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			A Last Leaf from The Fallen Swallow¹

			I. The Scourge at the Door (Mercia)

			He was dying. The man crawled helplessly along the wet, marshy, uneven ground, leaving a thin red trail; the masked attacker’s boot pinned his hand to the stone. A crackle of sorcery, a last cry—then stillness. Inside the cabin, a boy held his breath, splinters against his cheek; the raider turned, as if sensing the eyes behind the wall.

			II. The Boy, the Sister, and the Recorder (Flight)

			The cabinet lay splintered; innocuous things were not what they seemed. His hand found the wooden recorder—Selwyn’s transporter, last hope.

			‘Olesia, the other end—hold fast.’

			III. The Study: Why the Girls / The Port-Key Plan

			‘I know all this must be hard to understand, but—’ he began.

			‘Why are they killing young girls? And what has any of it to do with me?’ Lily cut in.

			Lord Walsingham sighed, weighing his reply. ‘Because people—adults—can be cruel. And… Abaddon and his followers are hunting girls they believe a Norn’s prophecy touches. He believes it binds to his own fate.’

			‘Lord Cecil will keep you safe. Together, you will move around using port keys—secret magical objects that can transport you to different locations. It will be like an adventure for you, Lily. However, to ensure your safety, you must leave with Lord Cecil tonight.’

			IV. The Hidden Tome (Cave)

			Together they manoeuvred through hazardous, narrow maze-paths that led them deeper into the caves… At last, an opening: a large, dark chamber.

			‘Goblin magic… Only one can enter… Beware,’ Argog said. ‘It will test you. It will exploit your deepest fears.’

			He stepped in; his wand-light threw eerie shadows. The floor seethed with a tangled mass of serpents; a spell parted them into a narrow path. At the cavern’s core stood a stone dais and mantle; an old tome rested there behind an invisible force field.

			Spell after spell; the hours crept.

			‘I wonder…’

			He tried again—his wand sparked, a giant snake of yellow light—he hauled it like a rope, commanded it to strike. The defences shattered. He took the book into a hidden satchel and ran for the entrance, where Argog was waiting.

			‘Why such lengths for a ragged book?’

			‘Perhaps it holds a link to Abaddon.’

			V. The Market Gift (Naru)

			She spoke a rhyme, then drew from a small bag a necklace with a sphere-shaped vial containing a beautiful blue liquid.

			‘My gift to you, child. A drink of this will bring back the one at death’s door. Use it wisely.’

			Lily stared, caught.

			

			Out of nowhere, Lord Cecil and Robert burst abruptly into the tent. Cecil, colour high: we’ve been discovered already; it’s too risky to stay; we must head out now to the next port key.

			VI. Swallow Falls (The Hall)

			‘Go—please… go,’ he breathed. A portal—silvery-blue—spiralled into being. She would not leave him to die alone. Their eyes met.

			‘Olesia, do not be afraid.’

			The name jarred—she was not Olesia.

			His gaze emptied; the paper swallow circling above dropped to the ground, its fragile wings gone slack.

			‘Please,’ Lily sobbed, shaking the dark wizard’s stillness—but he did not wake. Warmth lingered; for a moment, she almost believed he would open his eyes.

			Then she remembered the necklace from the market. She eased the tiny cap and tipped the vial. Drops beaded and slid—some across his cheek, some into his open breath. She prayed the draught would find the throat.

			She lifted his head and waited for any stir. None came.

			The circle was closing.

			She stood, took one last look at the man who had saved her, and stepped into the blue.

			VII. The Blind Old Man (Coast)

			The salty wind lashed the open landscape. Alone above a crag, Lily looked down at a thatched cottage set in neat furrows. A frail man moved among the rows with a cane and bucket; the cane tapped a steady rhythm. His ghost-white eyes, veiled like frosted glass, seemed to stare sightlessly at the soil.

			‘I’ve lived a life unnaturally long,’ he rasped. ‘I welcome death as an old friend. But mark this: blood begets only more blood. Yet you didn’t come here to kill me, did you?’

