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Introduction





Cold seeping into my bones, I stare over Castle Silverhill’s battlements at the landscape.

A blood moon coats an endless terrain of desert dunes in crimson and burnishes the still surface of the moat, which for centuries has been gently eroding the castle’s foundations. Stars glitter like chips of ice in the velvet sky.

I can’t put my finger on it, but there’s something about the desert that raises the hairs on the back of my neck. Perhaps it reminds me of similar worlds the castle has visited. Worlds I’d rather forget about.

I shiver, but not from the cold.

The moon is sinking towards the horizon. In an hour or so, the sun will rise and bake the castle’s ancient stones until they groan like they have each day we’ve been on this world.

I lean over the wall and gaze down.

In the moonlight, the moat looks like it might clot at any moment. A tentacle as thick as my leg breaks the surface, coiling like a snake before slipping back beneath the surface. Ripples roll ponderously away like they're thicker than water.

As I turn away from the wall, my fingers brush the mortar and loosen a fist-sized chunk which falls on my foot.

I yelp, hopping about on one leg while massaging my injured toe. With a low rumble, a chimney stack on an abandoned building in the east wing topples onto a rooftop.

The castle wasn’t always like this. Jumping from one world to another every fortnight, I mean.

When my great-great-great-great-grandfather built the castle, it used to stay in one spot as buildings tend to do. Especially large, fortified ones.

That was until one of my clueless ancestors took it upon himself to dabble in magic.

According to legend, the third lord of the castle—Geoffrey was his name… and not particularly bright by all accounts—stole a book of spells from a wizard named Wenzel who had stayed overnight while on his way to the town of Tintagel.

Geoffrey wasn’t known for being cautious, and despite his less-than-firm grasp of thaumaturgic principles, couldn’t wait to try out one of the many spells between the book’s covers. While leafing through his ill-gotten prize to choose a spell he liked the look of, a word or two from each page caught his eye. Not being the most literate of readers, he mumbled them out loud.

Forty-two pages in, he’d said enough to inadvertently cast a spell. One that had never been cast before because it hadn’t existed until Geoffrey accidentally created it.

And what a spell it turned out to be.

It cursed the entire castle to an endless existence of world-hopping. Every fortnight, more or less, the castle—and everyone in it—moves to another world.

As you can imagine, the nomadic nature of Castle Silverhill has its drawbacks. For example, catching a bus home can be rather awkward. That’s if we’re on a world where buses exist.

And don’t get me started on the postal service… To my boundless annoyance, the only letters that get pushed through the castle’s letterbox are tax demands, invoices, and bills. Some clearly have been in the postal system for hundreds of years, written as they are by hand on folded parchment sealed by large blobs of wax.

But the biggest issue is that not all worlds are friendly. In fact, some are downright hostile. You never know what the next world is going to be like, so it’s not like you can prepare.

Apart from being too hot, the desert world we’re in at the moment hasn’t come up with any nasty surprises.

Not yet, anyway. We’ve only been here two days, after all.

So many worlds, so many stories.

I sigh, go down the steps to the courtyard, and make my way back inside the keep, the largest of the castle’s buildings, through its iron-studded oak door. A minute of trudging along the main corridor takes me to the door at the foot of the castle’s tallest tower, at the top of which is my studio. I open the door and walk down the spiral stairs.

Down? I hear you say.

Well, what with the castle being steeped in magic due to Geoffrey’s carelessness—along with the misfiring of quite a number of spells over the centuries—some parts of it have become, shall we say, somewhat spatially challenged.

The stairs leading to my studio are a case in point. To ascend them, you have to go down. And when you leave my studio, you have to go down them too. It can be more than a tad confusing at times. Especially, if halfway down you turn back because you just remembered you left the window open. You never know where you’ll end up: the top, the bottom, or somewhere else entirely.

But today, I don’t turn around and upon reaching my studio I step inside. By the reddish light of the moon, I navigate my way to the sideboard, light a candle, and carry it over to my desk.

I pause for a moment and gaze at my spellbook lying on the desk, its gorgeously decorated covers firmly closed. Next to it is my journal, open at a blank page. My favourite pen and a bottle of ink are next to it.

Placing the candelabra on my desk, I sit in my chair and pick up my pen.

Where to begin?

What about that time when…?

Taking a deep breath, I begin writing.
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Unpleasant Encounters with Fairies










CHAPTER ONE

A Curious Incidence of Toadstools







Grimmon and I stared at the circle of toadstools sprouting from the centre of my desk.

“You know what this means, don’t you?” he said. The tips of his pointed ears drooped. He sucked his teeth and shook his head like a plumber giving an estimate.

“That we have a mould problem?” I said.

“It’s a bit more than that. Take a close look at them. Red-capped with white spots… Doesn’t that tell you anything?”

“Yes. Precisely…” I nodded wisely, not wanting him to know I didn’t have a clue what he was getting at. Then my stomach rumbled, for it was past lunchtime, and I smiled. “Ah. They’re poisonous. We won’t be having them for breakfast tomorrow, that’s for sure.”

Grimmon sighed. “We wouldn’t be having them for breakfast even if they weren’t poisonous. No, it means the castle has been invaded by fairies.”

“Oh. Is that bad?”

