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  Fire and Shadow

Chapter One

 

Every evening, when the mist began to rise, mothers came out to call their children home. When it started, years ago, sometimes a child had lingered, unwilling to abandon a game— “Just let me finish this!” —and a ripple of panic had spread from woman to woman. The mother nearest the child yanked it up by its arm, sent it scooting homeward. “You do as your mother says!” And to her own children, “Don’t you ever make me wait when I’ve called you in, do you understand?”

Standing by the hencoop near the trees, calling the hens to come for their evening grain, Fern felt her skin begin to prickle. It was only dusk, not properly night yet, but under the trees darkness had begun already to gather. Not enough, not yet, but she still found herself looking round, checking, watching in case something started to move.

Every summer day of her childhood she had played out until lamplighting time. Not in the forest, of course, but in the village and around the lake, in and out of her friends’ houses until the first stars showed. Even then, if she had been around the far side of the lake and was late getting home, her mother might have been irritated, but never frightened.

But that had been before the Shadows came.

Thank goodness. The last hen had come up inside the coop, pecking greedily at the grain. She latched the door and pulled the bolts across, then lit the lantern and hung it on its hook so that its light fell over and around the coop. She picked up the grain pail and walked to the big farmhouse where the windows already glowed, splashing light out onto the path. She wouldn’t let herself run—that was the way to allow the panic in—but her steps quickened until she reached the door.

The kitchen was full of light and people. Fern stepped inside, the hairs on the back of her neck smoothing down. Light everywhere, every gas mantle turned up high. The doors of the big oak linen press by the wall stood open: the only shadows that could lurk in there were the ones in corners and folds of fabric, too small for danger. Even the coalscuttle, which was scarcely half Fern’s height, had been pulled away from the wall so that it stood a handspan away from the growing dark outside.

Siege preparations, and none too many.

Fern’s older sister, Jewel, thin and gray-eyed, looked up from the stove, spoon in hand and hair—dark brown, like Fern’s—falling in squiggles around her face.

“Fern, would you just check on the children? They’re upstairs, but I’ve not heard a noise for ten minutes.”

Fern stepped out of her clogs and kicked them into place by the door. Jewel couldn’t help it—these last seven years every parent had learned to live their lives on edge—but this constant checking, even in broad daylight or when the children were safe indoors…

“I know,” said Jewel, her gaze on Fern’s face. “Please, just humor me, all right? When you have children, believe me, you’ll understand.”

Upstairs, Fern’s two nieces and nephew were sitting on the floor in her brother Tam’s brightly lit bedroom, playing with marbles. They didn’t even look up to see her as she stood in the doorway.

“Supper soon,” she said. They continued to ignore her, so she stuck out her tongue at the backs of their oblivious heads, turned to go—and froze.

A few years ago, Tam had turned an alcove in the wall into a wardrobe, with a clothes rail and a pair of doors. Usually, once it got dark, the doors were latched back, left standing open. But right now, they were shut.

“Get away from the wardrobe!”

All three of them jumped. Marbles went rolling everywhere as they ran to her, thudding into her outstretched arms. Carli began to sob.

“Move. Move. Out into the hall. Don’t cry, Carli, you’re safe now.”

The room was full of light, a barrier and a safeguard. Even if something had got into the wardrobe, through the wall from the dark outside, it was all right, it couldn’t hurt them—the light blocked it from getting any farther.

Fern checked that her own shadow fell away from the wardrobe, leaned forward and jerked the door open.

The light raced in. Thin folds of shadow hid between clothes, patches of it lay under shoes and hats. But nothing else.

Fern sank onto Tam’s bed, only now aware of how hard her heart was pounding.

“Fern?”

Tam stood in the doorway. Beside him, his wife, Sofia, knelt, the children clinging to her.

“It’s all right,” said Fern. “They’d pushed the wardrobe door shut, that’s all.”

Sofia went white. “That’s all? How often have we told you? At night the doors stay open.” She stood up, heaving Carli onto her hip, and strode across the room to smack a hand against the wall by the wardrobe. “Look. Look. It’s dark outside. The Shadows can move from darkness to darkness. If you leave a patch of darkness in here then the Shadows can get inside the house.”

The children stared up at her, speechless. Tyr’s lip quivered, but eight-year-old Meg’s face had set, like someone who’s been hit when she didn’t expect it.

