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  A Description of Nowhere


A corridor between universes, Nowhere is a forest world in which multi-colored trees sway gently beneath a red-and-indigo sky. Here, the plants and trees are hungry, snaring small animals to devour. The birdcalls sound like thunder, and deadly creatures prowl the forest at night. 
Through Nowhere, A river flows with rainbow water, pouring from the north, and feeding the Seer Toad Swamps to the east. To the South are the Dire Mists where Cherish Screamers lurk, waiting to snatch unsuspecting souls. To the South-East are the Snatching Sands; deep, black sands that only a few of Nowhere's creatures may cross. To the West lies the portal tree, a doorway to other worlds, and the Soother Tree – a huge, kind-natured tree that offers shelter to the needy and hungry beneath its roots.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  A Description of Wilderness


One of the many human worlds reachable through the portals of Nowhere, Wilderness is a world under siege. A great sea covers most of its centre. The three-pronged continent covers the south, and has an eastern peninsula, a central peninsula and a western peninsula, all stretching north. Across the central peninsula are the major towns and cities of Wilderness, including the Jewel City, from where the Sovereign reigns. The eastern and western peninsulas are mostly home to small village outposts, but the vast majority of the continuent is covered by the Wild Wood, a dark and dangerous forest from which terrible magics and creatures prowl, attacking the nearby towns and villages. To the very south of the continent lie the Talons, a range of impossibly high mountains from which the Snaketongue river flows, forking across the central peninsula. At the northern tip of the central peninsula lies an island known as Howl Island. There is nothing on this island except the Asylum. 






  
  Trigger Warning




This story contains references to domestic abuse from the beginning. If you find this causes you undue stress or disturbance, please stop reading and seek help.
You matter, and your recovery matters.
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  Chapter one
Two Murderers


Of all the ridiculous animals that live in Nowhere, owl-squirrels are the worst. I’ve dealt with giant lightning-snakes, ridden howler horses, even returned a frightened gremlin to its shadow. I escaped a town of vengeful drunks in my home world, and I killed to get away from my old life. 
But I ain’t ever dealt with a beastie as painful as this owl-squirrel.
Bartok is eight inches high when he’s really trying, purple and blue with little ear tufts that stand to attention on top of his round head. His cream belly fur quivers with rage and he thumps his rabbit feet, lashing his mottled grey-brown wings. His squirrel tail flicks with agitation, and he turns those tawny eyes on me. Glaring.
Clamped in his sharp beak is a tiny, six-legged lizard. Still alive. It struggles but Bartok won’t let it go. Every time I reach for his beak, he lets out a hellish screech that makes the scarlet-leafed trees above me quiver. Through the multi-colored canopy of the forest, the red-and-indigo sky roils with poisonous green clouds. A storm’s coming. I ain’t having a lizard running around our cavern home while Bartok chases it about. I grit my teeth, reaching for the lizard again. Bartok growls.
“Let. It. Go,” I say. Bartok flicks his tail and does no such thing.
Beside me, Sheb wrings his hands like an anxious old woman. “He’s not going to release it, Annie,” he fusses. “He’ll eat it. Oh, I can’t watch!”
He smacks his hands over his eyes. I sigh.
“Sheb, I kinda need your help, here.”
Gently, I pull his hands down and look into those grey eyes. Eyes that have saved me from my own darkness enough times. We’re a team, Sheb and me. We’d both been through several hells before we even met, and then we went through more hells together. It’s been five years since I left my home world in an explosion of rage and violence, passing through a portal at the end of my dead Daddy’s garden. On the other side was Nowhere, a world between worlds. A place of bleeding mushrooms and thunderous birds and trees that eat you. Here, I found Sheb.
It’s weird to think how we were just kids when we met. I was seventeen, blood-soaked, lonely and furious. Sheb was a year older. Gangly and awkward, grubby as anything. You could barely see his pale skin beneath the grime, and his dark hair hung in tangles. But that was five years ago. He’s become a man, now. Still grubby. Not like there are many places to bathe in Nowhere. But when he smiles, his whole face lights up. His eyes sparkle. And, though he’s got monsters in his past, same as me, he can’t bear to see anything suffer.
Not like me. I’m more like my father than I care to think about, both inside and out. Scorch-black hair hanging in shoulder length curls around a face I know is always scowling. Skin that stays deathly white even after months in the sun. Eyes the color of ash that carry too many memories.
But when I see myself reflected in Sheb’s eyes, I know he sees me differently. I’m safe with him, safe in Nowhere. Away from people who could hurt me. Away from people I might hurt, if I’m not careful.
Sheb gulps and casts a nervous glance towards the lizard in Bartok’s beak.
“But it’s so small,” he protests. “What if I hurt it?”
I raise an eyebrow at him. “What you reckon’s gonna happen if you don’t get it outta his mouth?” I drawl. 
Sheb opens his mouth, closes it again, and nods. 
“Fair point.”
He reaches towards the thrashing lizard. Bartok’s eyes narrow. Sheb pulls his hands back, throwing them up in frustration.
“It’s no use!”
Holy Oak, give me strength! I close my eyes for a moment, feel a flare of that familiar anger in my core. Somewhere—I don’t know where—I feel an answering flare. A greedy thrill. It’s me, but not me. A pull from my center to something dark and dangerous, something lurking in the forest. Something just waiting for me to lose control.
Yes, Annie, it says. Anger. Rage. Destroy—
I cut it off, forcing myself to relax. I won’t give in. Won’t submit to the violent thing that feeds off it. Not now. Not ever. I resist the urge to suggest we just let Bartok eat the damn lizard. It’s natural for him to hunt small critters, ain’t it? But I know what Sheb’ll say. How Bartok gets fed enough at home. How he doesn’t need to hurt innocent creatures and oh! How Sheb can’t bear to watch the poor thing suffer. I ain’t having that argument again.
“Ok,” I say, calm as you like. “Here’s what we do. You hold Bartok. He trusts you best. Hold him nice and steady. Try covering his eyes. I’ll get the lizard.”
Sheb blinks, swallows, then nods. “Right,” he says. “Let’s try again.”
Bartok looks from Sheb to me and back again, eyes full of suspicion. He lets out a questioning hoot. Sheb, as always, tries appealing to his better nature.
“Come on, Bartok,” he says. “Let it go. You’ll hurt it.”
But, as I’ve long suspected, Bartok doesn’t have a better nature. He screeches and flares his wings, making a break for the canopy where we can’t reach him. He almost makes it, too, only I’m fast. I grab one of his rabbit feet as he flaps overhead. He shrieks, beak opening wide, and the lizard drops into my lap. I cover it with one hand and let go of Bartok’s leg.