“You are joking, aren’t you?” The goblin patted the tarnished brass buttons of his faded green coat as though checking they were still there. “We’ll be overrun before long. They’re inveterate thieves. Besides which, you won’t be able to sit down without first checking your chair for bluebells or more poxy toadstools.”

I glanced around my studio, scanning the bookcases stuffed with impressive leather-bound volumes I’ve never read, the tops of the cupboards littered with old manuscripts, the small table bearing a curiously carved bone candlestick I’d picked up from a bazaar in the last world we’d visited, the small stuffed basilisk hanging from a rafter, and the high-backed chair Grimmon was standing on so that he could see the top of the desk.

“Everything looks normal, apart from these,” I said, gesturing at the toadstools. “Surely there would be other indications of fairies if they were about? They’d be buzzing around like flies, wouldn’t they?”

“I can’t believe someone as ignorant as you has survived as long as you have.” Grimmon grimaced and slipped a long, yellow fingernail in the top of the too-high collar of his grimy shirt and gave it a tug. “If fairies don’t want to be seen, then you don’t see them. Period.”

Out of the corner of my eye, a shadow shifted. I turned my head to look. A painted bamboo fan dangling from a nail in the wall swung from side to side, then settled to a stop.

Grimmon snorted. “That’s what I’m talking about. They wanted you to see that. But did you see them? No.”

“I suppose they came from somewhere out there,” I said sagely, nodding at the landscape beyond the studio window.

One morning a week ago, I had woken to find the castle had moved again. The land on the other side of the moat was rather lovely with its dramatic snow-topped mountains, mist-filled valleys, and dark, mysterious forests. How my heart had ached to go for a stroll along the banks of the silvery river sparkling in the morning sun. The sight of all that beauty had made me want to thrust out my chest and burst into song.

But the moment I’d leaned out of my bedchamber window, my dream had shattered.

There had been no sign of the viaduct.

That, more than any of Grimmon's dire warnings, was a sign things out there might not be as nice as they looked.

Silverhill Castle’s moat is far too wide to be spanned by a simple drawbridge. Instead, the gate is connected to the mainland by a stone viaduct. And if the seven tall arches of said viaduct don’t reappear after the castle relocates to a new world, then that world isn’t safe to visit.

If you should happen to find yourself in those circumstances, don’t even think about rowing across the moat or going out into the world by any other means. It’s likely you’ll never be seen again. Not in one piece, anyway. I should know. I’ve seen it happen.

So… All that emptiness where the viaduct should be, the mysterious ring of toadstools, Grimmon’s gloomy predictions… None of that boded well.

It was time to show those fairies who was boss before things turned really bad.

“We need to take action immediately,” I said. “Nip the problem in the bud.”

With that, I leaned over my desk and swept my arm across it, sending toadstools flying. A strange chittering sound filled the air as I straightened my back and brushed fragments of fungus from my sleeve.

Grimmon’s eyes were wide.

“Oh dear,” he said. “You shouldn’t have done that.”










CHAPTER TWO

A Malignancy of Moss







That night, I locked the door to my sleeping chamber. Not that it made the slightest difference as far as keeping out fairies was concerned, but I felt better for it anyway.

I’d spent the entire afternoon pacing up and down the courtyard outside the keep, constantly looking over my shoulder, and jumping out of my skin at every bird tweet and rustle of leaf.

Grimmon had advised me I’d be safer outside in the open air than indoors, seeing as that was the main area the fairies had occupied. It wasn’t that they didn’t care about the outdoor parts of the castle, he’d gone on to say, but as long as I kept moving, he’d assured me, the fairies would leave me alone. However, if I stopped walking, they’d target me and exact their revenge for the destruction I’d wrought.

He’d gone on to recommend I remain outdoors after dark, and to only sleep for short periods between walking around, which was a bit rich seeing as he’d gone inside as soon as the rain had started, saying it wasn’t him who’d upset the fairies, so he had nothing to fear.

The rain had continued all afternoon, and when night had fallen and I’d found myself walking around alone in the dark, miserable and soaked to the skin, I’d decided enough was enough. Mumbling under my breath about pesky fairies and muttering, “Who do they think they are? It’s my castle! I’m lord of the damn thing, for goodness’ sake!” I stalked to my bedroom.

Besides which, I had a sneaking suspicion Grimmon wasn’t being entirely truthful.

Despite his warnings, I’d fallen asleep unmolested by fairies, secure in my four-poster bed. Or, at least, feeling secure because, as I mentioned, I’d locked the door.

It seemed like only minutes had passed when I was woken by a vigorous shaking of my shoulder by a small, bony hand.

“Get up,” said Grimmon.

“Go away! Leave me alone!” I said, pulling the bedcovers over my head.

But the shoulder-shaking persisted and sleep drifted away. Reluctantly, I pushed down the covers, raised my head—my brain feeling as lively as a boiled turnip—and glared at the goblin, in his fusty, eighteenth-century felt coat, who’d so rudely interrupted my slumber. He’d already opened the curtains and bright morning sunlight was pouring in through the window.

“It’s bad,” he said.

“Bad?” I said, sitting up, my eyebrows raised. “Have we run out of bread again?” I sighed. “Don’t tell me there won’t be any toast at breakfast. The same thing happened last week!”

“No. Forget about your stomach for once!” The tip of one pointed ear wobbled as he wiggled a finger in its waxy recesses. “It’s the fairies. We need to do something about them. Get up! Quickly!”

