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DEDICATION

For my husband.

Here’s to many more adventures.
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Dark moorland, star-scattered. A wisp – a girl – drifted past a great tor, the rocks damp and iron-cold, even to a dreamer’s touch. In the sky, a storm grumbled.

Her favourite dream-creature appeared with the thunder; a creature darker and wilder than night, a patch of deeper dark, with blazing eyes and long, soft fur, and teeth as pointed as daggers. The quiet dark pressed upon her skin, but she felt safe with the dream-creature. A strange thought threaded through her skull. I know I’m dreaming. She knew she could command her own dreamworld. Laughing, she climbed upon the creature’s back. Flying across the wild moors, she and the dream-creature were enough to blot out the moon.

She held up her hand, flexing her fingers and marvelling at the power she felt within the dream. I feel like a ghost.

Below them writhed an ocean of ice-tipped grass, a great endless blanket of thistles and gorse and midnight, and Bea recognized the haphazard shapes of Tors dotting the earth.

A dip opened up in the moorland beneath them, like an enormous rabbit burrow. The creature plunged downwards and slipped all the way down the hole.

Beneath the moors a great labyrinth of lamplit burrows ran in all directions. The bones of dead rabbits propped up the walls and made intricate patterns in the flickering light. The girl felt the creature’s bones shift, felt it straining against its shape as it sped through the passageways.











Dreamstalking: Essential materials.

Soft-soled dance slippers

Nightmare armour

Scenery-blending shield

Chalk pouch, in case of slime

Earplugs, to guard against malevolent music

A good, sharp blade, inlaid with peridot

A compass (infused with wild magic) to maintain the right-way-upness of things

All-weather aerodynamic suiting, for dreamscape changeability

A heart steeled with courage, and an appetite for adventure.
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PART ONE

FIRST SLEEP
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ONE

THUNDERHEART

The day after the dreams disappeared, Bea Grimspuddle sat in the eye socket of a dragon skull, draped in a cloak fringed with owl feathers. Her moss-green jumper had been patched so many times that it was nearly a different jumper altogether, and her boots were streaked with so many layers of mud it was hard to tell their original colour. Her tangled curls were pulled into a knot damp with moor-mist. Pip, a small owl who Bea belonged to, heart and soul, sat beside her.

Beneath the skin of the moors below them, the bones of many ancient-ones shaped the hills. In places, whole dragon skulls had unearthed from their graves and sat bleaching in the daylight – though the time of the great dragons had passed. The moors belonged more to the dead than the living, as most places do.

This was Bea’s favourite thinking spot. Thea Draper and her cronies wouldn’t bother her up here. Other children were afraid of the dragon skulls. To Bea, they were friends. She didn’t care that talking to bones and rocks and owls made her the subject of ridicule. They were better friends than humans.

Dusk fell. Air rushed over Pip’s wings as she swooped from her perch next to Bea, extending her talons. Bea tilted her face skyward to watch. If it were possible for thunder to be a hair-colour, an eye-colour, and a temperament, Bea Grimspuddle was a thunder child and as thunder-hearted as the moors she called home.

‘I’ll keep watch for peregrines, Pip!’ she called to the owl.

The dark owl shape swooped towards her prey, and moments later Pip returned to the dragon skull, carrying a limp vole in her talons. Bea lifted her gloved hand. The owl plunged out of the mist and landed on her mistress’s knuckles, where she promptly gulped down her meal and grew sleepy, a tail still poking from her beak.

‘You know you get too sleepy to fly if you’re eating,’ said Bea.

In response, Pip’s eyes closed. The tail shortened an inch as she managed one more swallow before falling asleep on Bea’s hand.

Bea sighed, lifting the owl from her knuckles to her shoulder. She had found Pip as a baby, huddled beneath a particularly eccentric tower of rocks. She and her mother, Ula, surmised that the fledgling must have been swept across the moor in a storm. That was two years ago. Owl and girl had been inseparable ever since.

Mist settled on her cheeks and in her eyelashes. Thunderheart lore said that mischievous spirits haunted the moors when the mist thickened. But that was the least of Bea’s concern.