“Sofia,” said Tam.

“They have to know. They have to remember. It only takes one time and that’s it, that’s it.” She stopped, shaking.

Tam picked Tyr up, put an arm around Meg’s stiff little shoulders. “She is right, children. But you’ll remember now, won’t you?”

Meg choked suddenly and began to sob, her shoulders shaking, her face hidden against Tam’s shirt. Tam looked across Tyr’s head at his wife. “Let’s get them downstairs, all right?”

Sofia’s arms tightened around Carli. “They have to be told, Tam.”

“I know. I’m not disagreeing with you. But let’s take them downstairs now.”
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By dinnertime, Tyr and Carli were playing again, downstairs in the kitchen in the bright safe light. But Meg still hovered around her mother’s skirts. The look on her face struck at Fern. She was too young for this, too young to remember all the time that any patch of shadow could hold danger. But the alternative—to not enforce the rules, to risk the danger—no, they couldn’t even consider it.

Just before dinner Jewel beckoned Meg into a corner, whispering to her as she took her apron off. Fern saw Meg reply, nod her head, and then a small, slow smile appear on her face. She’d be all right, bless her. And Sofia was right: the children did have to remember what was safe and what wasn’t.

Without saying anything, Tam opened a rare bottle of wine, and the mood at the table, a little tense to start with, slowly eased into relaxation. When they’d finished eating, Fern stood up, about to start collecting plates, but Jewel stopped her with a hand on her arm.

“Fern, wait a minute.”

The children were marching round the table to Fern’s place carrying a covered tray between them.

Sofia reached over their shoulders and whisked the cloth off the tray. “Happy Birthday, Fern!”

A perfectly iced cake, smooth and white as snow, decorated with eighteen candles.

Tears came to Fern’s eyes. Unbelievably, she’d forgotten. These last few years had been so full of chores, of fear and grief.

“I can’t believe you managed to remember. I’d forgotten it completely—”

“Jewel remembered,” said Tam. “Here, let me light the candles.”

He did so, against a clamor of “How many candles is that? How many, Daddy? How old are you, Aunt Fern?”

The light of the room almost drowned out the soft fuzz of the candle flames, but all the same their heat touched Fern’s face as she bent towards them. She drew in her breath, and then blew, intent on extinguishing all the candles at once.

Heat blazed into her eyes. The flames shot up with a crack of expanding air. The smell of smoke filled her nose. A wall of fire rose in front of her, blocking out the room, impossibly hot—

It died, shrinking and disappearing as if it had been nothing but a mirage, leaving her sitting frozen, hands gripping the tablecloth, still leaning forward as if poised to blow.

A scorch mark blackened the tablecloth, right across, side to side. There was a horrible smell of burnt linen. But the cake was as perfect as before, and on top of it all eighteen of the candles still burned.

“What was that?” said Tam.

“No one’s burned?” said Jewel, her voice unsteady. The children shook their heads, still staring at the cake.

Fern drew in a careful breath, and found herself shaking. “It was this far from me,” she said. “It should have burned me—”

It was Sofia who said, finally, what everyone was thinking. “Not if you’re a fire-starter. Fire-starters don’t burn themselves.”

The words hung in the room with the slowly clearing smoke.

“Here,” said Jewel, “let me take the cloth away. That smell…”

The flames had reached through the cloth and onto the table, leaving an ugly black scar across the varnished wood.

Fern stared at it, her hands tight in her lap, her lips bitten together. She was afraid to move, afraid to breathe in case she did it again.

Jewel came back to the table and put her hand on Fern’s shoulder.

“It’s all right,” she said. “We can sand it down. And everyone knows the gifts start out uncontrollable—”

Tam looked up at her. “Wait,” he said. “The gifts? They begin at puberty. Fern is eighteen.”

Jewel shrugged a shoulder. “I know. But she was twelve when Mother died. She stopped growing for a year then, remember? And you didn’t know, but…other signs of womanhood, they were delayed too.”

“I am here,” said Fern, flushing, forgetting for a moment to be scared.

“I am married now,” said Tam, mocking her slightly. “Women are no longer a complete mystery to me.”

“Or so he likes to think,” murmured Sofia, and laughter ran around the table, followed by a clamor from Meg: “What’s funny? Why are you laughing?”