He clicks his beak, yelling at the top of his lungs. He swoops at my head and I duck, huddling over the lizard. Bartok screams as he heads towards the nearest tree branch. He fluffs his fur and fixes me with those big, accusing eyes. I sigh. He’ll be in a sulk with me until the end of next week. By then, I’ll probably have wrestled at least six more lizards from his greedy beak.
I open my hands to look at the lizard I’ve just rescued. It’s sat perfectly still on my palm. Relieved, probably. Amazed it’s still alive. It flicks out a lurid, green tongue then fixes me with strange, orange eyes.
“You’re welcome,” I say.
The lizard streaks off into the leaf litter, disappearing before I can blink. I dust myself off, realizing I’ve got brown and grey feathers stuck in my hair. Sheb helps me untangle them.
“That was marvelous, Annie,” he says. I never did get why Sheb talks so posh. He escaped to Nowhere three years before I arrived and, even after all that time, and though he’s grubby as anything, he could pass for royalty with that accent. Weird.
I shrug. “It’s nothing,” I grumble. “Anyway, Bartok gets fed enough of our leftovers. He don’t need to eat lizards.”
Sheb pulls the last feather from my hair. “That’s what I mean,” he says, beaming. “You’re a natural at this.”
I raise an eyebrow. “At what?”
“Helping people.”
Oh, here we go. We’ve been having this argument for years and Sheb won’t let it go, not since the lightning-struck tree at the top of the bank turned out to be a portal into other worlds. Not since my mother—who I lost, then found—lost herself again by disappearing through the portal without saying goodbye. He forgets why we both ended up here, the terrible things we did to escape our pasts. He forgets that I brought something with me through the portal. A monster that fed off my rage, pulled at my hatred, and almost killed us both. But that’s ages ago now. That’s under control.
Sort of.
I roll my eyes and say nothing, hoping he’ll change the subject. He doesn’t.
“I heard more voices from the other side of the portal, this morning.”
“Hmm,” I grumble, glaring at him. Sheb is undeterred.
“Some of them sounded really frightened, Annie. Really desperate.”
“Good for them.” I brush the last feathers out of my hair. Sheb’s eyes soften.
“You don’t mean that,” he says. “We could help them, Annie. We could go through the portal and—”
“No!”
I ain’t having this. Not again. We have this argument at least once a week and every time, it leaves me shaken and afraid. I don’t know what Sheb reckons we’ll be able to achieve out there, in the worlds beyond Nowhere. The real worlds, where the seasons don’t change in time to our emotions, where the mushrooms don’t weep when I do, when the trees don’t sparkle with laughter when I’m overwhelmed with joy.  I’ve long reckoned Nowhere isn’t a complete world. It's an in-between place. A crossroads, where other worlds meet. And it’s the safest place for me and Sheb. Like we’d bring any good to the worlds beyond, anyway.
Like we—a pair of outcast murderers—could make any difference that anyone might like. So, I keep saying no. No, Sheb, we’re safer here. And other people are safer if we’re here, too.
But he keeps asking. It’s like the echo of human pain makes him hurt, too.
I clench my fists, so hard my nails bite into my palms.
I can’t leave Nowhere. Not when the memories of how I fought to get here still haunt me. Like Sheb, I come from a world beyond Nowhere, a world that would have killed me if I’d stayed. I still hear the townsfolk yelling for my blood. The mayor, half-delirious with drink, ordering them to kill me. I smell the burning as they set the house on fire. I see my father’s eyes bulging in their sockets, his blood vessels straining against his temples, the froth at his lips as he realized he was dying. And he looked at me and knew exactly who to blame.
“Annie?”
I snap back to myself, realizing I’ve been muttering under my breath. Sweat prickles on my forehead. I fight to control my breathing. Pain sears across my back, along the mottled scar that stretches from one shoulder all the way down to the opposite hip. A scar I’ve had since I was a kid. Sheb touches my wrist.
“Tell me something you see,” he says gently. It’s a thing we have. A ritual.
I blink, look around. Look up. “Leaves,” I croak. My throat’s dry. “Red leaves on the trees.”
“Something you hear,” Sheb says.
“Water,” I say, calming. “The stream at the bottom of the bank …”
We go through things one by one. What I smell, what I feel. Gradually, the memories of that day fade, and I’m here again. Safe. Home.
Sheb stands and helps me to my feet. He watches me carefully.
“You ok?”
I wrench my hand free of his. I love Sheb dearly but he does ask some stupid questions sometimes. I am obviously not ok.
“’Course,” I growl. “But I know what you’re gonna ask and the answer is no.”
Sheb sighs. “Annie—”
I round on him. I can’t help it. “Back off!” I snarl. I bare my teeth like an animal. My anger flares and I feel the pulse of that dark power. That thing connected to it.
Sheb steps back, but his face remains impassive. Above us, Bartok yells a warning. There’s a flutter of feathers and he’s on Sheb’s shoulder, those tawny eyes fixed on me.
Immediately, the anger is gone and that deep, familiar guilt settles in me. This ain’t Sheb’s fault. He’s my friend. My family. It’s just he’s the only one here and when my anger takes hold like that, he gets the force of it.
“I’m sorry,” I mutter, glaring at my feet. “It’s just I can’t—”
“You can, Annie,” Sheb says gently. “You’re just scared—”
“’Course I’m scared!” I yell. Tears sting my eyes and I feel stupid. Childish. He’s supposed to get it. He’s meant to understand.
“We ain’t leaving Nowhere, Sheb,” I say. “It’s dangerous.”
Sheb reaches for me. “We’ll protect each other, Annie,” he says. “I’ll have your back and—”
I push him away. “I don’t mean it’s dangerous for us,” I say. “I mean for them. The things we’ve done, Sheb. You and me. We killed people. We’re murderers. What use are two murderers gonna be to anyone needing help?”
Sheb says nothing, but I see pain shining in his eyes. I hate that I’ve hurt him. I clamp my mouth shut and look away.
“We did what we had to, Annie,” Sheb says quietly.
I don’t reply. Not straight away. I can’t. The fury builds in me again. Not rage at Sheb, but at the universe. At what it dealt us. At how my Dad’s rage got beat into me. At how no-one ever helped until it was too late. At how I did what I had to and what I had to do was terrible. It ain’t fair. That darkness tugs at me again.
That’s it, Annie, it says. I feel it grinning. Feel it’s greed. In my mind comes the image of a little black snake, hiding in the grass. A green tongue flickers from its mouth. Vestigial wings—blood red—flex on its back. Scarlet lightning flashes in its eyes. 
Let go, it says. Give in.
But I won’t.
“I’m gonna look for Wriggler,” I mutter. Sheb’s face falls.
“Annie—”
“I need to find him,” I insist. “I can’t—I dunno what he’s up to. I’ll see you back at home.”
I march into the forest before Sheb can say another word. Bartok screeches after me but I don’t look back. My vision blurs and I wipe away angry tears. Feeling a coward. A fool.
