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For Fenchurch, the Nix to my Bo
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THIS MAP will help you safely explore the illustrious land of Ulv. Should you happen to lose your way, prepare to come face-to-face with many a dangerous beast. The forests are nice (though many of them will eat you) and the inland seas are lovely (though most will drown you) and remember to lock yourself inside at night before it gets Dark . . .



So the greedy wolf swallowed every single Star, while the Moon hid herself forever, afraid of being eaten next. Without the Moon and the Stars, it became Dark. And out of the Darkness crept Shadow Creatures, hungry beasts made entirely of shadow and evil.

Of course these days, people believe Stars are just a myth, a story to be told at bedtime when Shadow Creatures are clawing at the locked doors and frightened children need hope, need a Light to quell the unending Darkness.




—Excerpt from The True Histories of Ulv, Vol. III, “The Origin of the Dark”
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Chapter One

Hidden in the shadows of the forest, Bo peeked under the low-hanging branches of a tree and watched the village children play a game. Spinning and dancing, they gathered in a circle, facing the center with their arms stretched wide and twinkling their fingers. “We’re the Stars in the night sky,” they chorused, as one child—a boy—crept into the middle of their circle, a blanket flapping around his shoulders, gray and coarse like a wolf’s pelt.

Bo longed to play with the village children, but the last time he tried to join in, they had pointed at him, chanting: “Devil-child! Shadow Creature!”

Bo was lucky an old woodcutter had found him when he was a few days old, abandoned in the forest. But he was unlucky the villagers knew he had survived a full night alone in a place infested with Shadow Creatures before Mads, the woodcutter, had rescued him. “The child must be a Shadow Creature too,” the villagers said. “How else could he survive the Dark? Or perhaps he struck a deal, a promise to lure innocent villagers into the forest for Shadow Creatures to devour in exchange for his own life.”

So Bo could only watch from the forest edge as the Star-children spun in their circle and sang: “Wolf so hungry, wolf so bold, don’t hurt us, do as you’re told.”

The wolf-child howled: Ah-wooooo! Ah-wooooo! A shudder ran the length of Bo’s spine at the sound. Ah-wooooo! Baring his teeth, the wolf-child roared: “Little Star, little Star, the hungry wolf knows where you are. He’ll chase you round, up and down, he’ll never stop until you’re found.” The wolf-child covered his eyes with his little wolf paws and counted, “One, two, three . . .” as the Star-children danced clockwise around him.

Bo edged forward, gripping the tree beside him, the prickly, crinkly bark rough against his fingertips. He felt a pinch at his waist and looked down. A spiky vine had caught hold of him, just above the little pouch clipped to his belt. He pulled and twisted the vine, hearing it tear his shirt as it finally ripped clean off.

“Curse this forest,” muttered Bo. He’d need to stitch the tear tonight before Mads saw it—the old man hated when Bo ruined his clothes.

Bo’s head whipped up as the wolf-child shouted, “Ten!” and charged, scattering Star-children, who screamed and laughed and twinkled their little fingers.

“You can’t catch me,” they each cried.

But the wolf-child caught them all. One by one he gobbled up every last Star-child.

Bo crept forward, eager to see more, but a small growl from behind made his shoulders slump and his chest heave with an almighty sigh. “Well, I wonder,” said Bo. “Who could that be?”

He turned and saw a fox padding toward him, his tail a fiery plume flecked with white and eyes as golden as the Light in the Burning Season.

“You never listen, Nix,” said Bo, hands on hips. “I told you to stay put, didn’t I?”

Nix sat.

“Not now. Back there.” Bo flung a hand toward the heart of the forest. “When I told you to stay by the sled. Remember?”

The fox cocked his head, snapping his mouth shut. He whimpered, low in the back of his throat.

“Don’t argue.” Bo turned around to watch the running, screaming, laughing children. “I know I’m not allowed to be here but it’s just this once, okay? Besides, you need to listen to everything I say ’cause I’m the boss. Mads said so.”

At the very edge of the green, Bo spied a little girl sucking on her thumb, resting her chin on her mother’s lap. The mother wore her fair hair braided around and around her head, and Bo wondered if that was how his mother wore her hair. Every night in bed, Bo would close his eyes and picture the mother he had never met. Every night she wore a different face.

Bo crept forward, careful to stay hidden behind the low-hanging branches but close enough to read the unease on the woman’s face as she watched the lengthening shadows stretch closer and closer to the playing children. The little girl curled the fabric of her mother’s skirt through her stubby fingers and stared wide-eyed as the wolf-child stood triumphant in the center of the green.