I was in no mood to be hurried. He shuffled his feet impatiently while I pulled a dressing gown over my pyjamas, and when I couldn’t find my slippers he groaned like Great Aunt Clarence’s settee.

I can’t remember precisely how many centuries ago it was when Grimmon came to live in Castle Silverhill. Two or three, I think. He’s cagey about the why and when of that occasion, but I do recall him admitting to me in a rare moment of sharing, that it took him months to get used to navigating around the ancient pile of stone that I—and I suppose, he—calls home. You see, some places in the castle aren’t where you’d expect them to be. Take my studio, for instance. It’s the highest place in the entire castle. If you’re outside, you’ll see it perched at the very top of the tallest tower. And, if you stand inside my studio and gaze out of the windows, you’ll have a bird’s-eye view of the roofs of the castle’s other buildings and the walkways and battlements of the curtain wall.

Despite that, to get to my studio from the tower’s entrance on the ground floor, you have to go downstairs. Oddly, you also go downstairs when you leave.

Which is why, once Grimmon and I had descended to the ground floor of the keep, and made our way to my studio’s tower’s entrance, we descended once more.

By the time we walked into my studio, my stomach was rumbling and I wondered aloud whether we shouldn’t have gone to the kitchen instead, but broke off when Grimmon grabbed my arm and pointed.

Ropes of dark green moss dangled from the rafters, some nearly touching the floor. The air reeked of the earthy scent of a forest.

“The fairies did this?” I said, rubbing my eyes.

“Of course they did! Who else?”

“It might have been you… or Cook.”

A loud snort escaped the goblin’s nostrils. “You forgot to mention the ghost.”

Apart from me and Grimmon, the only other occupants of Castle Silverhill are a person who occupies the kitchen and claims she used to be a chef for some royal or other, and a poltergeist. Well, I suppose the inhabitants of the small town that occupies what used to be the castle’s bailey count as occupants, but the least said about them the better.

“There’s no need to be like that.” I folded my arms. Then a thought entered my sleep-befuddled brain. “How did you get into my room? The door was locked.”

“No, it wasn’t.” Grimmon’s pupils slid to the side before focussing on me again. “You’re wasting time. You need to sort this out.”

“All right.” I yanked on a strand of moss. It fell to the floor.

“Well, it’s a start. But what about all that?” The goblin pointed at the open door behind us.

I turned around. A dense wall of moss blocked the stairway we had used only minutes earlier.

We were trapped.










CHAPTER THREE

Unintended Consequences of Magic







“You’re wasting your time,” said Grimmon. “It’s growing faster than you’re pulling it down.”

He nudged the knee-high pile of discarded moss on the floor next to me with his foot.

I glared at the wall of moss blocking the doorway and wiped my hands on my dressing gown, leaving green smears across its tasteful maroon fabric.

Even as I watched, more emerald strands curled out of the damp curtain choking the exit from my studio, refilling the not-very-large gaps I had only just made. The whole mass of living fronds was beginning to bulge into the room.

“I did warn you,” he added, which made me look daggers at him, seeing as I’d known he was sure to bring that up again. And probably would more than once in the future.

That’s if we had a future.

Right now, looking at the steadily thickening growth plugging the doorway, and I imagined, the stairwell behind it, I wasn’t sure we did. Images flashed through my mind of our skeletons sprawled across the floor, contorted in death by thirst and hunger.

“Damned fairies! Why are they doing this?” I shook my fist at the moss.

Grimmon’s eyebrows shot up. “It’s your fault. You started it when you destroyed their toadstool ring.” His gaze turned to my desk, the top soiled with crushed fungus.

The air grew still, like a thousand ears were waiting for my next words. Every tiny sound—from the gentle swaying of the blanket of moss at the door to the rustling of the threadlike fronds creeping over the floor—stopped.

“Well, they shouldn’t have grown their revolting toadstools on my desk in the first place!”

I ignored the angry chittering which exploded from every direction, and strode across the room, batting hanging strands of moss out of the way, and peered out of the window. I was hoping to spot a way out of my studio that didn’t involve using the stairs, but the roofs and walkways below looked as far away as ever. As for climbing down the outside of the tower… that was something best left to ants.

“There’s only one way to get out of this mess,” I said. I fixed Grimmon with a hard stare. “Magic.”

His face dropped. “Have you forgotten what happened the last time you used magic?”

As a matter of fact, I did remember. Things hadn’t gone well. Which, to be fair, happens from time to time. To me anyway. Although I wasn’t going to admit that to him.

“That was then. This is now.” I waved a nonchalant hand in his direction.

The main problem with magic is that there are often Unintended Consequences. For example, you might think that casting a spell to heat a cold mug of coffee would be a good idea. But when the table on which the mug is resting walks out of the door, or the tablecloth turns into an irate swan, or some other unforeseen thing happens, you might resolve to henceforth drink your coffee before it gets cold.

That’s why I don’t use magic for trivial things. Trust me. I speak from experience.

Grimmon was watching me closely. It wouldn’t do to show his comment had dented my confidence.

I straightened my spine, stalked over to my fungus-stained desk, and laid a hand on my book of spells. It quivered in anticipation as I opened the cover.

Leaning over to search for a suitable spell, I became aware of Grimmon’s hot breath on my elbow. He was standing on the desk’s chair, craning his neck to peer at the pages.