Every night, she and her mother would spend the time between the first and second sleeps discussing their dreams and all the characters who visited them. Bea then spent the second sleep returning to her dreams for new insights. But last night, they’d had nothing to say. No wisdom or comfort to gain. For her mother’s dreams had gone missing last night, too.

Their sleep had been blank.

Bea pressed her face to Pip’s feathers and breathed in her reassuring scent. She watched thunderclouds bruise the darkening sky above the moor. A strange, haphazard pile of rocks guarded the hill up ahead; this was the great Tor of Thunderheart, shadowing the gorse: a towering, chaotic assembly of rocks with a jutting overhang near the bottom. Old stories claimed all sorts of things about how the Tors came to keep their watch over the moorland – tales of devils and elves and faeries. In the daytime Bea believed none of them, at night she believed them all. And she saw them spring to life in her dreams – or she usually did.

Movement snagged the corner of Bea’s eye. Just beyond the Tor was the cottage where she lived with her mother, Ula. It sat alone on a ridge above the main settlement.

A shape flickered across the ridge, moving towards her cottage. It paused, surged onwards, a black blot against the grey-green winter moors.

Bea slithered out of the giant dragon’s eye socket, thumped on to the ground, and ran towards home. Visitors never called on them. She sprinted through the middle of the settlement, past the great wooden hall and the watchtower and the other cottages, earning herself a few yelled curses and orders to ‘Watch where you’re rushing, Grimspuddle!’

But she didn’t slow down. As she passed the Tor, Bea reached out to brush the cold, damp stone. ‘Please, Thunderheart,’ she whispered. ‘Can you bring my dreams back?’

The mist thickened as it rolled across the moor. Bea pitched forward up the hill, heart thrashing, tearing upwards until she reached the top of the ridge. Pip dug her claws in to maintain her perch. A rippling ghoul peered in at the cottage window. Is it a ghost? thought Bea. Is it a faerie, come to hex us? Bea gave an outraged yelp and careened forwards. Her experience traversing the springy moorland meant that the creature didn’t detect Bea’s advance until she had almost slammed into it.

A face turned towards her, all startle and anxiety. A living face. Bea pulled up short, muttering curses. The face belonged to a girl Bea’s own age, with skin pale enough to show blue veins beneath its surface, and hair black and shiny enough to gleam like feathers. Her eyes were rimmed with red, and shielded behind a pair of smeared wire spectacles. She wore a long black oilskin coat, with the hood pulled up.

She was very much not a ghost, and that was almost worse.

Martha Hearthsweep.

‘What are you doing here?’ demanded Bea.

Martha’s eyes flashed, wide and damp, making Bea think of deer. ‘Why weren’t you in Hall?’ she whispered. ‘Everyone was there, old-ones, young-ones. They’re saying no one had a dream last night.’

‘No one?’ Bea echoed. Her stomach flopped, and a hot queasiness spread through her. This was a bigger problem than she’d thought. Then she wrinkled her nose as the more likely truth came to her. ‘Is this a trick? Did Thea Draper send you?’

Martha had the good grace to look briefly ashamed. ‘No, course not! I’m trying to tell you, Bea. There’s trouble. A shadow – a something – was seen above your cottage. Some say there’s an ill wind.’

Bea scoffed to cover her shock. ‘You and your tall tales!’

Martha’s face fell. She turned and ran full tilt like a rabbit through the mist, feet gripping rock as she pelted over tussock and down ditch, the leather pouch at her hip bobbing like a misplaced tail.

Bea sagged against the cottage window. She had enough of girls like Martha at the school hall, she didn’t want to see her at home as well.

Before Martha disappeared into the fog she turned to look at Bea again. Her shiny black hair swirled around her head like ink spilled in water. Bea felt another unpleasant plunging in her stomach.

Thunder cracked and boomed. The wind gathered strength and slammed into Bea, while rain began to sting her cheeks.

‘Come on, Pip,’ Bea grumbled, turning towards the cottage. ‘This isn’t owl weather.’
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TWO

SECRETS

Bea marched past the window towards the storm-bitten front door.