“The hungry wolf has fed, now all the Stars are dead.” The wolf-child puffed out his chest, beating it with a roar. “The Dark will come, you’d better run, now all the Stars are dead.”

The little girl gripped her mother’s skirt tightly. “Bad wolf,” she said, frowning. “Why bad wolf eat Stars?”

The mother stroked her child’s hair; Bo’s scalp tingled as if the touch belonged to him.

“Because . . .” said the mother. Her lips stayed parted as if to speak further but no words came to her. Bo sometimes felt that way: as if all his words had scattered like Star-children hiding from a hungry wolf. The mother shook her head and sighed. “All I know is if we don’t get you and your brother home this second, there will be no Stars to protect us from the Dark.” She swept her child into her arms and called for her son. “Come inside now, Peter.”

“Do I have to?” The blanket slipped from the wolf-child’s shoulders. He pouted.

The Star-child at his feet giggled. “You can’t catch me,” she said.

“I already did,” said Peter, snapping his teeth.

“Inside,” said his mother. “Now.” She frowned at the Darkening sky above.

Bo looked down and found Nix sitting quietly beside him. He could see the animal’s right eye was weeping. A pink scar ran from the corner of the little fox’s eye and along the bridge of his nose—curled and thin like a beckoning finger, a witch’s finger. When the Dark was near, the scar wept.

Bo shivered.

It was true.

The Dark was coming.

The little fox barked.

“Fine,” said Bo, bending to pick up the pile of kindling at his feet. “Let’s go.”

Bo hurried to his sled, passing shadows that rippled as though alive. He knew they weren’t. Not yet. But he kept his distance anyway, hugging the kindling in the crook of his arm; Nix nudged his calves with a low bark.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” said Bo. “No need to be so bossy.”

Nix trotted ahead, tongue flopped out the side of his mouth, his teeth as sharp as the broken animal bones scattered among the fallen leaves.

The sled was overflowing because all day Bo had been scouring the forest for kindling. He would have finished ages ago if it weren’t for the village children and their games. And if it so happened that he’d accidentally napped half the day by the river’s edge, then no one had to know.

“Stars!” said Bo with a snort. He grinned at Nix. “I think some of those kids still believe in them, don’t you? Even I know Stars aren’t real. Mums and dads made them up so we wouldn’t be so afraid of the Dark.” Bo glanced up: through the canopy of leaves, he saw the Darkening sky. Now it was a deep, pink-tinged blue but soon it would turn a solid, unending black. At least that was what Mads said. No one knew what the Dark looked like, and if they did see it, well, they didn’t live to tell the tale. Not with the Shadow Creatures.

Bo dumped his armful on top of the sled but jumped back as the whole stack came crashing down.

“Skugs fud!”

Nix nipped Bo’s ankle and barked.

“I know,” said Bo. “But Mads isn’t here, is he? The old man can’t tell me off if he doesn’t hear me.”

Bo restacked the kindling, then looped the rope over his shoulder and hauled the sled through the forest. Nix trotted by his side, sniffing the ground for signs of food.

“By the Light, Nix! Are you ever not hungry?” Bo laughed, a snort that danced from his mouth before disappearing into the lengthening shadows. They sure were getting long. A shiver tiptoed up and down his spine. He knew the Dark was coming, but there was still one last job to do before he could go home, a job he was already late for.

Every seventh day, it was Bo’s responsibility to sprinkle a deep gold-red dust around the base of the oldest tree in the forest, a gnarled and twisted beast of a tree that haunted Bo’s sleep. He was meant to do it exactly as the Light hit the third quadrant. “Don’t ask, just do,” Mads always said when Bo complained about this dull task. “Without that tree, there is no forest. No anything.” That was what life with Mads was like—don’t ask questions; just follow orders. Bo’s head was so full of unasked questions he wondered how they all fit in there.

By now the Light was deep into the fourth quadrant, fading ever closer to the horizon. He hadn’t meant to be so late. The Light had been warm and the grass soft and he hadn’t meant to fall asleep, and then the village children had distracted him with their games. Time had slipped away from him. Bo had never once tended to the tree late, but he wasn’t worried.

“All I’m doing is sprinkling a bunch of dust round an old tree,” he said to Nix. “What does it matter when I do it?”

Bo pulled the sled farther into the forest, grumbling about dust and trees and Mads the whole way. When they broke into a clearing, Bo’s heart quaked at the familiar sight before him.