The trees bend to me as I pass, snaking vines reach for my face. Years ago, I’d have slapped them away. Now, I know they’re not aggressive. They brush my cheeks, my shoulders, my hands. They’re reminding me I belong here. They’re wrong. Truth is, I don’t belong anywhere. Nowhere.
Overhead, there’s a buzz-and-rumble of strange thunder. The red-and-indigo sky thickens with poisonous green clouds. A storm’s coming, probably caused by my stupid outburst. Bizarre creatures skitter through the undergrowth, seeking shelter. Even the mushrooms—oozing viscous red fluid—shuffle tighter into the shadows.
It starts to rain. I wince as scarlet droplets sting my face. Sheb’ll be heading home. Back to the cave beneath the Soother Tree, where we spent five years building a life.
But I can’t go back yet. The anger pulls me. When I close my eyes, in the darkness behind my eyelids, I see a monstrous mouth open, spreading into a white-fanged smile.
Annie …
I thought I had it under control. But I don’t. If I go through the portal, Wriggler will come with me. And I know what that means. I know what he can become. What I can become.
And I don’t want to kill anyone else.






  
  Chapter two
The Girl and Her Monster


The rain’s torrential by the time I find that damn snake. I’m soaked through, scarlet dripping off me like blood. It took me ages to get used to the rain when I first arrived. I hated how it stung when it touched my skin. Even now, I ain’t happy being out in it. I’ll have blisters later. Sheb’ll have to wash them out.  
I clench my jaw as I trudge through the sodden undergrowth, slapping vines out of my face. The trees get anxious in the rain. Their trunks swell, their leaves shiver, their vines lash and grab.
I dodge the more insistent ones, splash across the stream. The water in Nowhere ain’t clear, but flows rainbow-bright. I pause to watch the colors swirl round my fur shoes, watch the shapes in the water. Shark-like creatures, mostly no longer than my forearm (although there’s a huge one in here I don’t like to think about). The stream’s pretty fast through this part of the forest, but the shark-things clamp themselves to the stream-bed with lizard-like legs. Sheb’s got a clever name for them in some weird language he uses for his notes. I just call them lizard-sharks. They nose my feet with blunt heads. A few open their mouths, their long tongues oozing out to lick the cuts and bruises I’ve always got just from living here. I shudder, but it doesn’t hurt.
When the lizard-sharks lose interest, I clamber up the opposite bank, where wildflowers grow in the dappled sunlight. The flowers here have a dark sense of humor. Sometimes, they eat insects that come to feed off them. Bulbous beetles with iridescent wings buzz around the clearing, even in the rain. A few wasp-like things with purple bodies and vicious stings patrol the perimeter. I slap them away when they get too close, dodge flowers that snap at my ankles. One manages to sink its fangs into my calf. I swear, kicking it. It releases me with a dark chuckle, retracting its fangs so it looks like nothing more than an oversized daisy.
At the edge of the grove, there’s a tangle of brambles with vicious thorns and poisonous, blue fruit. I stop a meter or so from it and put my hands on my hips, scowling. The bush shudders.
“Wriggler,” I call over the rain. “I know you’re in there.”
The bush shudders again, then falls still. The rain lashes down. My face and arms sting.
“Come out,” I say.
Silence.
I roll my eyes. “I ain’t playing this game, you painful creature. Come out now, or I’ll feed you to Bartok.”
Nothing. I raise an eyebrow.
“I ain’t kidding.”
We both know it’s an empty threat. Bartok hates Wriggler, but he’d never eat him. Unlike Bartok, Wriggler isn’t just one of the strange creatures native to Nowhere. He’s…something else. Being eaten wouldn’t make a difference to him, anyway. He’d still be here. He’d just find another shape.
Still, the bush trembles. There’s a grumpy huff and a triangular head appears from beneath the thorns. A forked, green tongue flickers out, tasting the air, and then Wriggler slithers into view. He coils himself into a heap, hating the rain, and uses those dark-red wings—too small for flying—to shield his head. Even curled up like this, he’s looking bigger than normal. Usually, he’s no longer than my arm. I can scoop up his body and my fingers and thumb meet around the width of him. But he’s looking longer. Fatter. His black scales gleam with strange light. If I squint, I reckon I see lightning flash red in his eyes. Never a good sign.
When Wriggler and I first met, he didn’t look this small and harmless. He was huge. Monstrous. And his power over me is something I haven’t managed to break free from. I don’t think I ever will. Whether we like it or not, we’re linked for life, me and him. We’re each other’s demons.
I crouch in front of him, feeling how my little snake pulls at my inner darkness.
“What you been up to, eh?”
As if in answer, two electric-blue shapes streak from under the thorns. Wriggler strikes at one, missing it by less than an inch. The creature stops and turns, its blue fur ruffled up in anger. Electricity sizzles along the yellow stripe down its back. I raise an eyebrow.
“Hunting cracklemice?” I say. “That’s brave.”
Wriggler flicks his tongue and I wince, sucking air in through my teeth as a rumbling voice fills my head.
I like how they die, Wriggler says. My gut clenches.
“That’s—” I’m about to say evil, but I stop myself. Mainly because it’s true. “I want you to leave them alone.”
Wriggler chuckles. Or what? he demands.
Now a safe distance from my lightning-snake, the cracklemouse sits on its hind legs. One ear twitches, and sparks snap across its fur. Wriggler hisses. He’s been electrocuted by these mice enough times to leave them well alone, but he never will. The mouse lets out an angry squeak, then darts away.
I watch it disappear, then frown at Wriggler.
“You know I don’t like you killing them,” I say. Wriggler flicks his tongue but makes no other sign he’s heard. Like he’d care what I thought, anyway. I sigh. The rain’s easing now, but I’m drenched, stained scarlet. I wipe my face and wring out the hem of my jacket. Sheb made me this jacket. When I arrived in Nowhere, I had nothing on but a summer dress. No good for red rainstorms, or for running from the monstrous predators that live here. Sheb made me pants from some flax-like material, shirts from bark and jackets and shoes from fur. I watched him frowning over heaps of fabric and furs, tongue poking between his teeth, sewing my new clothes with thick thread made from vines. Thinking about it makes me feel guilty all over again. I scowl at Wriggler.
“You’re a pain,” I tell him. “You know that?”
Wriggler peers at me, green tongue flashing. Is it just me, or does he look sad?
Above, the clouds part and the red-and-indigo of a clear sky peeks through the darkness. Nowhere’s orange sun appears, casting the grove in a fiery light. Wriggler shrinks into his coils.
I offer him a hand. “C’mon,” I say. “Let’s go home. I gotta apologize to Sheb.” I pause. “And Bartok.” I pause again. “And I s’pose I owe you an apology too.”