The last thing I wanted him to see was that I wasn’t looking beyond section one, which was prominently titled:

PART THE FIRST

Elementary Spells for Ye Beginners

Also for

Wastrels of an Idle Nature who hath not Faithfully Attended Their Lessons

I knew he would put me firmly in the second category, which wouldn’t be fair seeing as I had attended practically all my lessons. I mean I might have missed one or two, like on days when the weather was fine and I went fishing on the moat, or on less sunny days, carousing with Stanley, who’d been the dog-boy back then, in public houses on whatever world we were on at the time.

The fact is, magic isn’t easy. The spells in section two were rather tricky, and I have to admit I hadn’t got around to mastering them by the time my tutor absconded with a barmaid on a particularly pleasant world. As for section three… I haven’t done more than sneak a look at its pages now and then.

I blame that damned tutor, of course. If he hadn’t appropriated a pocketful of gold coins from the castle’s vault when he ran off, my father wouldn’t have lost trust in tutors and likely would have arranged another one for me. As it was, I was pretty much left to get on with my learnings alone.

All the above goes to explain why I hastily picked up my spellbook so Grimmon couldn’t see the pages as I leafed through them.

I hesitated at a page, raised an eyebrow, and glanced at him. “Fireballs?”

“Are you mad? The moss will catch alight, and you’ll end up burning down the castle.”

I nodded and turned the page. “How about ice? I could freeze the moss and then…”

“And then what? Pulling down the moss is hard enough as it is. Imagine what it will be like if it’s frozen solid.” Grimmon shook his head. “You’re not thinking.”

I pretended to ignore him. “What we need are wings,” I said, paging further into the book with a frown. “I’m sure I’ve seen a spell for that in here before.”

“Please tell me you’re joking. There’s no way my feet are leaving the ground. Especially not from one of your harebrained spells.”

“There’s nothing harebrained about my spells,” I began. Then my eye caught sight of something interesting on the page I had just turned to. I sucked in a sharp breath.

Grimmon’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

Before he could object, I read the spell out loud.










CHAPTER FOUR

A Spell of Trouble







The moment the last word of power left my lips, tremors pounded my body. I staggered back, the spellbook dropping from my fingers onto the desk with a thud. Darkness swirled around me, sucking the light from my eyes, while eldritch forces squeezed and twisted my body as though it were in the grip of an ogre wringing every last drop of water out of a soaking loincloth.

The tremors slowed and light seeped like ghostly tendrils into my wide-open eyes. When the shaking finally stopped, my vision swam into focus and I took stock of my situation.

I was standing next to an enormous buckled shoe stuffed with a huge stockinged foot attached to an elephant-sized leg. My desk was the size of a double-storey house. My whole studio was vast, like a cathedral for giants.

The rush of giddy pleasure I felt that my spell had apparently worked vanished when it struck me that perhaps it hadn’t quite done as I’d intended. Although I was about three inches tall, I realised the enormous buckled shoe and stockinged leg belonged to Grimmon. He was supposed to have shrunk too, but hadn’t.

“What are you playing at?” I said. “Why are you still full-sized?”

Grimmon’s shoe shifted, scraping along the floor towards me. I jumped aside to avoid being squashed.

“Where are you?” he said. “And why is your voice so squeaky?”

I tipped back my head and shouted, “I’m down here!”

Grimmon bent and peered at me. “Why in tarnation have you made yourself so tiny? I thought you were casting a spell to take us out of here.”

“It was supposed to make both of us small so that we can walk through the gaps in the moss.” I glared and pointed my finger at him. “What’s wrong with you? Why didn’t you shrink as well?”

“Once again, one of your spells has misfired. Why am I not surprised?” The goblin went down on his haunches, wheezing like an elderly pair of bellows. “Let me get this straight.” He rubbed his forehead. “Instead of casting a spell to, let’s say, produce a magic sword we could use to cut our way out through the moss, you cast one that reduced you to the size of a mouse. And although it was supposed to do the same to me, it didn’t.” He huffed, and a great waft of his rancid breath washed over me. “Actually, I’m glad it didn’t. What possessed you to think we’d be able to find our way through these so-called gaps in the moss?” He sneered. “That’s if they even exist.”

A magic sword? Why hadn’t I thought of that first?

I fought to keep my annoyance from showing on my face. No way did I want to give Grimmon ammunition for future arguments.

I puffed out my chest and put my hands on my hips. “First, I just want to say how surprised I am you hadn’t noticed the holes in the moss.” I would have looked down my nose at him like I usually do in situations like this, but for once he was taller than me. Instead, I had to make do with a slow shake of my head. “Even a child would have spotted them and figured out why they are there. The fairies wanted to stop us moving around the castle, but they still need to do so. So, they’ve made tunnels through the moss that they can travel through, but which are too small for us… That is why I chose a spell to shrink us. Well, me as it turned out.”

“I see. So, once you’re in these tunnels of yours, where do you suppose you’ll go? How will you find your way? And what will you do if you come to a closed door? You’ll be way too small to open it.”

He had me again. I cursed under my breath, then pulled myself together and stood as tall as my diminutive stature allowed. “I’ve thought of all those things,” I lied. “It’s a warm day, so all the doors will have been left open. My plan is first to go to the kitchen for breakfast. All I’ll need to do to find my way is follow my nose.”