As she did, she glanced up at the thatched roof. Nothing but mist and rain.

But a sound, riding the wind, made her pause.

A singing voice twined through the dusk. It wheedled and croaked. The sound made Bea’s head swim. It was like a poison.

The wind swelled the voice, and then Bea saw a flicker of movement in the corner of her eye. When she twisted to look across the hillside, she thought she saw a squat dark silhouette slink past the midden heap and creep under the eaves of the hall. The sight made Bea itch inside her skin. She squinted hard at the long low shape of the hall but nothing stirred again. The singing voice had faded to the ghost of an unsettling note.

Martha’s words echoed through her skull.

Bea shouldered open the door. ‘Ma?’ she called, blinking in the gloom. For some reason, Ula had lit no candle, and the stove was puttering, turning cold.

To call Bea and Ula’s crumbling home a cottage was a generous description: they dwelled in a simple, one-room shambles with a peeling outhouse tacked to a side wall. Inside was a low wooden table, a chair, a washstand, a stove, and an iron bedstead where they slept and Pip liked to roost. Bea tried to clean up the owl’s pellets – grey lumps of fur and bone retched up once per day – before Ula found them behind the bed, but she didn’t always remember. They kept their weather-proofed oilskin coats on hooks by the door, their boots below the hooks, and their other clothes on their bodies.

‘Ma, where are you?’

She heard a sucked-in breath. Turning towards it, she saw the outline of Ula, on her hands and knees under the table. She had one of the big grey flagstones gripped by its edge.

Bea scrubbed at her eyes with her knuckles. ‘Ma,’ she whispered, throat dry.

Ula dropped the flagstone back into place and crawled out from under the table.

Bea elbowed the door closed. Pip fluffed her feathers and croaked into her ear. The cottage was freezing and Bea’s breath chugged before her like a ragged cloud. Ula straightened up and turned to face her daughter. She was tall, lean but sinewy-strong, with ash-dark hair loosely braided over one shoulder. Her grey eyes were clear and wise as tumbled river stones.

‘Where have you been?’

Guilt stabbed. ‘Nowhere,’ Bea fibbed. ‘Just out. Ma, there was something –’

‘You were visiting the ancient ones’ bones again,’ said Ula.

Bea stayed quiet. How did mothers always know?

Ula tsked. ‘Must you always go sneaking off to those skulls? Folk don’t like those who commune with the dead more than the living, or the animal more than the human.’

‘I commune with the living and with humans plenty,’ muttered Bea, resentfully. Being twelve is hideous, she thought. Everyone wants to tell me my business. ‘Anyway, what were you doing just now?’

Ula smiled, but Bea could see the strain around her mouth. ‘Oh, nothing, my light. I only dropped a thimble.’

Bea’s suspicion-senses quickened. ‘Why were you lifting up a flagstone?’

Ula lifted dark-ringed eyes to Bea’s face. ‘I wasn’t, Beatrice. It’s dark in here. You must have imagined it.’

Bea considered Ula’s fine face, with its long nose and strong jaw, the great sad eyes, limpid and depthless. The scars that sang of tales Bea had never heard. It stung to be told she couldn’t believe her own eyes. It wasn’t like Ula to say such things.

‘The cook fire is almost out,’ Bea grumbled, disarmed.

Ula glanced at the feebly sputtering stove beneath the dented old cooking pot. ‘You’re right. It’s time to get on,’ said Ula, briskly, as though she hadn’t just been under the table. ‘Or we’ll have nothing to eat but old, cold pottage dregs.’

‘Are you doing the thing where you busy yourself so you don’t have to tell me things?’

Ula shot her a sharp look.

Bea strode across the room and squinted doubtfully into the ‘pantry’, which was a stack of baskets in the corner, covered in brown sacking. She assessed two soft potatoes, a wizened carrot and a handful of withered green beans, shrugged and snatched the vegetables up. Just about anything could be chopped and added to the pot. The pottage was dwindling, so they would have to make do.

‘Boots and cloak off, Bea,’ said Ula, coming to join her.

Sighing, Bea moved to the coat hooks. ‘I need to tell you, Ma. I saw something, just now, by the hall.’