I stop short of actually apologizing to him, though. And he doesn’t insist. Instead, he slithers up my knuckles and wraps himself round my wrist. I cradle him as I stand, turning for home. My shoes squelch in the rain-churned mud. I roll my eyes. I’ll have to rinse everything in the river later. More chores. It’s endless. Sweep out the cave. Extract small beasties from Bartok’s beak. Forage. Hunt. Cook. See off predators that come sniffing round at night. Keep Wriggler under control (that one’s never-ending). When does Sheb think we’ll even have time to go through the portal and help other people? Just surviving is tough. And though I’m grateful for it—even this relentless life is better than the one I fled from—it ain’t easy.
I clamber down the steep bank, steady myself against the trees. Some reach vines out to hold me upright. I make it to the edge of the river and let the rainbow water rinse my shoes. I close my eyes. Breathe deep. Try, like Sheb always tells me, to find a moment of peace. I concentrate on the feel of the cool stream on my calves, the sound of the gurgling current, the trees shifting and creaking. Animals yelling in the canopy—
Wriggler leaps off my arm, wings flapping. I lurch forward, shocked, grab at his tail, but he flicks it away as he lands with a splash in the rainbow water. He heads like a bolt of lightning for the opposite bank.
“Oi!” I surge after him. “Where you going?”
He reaches the opposite bank, charging after something I haven’t seen. I stumble and land heavily in the stream. A sharp stone punches a hole in my knee and I yell. My rage gives a sudden pulse, like a quake with me at the epicenter. My breath catches. I glance up in time to see Wriggler rear, ready to strike. He’s growing. Glowing as my anger bolts down our bond, fills him with new strength. In the blink of an eye, he’s twice his usual size, his sinuous body now the thickness of my forearm. He opens his mouth, fangs flashing. Too late, I see what he’s seen. The young cracklemouse trembling in the leaf litter.
“Wriggler!” I shout. “Don’t!”
But he ain’t listening. He lets out a noise like a thunderclap. Then he strikes. The mouse’s scream cuts short and Wriggler calms. He turns to face me, tail flicking. There’s no remorse in those dark eyes. If anything, there’s triumph there. He knows what he’s done. He doesn’t care.
“Drop it!” I snarl, getting to my feet. He doesn’t. Blood draws a trail down my leg as I charge up the bank.
“Drop it!” I say, louder this time. I reach for Wriggler, meaning to take the mouse from him. But he’s too quick. I blink and he’s gone, vanished into the undergrowth.
I stand for a moment, hand still outstretched towards the place Wriggler had been. The anger’s dulled now, settled to a throb at the back of my mind. In its place, though, is despair. It’ll take me ages to find him again. I fight the prickle of tears as I head home. I ain’t searching for him again now.
What’s the point, anyway? I’ve got no control over that damn snake. And he’s me, isn’t he? Every cruel, vicious thing he does is really me and I can’t contain it. If I lose control, I’ll unleash him whether I mean to or not. I’ll release the monster he really is.
And that ain’t Wriggler’s fault. It’s not him that’s the monster. Not really.
It’s me. He’s just a creature made from my rage and hate and darkness. A creature bound to me because I’m full of all those things. And there’s no way I’m taking myself and my monster through a portal into anyone else’s world.
Whatever monsters they’re already fighting, they don’t need to be fighting me, too.






  
  Chapter three
A Flash of Light


The sun’s setting. My feet throb as I stumble through the vines. Nearly home. A chill settles in the air. The night beasts are coming out to play. Normally, I love this time of day. I love making the fire, the smell of Sheb’s cooking. Putting up the door and closing the ragged curtain so we’ve got nothing but the glow of the flames. The way smoke curls out of the gnarled chimney the Soother Tree grew for us when we built our home under it. 
Today, though, the gloom irritates me. The shadows make me jump. I don’t know where Wriggler’s slithered off to. Don’t care, either.
That’s a lie. I do care.
I don’t want to, though.
The forest opens into a grove with a huge tree at its center. Great, splaying branches with long vines hanging down. Its leaves are gold, red and orange, shimmering in the evening sun. It stirs, though there ain’t a breeze. When it senses me nearby, it reaches gentle vines towards my face. It wraps its long tendrils round my shoulders, guiding me towards its enormous base. If it could speak, this tree, I know what it’d be saying.
Welcome home.
Sheb calls it a Soother Tree. It’s generous, fiercely protective of the creatures that live in and around it. That includes me and Sheb. Nestled beneath its splaying roots, is our earthy cave. A chamber we’ve widened, careful not to disturb the tree’s foundations, and made safe.
A cry splits the twilight and I freeze, my muscles tensing. I feel that rage flare in me again. Rage and fear. I imagine Wriggler and that cracklemouse. The size of him. Those fangs piercing flesh, the mouse’s scream cut short. I shiver.
The tree’s vines guide me forward, catching me when I stumble.
The cave beneath the roots is open. Sheb’s left the door aside, the curtains pulled back. I know why, and guilt stabs my belly. It’s Sheb’s way of telling me he ain’t mad. He hopes I’m ok. That he’ll hug me and cook for me, and we’ll sit quietly and that’ll be that. No fuss.
The gentle, orange glow of a fire flickers from within. I crouch, crawling between the tree’s twisting roots, down a short tunnel into the chamber we’ve widened so we can stand up fully inside. The tree’s tendrils encourage me in, then they withdraw. I let out a breath, just standing for a moment in the cave that has been my home for five years. There’s a pot bubbling over the fire. Something thick and delicious throws up a deep, rich froth inside. The warmth eases the tension in my joints. I feel my shoulders drop.
“You’re home,” Sheb says. I see him nestled against the wall. He’s got a blanket round his shoulders. His bare feet angle towards the little hearth, lined with misshapen river stones and crackling with a generous fire. Bartok snoozes beside him, beak tucked under one wing as he snores. His squirrel tail flickers. He’s dreaming. 
Sheb whittles away at something. I squint into his hands, but whatever it is, he’s only just started. It still looks like a lump of wood. Beside him, though, is a heap of finished figurines. No longer than the length of his finger. Perfectly carved little animals. Mostly critters that live in Nowhere. He’s an artist, is Sheb. A creator. He’s got books beside him, too. He made them himself, the paper pressed from leaf litter, the binding thread cut from tree bark. He’s made pencils from charcoal and ink from flower stems. He draws on them, creates sketches and profiles of the creatures of Nowhere. Gives them names. In another life, Sheb would’ve been a great parent, teaching his kids how to be kind to all things. How to make and not destroy.
Can’t say the same about myself.
My gaze travels to his face. His eyes glitter but there’s no anger in them. Just relief that I’m back. His lips twitch in a smile.
“You hungry?”