“I’m hungry too. What about me?”

“Oh, I’ll bring something for you to eat when I come to rescue you.”

I regretted those words as soon as they came out of my mouth. Grimmon’s diet consisted mainly of rats roasted with their fur on.

“I’ll bring a slice of bread,” I amended, hastily.

“An entire slice? How do you propose to do that? You’re too titchy to carry more than a crumb! In any case, to rescue me, you’ll have to get rid of the moss. How are you going to do that? You really didn’t think this through, did you?”

I didn’t like the turn the conversation had taken. I’m not fond of being on the defensive. It was time to be gone.

“See you later!” I yelled and scurried away across the floor, heading for the moss-choked doorway. “Lick the moss if you get thirsty!”

Before he’d gathered his wits, I dived into a gap in the slowly expanding green growth.

It didn’t stop him yelling after me, though. “Even if you find your way to the kitchen, it will take you half a day to walk there on those matchstick legs!”

I hadn’t thought of that. But I carried on, my bare feet flying.

“That’s even if you manage to get down the stairs!” He continued. “It’ll be like climbing down a mountain!”

Ignoring him, I pelted along a mossy tunnel, which I hoped would lead to the stairs. He shouted some other things too, but they were too rude to pay attention to. In any case, I had far more important things to deal with.

Like the fairy who stepped out from behind a pillar of moss right in front of me.

I’d never seen a fairy up close before, especially not one the same size as me. Which, I supposed when I thought about it for a second, wasn’t so much that she had grown, but that I had shrunk.

My gaze was drawn to her translucent wings, which were tinged with the blue of her dress, the red of her hair, and the myriad greens of our surroundings. But it wasn’t that or what she was wearing that brought me skidding to a stop. It was the spear she was pointing at me.

I stared at her, my mouth hanging open.

Her face split in a mean smile, revealing teeth like rows of needles.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she said.










CHAPTER FIVE

The Fairy Queen and Me







People tend to have sugar-coated ideas of what fairies are like. You know, like those storybook paintings of pretty little fairy folk in skimpy outfits skipping and laughing, sipping morning-mist tea from acorn cups and so on. Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad tidings, but fairies aren’t like that. Not one little bit.

Take, for example, the one prodding me in the back with the blunt end of her spear as she ushered me along a maze of tunnels through the moss. Her hair was a tangle of split ends, her face, beneath its layers of grime, would have sent shivers down a ghoul’s spine, her dress had an unwashed-since-time-began look, her ankle-high boots might once have belonged to a boggart with a yeast infection, and her wings had all the appeal of a bluebottle’s. Even her bangles and the fancy beadwork on her belt were stained with reddish dirt. At least, I hoped it was dirt.

I’d like to say that beneath her unsavoury exterior there beat a heart of gold, but that would be stretching the truth. She hadn’t even had the decency to introduce herself. I decided to call her Bangles because she had a thick bundle of them decorating her arm.

At first, as we’d descended the stairs, sliding down them in a series of short sloping tunnels, I’d kept my mouth shut, but when we reached level ground, I had to say something to break the awful silence between us.

“Where are you taking me?” I said, curving my spine forwards in a vain attempt to avoid the worst of the jabbing.

“Shut up and keep walking.”

I clenched my jaw. Bangles clearly wasn’t in the mood for conversation.

Trudging along the eerily lit mossy tunnel, I wished I’d made more of an effort to memorise my spell book. If I’d had a spell to hand, so to speak, it wouldn’t have mattered what it was for, I would have cast it just so it would take Bangles by surprise and distract her long enough for me to run off. But nothing came to mind. Only a handful of half-remembered fragments of spells, which tempting as it was to say them, I didn’t. What had happened to dear old Uncle Oswald when he’d miscast was enough to make me bite my tongue. To this day, nobody is sure if the greasy stain on his chamber’s wall is all that remains of him or whether he vanished into some peculiar thaumaturgic dimension or other.

As for attempting to escape… I didn’t give much for my chances of overpowering Bangles. She had the aura of a hardened warrior, whereas my fighting skills, while not entirely non-existent, weren’t up to dealing bare-handed with an irate fairy with a spear.

For bare-handed I was. It hadn’t occurred to me to bring something with which to defend myself. I dipped my hands in my dressing gown’s pockets in case I’d absentmindedly dropped a butter knife, or even a spoon, in one of them, but all I found was a stale, half-eaten crumpet.

To make matters worse, my bare feet were complaining. To a full-sized human, moss is soft and comfortable to walk on. But if you’re only three inches tall, it’s coarse and scratchy on the soles. I was limping when the tunnel opened out into what can only be described as a cavern.

“We’re here,” snapped Bangles. “Straighten your shoulders. Try not to look so pathetic. And be on your best behaviour. You’re about to meet Queen Amabilis.”

“Who?” I said, gazing around the cavern, its walls of moss arching high overhead. Dozens of fairies stood around the sides, some with expectant expressions on their grubby faces, others frowning, and more than a few glaring at me with undisguised hatred. I guessed about half their number were female. Most, male and female alike, wore grubby outfits similar to Bangles’, though there were one or two who appeared to have access to a washtub. But it was the figure in the centre of the floor that grabbed my attention.