‘Saw something?’ Ula frowned. ‘Saw what?’

‘I don’t know … It was like … a shadow.’

Ula’s frown eased. ‘It’s easy to see shapes and apparitions as night comes closer.’

Bea opened her mouth to try to explain better, but when she tried to pin down a description for whatever it was she thought she’d seen, it slipped away from her. Frustrated, she focused on the ailing cook fire. She fed the flames while Ula chopped the vegetables, and then Bea added water to the pot so she could scrape the sludge of barley and rye off the bottom with a long-handled spoon. They worked together quietly, each so familiar with the other’s movements that their cooking flowed like a dance. Satisfied that Bea was doing what must be done, Pip swept across the room and settled on the bedstead, where she dozed with one eye open.

When the pottage was hot, they ladled out two bowlfuls and took them over to the table.

‘Martha Hearthsweep was here, just before I came in,’ Bea muttered, jaw tightening against the name.

‘Oh.’ Ula cast her eyes downwards again. ‘I didn’t know you were friends.’

‘We’re not,’ spat Bea. ‘But she said she was here to tell us about an “ill wind”. Maybe the shadow –’

‘Martha has the right of it,’ said Ula, wiping her mouth. ‘There is an ill wind indeed – the dreams did not come.’

‘They’ve all gone,’ whispered Bea. ‘That’s what Martha said – it wasn’t just ours that vanished last night. No one in the settlement had a single dream.’

Bea saw the tension in her mother’s shoulders, the way she’d winced just slightly as she heard this. ‘What?’

Ula shook her head. ‘Nothing. We see what happens tonight.’ She rose abruptly and wiped out the pottage bowls. Bea, gloomy and annoyed, cleaned her teeth with a stick and went to bed wrapped in every blanket she owned. She lay on sheepskin while wearing her knitted cap and long socks, and still her nose was cold. The cup of water beside the bed had already grown a crust of ice. It was only when she was balanced on the cusp of sleep that Bea remembered the strange music she’d heard on the wind.






[image: No image description]



THREE

SHADOWS

That night, the dreams did not come – nor the next night, nor the next. And more shadows were seen. Some reported a black ooze around doorways that soaked into the wood when they returned to clean it. Bea thought she could see shapes flickering at the corner of her eye, but when she turned to look they were gone.

Most of the sightings of shadows occurred up on the ridge where the Grimspuddles’ cottage stood. Ula grew tense and withdrawn, prone to shortness of temper and fatigue. She burned the pottage and blamed Bea, who had never seen her so unsettled.

By the fifth day, Bea had heard more than one person muttering that the Grimspuddles must have drawn trouble upon Thunderheart. On the sixth day, an omen bird was seen circling at dawn. After seven days, a mage rode out, from the great city of Silvervein.

The Torfolk gathered in the great hall to await her arrival. Ula, however, did not attend. She woke ill at ease, sick in stomach, and feeling weak. Bea anxiously piled her with blankets and set a pot of bell heather and gorse tea by the bed before she left to join the rest of the settlement.

Bea slipped outside. The air tore at her skin with teeth of ice, and the sky sat heavy with snow. It was the eve of winter Solstice, the dark time when a hush fell, the land slept and the sky held its breath. Life was balanced on the knife-tip of winter. Hibernating animals slept curled in burrows close to the dead, and migratory birds had already fled. Bea was plagued by cold-chafed lips and knuckles, and a cold red nose.

Below her lay the other cottages of the settlement, and the hall, spread in a wide circle under the sky. Their cottage was the only one that stood apart. Bea sometimes wondered why she and Ula lived alone on the edge of things.

The Tor was a shapeless bulk in the low light, and the skulls in the distance were lost against the pale sky. She descended the ridge, reaching out to brush her fingers against the cold, ancient stones of the Tor as she skirted past.

She’d spent another dreamless night in a featureless, grey space. She missed the creatures who visited her dreams, so much that her bones felt hollow. She missed the dreams where she left her bed and floated around the cottage and out across the moors, and the dreams when she knew she was dreaming, and could do as she pleased. Lucid, old-ones called them. What were nights for, but for dreaming? Worse, she knew that she had favourites among the dream-creatures, and a lost memory tugged at the back of her skull when she tried to remember one in particular. But she couldn’t pull the memory free. She had forgotten them already.