I clutch my belly and realize I am. Starving. I nod, not trusting myself to speak. Sheb puts his knife and the wood to one side and stands, heads to the fire to ladle some broth into a bowl for me. He carved our bowls and spoons, too. If it weren’t for him, I’d probably be half wild by now, eating raw, hunted meat with my bare hands.
I kick off my shoes, then turn towards the entrance. Our door is a wooden board, made from planks of various sizes and fixed with resin and twine. I heave it across the entrance to keep predators out, then pin the heavy curtain up to keep the heat in.
Too tired to undress, I flop into a chair near the fire. It’s a rickety thing, made from storm-broken branches, legs all different lengths. Sheb made it. He made all three of the chairs in here, the little table nestled to one side. He made the twine we use to hang herbs and fruits to dry. He made the wicker baskets we store forage in. The only thing I bring to this place is the meat I take down with my throwing knives and a whole lot of mood.
The thought makes me feel bad all over again, but Sheb brings me the broth and a spoon. He places the bowl in my hands and squeezes my shoulder.
“I’m glad you’re back,” he says.
I don’t know why that makes me cry, but it does. I wipe a hand across my eyes and hang my head, trying to hide my sobs by slurping loudly. Sheb says nothing, just stands beside me with his hand on my shoulder. Bartok stirs and opens one tawny eye. He sees I’m home, hoots a drowsy greeting, and goes back to sleep.
And that undoes me completely. I don’t deserve my little family. I’m a broken, brutal thing in this in-between place and they both love me, anyway. Sheb sweeps my hair out of my face. Hushes me.
“I’m sorry,” I choke finally. “I’m really sorry, Sheb.”
Sheb rubs my back and makes sympathetic noises. “It’s ok, Annie,” he says. I rub my eyes.
“It’s not ok, though!” I protest. “I keep doing this and it ain’t fair on you.”
I smack the heels of my hands against my temples. “It’s these stupid memories,” I say. “It’s this stupid scar across my back. It’s that stupid serpent!”
Wriggler’s voice rumbles in my mind. I can still hear you, you know.
I shove him out of my head and hug my knees. Sheb pulls me against him and holds me close.
“I get it, dear Annie,” he murmurs. “You know I do. I know what it’s like to … have that monster in my head.”
I blink away tears and lean into him. “Yeah,” I sniff. I ain’t going to ask him to talk about that. He told me his story once, five years ago, and has never repeated it since. I saw how it hurt him the first time, how battling the monster Wriggler used to be left Sheb with his own scars.
Sheb lived alone in Nowhere for three whole years before I came along and Wriggler was here, too. Vast, uncontrollable, able to switch shapes depending on Sheb’s memories and fears. He preyed on Sheb during that time. Somehow, Sheb told me, he’d managed to break whatever link held him to Wriggler, banish Wriggler from Nowhere. Only for me to bring him back again.
I never learned how Sheb did it, or why both he and Wriggler survived. And I don’t know what instinct tells me I’ll never achieve the same, I just know it’s true. Wriggler is mine and I’m his. Severing the invisible thread that ties us would kill us both. I’m stuck with him. Forever.
The thought of that makes me sob harder.
Sheb shakes his head and kisses my brow. “I get it, Annie,” he murmurs. “I understand. You don’t have to go through the portal. We can stay here and—”
But whatever he’s about to say is drowned out by the sound of a hideous shriek. Light—brighter than anything I’ve ever seen—fills our home, blasting in from the twisting root-chimney. I throw an arm over my face, shielding my eyes, and reach for Sheb. His hand grabs mine. There comes a deep rumble. The world lurches sideways. My bowl tumbles from my hands, landing face down on the earthen floor. Bartok screams, flapping in mad circles round our heads.
Then, as suddenly as it comes, the sound, the quake, the light, are gone. The world goes utterly silent. Dark. The fire’s been blasted out and now there’s only the glow of the embers to tell us it was ever there. I’m on my feet, my chair toppled on its side. I clutch Sheb’s hand too tight, but he doesn’t mention it.
Instead, he says. “The portal, Annie.”
His eyes are huge. I know he’s right. The portal tree isn’t far from our home. At the top of a gentle incline, it sits in a clearing. Mostly, the only thing that comes through it are voices. Cries for help. The sounds of people connecting with Nowhere in their dreams.
But this is different. This time, it’s something more than nightmares and desperation. Something—or someone—has fallen through the portal.
“Yeah,” I agree. “Let’s go see.”
Bartok stops flapping and settles on Sheb’s shoulder. He glares at me, as if this is all my fault, which is a bit unfair. I glare back. Bartok lets out a stubborn hoot and begins to preen his belly.
Sheb gives my hand a squeeze. “Come on,” he says. “Together.”
He grabs his favored weapon—his harpoon—and I snatch my belt with my three throwing knives. We crawl out into the night. The animals have fallen quiet. Nothing stirs. The Soother Tree shivers. Frightened, its vines try to urge us back inside, but we bat them away. Sheb’s patient about it. I’m not, and I feel bad when the tree withdraws in a huff.
On Sheb’s shoulder, Bartok gives a worried hoot. His tawny eyes glow in the light of Nowhere’s twin moons. Stars twinkle orange and gold overhead, glittering through the darkened canopy.
Sheb listens, then stands and gestures for me to follow. We’re halfway up the incline towards the portal tree when I realize I forgot my shoes. Something slithers over my bare foot and I flinch. But when I look down, it’s only Wriggler. He’s back to his usual size and looks sheepish.
“Where the hell’a you been?” I hiss.
Out, he says haughtily. About.
He coils himself into a knot and looks at me guiltily. I roll my eyes and reach down. “C’mon, then.”
He oozes up my arm, settling around my neck like a scarf. It’s weird how I find his weight comforting, like his dark, monstrous presence makes me feel whole, somehow. Sheb glances back, sees Wriggler draped round my neck and grins. I manage a small smile, though my heart’s thundering like the hooves of a howler-horse.
Even before we reach the top of the incline, I see the glow of the portal tree. A powerful white-and-yellow light, like a beacon, pulsing into the sky. It always glows a bit. Has done since it opened five years ago. But this is something else. The light hums like it’s alive. Energy fizzes off it in waves that make my skin prickle.
Sheb stops suddenly and I walk straight into his back.
“Oof!”
“Sorry.”
Bartok squawks, lunges at my ear. Wriggler rears at him, baring his fangs. I hiss at them both to behave and they pipe down, glaring at each other.
“Annie,” Sheb says. He reaches for my hand.
The portal tree stands in the center of a small clearing. It’s nothing more than the blown-out husk of a lightning-struck tree. Its scorched trunk is huge, too big around for both Sheb and me to wrap our arms round. Nothing grows on it. No mosses or lichens. A great crack stretches down one side. I know that if I stretch on tiptoe and peer into the trunk’s hollow center, I’ll see an ever-moving swirl of ethereal lights. I’ll see world after world flicker into existence and then disappear, replaced by something else. I’ll see galaxies studded with stars, their planets rushing round them in great, endless circles. I’ll see deserts and swamps and cities and forests. And if I lean in too far, I’ll fall through the swirling lights into whatever world the portal’s open to.