			He turned towards her, gentle as weathered bark. ‘Don’t be afraid, child.’ His palm found her temple. ‘Brave, loyal, pure, rebellious.’ His hand moved to her right arm, feeling the wand she held. ‘Where is the wizard who gave you this?’

			‘Dead,’ she whispered.

			‘Are you certain, girl?’ He lifted the pail and turned for the door. ‘Questions gnaw at you. If what you say is true, an almost impossible task awaits. Yet in impossibility’s garden, courage takes root; from resilience, seed becomes possibility.’

			Lily kept the wand in her hand. Evening drew long shadows over the ground. She swallowed her fear and followed the old man towards the cottage, unsure of the road beyond.²

			 

			¹ Editor’s Note. These fragments are presented for the convenience of the reader; their order is advisory, their diction retained. Orthography, capitalisation, and the term port keys follow Mercian usage, which resists improvement.

			² Closing Note. The chronology in the source text is interleaved; this sampler gathers related moments (pursuit, passage, loss, counsel) so a newcomer may step into The Deathly Shadow with surer footing.

		

		

		
			A Note to the Reader

			Dear Reader,

			These few leaves are offered in the hope that they will set you comfortably upon the threshold of The Deathly Shadow: a brief acquaintance with Persons, Places, and certain Contrivances (some respectable, some decidedly not). Spelling is British; manners (or lack of them) are intended to be the same.

			I am, as yet, learning my trade. Should you discover a rough seam or an ill-turned sentence, pray regard it as the apprentice’s mark rather than a flaw in the cloth; with practice (and better tools), I shall mend my ways in the next chapter.

			At all events, your good humour will do more than you suppose: it will keep our little world from wobbling upon its axis. For which, and for your patience with the author’s peculiarities, you have my thanks.

			I remain,

			Your obliged & obedient,

			J. C. D.

		

		

		
			Prologue 

			Abaddon had purchased many truths. This one would not be bought. Old stone and cold incense filled the air. The cave’s slow weep kept its own account.

			Upon the pedestal, the orb held a dim, imprisoned light. Beneath the glaze, a faint beat stirred — the answer would not come.

			Fury drew his features taut. Sweat filmed the pallor of his skin. A vein beat at his temple.

			The Norns’ prophecy needled at his mind — a slow, insidious rot. His hands moved of themselves, tracing old sigils in the air — not frantic, but compelled — each pass a pry at a riddle that would not yield.

			‘A son will ascend from the caves of darkness.

			Feared above all else, he will rule the realms.

			Hark! No soul that lives can defeat him.

			But a daughter, born on the equinox solstice betwixt the twin moons, shall be his downfall.

			Beware, for the dark prince shall not be vanquished until her deathly shadow is cast.’

			Breath shortened in the hush. Water in the dim kept the measure, drop by drop. He fixed on the light as if will alone could force a clause to break.

			‘Her deathly shadow…’

			

			Chapter 1 

			Missing

			Lord Walsingham’s once-commanding frame — the man who had raised Lily as his own — had thinned to frailty, strength scoured by months of torment and hunger. His limbs trembled as the gaolers hauled him along the corridor’s uneven slabs, each ridge finding bruised flesh.

			They dragged him; pain answered in red flashes—brine rubbed into raw stripes; a chair that denied sleep; the hood with its slow weep; nails crushed until the beds burst; teeth loosened one by one; a branding-stamp pressed long enough to blister and stick; a collar that spat green fire when he slumped; a box too narrow for a full breath; a ladle withheld until names were given. He never gave names. Sometimes there were no questions at all—only work done upon him for the sake of suffering. By the end, skin tore where scabs had barely crusted; old blood lifted from the floor and smeared anew; bile burned his throat. The smell of it clung. 