Like a hunchbacked old man, the tree slumped in the center of the clearing, nothing within ten feet of it. “Smart of those other trees to keep their distance,” murmured Bo as he left the sled at the edge of the clearing and hurried toward the ancient tree.

From beside the sled, Nix barked but did not follow.

“Coward,” said Bo.

Nix growled but did not move.

Bo approached the tree carefully. Truly, it was a horrible thing. A trunk like a knotted mass of gray snakes. It wasn’t tall but it was thick and wide and ugly as sin. Deep in the center at the base of the trunk was a hole, like a pit of unending Darkness.

“Let’s get this over with, hey?” Bo unclipped the little pouch on his belt and untied the drawstring. The pouch felt surprisingly light. “What on Ulv?” Bo peered inside. It was empty. “But that’s not possible! I filled it this morning. Mads even watched me do it, like always. He’d never let me leave the hut without making sure I had—”

Bo drew in a sharp breath as he noticed the hole in the bottom of the pouch. When had that happened?

He remembered the sharp pinch at his waist when he was watching the village children and the rip as he tore the vine clean off. He’d thought it was his shirt that had torn, but perhaps it had been the pouch and perhaps the dust had seeped out and . . .

“Skugs fud!” said Bo.

Nix barked.

“I know, I know, but Mads will kill me.”

Bo worried his bottom lip with his teeth as he frowned at the tree. If he missed tending to the ugly old thing just once, it wouldn’t matter, would it?

“I’ll sneak some more of that dust tomorrow and come back then,” said Bo. “Mads doesn’t have to know.” Surely it wasn’t that important. Mads would have told Bo exactly why he should never miss tending to the tree if it was terribly important. Wouldn’t he?

Nix barked again but Bo ignored him. There was nothing he could do about it now. It was getting Dark; he couldn’t stay any longer.

A gentle hoot hoot let Bo know he wasn’t alone—a tawny owl blinked at him from the branches of a tree, holding his gaze for a long, long moment before flapping its wings and fluttering away.

Lucky it’s only an owl and not someone who can tell on me, he thought.

Bo pocketed the ruined pouch and turned his back on the tree. But as he walked away Bo could have sworn he heard a long, low, sighing hum emanating from the Dark hole in the center of the trunk. He looked over his shoulder—was the hole bigger? No, it was just his eyes and ears playing tricks on him.

Bo shivered and closed his eyes a moment. Please don’t let me dream about that horrible tree tonight, he wished.


The True Histories of Ulv, Vol. VI

On Wishes and the Dangerous Art of Wish-Catching
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The first recorded wish took place when a lonesome farmer looked up at the night sky and said, “I wish the girl from the butcher’s would fall in love with me.” When Celia Poplin awoke the next morning feeling decidedly more favorable toward a certain farmer, the villagers were abuzz—what witchcraft was this? How did it happen? And how can it happen to me?

It was, of course, pure luck that the farmer happened to look up at the exact Star whose job was to grant wishes—Mathias the Gift-Giver. Once this was discovered and every villager and their dog began demanding this and that and the other, Mathias got rather in a huff and decided to make things harder. The ritual for having your wish granted became thus: Hop on one foot to the highest ground, carrying three jellied pig’s trotters, a wheel of cheese (stinkmonk preferred), and a mug of lindberry beer. Leave the offering on the ground and—still hopping—spin clockwise seven times while singing the Ulvian national anthem backwards. State your wish loudly, swap feet and hop counterclockwise in a circle seven more times, bow, repeat your wish, and—staying bowed—hop backwards all the way home.

Luckily, the Ulvians soon discovered there was another method for making a wish that involved far less hopping.

You see, a wish could also be made on a falling Star so long as you caught it before it hit the ground. Unfortunately, Stars almost always fell in the Valley of One Thousand Deaths (which, as you may guess from the name, is not a pleasant place). Once the Star was caught, the wish-magic could be extracted from inside. This was a tricky process and more often than not claimed one or two fingers. Children were considered the best at extracting wishes because of their small and nimble hands—such children led miserable, short lives and were useful only with all fingers intact.

All this occurred when Stars were plentiful (for more on the disappearance of the Stars, see The True Histories of Ulv, Vol. VI, “Stars and Other Celestial Objects Your Parents Told You Were Myths but Are, in Fact, Real”), and the wish-mining trade grew until it was the most profitable business in the land. Until the Stars vanished, of course.

Rumors persist that a small number of wishes remain, stored in glass jars and sold to the very, very rich, but this is likely—dare I say it—wishful thinking.
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Chapter Two

Bo woke when he felt a boot digging into his stomach.