But I don’t step up to the portal tree. I don’t need to. Instead, I stare in open-mouthed horror at the girl on all fours, vomiting heartily into the leaf litter.
“Urgh,” she groans, wiping her mouth. “Damn, no-one told me that would feel so awful.”
Shakily, she gets to her feet. She spots me and Sheb, and freezes. I see her fingers twitch towards the dagger at her hip.
“Who’re you?” she demands. Her voice is deep and assured, but crackles with youth. She’s still a kid. No more than seventeen, I reckon. I get a stab of sadness at that. A pulse of fear. I was only seventeen when I first came to Nowhere. Just a girl running from her past.
Like this girl is.
She’s dressed better than I was, though, in a pair of heavy, cotton pants and a flax shirt. Her boots are scuffed, laced loosely, and creased enough that I know she wears them often. She’s lean, carrying herself with the kind of assuredness that shows me she’s used to hard work. Moonlight illuminates her black-skinned face and I see her eyes are hard, accusing. Her hair is short, tight black curls on top of her head. There are leaves in it, still, where she fell through the portal. She smells slightly of fish and salt.
But none of that is what I notice first. What I notice first is she’s drenched in blood.
It stains her shirt, smears her face, drips from her jaw, coats her fingernails. I blanch when I see it. My mouth falls open.
The girl sees me looking.
“It’s ok,” she says. “It ain’t mine.”
That does nothing to reassure me. Before I can stop myself, I unsheathe a throwing knife and raise it, ready to defend my family. The girl bares her teeth at me. I bare mine back.
“Who’re we?” I repeat, affronted. “Who’re you more like! This is our home—”
Sheb touches my shoulder lightly, but I’m too charged up to notice. I feel Wriggler tense around my neck. His wings flare.
But the girl drops her fists at my words. “You live here?” she asks. “For real?”
Sheb offers her a hand. “We do,” he says. “And you’re welcome, even if you did scare us half to death.”
The girl frowns, then reaches a tentative hand and grips Sheb’s. He grins. 
“I’m Sheb,” he says, giving her hand an enthusiastic shake. “That’s Annie and Wriggler, and this is Bartok.”
The girl looks at each of us in turn, her smoke-black eyes full of suspicion. “Hi,” she says, unsmiling. “I’m Maeve.”
“Great,” Sheb says. “Well, it’s dark out and I reckon I heard a howler horse earlier, so you should come back to—”
“No,” Maeve says.
I bristle. “We ain’t staying out here to get eaten,” I snap. “If you ran away here, you got to—”
“I never ran away,” Maeve says, glaring. That shuts me up. I think how much she sounds like me. That fierce, rough twang to her voice. 
Pinned by her stare, I can’t move. I feel like I’m looking at myself five years ago. A girl full of fury and hate. She clenches her fists. “I never ran away,” she says again. “I came to find help.”
The way she says it makes my heart lurch. I swear her voice cracks. I see tears pooling in her eyes and I think, maybe she ain’t like me at all. I reach towards her, then think better of it, drop my hand.
“How d’you get here?” I ask. “How d’you know you’d find help here?”
Maeve drags a hand through her black curls, leaving a streak of blood across her forehead. Her eyes gleam. “I didn’t,” she says. “All I know is there’s always been a tree just beyond the estate that had strange lights in its branches. A portal. I had no idea what I’d find on the other side, and I never had the chance to find out. It’s guarded. Protected by—” she clenches her jaw, her whole body is like a fist, ready to punch. “It’s protected. In a forest full of monsters.”
I stare at her. “You went through a forest full of monsters to get here?”
Maeve’s eyes meet mine. I feel a jolt pass through me. “Didn’t have a choice,” she whispers. “Not after what’s happened.”
I open my mouth to ask. I can’t take my eyes off her bloody clothes, the streaks across her face, the smudges on her knuckles. Holy Oak, what did she do? 
Sheb, though, beckons her towards him. “Our home isn’t far,” he says gently. “Come with us, where it’s safe. Tell us about it. We’ll help you.”
He looks at me when he says it. Hoping. Pleading. I scowl, but Bartok fixes me with that tawny stare. He fluffs himself up like a big, purple ball, and gives an innocent little chirp. Then he hops smartly onto Maeve’s shoulder and nuzzles her face.
Maeve stiffens, then relaxes as Bartok’s soft fur brushes her cheek. I see a tear trickle past her nose. Bartok gently nudges it away, and I know there’ll be all the hells to pay if I say no to this.
I hang back as Sheb leads Maeve towards our home. The Soother Tree welcomes us inside and I only half-listen as Sheb explains about the tree and our home. How Nowhere is a place between worlds. All the stuff he once told me. The same words. I taste bile and swallow it down.
Finally, with the door and curtain blocking out the night, Sheb wraps a blanket round Maeve and hands her a bowl of mushroom broth. He sits beside her, feet stretched towards a newly built fire. I sit back and Wriggler slinks off into the shadows. I can just see the glow of his eyes reflecting the flames.
Bartok hops onto Maeve’s lap, begging for mushroom scraps. She chuckles and feeds him a spoonful, which he gobbles messily.
“Now,” Sheb says. “Will you tell us why you need help? What can we do?”
He glances at me again, as he says it. I look away quickly. There’s no expectation in his eyes. I know if I refuse to help, he won’t hold it against me. But he’ll go by himself, to a world full of dangers we can’t imagine. And what then? What if he doesn’t come back? What if—?
But all the what ifs disappear from my mind as Maeve starts to speak. I realize it ain’t as easy as just yes or no. This is a whole lot bigger than that.
It’s a whole lot bigger than me.






  
  Chapter four
Maeve’s Truth


Maeve tells her story. As she speaks, Wriggler slithers up my arm, nudges my cheek. Images flash in my mind. I see Maeve’s story unfolding like I was there, witnessing it.  
This is what she tells us.

      [image: image-placeholder]Maeve can barely feel her legs, but if she moves, Father Grey will see her. She’s not ready to face him yet. Instead, she peers between the wooden legs of the pews, glaring at the back of his shaved head as he prays. He shifts slightly on his faded cushion, his old knees objecting to the flagstones beneath. It’s dark in the prayerhouse. He doesn’t know she’s there. He never does. She’s spent five evenings watching him, hidden in this hollow beneath the pews. She’s been using the hiding place since she was seven years old, though it was a lot roomier under the pews then. In the ten years since, she’s grown taller. Become a woman. It’s crushing, now. She has to squeeze herself in. Still, he’s never suspected a thing. Idiot.