			His back—crosshatched and raised—kept its own record. What remained of his shirt hung in tatters on a gaunt frame; the frayed hem rasped the wounds as if with salt. A brown, greying beard framed features carved thin by despair; the lids of his eyes drooped, and the whites were scored with red threads. He scarcely resembled the man he had been.

			They flung him into the cell without a word—cold stone bit bone. The door screamed and fell still. Metal ticked in the corridor as the locks cooled. Somewhere, a rat scrabbled through the straw. Far off, a cry rose and spent itself; nearer, a thin pat of water stitched the quiet. Saltpetre bloomed in pale veins on the wall. Gloom leaned in and closed the ways out.

			Silence between those cries grew thick with rot and damp—air that remembered the forgotten. His breathing came in ragged gasps; he curled up to retain what warmth he could. Each draw of air cut along bruised ribs.

			Yet flesh was not the worst of it. Thought did the deeper work: the thousand reckonings that picked at him. He had stood his ground when Abaddon came down upon the City of Elders; he had sent Ursula away; he had chosen to be the one taken. Since then—day upon day—pain had kept him to the measure; spirit thinned; flesh wasted, as if rot had begun from within. Battle clamour still rang in the skull—spell-strike and the thin sound the dying make. The choice to send Ursula had been the only one left; doubt now pared at that foundation until it felt hollow.

			Movement in the corner. An old man stood there: garments patched and hanging loose; beard tangled and grey; faded ink on thin skin. Tremor in the hands yet care in each motion. He placed down a warped bowl cut with strange marks and lifted a threadbare cloth.

			When the cloth touched torn flesh, the relief was small and honest—murky water against heat and sting.

			‘They’re searching still,’ the old man rasped. ‘Lily keeps clear—for now.’ A scant thread of hope ran through the stale air.

			Walsingham managed a nod.

			‘Word says Abaddon worsens by the day—strikes harder, misses more,’ the old man went on. ‘But there’s resistance. They gather to the Swallow.’

			Walsingham stilled. He understood at once. The paper birds. The elder boy who could call them from his own hands—the one some had named the dark wizard. If anyone could bar Abaddon’s way, it would be he—and Argog beside him, the Herne who had carried Lily to safety once and kept watch since.

			He tried to summon the hidden port key to mind—the one the dark wizard had left in his keeping, her quiet way out of the City of Elders. Lily with Lord Cecil beside her; Robert, unexpectedly, after them. Had it been enough, or had he only bought a little time for ruin to arrive by a calmer road?

			‘Ursula?’ Walsingham whispered.

			The old man’s face held. Silence did the telling. The knowledge took root, cold and certain. Walsingham let his lids fall. With one long, quivering breath, he let go, and the blackness took him.

			* * *

			Lily looked up. Unfamiliar constellations arced overhead, their light muffled as if behind smoked glass. Silence pressed in. Under her palms, the sand was cold, ash-pale, drained of light. She rose, unsteady. ‘Hello?’ she called. ‘Is someone there?’

			Her words hung, then thinned to nothing.

			Hands out, she felt her way forward through clinging vapour.

			‘Lily!’

			A voice she knew. ‘Lord Walsingham?’

			She hurried.

			A shape gathered out of the haze. Her hand shot to her pocket—only cloth. The figure rushed her, stiff-limbed, wrong. Walsingham’s face—bruised, blood-slick.

			‘Lord Walsingham!’ She slashed at the mist. He vanished.

			She stood shaking, breath held, listening.

			‘Lily.’ Ursula—near and nowhere.

			‘Where are you?’ Lily rasped.

			‘Please come back to me,’ Ursula wept.

			Rain began. The stars went out. Thunder stacked above her; the clouds grew charged and caught at Ursula’s voice. Lily ran towards the sound, but the world ahead stayed blank.

			‘Lily.’ Lord Cecil now, then both, then many—their voices folding over one another.

			‘I’m here!’ she shouted into the white. Rain hammered; cold soaked her sleeves. ‘Here!’

			Wind rose at her back. She ran, needing a wall, a door—anything.