“Get up, you lazy lump,” grumbled Mads, the owner of the boot. “It’s market day. Wood’s not going to sell itself.”

Bo rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He’d shivered half the night to the sounds of Shadow Creatures prowling outside, louder and closer than usual. Of course, Mads burned a candle throughout the night—without it, the hut would become Dark and the Shadow Creatures could find a way in. But it didn’t stop Bo’s fears: What if the Light blew out? What if the Shadow Creatures found a way in regardless?

When Bo had finally fallen asleep just before dawn he had dreamed of the tree, of the trunk bursting open and a horde of Shadow Creatures pouring out to eat him alive.

Bo sat up and looked blearily at the small, dank space around him: four wooden walls, an open fire, a cot where Mads slept, and a bucket for the kind of business it’s not polite to talk about. Bo slept on the floor.

A lick of morning Light teased the corner of Bo’s blanket. He wondered how early it was, if he had time to run to the center of the forest and tend to that beastly old tree before market. He glanced at Mads’s cot in the corner of the hut, where, underneath, there was a box containing the gold-red powder he needed. But how was he to get hold of it without Mads knowing?

“Up, up, up,” growled Mads as he plonked onto the edge of the cot to tie his boots.

Bo tried to stand but there was a dead weight on his feet where Nix slept. “Get up, you lazy lump,” he said. The fox opened one eye but did not move.

Mads stood, tossing a knob of bread and cheese into Bo’s lap. “Eat. Be quick about it.”

Mads was a tall man, tall and thick and knobby and gray. And grumpy. But Bo was thankful the woodcutter had taken him in when his mother had dumped him. He’d been a scrawny, bawling, stinking little mite in soiled sheets with a note pinned to his shift.

“What did the note say?” he’d asked Mads once.

“That your father’s dead and your mother never wanted you. Now don’t go asking more questions or it’ll be slop duty for a month,” the old man had replied.

As long as Bo completed his chores, Mads fed him and gave him shelter.

Bo wriggled out from under Nix. The fox stretched, shaking out his fur. Bo rolled his thin mattress tightly and stowed it away, then he halved his bread and cheese, sharing them with Nix. He chewed loudly, eyeing the shadowy space beneath the cot. He had nothing to fear from the shadows during the Light, when they were harmless once more. But if Bo couldn’t get his hands on the box hidden there, and Mads found out he didn’t take care of the tree yesterday . . .

Bo flinched as the old man snapped, “We’re late.” Mads shrugged on his coat and hid his wild tufts of silvery hair beneath a felt cap. It was morning and already the stench of lindberry beer clung to him. “No time for staring into space, you useless boy.”

Bo swallowed the last of his breakfast and followed Mads to the door.

The tree would have to wait.



The village of Squall’s End was a coil of pearly white huts nestled in the Valley of Stropp in the province of Irin. A narrow road led from a forest in the northwest, where Bo lived, down into the village.

Mads hauled a cart stacked high with wood along the gravel road. Bo hurried along behind, stumbling on the hem of his hooded cloak, three sizes too big.

The Light was pale as it peeked above the first quadrant. Bo yawned.

“Keep up,” said Mads.

Bo looked back at Nix, trotting behind him. “He means you.”

Nix barked.

“Does too.”

The road grew narrower as it entered the village. Whitewashed huts huddled in curved rows, crowding the edge of the road. Villagers were up and about, unlocking the heavy doors and window shutters that protected them against Shadow Creatures.

“How dare you step foot in this village,” sneered a hunched old lady. She was bashing a rolling pin against a rug slung over a washing line, the dust mushrooming into the air around her. Bo coughed, tugging at the edge of his hood, pulling it farther over his face. Maybe she isn’t talking to me, he thought. But the old lady spat at Bo’s feet as he passed, leaving him in no doubt. “The Shadow Creatures were in a state last night, thanks to you,” she said. “Howling and scratching and screeching. My best rosebushes wilted and died. It’s all your fault, Devil-child.” Bash, bash, bash. “You lead them into the village, don’t you? Looking for innocents to devour!”

A flush of bitter heat rushed through him. He turned away before the old lady could see the wetness in his eyes, but her words burrowed under his skin and pricked him all over like a thousand stikenbee stings.

“Pay her no mind,” said Mads, the wheels of the cart croaking and groaning as he ambled on. “Superstitious claptrap.”

Bo hurried to catch up, leaving the sneering woman and her cloud of dust behind. “It was bad last night, though, wasn’t it?” said Bo.

Mads sniffed.

“The Shadow Creatures, I mean,” continued Bo. “They were making a racket. I could hardly sleep. I thought they were going to break the walls down. It’s never been like that before.”