She watches as Father Grey ends his prayer, raises his hands towards the wooden idol hanging on the stone wall. Maeve’s never understood what the Dread King is supposed to look like now. Once, he was a man. An actual king, ruling from the Jewel City over the kingdom of Wilderness. But that was before the Wild Wood took him, twisted him. Before he became something monstrous. 
The idol on the wall is of some half-man, half-bear, with canines long enough to skewer a ragehog, a third eye opening in the center of his forehead. But Maeve’s seen pictures of him as a frail old man, hiding a poisoned dagger under his cloak. Pictures of him as a stern-eyed warrior full of bloodlust, and as a lion, jaws clamped around a night haunt’s throat. Whatever form he takes, the Dread King invokes just that.
Fear. Hate. Dread.
The power of the Wild Wood.
Maeve shifts in her hiding place. Her foot has gone numb, but these pews creak like anything and she can’t afford to give herself away. Not yet. She needs to work out what she’s going to say. She only came here to talk.
Plead, actually. Much as she hates the glint of triumph she sees in Father Grey’s eyes whenever he thinks he’s got her just where he wants her. But she’s got no choice. Of all the priests, he’s the one who’s least convinced by this wretched marriage. He could turn the others, get them to call it off. Get them to leave Lin alone.
And then, Maeve just needs to find a way to spirit Lin out of the manor before Krogan sends her to Howl Island. To protect her from the snatching claws of the Wild Wood, which claims so many powerful girls.
The thought of that makes Maeve’s throat squeeze. So many people—so many things—want to take Lin away from her. But she can’t think about that now. One thing at a time. 
If she doesn’t convince Grey to change his mind …
Well, that doesn’t bear thinking about, does it?
Father Grey grunts as he stands, stooping to collect the cushion. He throws it onto a pew and takes his candle from a nearby shelf. Maeve wriggles, ready to reveal herself.
“I know you’re here, Maeve,” says Father Grey. “The whole chamber stinks of fish. Who else would it be?”
Maeve freezes, her fingertips just visible beneath the pew. Father Grey hobbles over and stands inches from them. He grinds the toe of his boots into the flagstone. Maeve imagines her fingers trapped between. She balls her hands into fists.
“Come out,” Father Grey commands. “You aren’t a child anymore. If you keep skulking about in here, I’ll tell Father Wystan. I don’t think he’ll be quite so lenient, do you?”
Maeve reddens as she squeezes out from beneath the pew. There’s a moment when she’s on all fours, staring at the priest’s thick boots, and knows he’s smirking down at her. She hates him. She hates that she needs him.
“I’ve got to talk to you,” she says, standing.
Father Grey waves a dismissive hand. “No,” he says. “I know what you’ll ask but it’s decided. And really, it’s in her best interests. You don’t want her sent to Howl Island, do you? Go home, Maeve.”
Maeve doesn’t move. She’s not going home. Not until he agrees. Otherwise, it’s all over and she can’t handle that.
“I know you think it’s a bad idea,” she says. “I heard you talking. We’re on the same side. We could stop it. We could save her.” 
Her fists are still clenched at her sides when Father Grey’s smirk disappears. His face descends into a thunderous scowl.
“Go home,” he says again, his voice a snarl. Maeve catches a flash of elongated canines, the glint of amber in his usually grey eyes. He turns away, reaching for the incense on the floor under the idol. Maeve stares, her heart a raging bull in her chest. He’s just going to cleanse the prayer chamber and be done? He must not see … he must not understand …
She steps towards him. “Father Grey—”
He’s on her in moments, his meaty hand around her throat. He shoves her back until she tumbles into a pew, pushing until her neck feels as if it might break. He squeezes and colors dance in Maeve’s eyes. She tries to plead with him, but her voice is stuck. Her throat is closed. Panic flutters in her lungs. Her limbs are on fire. She claws at his hand, but he won’t let go.
“You’re just like your father,” he snarls. “Sticking your nose in where it isn’t welcome.”
As quickly as he’d grabbed her, his hand drops. Maeve slides from the pew, knees striking the flagstones. She struggles for breath, gasping like an animal on all fours.
“I said,” Father Grey says in a low rumble. “Go home.”
Trembling, Maeve clambers to her feet. She realizes now that she might die here. He could kill her. Everyone would know, but no-one would dare say anything. Who would care? But she can’t go home—to what home, anyway? To that leaky tarpaulin on the docks, propped up with a broom handle? To the threadbare blankets and the upturned pallets that barely keep out the wind? That’s not home, is it?
And this is for Lin.
“I need to talk to you,” she says again, hating the way her voice trembles. “I need you to listen—”
He laughs. Laughs. He doesn’t even look at her as he lights his incense. The cloying scent of sandalwood stings Maeve’s nose. 
“Listen to what, Maeve?” he says. “You want me to stop a marriage that could bring the town exactly what it needs? That could save Lin both from the Asylum and the clutches of the Wood? You’ve lost your mind. The answer is no. And it doesn’t matter what I think. It’s already decided.”
He looks up and Maeve feels a thrill of terror as his eyes meet hers.
“But you know what else it’ll mean,” she murmurs. “You know who it’ll give power to, and I reckon you’re as scared of that as I am.”
She’s hit a nerve. She can tell. Grey stiffens. A snarl ripples his lips. The curl of incense smoke reflects in his eyes. “Go home, Maeve,” he growls.
He places the incense in the thurible and begins to swing it gently. He mutters purifying prayers under his breath as he moves back and forth in front of the idol. Smoke burns Maeve’s eyes. The scent makes her gut churn.
He’s not going to listen. He won’t change his mind. Fear claws at Maeve’s heart. She’ll lose everything and she has no voice. No choice. No one will fight for her. Who would dare risk their necks against the Order of the Dread King? Against Krogan? Against the Jewel City itself?
Tears of anger sting her eyes. There’s still time. She steps closer.
“Father, listen—”
But a breeze snuffs out some of the candles, darkening the prayerhouse. Something blocks the door. Something big. Maeve turns, wafts at the incense smoke that plays tricks with her vision. “Hello?” she says. Behind her, she feels Father Grey freeze. “Can we help you?” Maeve asks. “Are you lost?”
The shape in the door says nothing. It is a vast blackness against the night. Maeve can’t make out a face. With a jolt of horror, she realizes the shape isn’t human. It shoulders its way inside and the door frame cracks under the impact. A hinge pings loose, clattering across the flagstones. A rumbling groan fills the chamber. Maeve stumbles back a few steps. “What do you—” she starts, but the air in the chamber grows chill, cutting off her voice.
“Get out!” Father Grey shouts as the final few candles sputter and die. The chamber plunges into darkness and only the milky glow of moonlight filters through the tall, stained-glass windows. The creature lifts what Maeve can only assume is its head. Two pinpoints of eerie green light shine in its face. Maeve’s gut writhes.