			Water closed over her ankles. Waves lapped her shins. Salt burned her nose. She walked a fog-drowned shore; sea and wind roared as one. The voices threaded into it—Cecil, Ursula, Walsingham—pleading to be saved, the sound climbing into a keen of grief.

			She dropped to her knees, palms over her ears, sobs tearing loose.

			‘Over here,’ another voice called.

			Her adopted brother stepped from the fog—the dark wizard—his body bloodied and still. Grief struck like a spear. He vanished.

			A scream split the air.

			‘Robert?’ she whispered.

			‘Robert!’ She reached—and he blew away like smoke.

			Then a tree towered before her. Roots writhed underfoot; the trunk rose into the void. Black bark throbbed with an old, slow beat. Branches curled like ribs, veined with tar.

			She woke with a gasp. Thunder rolled the rafters; a fork of lightning tore the sky and left the cottage humming.

			Wrapped in a coarse blanket, she sat in a plain wooden chair and tucked her feet beneath her for heat. A draught lifted the hair at her nape. Beams pocked with old nail holes. Worn boards. A scrubbed table with a nicked lip. By the hearth, a blackened kettle clicked as it cooled. Damp wool and singed ash filled the room with their scent.

			Rain needled the panes. On the smeared glass, water ran in crooked tracks that flashed white, then went dark. The storm had shouldered up to the walls.

			She took inventory. Her wand lay within reach on the table, dry. She laid her palm to the grip—the balance true, the wood faintly warm, as if it remembered her.

			Another peal of thunder crossed the roof. She counted to five; lightning answered closer than she liked.

			She drew the blanket in, laid the wand across her knees—thumb finding the worn groove—and watched the window until the next flash mapped the trees.

			

			Interlude

			He moved with practised lightness that belied his years, a broker of children long used to night work, skimming the lane with scarcely a sound. A fall of brown-grey, greasy hair hid much of his foxish face; a beakish nose tested the air as if for trouble. His mouth hitched to something between a smile and a sneer. A tattered cloak swung about a wiry frame. Long, knotted fingers shepherded five children forward with gentle, unyielding pressure. They came on, timid and close.

			‘Come now, my loves, my jewels, my newly founds—keep the pace,’ he whispered, a voice like silk soaked in oil.

			He raised a slender wand—white-polished bone, carvings running its length. With a casual turn, a shiver of blue light slid from the tip. The children flinched; the cold wash paled their thin faces.

			‘War’s a tragic business, me dears. You lost yer parents, that’s true. Abaddon an’ goblins—nasty sorts, no doubt. But opportunities arise, me lovelies. An’ employment awaits ya, my jewels. Now listen well—the world’s full o’ shady folk, aye? Thieves, villains in fine coats. You’ll start at the bottom, but it’s the clever ones wot find their way up.’

			‘Move now, my treasures. Night’s wastin’, and I’ve urgent matters to attend,’ he murmured, bundling them into the back of a waiting carriage.

			With a shuddering creak, the heavy door swung shut. Chain rasped, a key turned, and the iron lock clicked home. The sound went through the cold like a verdict. Then—footsteps.

			Boots slapped wet stone, slow and deliberate.

			

			Two men approached.

			One was built like an ox—thick-necked, thick-bellied, beard a tangle of greasy straw. The other was tall and wiry, a face like a pitted blade, sharp and pitiless. Both smelt of ale and damp leather; their looks were as cold as the air.

			The fox-faced man spread his arms in greeting, patched coat flaring.

			‘Business!’ he cried, warmth flooding his tone like a merchant hailing old friends. ‘Forty silver coins. I know the goblins’ll give you double, so pay up.’ The blunt demand carried an oily charm.

			The wiry man scoffed. ‘Twenty-five. An’ that’s me doin’ you a favour.’

			The old man exhaled through his nose, shaking his head as though sorely disappointed.

			‘You need ’em more than I do. There’s nothin’ else to be done with orphans—no place to keep ’em, nobody to take ’em
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