Mads looked skyward. “Some nights are worse than others,” he said before shaking his head and speeding up. “Come now,” he called over his shoulder. “We’re late.”

The road spiraled inward until it reached the village square, which wasn’t a square at all but a large paved circle in the center of town. Most stalls were already set up, laden with fruits, vegetables, meats, cheeses, breads, and sweets. Only Mads sold wood; no other villager dared set foot near the haunted forest, let alone inside it. That was why they were so terrified of him; that, and his hulking size and ready fists. Bo hoped to one day be as tall as Mads—perhaps then the villagers would leave him alone too.

“Here comes the Devil-man and his Devil-child,” muttered the baker as Bo passed, and a small child leaning against his mother’s legs looked up at Bo with wide eyes.

“It’s the Devil-child,” the young boy whispered to his mother. “He’s come to eat me!” The child’s bottom lip trembled as he gripped his mother’s skirt. Bo pressed his lips together, tugging the hood over his face as the mother hurried her child away. But the cloak felt as if it had shrunk, leaving Bo vulnerable to every jeer, every stare, every hiss. He did not think there was a cloak big enough to hide him from the villagers and their hate.

Bo dragged his feet after Mads, who had set the cart in their usual spot on the very edge of the market square.

Mads pulled out his sign—WOOD FOR SALE—and leaned it against the wheel of the cart. He pulled down a large stump for a seat, threw his hat on the ground to collect the money, and sat, arms folded, glowering at the villagers, as if daring them to come close.

It was a busy day. Mads unscrewed the cap of his flask and took a swig. Bo leaned against the cart and tried to ignore the stares and whispers. Nix sat beside him, growling at every passerby.

But no one wanted to buy wood. The bad night had everyone spooked; they hurried by Mads’s stall with their eyes averted, their heads lowered. Hours passed. No one came near them.

Eventually, Mads leaned over and pulled a handful of coins from his pocket. “Here.” He tossed the coins to Bo. “Buy yourself some of that apple crackling you like.” He took another swig of his flask.

Bo stared at the coins in his palm. Apple crackling was his favorite: thin slices of tangy apple dipped in honey, deep fried, and then lightly salted. It made his stomach rumble just thinking about it, but it made him ache, too, because Bo understood why he was being sent away and why Mads wouldn’t look him in the eye.

“Come on,” said Bo to Nix, and they took off through the market crowded with locals and traders from all corners of the province, and even a handful of Irin soldiers in their green uniforms and brass buttons and swords sheathed at their waists.

“Real Korahku feathers!” cried a seller as Bo passed her stall. “Get your genuine Korahku feathers here!” Bo peered closely at the long, reddish-brown, metal-tipped feathers the seller held high above her head. “Plucked fresh today! Will slice a grown man’s head clean off with a single swipe!” Playfully, the stallholder made to swipe at Bo but stopped when she saw who was peeking out from under the hood. She drew back, fear contorting her face. “Get away from me, Devil-child. You’ll curse my stall!”

Nix barked at her until Bo pulled him away. “Forget it,” he said. “It’s not worth it.”

They continued through the bustling market, slowly this time. Bo kept his hood low and his hands in his pockets. Luckily, he knew the way to the apple crackling stall by heart. Left, right, straight, around, sharp left—

“A spot of rabbit for your little creature, young master?” asked a man on Bo’s right.

Bo ducked his head low, hunching his shoulders. “Keep walking, Nix,” he whispered, but Nix couldn’t resist an offer of food. The little fox trotted toward the man, his tongue flapping out the side of his mouth.

“Traitor,” mumbled Bo. He tugged at the hem of his hood, hovering meters from the stall.

“Here you go, little one.” The strange man offered a strip of dried rabbit meat to the fox.

“Wait, Nix, we haven’t paid for that,” protested Bo, but Nix had already snapped up the meat and was sitting back, waiting for more. There goes my apple crackling, thought Bo. He opened his palm to count his money. “How much?” he said to the man, careful not to meet his eyes.

“No cost, no cost,” said the man. His voice was smooth and gilt-edged. “My name is Galvin. And you?”

Bo pushed his hood back enough to sneak a glance at the stranger. He was middle-aged and rounded, all curves and lumps and mounds, with a pinkish, grayish pallor to his wrinkly skin. He was short—even for an Irin—and his restless eyes never settled in one place.

“I’m Bo.”

“I like your fancy cloak, young Bo,” said Galvin with a smile. His teeth were made of solid gold, blackened around the edges. “Very courtly.”