Beneath a flower-covered bower, stood a fairy like no other. Tall and regal in a long spider-silk gown, her midnight-black tresses topped by a tiara of gold, she stared down her nose at me from hard, tawny eyes. Her crimson lips cut a straight line across her waxen face. Rainbows rippled across the delicate membranes of her wings when she moved.

As Bangles pushed me over to her, I bowed my head and sighed when I noticed the state of my outfit. Despite Bangles’ insistent shoving, I shuffled forward as slowly as possible to give myself time to brush away the stains and crumbs on my dressing gown. Without being asked, I fell to my knees at her feet. In my experience, it pays to grovel to royalty.

But not this time.

“It’s a bit late for humility, don’t you think?” said the queen.

I raised my head. “What do you mean?”

Bangles growled and prodded me with her spear.

“Er, Your Majesty,” I added.

“You destroyed the emblem that identified this castle as belonging to me.”

I was quite taken aback. “What emblem?” I clambered to my feet. “All I did was pull down a few strands of moss.”

Her eyes flashed. “So you did! But the emblem of which I speak was my fairy ring. You tore it apart! Smashed its beautiful toadstools into tiny pieces! Cruelly scattered their shredded corpses to the wind!”

As far as I was concerned, she was being dramatic, and seeing as acting humbly had been about as effective as trying to stop a runaway train with a marshmallow, I told her so. Her face darkened as I continued, “Anyway, I’m the lord of this castle, which means it’s mine! It most certainly does not belong to you!” I sniffed. “You invaded my castle. I’m afraid I’m rather put out.”

If I’d thought she was angry with me before, it was nothing to what followed. After a minute of arm waving and ranting on her part, I coughed, casually put one hand in my dressing-gown pocket, and raised my other hand, palm facing her.

Her speech sputtered to a stop. Her mouth dropped open and her tawny eyes widened with disbelief.

“The thing is,” I said, casually brushing a speck of dirt off my sleeve. “Invading my castle was a bad idea. You see, it will soon leave your world and go to another. And then where will you be, eh?”

“Nonsense! You’re just trying to scare me.”

“It isn’t nonsense at all. Centuries ago, one of my ancestors stole a wizard’s spellbook and ended up accidentally casting a spell that causes this castle to jump from one world to the next every couple of weeks or so. We never know what the next world will be like until we get there. It might be choking under a pall of smoke from a thousand volcanoes, or its fields and meadows turned to deserts by a burning sun, or its oceans frozen and its land crushed under a mile-thick mantle of ice…” I paused to let those images sink in. “We’ve been on your world for nearly two weeks already. The castle could move tomorrow, or the next day. And when it does, you’ll go with it and you’ll never see your own world again.”

“Lies!”

“I’m being truthful.” I showed my open hands. “When you first saw this castle, surely you must have wondered why you’d never noticed it before?” I raised my eyebrows enquiringly. She carried on staring at me as though dumbstruck, so I continued, “It’s because it appeared out of nowhere in the middle of the night just under a fortnight ago.”

Her eyes widened a fraction. I’d finally got through to her.

“I admit we thought it odd we hadn’t noticed this castle before,” she said, eventually. “But we decided it must have been here all along, but hidden by a magic hedge of thorns that faded away one night…” She trailed to stop.

“A magic hedge of thorns?” I gave my head a slow shake. “Really? I wager you don’t remember ever seeing a magic hedge in these parts.”

Her eyes glinted and her mouth tightened. She didn’t like what I’d said but she couldn’t deny it made sense.

For a few moments, she frowned and stared at me, then her eyes lit up. “This accidental spell you mentioned…” She put a finger under my chin and lifted my face so I was looking straight into her eyes. “Are you sure it is the castle that is bewitched? Or is it you, the descendant of your sticky-fingered ancestor?”

“It doesn’t make any difference. In either case, the effect is the same: the castle will jump to a new world. If you don’t leave soon, you’ll be carried along with us to whatever world the castle is going to next.”

I gave her a triumphant smile.

“Oh, it does make a difference. Magic has a greater affinity to blood than stone. You are connected by your bloodline to the one who stole the spellbook, which is why I believe it is you who is under the spell, and not the castle.” Queen Amabilis stroked a long, red fingernail over my cheek. “It seems to me this castle won’t go anywhere if you’re dead.”

I gulped.










CHAPTER SIX

My Punishment Begins







If there’s one thing I’ve learnt over the years, it’s that by and large, royals are a cantankerous bunch.

Queen Amabilis was no exception.

Despite my efforts to be fair-minded, she was pricklier than a hedgehog with a toothache.

She stared at me with eyes like stones. “You only have yourself to blame for what happens next.”

That took the wind out of my sails. My stomach clenched and I flicked a glance around the cavern, hoping to spot a way out. Could I dodge between the gaggles of fairies clustered around the edges and flee down one of the mossy tunnels I’d spotted?

But, any thoughts about making a dash for it evaporated when Bangle’s hand clapped onto my shoulder and the point of her spear dug into my back.

“Erm,” I croaked, my throat suddenly dry. “Can’t we can talk about this like reasonable adults?”

The queen’s nostrils flared. “The time for being reasonable has passed. You’ve seen to that.”

She made a sweeping gesture with one arm, raised her other arm above her head, and snapped her fingers. With a sigh as soft as melting snow, the moss filling the room dwindled away, looking for all the worlds like it was growing in reverse, revealing we were in one of the castle’s abandoned reception rooms.