Sofia hushed her before turning back to Tam. “And anyway,” she said, “What else can it be?”

“There are plenty of other gifts—”

“Yes, but don’t they all start at puberty? The Sight, controlling the lightning, shape-shifting?”

“All right,” he said. “I’ll accept it. The real question, though, is what do we do now?”
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The first dawn light seeped into the sky. Fern, lying sleepless, let her breath out in a sigh and got out of bed to turn out the lights. The room filled with soft dimness, gentle after the glare of the protective, necessary, exhausting lights.

Normally, this was the time when, released from the tension of expecting danger, she could let herself dissolve back into sleep. Not today, though.

In this village, there hadn’t been a fire-starter for fifty years. And in other villages they were no more common.

The fair, when it came, sometimes brought performers who mimicked the gift, hiding paraffin-soaked rags in sleeves and boots, seemingly able to walk in, touch, even breathe flames. But everyone knew it was nothing but a clever imitation.

The real fire-starters, they were a people apart. A people touched by magic.

She couldn’t stay here. Already, last night, Jewel had spoken of the training house—the mansion a day’s journey through the forest where young magicians and seers went to learn how to use their gifts.

She’d never heard of them taking fire-starters, but where else could she go? Even lying here she was a danger.

Sometimes, when a house fire had been put out, she’d heard of timbers left smoldering, an invisible danger, prepared to flare once more into furious crackling flames. That’s what she was like. Not dangerous this minute, maybe not dangerous tomorrow. But now, all the time, wherever she went, danger would come with her. Here, in her family’s house, where her brother and sister and children all lay sleeping in their beds…

She got up and went outside.

The dawn always came as a relief. The damp, cool light sliding over the hills, soaking into the air, dissolving the darkness. Past the garden and over the lane, darkness still waited under the forest trees. Those shadows wouldn’t start to thin until the sun rose. But here, in the orchard, the only shadows were too shallow to hold danger.

The grass brushed wet against her bare ankles. Rain had come in the night and now water lay in puddles on the doorstep and showered amongst the falling blossom onto the grass.

She didn’t smell smoke as she walked across the lawn to the hencoop. She didn’t notice the sizzle of water evaporating from around her feet.

She unlatched the door of the hencoop and watched the hens strut out onto the grass to peck enthusiastically at the slugs and worms the rain had drawn out of hiding. It was not until she looked back towards the house that she saw her footprints, dry patches on the wet lawn, the grass within them shriveled and scorched as if touched by a hot iron.

Jewel stood in the doorway. She, too, was looking at the footprints. Her eyes lifted to meet Fern’s.

Fern left the hencoop and walked back towards her sister. This time her feet cringed from the grass, her toes curling up as if to try to minimize contact.

“It’s stopped,” said Jewel as she reached her.

Fern let out a breath. “If that had happened in the house…”

The picture rose into her mind, blotting out the damp green garden. In the house, the fire would have sunk into the wooden floorboards, sent sparks eating into the timber, hidden behind the inflammable plaster of the walls. In the sleeping house, with the children curled up, unaware…

“I know,” said Jewel. “I couldn’t sleep last night. But Fern, it’s not your fault.“

“I’m going to have to go, aren’t I?”

“Oh love—” Jewel’s arms came around her. But Fern felt the split-second of hesitation, and knew. Even her sister, her sister who’d brought her up after their mother died, was afraid to touch her. Afraid that the uncontrolled gift would wake under Fern’s skin, without her volition, and break through in flames.

She moved away. “It’s all right,” she said. “I’ll go away, learn to control it, and then I’ll come back. Tam will take me, won’t he? If we set off this morning we can be at the house by dark.”
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Fern had little to pack. Her clothes, a few toilet articles, and two precious books that had belonged to her mother. She’d meant to leave her shoes behind, but Jewel came into her room and picked them up.

“I know we all hope you’ll be back before winter,” she said. “But what do we know about a gift like fire-starting? You might need to be at the house for a year. And I know they’ll take you in, but we can’t expect them to clothe you as well.”

Fern crammed the heavy shoes down into her backpack, next to her folded dresses and aprons. She’d volunteered to leave, feeling herself to be brave, self-sacrificing, but somehow she hadn’t thought she’d be gone longer than the summer. For pride’s sake, she couldn’t back out now. Even if she wanted to, what good would it do? The training house was the only place for her until she learned to control this unwelcome new ability.