But now, despite the restless and unsettled feeling in her bones, excitement fizzed in her fingertips. A real mage was on her way, from Silvervein, the most important place in all of the country of Hirathorn – a city so distant that no Thunderhearter had seen it, but it governed their lives all the same. And its mages held the magic …

The hall was a long, wooden structure, sombre and bare except for on feast days. It was where the schooling took place, where new babies were blessed, and where the bodies of the dead were laid out for respects before burial. Usually, the whole Tor would come together before the day’s work began, to discuss their dreams and the insights or predictions gleaned from them.

Bea thought about waiting outside, to be the first to glimpse the mage’s horse, but the cold bit too viciously, so she ducked under the lintel. Vats of tea steamed on a long bench. Freshly baked loaves and pots of the summer’s bilberry jam had been set out, with the Tor’s best crockery and cutlery. Bea wrinkled her nose, wishing they had something better to offer a mage of Silvervein.

People gathered in groups, hands wrapped around tin mugs. Upon seeing Bea, they paused their nervous chatter, then resumed again with lowered voices and glances darted at her. Bea nodded politely to the few old-ones who greeted her and chose a quiet spot near the door.

‘I’m going to be a mage when I’m grown,’ she told Pip, who sat on her shoulder, feathers fluffed up.

For as long as Bea could remember, she had yearned to join one of the mage guilds: that gifted, scholarly order which acted as stewards of the land’s wild magic.

There were four different mage guilds in the mountain city of Silvervein, each with a different cloak to show their magic discipline: green cloaks were healers; black cloaks worked with the magic of rivers and seas; scarlet cloaks were the most senior mages, usually tasked with maintaining order across Hirathorn and banishing rogue magic, and lilac cloaks were musicians, weaving power from the chiming of stars and the songs of birds.

Bea wanted to traverse the landscape with them, on adventures fuelled by wild magic. But no ordinary folk could channel magic. Now and then people liked to gossip that their old aunt or grandpa at the next Tor-but-one could thread a glimmer of magic into their baking to make the bread heal the sick, or their weaving to make the cloth stronger or storm-proofed. But those were tall tales, and in any case, folk magic was illicit – Silvervein owned all the magic of Hirathorn.

Laughter filtered through the crowd, and sure enough Bea spotted the cruel smirk of Thea Draper against the far wall, surrounded by her pack of boring friends. The same friends who liked to join her in teasing Bea for having holes in her jumper or mud on her boots, for staying quiet or for speaking up, for her tangles and her freckles and the gap in her teeth and even for her name.

Thea was watching Bea and muttering things to make the others laugh. Martha Hearthsweep was among them.

Martha. Bea’s stomach twisted. Why had that horrid girl run all the way up to her cottage, last evening? She never usually bothered to speak to Bea.

Helen, the schooling mistress, approached. ‘Once again, I did not see you at Hall yesterday for your afternoon classes, Beatrice.’

Bea gulped. ‘Um, my mother, she needed some chore-work done before moonrise – you know, it’s just me and her, and I –’

‘So, pray, why do I hear tales of you idling up at the graveyard of the ancient-ones, again? Must I corner you at meetings to cajole you every week, when learning is in your own best interest?’

Bea’s heart thumped painfully. Thea. She flicked a glance at the bully who was watching the telling-off with an avid expression. Martha Hearthsweep was watching, too, but her expression looked more like one of pity. Bea hated everyone and everything in that moment. She was Bea Grimspuddle, and she needed no pity.

‘You don’t teach wild magic,’ Bea sang out, tartly. ‘That’s the only thing I need to learn. As I must have told you a hundred times before, I’m going to be a mage.’

Miss Helen turned an awful shade of puce. ‘How dare you speak to an old-one in such a manner,’ she erupted. ‘As I have told you a hundred times and more, you’ll never be a mage, Beatrice Grimspuddle.’