This isn’t any creature that she’s heard of from across the cities and nations of Wilderness. This … this is a monster. And it can only have come from one place. The Wild Wood twists the animals and people on the land it claims. Whatever this creature was before the Wood got hold of it, it’s a nightmare, now. Maeve’s seen monsters before. Hollow Creek is no stranger to the demonic creatures that prowl out of the Wild Wood. But when this thing steps into the moonlight, she finds herself praying.
A huge, black, bear-like beast with serrated horns curling from its head. Its vast paws shake the flagstones as it lumbers towards them. White fire burns in its footsteps and Maeve feels the temperature in the chamber drop. Gooseflesh prickles across her arms. She can’t tear her eyes away. There’s blood and gore matted into its thick fur, Its claws clash against the stone. There’s a sharp stink of rot that clings to it. This is death. Death, come to claim her. 
The rumble from the monster’s throat shakes her bones. Its breath mists in the frigid air. When moonlight falls across its face, Maeve feels faint.
Riddled with deep scars, its snout wrinkled into a snarl, it opens its maw to reveal a jaw bristling with teeth. Its gums are bloody where its own teeth, too big for its mouth, have sliced its flesh. Its eyes burn with ghostly green light.
“What …” Maeve breathes, and the creature turns its gaze on her. Maeve feels her blood freeze, her mind deaden with cold. She’s going to die here. Now. And then she’ll be devoured.
But the creature turns from her and fixes its sight on Father Grey. Its snarl deepens.
“Get out!” Father Grey yells, His voice grows deep, ragged with a growl at its edges. Maeve doesn’t look, but she knows he’s doing what all priests do when faced with the evil of the Wood. Using the power bestowed upon him by the Order. He’ll fight the monster if he has to.
But Maeve stares at the abomination lumbering towards them and thinks even Grey’s priestly powers can’t save him from this. Still, he reckons he can command it. “This is the house of the Dread King!” he says. “I am a slayer of nightmares. We will hunt you down and cut you to pieces!”
The creature’s deep rumble changes slightly and Maeve feels it resonate in her head like…
Like laughter.
When she looks at the creature, she realizes its lips are curled in a kind of sneer. Maeve looks at the convex curve of its spine, the thick muscles of its shoulders, its teeth. All she can think is that this is the Dread King, come to wreak his vengeance. Come to claim blood. And then the rumble changes again and the coldness in Maeve’s heart intensifies.
It’s speaking. The creature is speaking.
“Die …” it says, its glowing eyes fixed on the priest. “Die, old man.”
And then it leaps.
Its speed is enough to knock Maeve back into the pews. She yells in terror and scrambles out of sight. Father Grey doesn’t even have time to scream. The monster rears up, twice the height of a man, horns clattering against the ceiling. It lifts a vast paw and brings it down, a swipe that shatters the priest’s jaw. Blood sprays in a great arc and Maeve feels it spatter her face. There’s a wet thump as Grey’s body hits the flagstones, and then the monster screams. 
The sound shakes the foundations of the prayerhouse. The windows burst, glass catching in the starlight. Maeve feels a blood vessel pop in her nose and blood runs into her mouth. She shrieks, but can barely hear her voice over the creature’s war cry. The sound of it fills her head, rattles her bones, penetrates her marrow. It’s so loud, she thinks it will shake her apart.
And then, as suddenly as it started, it stops. Silence rings like the voices of the dead. For a moment, she remains huddled beneath the pews, blood dripping from her nose. Then, trembling, she crawls to the end of the pew and peers around.
Grey’s body is a mangled heap under the altar. The monster looms over it, chewing. Maeve hears its teeth crunch bone and gristle, feels bile rise in her throat. The monster lifts its head, gleaming green eyes meeting hers.
“You …” it rumbles. It steps over the priest’s body, towards her. “You …”
Maeve doesn’t wait. Slipping on the fresh blood, she scrambles to her feet and flees. There’s blood in her hair, in her mouth. Her lungs burn, her throat still raw from the strangling. She doesn’t stop. Not until she gets to the gates of the huge Shadow Tree Estate on the edge of town. Not until she’s slipped between the black iron bars and raced through the darkness towards the place she should not know.
The secret Lord Krogan covets more greedily than his jewels, his power, and his stepdaughter.
Towards a door in the branches of a dead tree. A door that leads to a place not charted on any map.
A portal to Nowhere.
And, Maeve hopes, to help.






  
  Chapter five
Between the Dark and the Wild


Me and Sheb sit with our mouths open. I got no idea what to say. Wriggler coils himself around my wrist. Maeve twists her fingers together, waiting. She bites her lip. 
“So?”
Sheb takes a breath but I hold up my hand. “Let’s get this straight,” I say. “A giant monster bear that you reckon might be your god—”
“He’s not my god,” Maeve says quickly. There’s an edge to her voice. A challenge. I don’t know why, but it make me like her.
“Fine,” I say. “That you reckon might be a god, smashed its way into the chapel and killed a priest.”
I pause. Maeve sighs. Sheb casts me a sideways glance.
“And you …” I say, slowly, “came here?”
Maeve nods again. I narrow my eyes.
“How?”
Maeve chews the inside of her cheek. I can tell she ain’t used to anything she can’t sort out with her fists. She ain’t good with pretty words and persuasion. But she’s here. Asking. That takes a courage I respect.
“There’s a door,” she says finally. I raise an eyebrow. She gives me a withering look. “At the edge of the town, there’s this estate called Shadow Tree. It’s where Lord Krogan lives.”
His name sounds bitter in her mouth. She spits it out, like it’s poison. I can smell her hatred.
“Hidden in the Wood, on the edge of the estate, there’s this tree. It’s got strange lights in its branches. I’ve known what it was for years. Krogan thinks only the priests know he’s got a doorway to another world.” She gives a gap-toothed grin. “They never reckon on me.”
I feel a smile tug my lips. “What makes you think we can help?” I ask. Sheb looks at me. I can tell he wants to speak but I keep my gaze fixed on Maeve. I want to hear her answer. I want to know if she’s the girl I reckon she is.
Maeve curls her hands into fists, then uncurls them. She glares at her lap. A muscle twitches in her jaw.
“I dunno,” she says. “I ain’t sure you can. I just … it ain’t for me, see. I had no love for Father Grey. Hate all priests, if I’m honest. But he was the only one that could call off Lin’s wedding. And now—”
“Hold on,” Sheb says. I look at him. “Who’s Lin again?”
Maeve blinks. Tears stand in her eyes.
“My friend,” she says. “My only friend. And she’s in danger. She has a … something she shouldn’t have. Something forbidden. Krogan is her stepfather. He was going to send her to Howl Island, where girls with this … forbidden thing … have to go. But the princeling from the Jewel City wants to marry her instead. They’ll take her away and she’ll die there. They’ll—”
Her face crumples. She fights
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