Decaying tapestries hanging on the walls formed tattered frames around arrangements of rusty swords and maces nailed to the stones. Far across the dusty floor, through a doorway gaping like a dead man’s mouth, I saw that the corridor was clear of moss too.

My spirits lifted. It seemed the queen had got rid of all the moss that had been choking the castle. So far, things weren’t going badly.

I shouldn’t have been so naive.

The queen smiled in a way that wasn’t comforting. “Now there’s nothing blocking our view we’ll all be able to watch you die.”

The crowd of fairies laughed. I was sure there were more of them than when I’d been frogmarched into the room.

Amabilis looked across the open floor, scanning the sea of fairy faces all around us.

“The newcomer? Where are you?” she said.

A hand went up in the crowd, and a fairy stepped forward. She was a little taller than those nearby. Her hair tumbled over her shoulders in light brown waves. Her outfit of boots, dark grey trousers, and green leather jerkin over a white shirt, was neater and cleaner than almost anyone else’s outfit in the room, including mine. As she approached I thought her pointed ears seemed small for a fairy, and her eyes larger. There was something odd about her wings. They weren’t gossamer-thin like those of the other fairies. The tip of one of them had broken off.

“At your service, Your Majesty,” she said, bowing.

“What is your name, child?” said the queen.

“Trewla, Your Majesty.”

“Trewla who?”

“Oh, er, Buttercup. Trewla Buttercup.”

“Well, Trewla Buttercup, you haven’t been in my court long. It’s time to prove your loyalty.”

Trewla’s eyebrows shot up, then she composed her features and said, “Of course, Your Majesty. Nothing could please me more.”

“You are going to teach this miscreant a lesson. I’m going to cast a spell that will make you human-sized, then I’ll release him. Seeing as he shrunk himself to the same size as us, it is fitting that he will learn what it’s like to be harassed by an enormous brute. And to be sorry once he’s been crushed under your foot.”

I raised my hand. “Er, excuse me, but that doesn’t make sense. I need to be alive to be sorry.”

“Oh, don’t worry. You will be sorry. Even if it’s only for the last few seconds of your pitiful life.” Queen Amabilis glared at me. “Enough chitchat. It’s time for the fun to begin.”

“Fun?” I said, my eyebrows lifting. Perhaps she’d been joking about having me killed.

Again my hopes were dashed.

Her lips stretched in a thin-lipped smile. “For you, perhaps not so much.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’re going to have a hunt and you’re going to be the prey.” She prodded my chest with her forefinger. “And to make it even more exciting, I’m going to give you a head start.”

Stepping back, she snapped out a stream of words, and waved her fingers at Trewla.

There was a burst of light. Ribbons of smoke swirled around Trewla. Seconds later they cleared, revealing a giant fairy standing next to me. The queen and I only came up to her ankle.

“Run, little man,” said the queen. She grinned at me. “You’ve got one minute before I send Trewla after you.”

“Are you sure we can’t talk about this?” I glanced at Trewla towering above me, then turned back to the queen. “Come to some sort of arrangement?”

“You’re wasting time. You’d better start running.”

I could see by the glint in her eyes there was no point arguing.

Once again, I cursed my poor memory for spells. If I could only remember the spell I’d cast to shrink myself, I could end this nightmare by saying it backwards and return to my usual size.

But cursing didn’t help. My only hope was to return to my study and read the spell in reverse from my spell book.

All I had to do was avoid getting stomped on by an oversized fairy along the way.

I ran as fast as my tiny legs could carry me.










CHAPTER SEVEN

The Abominable Hunt







Like a two-legged spider with an anxiety disorder, I scuttled down the corridor away from the room where Queen Amabilis had sentenced me to death. Despite my initial disbelief she’d gone that far, I had no doubt she meant it. She would be delighted to see me squished like a fly under the heel of the fairy she’d enlarged.

Even so, the sentence seemed a bit harsh considering all I’d done was knock down a toadstool or two.

I swallowed my outrage and pushed myself to run faster, looking around to work out where I was, the soles of my bare feet slapping on the flagstones.

But I couldn’t get my bearings. Many parts of the keep look the same. It’s easy enough to get lost even when you’re not being chased by an enormous fairy intent on squishing you underfoot.

To make matters worse, when Bangles had captured me and taken me to see the fairy queen, the keep’s corridors and passages had been clogged with moss. The dense vegetation had hidden the walls and made it impossible to see where we’d been going. It had felt like we’d walked for miles along the weird little tunnels through the moss, but we could have been walking in circles for all I knew. The only thing I was reasonably sure of was that we were still inside the keep.

Of all the buildings inside the walls of Castle Silverhill, the keep is the largest. Like the rest of the castle, it’s been added to and modified over the centuries to the extent it’s become a maze. Corridors meander like drunken goats, halls and rooms often appear where you least expect them, and serpentine secret passages burrow through the thick walls like contortionist worms.

There are also stairwells that descend to underground passages. The ones I know the best lead to the crypt, the vaults, and the dungeons. There are others, though: cold, cobweb-choked, dank openings I do my best to avoid. Only the gods know where you’d end up if you ventured down them.

At least I wouldn’t stumble into one by accident now the moss had gone.

I came to a junction and skidded to a halt. Three corridors led off in different directions. I twisted my neck from one side to the other, chose a corridor at random, then set off down a different one. You know, just in case Amabilis had cast a spell which had made me choose that first corridor.