Bo dipped his gaze, his cheeks burning hot—no one had ever complimented him before. His eyes flicked nervously over the man’s stall: it was full of things. Boxes and rings and plates and knives and carvings and things Bo did not have names for: rusted things and shiny things and sharp things and oddly shaped things. Bo shifted closer.

“See anything you like?” said Galvin. “All good prices for a fine young gentleman such as yourself.”

Bo’s fingers trembled as they hovered over each strange item. He wanted everything. He wanted it because it was new and strange, and suddenly Bo felt how small his life was, how little he knew of the world.

“Maledian merwolf hair?” suggested Galvin, waving his hand over a clear pouch bulging with coarse blue hair. “Or a necklace of troll’s teeth, perhaps? Perfect for warding off tree sprites. Nasty little critters.” He handed Nix another strip of rabbit.

Bo nudged the fox with his boot. “Don’t be greedy,” he whispered.

Nix barked.

“Are so.”

Bo raised his head to ask Galvin what on Ulv tree sprites were when he noticed the shelf behind him. On it sat a hodgepodge of steaming potions in small glass vials and sparkly rocks and globs of gooey green sludge and brightly colored insects trapped in glass cubes. In the center of the shelf was a jar, and in it was a tiny spark of Light just bobbing in the air; when Bo looked directly at it, a sharp fizzle ran up and down his spine and he had to look away because it hurt his eyes. Bo’s heart hammered in his chest.

“What is that?”

“What good taste you have,” crooned Galvin with a golden smile. He hadn’t even turned to look at what Bo was pointing at. He leaned in close, lowering his voice. “But it’s the only one of its kind and too expensive for you, I’m afraid.”

“I’ve got money,” protested Bo.

Galvin laughed; his gold teeth glistened. “Do you?” he said. He sucked on his lips thoughtfully, then nodded. “Very well. Tell me, what do you know about wishes?”

Bo frowned. “When you want something, you say it to yourself and you hope it comes true. That’s a wish, isn’t it?” Bo often wished his mother hadn’t abandoned him and his father hadn’t died, but no matter how many times he wished for such a thing, it never came true. So he didn’t think wishes were real.

Galvin motioned for Bo to lean in. He did and the Irin lowered his voice even more. “That’s part of it, yes,” said Galvin, “but if you want your wish to come true, you need a Star.”

“A Star? No such thing. Everyone knows that.”

Galvin slid his stubby fingers around Bo’s wrist and pulled him in closer. “Not true, young Bo. Not true at all. Long ago, children not much younger than you were sold to ruthless wish-traders, just to extract the wishes from inside fallen Stars. Very dangerous job,” he said. “And now that all the Stars are gone, no more wishes. Except this one.” He jutted his chin at the silvery glass jar behind him.

Bo didn’t believe a word of it and yet . . . how his heart raced when he looked at the little speck of Light in that jar! How it made him think of his mother, why she left him in the forest, where she was now, and if perhaps—perhaps—she missed him. Bo was so intoxicated by these thoughts that he stopped worrying about whether or not Stars were real or if wishes could be trapped in small glass jars. All he could think about was: What if he could wish to meet his mother and what if such a wish could come true? Surely she would tell him it had all been a mistake. How much she regretted leaving him! How happy she was to be reunited with her boy!

Bo licked his dry lips. “How much?” he asked.

Galvin jerked back, releasing his grip on Bo. “How much? How much? You could wish for anything—fame, fortune, love . . . What price would you place on such things?”

“I’ve got . . .” Bo counted. “. . . five Raha.”

Galvin threw back his head and roared with laughter. “Five Raha? For the last wish in the land?” He patted Bo’s hand. “Oh, my lad, you’ve had a treat for your pet. I took pity on you because of the way the villagers stare and whisper and spit at you. But I don’t pity you enough to sell you the last wish in the land for five Raha. On you go.” He waved Bo away. “Shoo! Be off with you and your five Raha.”

Bo licked his lips again, his eyes on the glass jar. “How much do you need?” he asked. “I can get more.”

Galvin’s eyes danced. “Come back when you have a hundred times that amount.”

Bo tried to hide his gasp—a hundred times? How would he get hold of so much money?

“I’ll be here tomorrow,” said Galvin, but he was already waving Bo on again, trying to clear a path for paying customers to approach. “Come back then. I’ll just take two . . . no, three Raha now as compensation for the rabbit your fox ate.” He snapped several coins out of Bo’s hand before Bo could protest.