The family gathered in the early morning sunlight to see her and Tam off. The children looked awed - by the momentousness of the occasion, or by this strange new aspect to their aunt? Only Carli came to hug her goodbye; the others hung back, unsure.

Sofia looked pale and tense, with heavy smudges under her eyes. She clung to Tam as he kissed her goodbye.

“I’m sorry,” said Fern, guilt making it hard to look her sister-in-law in the face.

Sofia put a hand out. “No. You can’t go through there alone, and who but your brother should take you? Just—look after each other.” She stopped, her teeth coming down hard on her bottom lip.

“Let’s go,” was all that Tam said, but tension had tightened his jaw and the words came out sounding harsh.

Maybe I should have just gone by myself, without telling them, so he wouldn’t feel he had to come with me. How hard can it be to follow a track, after all? But oh, I couldn’t, I couldn’t go through that forest by myself. Not that part of the forest, not near the swamplands.

Last hugs, and whenever anyone touched her, again Fern felt that edge of not-quite-hidden reluctance, of fear.

“If you’re there longer than a few months someone will visit,” Jewel said. “Try to send us a letter if anyone comes through that way.”

“You too,” said Fern, suddenly afraid her voice would disgrace her.

“Of course we will. Take care, Fernlet.”

The old baby name made tears come into Fern’s eyes, but she managed to hold them back until she and Tam had started along the track when she could put an edge of her shawl discreetly up to her face and wipe them away.

Their way lay through the forest to the east. Once past the old swampland and the lake, the track would dwindle—narrow and little-used. They shouldn’t need to leave it, go into the depths of the trees where the shadows were thick enough to hold danger. But even on the track, there would be places where branches would overhang it, muting the sunlight to the half-light in which the Shadows could survive.

 

[image: ]


   

Chapter Two

 

The track took them into the outskirts of the forest where the trees were sparse, the oaks interspersed with wild-seeded fruit trees. Green-tinted sunlight slanted down, and the shadows lay shallow, as thin as tissue on the grass.

Birds chirped, and the scent of leaves, of damp earth, mingled with a distant scent of bluebells.

They walked steadily but quickly, each with a backpack and an unlit gas lantern mounted on a tall staff, not wasting breath on speech. But it was a companionable silence, reminding Fern of all the times she, as a small child, had tagged along after the adolescent Tam to go fishing or fruit picking. He hadn’t spoken much to her then, either, but she’d known he didn’t mind her company.

The track curved, taking them around the edge of the drained swamp. The ground was damp here, and midges swarmed up around Fern’s bare legs. She didn’t stop to slap at them. She’d avoided this part of the forest for seven years, nothing but necessity drove her through it now. She realized that, without saying anything, they’d both picked up speed.

The track sloped upwards and veered due east once more. They slackened their pace a little, and Fern began to breathe deeply again. Tam glanced at her.

“That’s over, thank goodness.”

She nodded. “It’s broad daylight, it’s perfectly safe, but all the same…”

“I know.”

The track began to narrow now, but the sun grew hotter, and Fern’s and Tam’s shadows, which had stretched out behind them, making Fern want to constantly glance back and check, shrank to nothing but puddles around their feet. This was her favorite part of the day. Nobody, nobody, had ever been taken in these two hours around midday.

They stopped for a brief lunch, sitting in a glade where the sunlight streamed onto long grass, an occasional out-of-season dandelion clock, and tortoiseshell butterflies that danced in fluttering pairs.

There hadn’t been time to get any of today’s baking, but Sofia had made them flatbreads, wrapped around spiced cured meat, and Jewel had filled a flask with sweet coffee. They couldn’t linger over their meal, though. As soon as Tam had drained the last of the coffee they had to get up, swing backpacks over their shoulders again.

Now came the long walk to the training house. Although the whole morning Fern had known they were racing against the sun, it was only now, as it slipped from the zenith of the sky, that she began to feel it. Dusk was still a long way away, but every hour—every minute—brought it closer.

The track narrowed further, a sunlit bridge between walls of taller trees, thicker undergrowth, deeper shadows. Fern found herself moving a little closer to Tam.

They walked on, fast, not speaking, their shadows lengthening again, this time in front of them.
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“I don’t like the look of that,” said Tam.