At that thought, my eyes grew wide and I stopped where I was. But… if she had cast such a spell, what if it was that that had made me change my mind and choose the one I was currently running down?

I dashed back to the intersection and started down the third corridor, the worst lit and grimiest of the three.

But what if that was the one she wanted me to take?

I pushed my fears away. If I carried on thinking like that, I’d not go anywhere.

My spine tingled. Maybe that’s what she wants.

That thought lent my feet wings.

My heart raced. Amabilis had given me a minute’s head start. How much of it was left before Trewla set out after me with her huge boots?

That question was answered when a distant chorus of cheers erupted from the fairy host some distance behind me.

It could only mean my minute was up. The hunt had begun.

A huntress, a dozen times bigger than me, was in hot pursuit.

With my dressing gown flapping about my knees, my bare feet slapping on the stone floor, I ran like the hounds of hell were after me. Though, instead of red-eyed mastiffs with huge teeth, I was being chased by a giant fairy who rejoiced in the name Trewla Buttercup.

If I’d been thinking straight, I would have found somewhere to hide. And in a ramshackle, time-worn castle like mine, there are thousands of nooks and crannies a three-inch-tall person could wriggle into. But in a state of panic, all I could think about was to get to my spell book so that I could return myself to my normal size before Trewla smashed me to a pulp.

What frustrated me more than anything was how slow my progress was. I felt like an ant crawling along the floor of a cathedral. If Trewla chose the corridor I was in, with her long legs, she’d be on me in seconds.

Hopefully, my clever technique for choosing which one of the three to take would save me.

But that hope was dashed when an insect-like buzzing filled the air. Half a dozen fairies flew past me, circled back, and fluttered overhead, matching my pace.

“Coooooooeeeee! This way! He’s over here!” they screeched.

“Bugger off!” I yelled, waving my fist at them. “You’re not playing fair!”

They shrieked with delight. One flew off back the way I’d come, presumably to lead Trewla to me.

I ran on, panting and stumbling, forcing as much speed out of my toothpick legs as they could bear. My tongue was a layer of dry carpet, my feet were on fire, my legs were wobbly strands of spaghetti, and I still didn’t know where I was. All the while, the little group of fairies stayed with me, calling out and taunting me.

Then, in a clattering of wings and chattering of voices, they were joined by the rest of the host.

What was the point of running any longer? With a cloud of fairies flitting about above my head, there was no way Trewla wouldn’t spot me. I skidded to a stop.

And, at the thudding of massive feet, I turned to look back the way I’d come.

My blood chilled.

Trewla thundered towards me, her legs pumping like pistons.

Sweat poured down my brow. Running away was pointless. Her stride was so much longer than mine, she’d be on me before I’d gone more than a few feet. I trembled, pulse pounding, and looked around. There was a window not far away, but too high for me to reach. Like some in the keep, it was unglazed, giving me a clear view of a slice of blue sky.

If only I could fly. I could soar away to safety like a bird.

The sheer hopelessness of my situation, the unfairness of it, wrenched my soul.

“Go away!” I shouted at the giant fairy. “Leave me alone!”

I may as well have asked a banker to forgive a skipped loan repayment for all the good it did.

Trewla slowed as she drew close. One pace away from me, she lifted her leg high.

I threw myself sideways, landing on my chest, as her huge boot crashed into the floor where I’d been standing.

I scrambled to my feet and spotted a crack at floor level in the nearest wall. It looked big enough for me to wriggle into. I stumbled towards it.

A cloud of dust blasted up as, with a rattling of wings, a group of fairies landed in front of me and blocked my way.

“Don’t be a coward!” shouted one. “Stay and fight!”

“Fight? Are you insane?” I screeched.

A shadow passed over us. Their faces lifted, their eyes grew wide, and they shot into the air.

I jerked my head back and looked up. Trewla’s foot was on its way down again.

With a gasp, I hurled myself to one side, landed on my back, and slid a few inches. Dust filled the air as the flagstone I lay on juddered under the crash of Trewla’s heel. My head spinning, I clambered upright, wiped my eyes, and ran for the crack in the wall again.

Fairies landed in a ring around me, forcing me to stop.

“Poc! Poc! Poc!” they said, circling me on strutting legs, jerking their heads back and forth, and flapping their elbows up and down.

A scraping of a giant boot on the floor sent them back into the air, and me lurching away, zigzagging like a manic ant. For a heartbeat I lost my bearings, then I caught sight of the crack in the wall and scurried towards it.

Again, a bunch of fairies hurtled down and blocked my way.

“Fight!” They screeched in one voice. “Poc! Poc! Poc! Chicken!”

My heart sank. I stopped running and my shoulders sagged. What was the point? I was doomed.

My gaze turned to the sky beyond the window. The open blue yonder, dotted with puffy clouds, beckoned. How I yearned to fly, to soar up into that emptiness without a care in the world.

Perhaps it was the futile yearning, or perhaps I’d opened my mind in some undefinable way, but at that moment, a page from my spellbook popped unbidden into my head.

I didn’t care what it would do. My mind’s eye scanned the page, and I gabbled the words out loud without the slightest hesitation.

With a flash and a puff of smoke, my body was tossed around by weird forces. I gave a wild yell as a cloud of feathers erupted into being and whirled around me.
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