Bo shook his head as he walked away. “It’s a trick,” he said to Nix. “Has to be. No way that’s a real wish. Stars are made up.”

But still, as he headed back to Mads, looking over his shoulder at the strange Irin and his stall of glittering oddments, Bo couldn’t help but wonder.
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Chapter Three

Later that day, once they had returned from market and the Light was hanging low in the sky, Bo hurried to the center of the forest, a mended pouch of stolen powder beating against his thigh as he ran.

“Hurry, Nix,” panted Bo. “We’ve got to get this done before Mads returns from collecting water at the river.”

As he ran, Bo couldn’t stop thinking about the man from the market. On the way home, he’d asked Mads about the Stars. “If they’re real, then where have they vanished to?” he’d said. “Wasn’t really a magic wolf, was it? That’s just a game and I’m too big to play it and I’m definitely too big to believe it’s true. Right?” His questions had earned him a clip around the ear. “Don’t be asking nonsense,” the old man had snapped. “You’re on slop duty for a month.”

Bo broke through the line of trees and into the clearing, then stopped dead in his tracks and gasped.

No, thought Bo, it couldn’t happen that quickly.

With a hammering heart, Bo inched forward, his wide eyes following the path of crinkled and blackened leaves slowly raining down from the beastly old tree’s branches. The branches themselves were a sickly pale gray, and where once they had spread wide, they now drooped. But the worse part was the black hole in the center of the trunk. Overnight it had grown twice its size.

There was no denying it: the tree was dying.

Bo looked from the pouch grasped in his trembling hand to the tree in the center of the clearing.

He had failed. The most important job Mads had given him and he’d failed. His stomach lurched as he thought of telling Mads what had happened, the sting of the old man’s boot as he would kick Bo out of the hut, telling him never to come back.

And Bo would be alone.

Alone.

Bo paused when he heard a strange whispering, swishing sound coming from inside the Dark hole. “I could throw the powder from here?” he said, a quiver in his voice. “That will fix it, right?”

From the edge of the clearing, Nix whimpered.

“I’ll do it quick,” said Bo. He untied the pouch and dug his hand in, grabbing a fistful. “Please be okay,” he said as he flung the dust toward the base of the tree.

Nothing happened.

Bo frowned at the gaping hole in the center of the tree’s trunk. “I’ll come tomorrow and it will be back to normal,” he said. Despite his confident words, his stomach was twisted in knots, just like the tree trunk.

Again, Nix whimpered.

Bo retied the pouch and hurried back to Nix.

It was close to the half-Light, the dull gray hour between Light and Dark. The Shadow Creatures would begin to awaken soon. “We’d better get back,” said Bo.

He glanced over his shoulder one more time; the tree whispered and swooshed, the dead leaves falling. He couldn’t help but think he had done something terribly, terribly wrong.

He ground his teeth together to stop his chin from trembling. Mads kept a roof over his head and food in his belly and all Bo had to do to earn his place was complete his chores; he had nothing else to offer, no other skill or use to prevent Mads from tossing him aside like curdled milk. What would happen now? Where would he go?

It would be okay. It had to be okay.

“Let’s get back,” he said to Nix.

But as he turned to leave, an unexpected noise stopped him in his tracks: Ah-wooooo! Ah-wooooo!

A wolf’s howl. A real wolf’s howl.

He gasped and spun around, fear pulsing through his veins. Where was it? Was it close? Mads always said, “Run if ever you hear a wolf. Hurry home and don’t look back.” But wolves never wandered into the forest. Not this forest. It was just Peter and his blanket and the game and—


  Ah-wooooo!


The bottom fell out of Bo’s stomach: It was real. And it was close.

He broke into a sprint, Nix right behind him.

“Hurry!” he shouted. “Hurry, Nix!”

They hurtled through the dense forest, tree branches clawing at them, Light fading fast, the wolf’s howl echoing again and again. Bo ran until he tripped, landing face-first in the mulch.

He sat up with a groan, feeling Nix’s cold nose sniffing his face.

“I’m all right,” said Bo. He felt his head for bumps and looked up.

He froze.

He was on the edge of the small clearing that surrounded their hut, and in the center of the clearing was a giant wolf.

The blood drained from Bo’s face: the creature was two times—no, three times—as tall as Bo, scraggy and lean, his white fur burnt in patches, the skin etched with scars.

Bo dared not move. He dared not breathe.

Had the wolf seen him? Heard him?

“Long time sleeping,” rumbled the wolf, creeping toward what looked like a felled tree, a lump of knotted wood on the opposite side of the clearing. “Long time. In Dark. But. Suddenly I wake. And find you. At last.” The wolf’s voice was rough, as if the words had been dashed against rocks.

