch the furious shine of what appears to be a sword that is literally on fire.

         You’d think that would be terrifying on its own. And it is.

         But it’s somehow even worse when I realise that the person wielding it, the person pointing it at me, is Isabella.

         “Isabella!” cries Chia, rushing forward. “You’re safe.”

         Something tells me to stop her, and I yank Chia backwards just as Isabella swings her sword right towards where Chia was about to land.

         “What are you doing?!” I yell. “We’re here to save you!”

         Isabella laughs in such a dark way that I realise we’ve calculated everything wrong.

         “I do not need saving,” she snarls.

         She isn’t just the bait.

         She’s on their side.

         This point is really rammed home when she swings her sword at me. I push Chia away (I think a little too hard) and swing up Excalibur. Our swords meet in a clash of metal, and boy is she strong.352

         I trip backwards and try to remember Stevie’s lessons about footwork. Feet forward, keep your weight steady, be light.

         But it’s hard to remember perfect technique when you’re in the first real sword fight of your life with an opponent who has very clearly been practicing too.

         It’s so much bigger than Excalibur too. Where I can hold and wield Excalibur one handed, this terrible thing is so big that Isabella has to use both hands. But it doesn’t look like effort, that’s the worst part.

         It looks like it’s part of her.

         I think we might be in serious trouble.

         In the corner of my eye, I see Mer reach Dara.

         You’d think that a flaming sword would be the perfect opponent for someone with water powers, but no matter how much water I fling at it, the fire will not go out. I don’t have enough to smother it.

         Smother.

         Wasn’t that one of the clues on the list Emrys gave us? Is this one of the Treasures.

         “You like my sword?” she asks.

         “I’d like it more if it wasn’t being swung at me,” I say, parrying a huge swing.

         A huge gust of wind scuppers us, as though a rug was 353pulled out, and both Isabella and I land hard.

         It was definitely Chia, and I risk a glance back to see her and Mer practically wrestling with the Mallt-y-Nos.

         I need to help them, but Isabella is on me immediately. I parry and parry but I cannot get a return hit on her. She’s so fast.

         I risk throwing a ball of water right to her face, but in doing so I lose the timing of our parries, and I just leap back enough in time for her to slice through my thick jacket.

         I know metal met skin, because there’s a warmth blooming there, but I can’t look down.

         I don’t know what to do. I can’t use the water because she’s too fast. I can barely keep up with stopping her attacks.

         “Come on now Vivi. Just give up,” Isabella croons.

         And I want to. Part of me really wants to.

         But I can’t.

         Light flashes around me and I hope that means Dara is okay. That Stevie is safe and hidden. That Gelert brought help.

         That maybe we can get out of here.

         But every hope dwindles the longer Isabella and I fight. Not just because I’m getting weaker, but because 354I keep hearing weak little cries that I know mean my teammates have fallen.

         It’s a horrible thing to hear.

         And it’s all confirmed when suddenly, Isabella stands down and a hand of bones grips my shoulder before I can summon enough energy to fight back.

         I whip my head around to see Matilda standing over me.

         “No,” I plead, so exhausted that I can barely stand.

         The last thing I see is Dara, blackened and battered on the floor, reaching out for me.

         In one last foolish hope, I throw my hand out to them. As though that would be enough for me to escape.

         But I’m pulled back, and through, and up.

         Into the black.

         Into nothing.
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            Chapter Thirty-One

         

         Vivi is gone.

         And it’s all my fault.

         Everything was happening so fast that I didn’t realise she was in danger. All I knew was that I couldn’t get up, because someone had knocked me down so hard that all the air had gone out me.

         When I managed to crawl up, all I saw was this huge chariot of bones, rising up from the ground like it was reanimating. And then, they were all in the air –the white dogs and Matilda and Isabella and … Vivi.

         The Wild Hunt took her to Arawn, and to Annwn.

         I have no idea how we’re ever going to get her back.

         If I hadn’t rushed in, and changed the plans because I wanted to be brave, she might still be here. I had just wanted to protect everyone, like always.356

         That’s what Ceridwen told me do, and I failed so badly.

         Why didn’t they just take me??

         I don’t think the others could believe what had happened. I rushed to Chia, who had taken a huge knock on her head, because she was throwing up from the dizziness. In their shock, Mer and Stevie had forgotten to take off the ring and so were still invisible for ages. I couldn’t look at Stevie when she appeared.

         I know what she’s thinking.

         I know what she’s going to say to me, and she’s so right that it hurts.

         I put us all in danger and because of that we lost Vivi.

         When Gelert finally appeared, he looked really beaten up. The white dogs must have gone hard for him because he was covered in bites. The ghost monks came too, chiming and glowing.

         I wish that they’d all just shouted at me for being so reckless, but they didn’t and that is so much worse.

         In the end, we just went home.

         The worst part was that once they’d stopped fussing over our hurts and bruises, none of the adults asked where Vivi was. They didn’t even remember her, never mind that she was on this trip with us. When I asked Pops about her, he frowned and asked me if she was the 357girl I went to nursery with. She’s been in our house so many times, and hung out with my Pops, who loved her.

         But he can’t remember her.

         Mer said the same about her dads too.

         The only people who seem to remember Vivi ever existed are the four of us, and Gelert, who just disappeared after the fight and hasn’t come back. I have no idea where he’s gone.

         As for Vivi, it’s like she stopped existing.

         It’s my fault she’s gone.