Bea goggled up at Miss Helen. Old-ones were unbelievable sometimes – they ought to know how rude it was to try to crush a person’s greatest dream. ‘Why not?’ Frustration flared in her chest, almost strong enough to mask the giggling of her school mates.

‘Because – as you well know – mages are high-born scholars from magical bloodlines. They are not troublesome, flittering dreamers! Common folk stay put in their settlements, and let their mages protect them. You will be put to tasks befitting of a young lady of your low station.’

Bea crinkled her nose. ‘Oh, pish and thistles,’ she spat, to cover the sting of truth that she wasn’t from the right family, that she didn’t have magic. ‘I’m no young lady! I’m just me.’ Miss Helen began to cluck and scold, so Bea edged away from her.

‘She’s almost here!’ someone whispered, and the whisper caught and spread around the hall like fire.

Hall had filled since Bea had arrived. She pushed and shoved her way to the front and slipped outside to watch the mage gallop into Thunderheart. The earth shook under hoof. When the mage slowed and trotted close to the hall, Bea couldn’t stop her mouth from falling open.
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FOUR

A MAGE-MADE MARK

The mage’s robes billowed in the unsettled air as she sat atop her stamping coal-black horse. Her omen bird dropped out of the sky like a black hailstone and distilled on to her shoulder – a huge, battle-worn raven. The shadows of mage, horse and bird fused with the shadow of the Tor, and storm clouds shadowed the moors. She carried a blade that glittered at the hip, carved from a mountain-thorn – the sharp teeth of the mountain that only a mage could procure – and her red braid was threaded with silver.

As she fought to steady herself, Bea wondered at the wild magic captured in that black blade, and thought there must be magic in her compass, too, and her spyglass. Perhaps even her stirrups. Though they had travelled the breadth of Hirathorn, the horse did not froth or steam.

The mage dismounted smoothly. For a moment, her eyes grazed Bea’s face. Bea felt as though they might peel back her skin. Being the appointed mage for this part of Hirathorn, she had visited before – although no one knew her name. Mages never gave their names to common folk.

Tom Hearthsweep – Martha’s da – pushed Bea to one side and stepped forward to greet the mage. He swept a bow. ‘Thank you for sending your omen bird,’ he told the ground at her feet. ‘Will you break morning bread with us?’

She nodded once, and followed him inside, her bird still balanced neatly on her shoulder. It stared at Pip as they passed, and the little owl directly coughed up a pellet.

‘Don’t be nervous, Pip,’ soothed Bea. She took one last glance at the mountainous black horse – who watched her like she thought a wolf might – and scurried in after them.

The mage accepted a cup of tea but declined bread and jam. She sat on a chair at the raised platform at the back. Bea cursed when she realized that now she had the worst view of anyone.

Wasting no time, the mage spoke. ‘We have made the decision to Abandon,’ she announced. ‘We cannot protect you here any longer. You must prepare your wagons at once, and leave.’

A pin-drop silence descended over the hall.

Abandonment?

Bea’s mind raced. It was known that this could happen to a place, in theory. There were some very-old-ones who claimed to have known someone-or-other who had an aunt or a cousin twice removed that once had to Abandon. So much for common folk staying put in their settlements, letting their mages protect them, thought Bea. The silence scattered as questions clamoured into the air, and the crowd surged forward. The mage lifted a hand, and all fell silent again.

‘The disappearance of dreams has left a dark void,’ she intoned. ‘There are creatures that drink deeply of that void, feasting on the darkness.’ The mage’s pinched mouth and sleepless skin told of grappling with troubled lands, and trying to keep them in order.

‘What are they?’ called out Tom Hearthsweep.

The mage paused. ‘Nightmares,’ she said, finally. ‘The dark twin of dreams. Since the disappearance, they have grown stronger, and now they walk the landscape.’

A bolt of electric fear shot through Bea. The slinking shapes she’d seen, flowing unnaturally, creeping and then sliding, clinging to the undersides of things.

Suddenly, she hated the thought of Ula being alone up in the cottage on the ridge. The fear turned cold, like cooling sweat, and she found herself shaking.