The fallen tree let out a loud, croaking groan as it began to . . . to rise? Bo gasped: it wasn’t a tree—it was Mads! And oh . . . Bo’s throat constricted as his guardian struggled to his knees, blood dripping from a gash in his shoulder, trickling down his arm to his fingertips. Drip, drip, drip onto the fallen leaves.

“It’s impossible, Ranik,” wheezed Mads. “You were gone. Burned by the Light. You fell.”

The wolf crept closer. “I woke. In Darkness. Now. I come back. To find. Brother. Whispers across land. You have answers. I need. Tell me.”

Next to the giant wolf, Mads looked like the smallest piquee bird. He winced as he tried to stand. “You’re too late. The Shadow Witch killed your brother. She wanted to destroy the Stars and all good magic with them.”

Mads always said there were no such things as witches. Even when Ma Yulg had been strung up by her ankles for a week after Lucky Karl said she’d cast a spell on his best pig, Mads had said it was all nonsense—there was no such thing as magic. He’d been the one to cut her down and threaten anyone who tried to tie her up again. So why was he talking about a Shadow Witch? And Stars?

“Liar,” growled Ranik. “You know. Where to find. Keys. To cage. Brother still alive. Locked away. But alive. The owls talk. And I listen. Because they know. Everything.”

Mads laughed. “You’re wrong. He’s long dead.”

The wolf snapped his jaws: a cold, metallic clink! “Let me. Remind you. With my teeth.” The giant wolf bore down on Mads, lips twisted and quivering in a snarl.

In a rush of reckless courage, Bo sprang from his haunches to his feet and shouted, “Leave Mads alone!” He blindly grabbed a fallen branch and thrust it forward like a weapon.

The wolf snapped his head toward Bo, jaws curling into a wide grin, his milky white eyes shining. “Who. Is this?”

Mads groaned but didn’t have the strength to stand or reach out. “No one. It’s no one.”

Ranik laughed. “It’s someone.” The wolf turned from Mads, creeping slowly toward Bo. “If old man,” he said. “Won’t give keys. I take boy. Fair trade. Boy for keys.”

Beside Bo, Nix growled.

“I didn’t think this far ahead,” whispered Bo.

The branch trembled in his grip as the wolf inched closer. “Stay back!” said Bo, but it was he who stumbled backwards.

The wolf snarled. “Dinnertime.”

With a loud cry, Mads lunged for his fallen axe and swung it toward the wolf. The blade cut deep into Ranik’s hind leg. The wolf howled in pain.

“Run!” Mads shouted to Bo.

Ranik turned and pounced on Mads with a roar, and the pair struggled—twisting, heaving, gritting their teeth, thundering with pain and effort. “Tell me. The truth!” cried Ranik. “Tell me. Or I eat out. Your heart. And find. The answer there.”

Bo could feel the night settling in, the Darkness approaching fast. Soon, the shadows would grow claws and teeth and become Shadow Creatures. No one survived the Shadow Creatures.

Bo looked at the branch in his hand, so thin and easily broken. He needed to get Mads into the hut. He needed to chase away the wolf before Dark. He had failed Mads with the ancient tree but he could save him now. He could earn his place. But how?

All at once there was a flash of blinding Light. The shadows cringed and Bo flung an arm across his eyes, gritting his teeth. When the Light faded, Bo lowered his arm and blinked rapidly until his vision returned. Mads was in the center of the clearing with a ball of pure white Light anchored to the palm of his hand. The ball was spinning, spitting colorful sparks in all directions.

A sudden coldness seized Bo’s core. He turned to where the wolf lay on the ground, unmoving. A swarm of questions buzzed inside him, threatening to burst from his open mouth.

It was . . . impossible.

Mads crumbled to his knees with a cry of pain.

Bo ran to him and skidded to the ground. He grabbed Mads by his shirt, soaked with blood. “Are you okay?”

“Go. To the hut,” wheezed Mads. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.

Bo looked to the wolf. The beast’s chest heaved, legs twitching—he was waking up. Around the wolf, shadows lengthened, their edges growing sharp and clawlike. Bo’s heart hammered in his chest.

He was tall for an Irin his age but he was thin and gangly. Still, Bo gripped Mads under his armpits and dragged the old man toward the hut with every ounce of strength he had.


  So close. Almost there.


Leaves rustled—was it the wolf climbing to his feet? The Shadow Creatures waking? Bo dared not look.

“Hurry, Nix,” he said. Nix was by his
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