         I can’t bear to face her Mums.

         When we go to get the boat back to the mainland, I can’t stop crying. My uncles try and cheer me up, like I’m sad because I’m leaving. I am, but there’s almost no space for that under the absolute guilt of maybe killing one of my best friends in the whole world.

         When Pops says, “Alright then, that’s everyone present and accounted for,” Chia bleats.

         I don’t want to leave Merry. She’s just got her magic and learned about her responsibility for the island. I should be here for her, but I’m sure she blames me for Vivi disappearing – Merry can’t hide how she feels from me. She’s my cousin. My sister-in-battle. And thanks to me, the first person who has really understood her is gone.358

         The boat pulls away, and I wave sadly. Stevie leans against my side, and for once, my heart doesn’t try to leap out of my chest because she’s next to me. The thing about messing up this much is that crushes get pushed to the back of your mind.

         Still, when she weaves her fingers through my left hand, I feel electricity between us. I’m not sure if I’m shooting strays or my feelings for her are so strong they can still elbow through this sadness.

         “We’ll find her, Dara,” she says.

         “We didn’t find Isabella. She found us. So how we will ever find Vivi? What if we can’t find her? She never even wanted to be part of this,” I mutter, thinking back to how she kept running away from me.

         I’m not surprised, now. Maybe she knew what a monster I was underneath it all.

         “Do you think Vivi Conway is just going to sit back and wait for rescue?” Stevie says with a proud grin. “That’s not who she is. She’s a fighter. She’s brave. And so are you.”

         “Brave but reckless maybe.”

         She nods. “Everyone makes mistakes. Except me, I’m perfect,” she adds.

         “Naturally.”359

         She laughs as I accidentally shock us both.

         “We still have two more calonnau to find, Stevie.”

         “And we’ll find them too. I’m certain of it.”

         “I’m not sure I can keep dragging people into this and getting them hurt.”

         “We don’t have a choice.”

         She goes to sit with Chia and Pops, leaving me looking back over the water to the island. The wind rustles through the singed ends of my hair, and whips at the raw skin on my burned hand. It’s going to take a long time for that to heal.

         As the boat slowly hops along the waves, the winter sun melts into the sea.

         We know now that the cauldron is under the sea, in a place called Cantre’r Gwaelod. We have to find the other two calonnau. We have to try and turn Isabella to our side.

         But first, I must find Vivi.

         I make a promise to the sea, to the island, to the sky.

         I’ll find you Vivi Conway. I promise, I’ll find you.

         The End (for now)360
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            GLOSSARY

         

         
            PEOPLE AND ANIMALS

            Arawn (ar-ah-un): the King of the Annwn, one of the Kingdoms of Other.

            Ceridwen (keh-rid-when): a powerful witch of legend who lived on an island in Lake Bala. She is the creator of a magical cauldron. She is Dara’s calon.

            Cŵn Annwn (cooh-n ah-noon): Hunting dogs from the Kingdoms of Other. They have red tipped ears, and are bone white.

            Eirlys (air-lis): a beautiful horse that roams the Unlands.

            Emrys (em-ris): the mysterious boy in the Unlands, who turned out to be the great wizard of old. Some people call him Myrddin (mur-thin) or Merlin.364

            Gelert (geh-ler-t): formerly a dog owned by King Llywelyn, and now a ghost dog who helps the calonnau.

            Gwenhwyfar (gwen-hooey-var): Some people know her as King Arthur’s wife, but who was she really?

            Llywelyn (ll-ew-el-in*): An ancient King in Wales who loved to hunt.

            Mallt-y-Nos (mah-ll-tee-nos): A huntress.

            Nimuë (nim-way): the Lady of the Lake who gifted the sword Excalibur to King Arthur. She is Vivi’s calon.

            Pwyll (puh-ll*): The Prince of Dyfed, a kingdom in Wales.

            Rhiannon (rhi-an-non): an Otherworld woman who falls in love with and marries Pwyll. She is Chia’s calon.

            * in Welsh, a ll is a letter in our alphabet. It can be a little tricky to pronounce, but if you put your tongue tip at the roof of your mouth behind your teeth and then gently blow air around the sides of your tongue, you’ll get a soft kind of hiss noise. This is a ll!365

            ​PLACES

            Annwn (ah-noon): a shimmering-gold Kingdom in the Other, ruled over by King Arawn. Sometimes mistaken for Avalon from Arthurian legend, or the afterlife - it is neither.

            The Kingdoms of Other: Another world alongside our own, split into various Kingdoms including Annwn.

            The Unlands: The gaps between the Otherworld and our world. It looks like a rabbit warren of crystal lit caves. Gelert sometimes travels the world using them.

            Ynys Enlli (uhn-is en-llee*): A very real island, also sometimes known as Bardsey Island in English. Another place routinely mistaken for Avalon.366

            ​LINKED TO THE CALONS

            Awl (all): A metal tool with a sharp end, usually used for making holes, particular used for leatherworking.

            Calon (cah-lon): a person in a partnered soul connection with someone else e.g. Vivi is Nimuë’s calon, and Nimuë is also Vivi’s calon. The plural is calonnau (cah-lon-eye).

            Excalibur: An enchanted sword, made by the Lady of the Lake, Nimuë. She gifted it to King Arthur after his first sword was lost

            Talisman: a key item linked to each calon pair. When a talisman is found, their powers wake up. These were scattered all over the UK by the spellcasters.367368
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