Murmurs flocked like fieldfares into the air. Where will we go? What will we eat? How will we get there? The murmurs swelled and grew jagged with fear and anger. The shadows – we saw them on the ridge. Where the Grimspuddles dwell.

What if this is because of us? thought Bea.

A few people wept, and Bea saw others putting their arms around them, trying to offer consolation though there was none to be given. No one tried to console Bea. She felt small and unwanted, and wished she could flee.

The mage waited. When quiet returned, she spoke. ‘The nightmares will make a ghost of this settlement. They will make the landscape treacherous, erode the earth, create sinkholes and bogs. They will infect people’s minds, take their fears into the daytime, make them believe in phantoms, or conduct terrible deeds.’

‘Can we make for Wulfpit?’ asked Miss Helen, who was now white as parchment and trembling. ‘My sister dwells there.’

‘That is only the next Tor from here,’ said the mage, patiently. ‘It will not be far enough – Wulfpit must also Abandon. I suggest your wagons make for Blackfang.’

‘Blackfang?’ repeated Miss Helen’s husband. ‘That city is half of Hirathorn away!’

‘Only half,’ confirmed the mage. ‘Which is a better distance than I had originally hoped. Blackfang has the space, resources and fortifications to offer several Tors shelter.’

Moorland stretched for leagues in all directions, far enough that you could ride for days and never reach the outermost edge, unless you were a mage who could brew speeding-storms at the hooves of your mount. It would take months for the wagons to reach Blackfang. It spoke volumes that the mage believed the journey was safer than staying put.

‘But where have they gone, the dreams?’ Bea blurted. ‘How can they have been here one night, and gone the next?’

Old-ones tutted and gave her disapproving looks. Bea sighed. She knew the rules about young-ones not speaking up, but she could seldom hold her tongue when a question pressed upon it. The mage gazed at Bea with a look of surprise, which rapidly congealed and slid off her face as she turned to more important matters, from more important mouths.

The rite of Abandonment itself was brief.

The mage led everyone outside, to Thunderheart Tor. She took a long horse-hair brush from a saddle bag – Bea noticed it was wet without paint – and painted a black X across the breadth of the largest stone. ‘X to mark the Abandonment of Thunderheart Tor,’ she proclaimed, and as the words died in the air, the paint wriggled to life, a constantly rippling sheen against the stone.

After the mark was made, Bea felt the strange sensation of a loosening in the air, as though the Torfolk were already unravelling from each other and this place; everything felt scattered and uneasy.

There won’t be any more schooling, Bea thought distantly, as she peeled away from the group. She had to tell Ula that they needed to leave. She glanced around nervously. They didn’t have a wagon of their own, unlike all the other families. Would someone offer them space? Perhaps they would have to make the journey on foot. But if nightmares were destroying the landscape as the mage said … Bea couldn’t let herself finish the thought. Instead, she spun on her heel and hurried away.

The mage’s horse – great, gleaming, and terrifying–snorted and stamped. Bea only just avoided crashing straight into it.

The horse’s eyes glittered. She edged around it and raced towards the cottage, Pip gliding overhead.
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FIVE

JAM CAKE AND PITY

Bea was halfway home when the storm broke. She ran faster. Hailstones hit the ground so hard that they fell again, upwards. Pip sailed ahead, gliding between them. At the cottage door, Bea’s boots stuck in slimy mud that sucked at the leather. Strange, she thought. The rest of the ground was solid as iron. When she pulled her boot free, the earth bubbled.

‘Ma?’ Bea called, as she barged into the cottage. Ula was still a lump under the bedclothes and the room smelled of pottage and candle smoke. ‘Are you feeling better?’

Bea hurried across the room. ‘I need to tell you so many things,’ she said, breathlessly. Then she froze. Ula was not feeling better. She twisted and writhed in sheets stained with sweat. She moaned and ground her teeth. When Bea gently shook her shoulder, she didn’t respond.

Pip perched on the bedstead, staring down at Ula with concern.

‘It’s all right, Pip,’ said Bea, trying to brazen-out the fear rising up her throat. ‘I’ll prepare some food so it’s ready when she wakes up. And then we’ll be able to leave.’ Perhaps they could follow behind the wagons.