It was late afternoon. They’d walked fast, had just the one rest—they couldn’t be far away from the house. But now they’d come to a place where the road ran away from them down into a bracken-filled valley. There, beech trees stood thick, their leaves blocking out the sunlight.

“It’s not really dark,” said Fern. “Just sort of—twilight.”

“I know.” But all the same, he didn’t move.

“There’s no other way through, Tam. We can’t leave the road.”

“I know, Fern.” He stood a moment longer, looking down into the valley. “All right, let’s light the lanterns.”

The spark from the tinderbox flickered in the lantern globe, then caught and hissed up, watery in the sunlight.

Tam glanced at her, his attempt at a grin a little weak, like the lantern light. “We could probably have you do that with a snap of your fingers.”

“Yes,” she said. “If I knew what I was doing.”

Hung on her staff, Fern’s lantern swung just above her head as they started down into the valley.
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The bracken rose around them like a rustling lake. Fern found herself trying to wade through it smoothly, as if it were water, trying not to disturb the dry fronds, trying not to let them make a sound. The valley hadn’t looked threatening to her, but now, whether Tam’s unease had affected her, or whether it was darker than she’d first thought, she felt fear prickle up her backbone.

What if something happens to delay us? What if I fall and break my leg and we’re stuck here until darkness comes?

She found herself walking stiff-legged, over-cautious, trying to feel for any unevenness in the ground before she put her weight on it.

Like walking through a swamp. No. No, Fern. Don’t start thinking about the swamp. The fear, the seven-year-old panic, swirled up into her belly. She crossed her arms over herself, careful not to let the backpack slip, afraid it would make a betraying rustle, and walked on.

From above the valley its cloak of bracken had deceived them into thinking it shallow—a hollow they could get through within quarter of an hour. But now they were down in it, Fern realized they would have to descend increasingly steeply, down to where the bracken grew higher and the shadows lay.

“Tam,” she said, low, “let’s go back.”

He shook his head, not pausing. “We’re halfway through. It’ll do no good.”

Blood rose up into her ears, pounding and hissing, making it impossible to listen for other noises.

What other noises? The Shadows came silently.

She shifted the bag again, knowing she was trying to make it lighter in case they had to move fast. Her hands left damp fingerprints on the straps.

Ahead of her, suddenly Tam stumbled and went down into the bracken.

“Tam!”

He scrambled to his feet, wet to the thighs. “Hush. There’s water there.”

“A swamp?” Cold rose over her belly, her chest, as if it had been she who’d stumbled into the deep water.

“No. Use your common sense, Fern. Heavy rain, that’s all.”

“But water—deep water.” Sunlight only penetrated a little way into deep water, leaving yards of darkness lurking at the bottom, slimy and cold.

“Not that deep. It’s in hollows, not everywhere. You’ll have to look where you step. Now, come on. Keep moving.”

She followed him, hands clenched against her chest, heart racing, skin shrinking from the cold water as it oozed out of the damp ground and up between her toes.

“Run,” said Tam. “Fern, run now!”

She ran. She didn’t think. Panic took her and she took off, running blind through the bracken and the half-hidden pools, slewing this way and that as her feet slipped on the muddy ground.

“Not that way! Fern, for goodness’ sake!” Tam seized her arm, swung her round. “This way!”

She’d seen them as she spun. Rising up from the bracken, no more than fifty yards away—darkness, more solid than normal shadows. Darkness, moving towards them.

They ran, splashing through water, mud weighting their feet, bracken snatching at their legs. Tam’s hand tight on her arm, her bag banging against her shoulders. No time for pain. No time to look back—

Something caught her skirt and she fell. Into cold water, rolling to look back up…into the darkness that was reaching for her. She let out a short terrified gasp from a throat gone too dry to scream.

Tam swung his lamp-staff. Light splintered into the Shadow and it fell back. Another came up behind it. Walking through the bracken as if it weren’t there, making no noise, reaching out long arms with long thin fingers that tapered away in the air…

Tam cried out. She saw the staff swing again, a blazing trail like comet dust in the air behind it.

And she was on her feet and they were running again.

Scrambling up the valley slope, on dry ground again, Tam lurched sideways and caught himself against a tree trunk.

“What’s wrong?”

“My leg—”

No. Oh no, they touched him.

But there was no time to stop, no time to look. They ran on through trees, through branches and long tangles of brambles, over tree trunks that had fallen to block the path. Behind them the Shadows glided from patch to patch of darkness, unhampered by the thickness of the undergrowth.

Ahead of them suddenly the trees cleared. Through the branches sunlight poured down onto flat short grass. Relief shot through her, lending her feet speed. She leapt forward—

A length of bramble trapped her foot and she fell, hard, all the breath knocked out of her. The fall jerked her hand from Tam’s.

He ran on—three strides, four—then slithered to a halt on the old dead leaves. He looked straight over her head and she saw sheer terror, the panic of a cornered animal, leap into his eyes.

Cold touched the back of her neck, a feeling as if the sun had gone. She scrambled around to face it and saw the dark shape, human in outline yet unmistakably never, ever human. Its hands drifted out towards her.

“Fern!” Tam pulled her up. “We’re nearly out! Go! Go!”

His hand yanked her out of the fear, set her running again. They tore through the last few yards of forest, stumbling, tripping, wrenching themselves away from the clinging brambles. Any moment Fern expected to feel that cold, cold touch again, and panic drove her away and away—

They burst out of the trees, out of their long shadows and into warm sunset light. Short grass beneath Fern’s feet and sunlight, sunlight on her skin. She looked back.

The Shadows stood there, clustered among the trees, solid darkness. They neither moved nor made a sound, but cold horror clutched again at Fern’s heart. So close behind them—if Tam hadn’t grabbed her, if he’d let her run the wrong way…

Beside her, Tam’s leg suddenly folded under him. He crumpled onto the grass, his face gray.

“Tam? What is it?”

“My leg. One of them touched it.”

There was frost—real frost that burned the fingers—silvering the folds of his trouser leg. She pushed the fabric up.

“Oh Tam—”

The flesh was frozen, dead white, in a patch a handspan wide. She touched it and the cold numbed her finger. The Shadowmark.

“Tam, oh Tam. How did you even manage to run? I’m so sorry—” Tears weakened her voice.

He jerked the fabric down, knocking her hand away.

“For goodness’ sake, Fern, don’t start crying. Let’s get up to the house.”

She blinked back the stinging in her eyes and nose. It’s my fault. If I hadn’t panicked, made us go the wrong way…She got up, clenching her teeth against more tears.

“Can you walk?” she said. “If I carry your backpack?”

“Of course I can.”

She looked away from the impatience in his face, and up at the house.

It rose in front of them, high and foursquare, dark against the sky. It stood on a hill, up which a narrow stairway had been cut, steps leading up between head-high walls. A wrought iron gate stood open at the bottom of the steps.

“It’s not defended?” she said, and her voice quivered.

“What use would a gate be against the Shadows?” said Tam. “Now come on, Fern. Let’s get up these steps before the light fails.”

Fern looked up again at the stairway, and knew what he meant. Once the sun set behind the trees, shadows would flow into it, making a channel of darkness. A shiver ran through her from the pit of her stomach to her throat.

The steps were smooth stone, dipping in the middle from the passage of thousands of feet. Moss grew in the cracks between the stones, and a green skin of damp crawled up the walls on either side. Tam started up the steps, his footsteps uneven, one hand clenched on his staff, the other braced against the wall. She came after, lugging the bags.

Once in the stairwell Fern realized how steep the steps were, and how high the hill. After a few minutes, already breathless, the bags cutting into her shoulders, she tipped her head back to see how much farther they had to go. But from here the curve of the hill got in the way and she could no longer see where the steps came to an end.

In front of her, Tam dragged himself up, his breathing coming harder.

He took after their father, tall and thickset; there was no way she could help him. She shifted the straps of the bags and concentrated on climbing, step after step.

Halfway up the stairs, despite the sweat of exertion under her arms and between her shoulder blades, Fern felt a chill in the air. She looked back to where the shadows of the forest trees stretched black across the grass, nearly touching the hill itself. The sun had set.

Its light had not yet drained out of the sky, and on top of the hill the house still stood in daylight. But the shadows were already deepening and here, in the stairway, Fern and Tam walked in the shadow cast by the high walls.

“Tam,” she said. “We have to go faster.”

He glanced back, still climbing, and she saw him notice, too. He said nothing, but his head went down, his shoulders set, and the sound of his footsteps—heavy, light, heavy, light—quickened.

Fern’s heart was beating high up in her throat so she couldn’t catch her breath. The backs of her knees prickled, anticipating the sudden snatch of cold, cold hands. She wanted to push Tam, to scream at him to hurry. Then, even less nobly, the sudden impulse came to drop the bags, shove past him, race up the last steps into the light, away from the darkness that she couldn’t look back at but that she knew was growing and growing, reaching the steps, creeping up behind them…

She jostled up behind Tam, her breath coming short and shallow.

“Get in front of me,” he said, still climbing but dropping his hand so that she could get past. “Leave the bags. Come past me and get to the top.”

She did it before she thought, squeezed past him in the narrow stairway, leaving the bags behind them, her feet light and fast on the steps.

“Go,” he said, behind her, his voice tight with effort.

She looked back even as she obeyed. He was pulling himself up by his hands now, fingers white on the stone. His right leg dragged.

By now he could hardly move it at all.

This was her fault. It wouldn’t have happened if she hadn’t panicked. And here she was, again, panicking, leaving him in danger.

“Fern, go on!”

As she faltered he came up behind her. She ducked down under his arm, pulled it over her shoulders. “I’ll help you.”

“Don’t be stupid. Fern, move!”

She seized his hand as he tried to take it away. “No. I can’t leave you.”

There was only just room in the narrow stairway. They moved awkwardly, not quite side by side, like mismatched partners in a three-legged race.

It’s too slow. Too slow. The breath hissed between Tam’s teeth but this time he didn’t try to argue with her.

They struggled on. Step after step after step. Fern’s feet slipped on the damp stone. Blood thudded in her head. Up and up, Tam’s arm an impossible weight across her shoulders, her chest so tight she couldn’t take a full breath. Her ears buzzed so she couldn’t hear properly.

She jerked a look back, and they were there. They were coming. Darkness, thicker than the shadows, rising up the steps faster than she could climb.

“Let me go,” said Tam, his voice an exhausted mutter.

“No. No, I can’t leave you—”

“It won’t do any good, they’ll only get us both. Leave me. Run. At least one of us—”

He stumbled on the next step, and his voice broke off in a gasp of pain.

She started to cry, exhausted, helpless. “I can’t. I can’t leave you—”

But that stumble had finished him. He went down heavily on the steps, his leg completely useless. He was right. She couldn’t do any more, she couldn’t help him.

Sobbing, blind with panic, she ran. Up the steps, stumbling herself, choking on tears.

Light sprang up. It swept down the steps, hitting her, dazzling her with sheets of gold. Everything around her jumped into color: the moisture on the stone shimmering gold, the moss suddenly the color of sunlit beech leaves. She halted, then heard, far behind her, a sound like rushing water as the light hit the shadows and—swept them away? Dissolved them? She couldn’t see and she didn’t know, but she knew that they were gone. And with them, went the fear.

Tam!

She looked round, her hands tight under her breastbone, afraid of what she’d see. He was still there, his face blank and pale in the light as he stared up at her. He’s all right. He’s all right.

“How badly is he hurt?”

She jerked back to look up the steps. Just above her a tall shadow, human-shaped, blocked out the light.

For one horrible moment it was as if all the blood in her body jumped, an actual shock she felt go through her. Then her eyes adjusted, and the figure was not a Shadow but a man.

He came down the steps, dark cloak hushing on the stone. From under straight brows, dark eyes looked at her.

“How badly is he hurt?” This time he said the words with more emphasis, and an edge of impatience that suddenly, incongruously, made anger run through her.

“His leg,” she said. “One of the Shadows touched it. He can’t walk.”

“All right. You go up to the top, keep out of the way. I’ll bring him up to the house and we’ll see what we can do.”

The calm of his voice felt like a rebuke. Infuriatingly, her nose had started to run and she had nothing to wipe it with.

“We have baggage,” she said. “I need to go back down and get it.”

“No. You need to get out of the way.”

He stood there, waiting, heavily patient. Fern wanted to burst into tears, or throw up, or faint, but she did not. She went up the stairs and past him without a word.

She came up out of the stairway into the light that fell like water from above her head. The hilltop opened out before her, a golden-green island in a black sea. Down below her the lawn, the forest, had disappeared into darkness. But up here the light held her as if she stood in a glass globe, unreachable, completely safe.

She’d never imagined humans could create this much light. It poured from all around the house, everywhere
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