She counted the last of their perishable goods. Three candle stubs, a dreg of oil, a few coals in the bottom of a bucket, half crumbled to dust. A handful of sprouting potatoes. One stringy cut of meat preserved in a bucket of salt. The sack of barley was light and the one of rye was empty. They had one jar left of bilberry jam, another of hazelnuts and a tin of dried bell heather and gorse to make their tea. ‘Skipping hares,’ muttered Bea, alarmed. ‘Thistles, gorse and buttercruds!’

Bea fed the fire and stirred the old pottage, adding water and a handful of ground hazelnuts.

Then her eyes drifted to the loose flagstone under the table. A few times since finding Ula down there she’d thought of trying to investigate herself, but hadn’t had the chance.

Ula was still fitfully sleeping, so Bea ducked under the table and knelt on the floor, fitting her fingertips around the stone. The cold leached off it into her bones. She tried to lift it, but couldn’t gain purchase. Hail pounded the thatching. Bea used her nails, grappling, and cursed when her nail tore down to the quick. She sat back on her heels, sucking her fingertip, blinking back tears. Then she leaned forward once more, gripped the stone and wrenched at it.

‘Yes, yes, come on!’

The stone slowly prised up out of the floor. Bea peered over its lip, into a dark space beneath …

‘What are you doing?’

Bea jumped, hitting her head on the table, and dropped the stone. She glanced over her shoulder, crawled from under the table and sprang to her feet. ‘What am I doing?’ she yelped.

Martha Hearthsweep stood in the middle of the room, clutching two brown paper parcels. ‘Um,’ she said. She flicked anxious glances at Ula, who was mumbling in her sleep.

‘Well?’ shouted Bea. ‘Why are you going around sneaking up on people?’

‘What’s under there?’ asked Martha, avoiding Bea’s eyes.

‘Answer me!’ hissed Bea. ‘What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be preparing to leave?’

‘Saw you earlier,’ said Martha, eyes downcast. She scuffed her boot against the floor. ‘Running back from the hall. We’re preparing to leave, but a wheel on the wagon needs fixing. Da and my brothers are repairing it now. We were worried about you.’ She held out the two brown paper packages, and Bea realized that they contained loaves.

Bea wanted to say, ‘My mother is sick,’ but that would make it too real. She wanted to say, ‘I think the shadows and the missing dreams have made my mother sick,’ but that would sound mad. So, she swallowed her words and turned them into rage.

‘No one needs to be worried about anyone except themselves,’ she snapped, stepping forward to snatch the parcels from Martha. The force made the other girl stumble; she fell backwards, righting herself before she actually fell.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Bea, reaching out for Martha. ‘I didn’t mean to.’

But Martha backed away, and edged around the door. Bea watched from the window as she bounded over the ridge.

That’s that, then. Even if we can follow the wagons, Blackfang is the hugest Tor. Maybe I’ll never see her again, as long as I live. She held the parcels to her chest. The underside of the paper was still warm.

She felt a stab of anger so strong that her eyes welled with tears. She hated that any of this was happening. She hated that she and Ula needed this food more than Martha could ever know. Pip settled on Bea’s shoulder and fluffed up her wings, bathing Bea in her sweetish butter-and-old-books scent. She crooned gently into Bea’s ear.

‘I know, Pip. I should be grateful for a gift.’ But she didn’t want charity. She wanted her mother to be well. She wanted them never to need anyone’s pity. They never had before.

Bea sat on the chair by the window with a pile of Pip’s moulted feathers in her lap. She sewed each one on to the hem of her cloak. Then she turned to whittling and darning. She found herself carving a sharp wooden point the length of half a forearm. She turned the stake in her fingers, felt the weight.

‘Bea?’ called Ula, hoarsely.

‘Ma!’ She hurried across to the bed.

‘How long have I been asleep?’

Bea hesitated. ‘Long enough, Ma. Would you like something to eat?’

She lay the table for tea. It occurred to her that Solstice eve required a touch of something special, so she hauled her trunk out from under the bed and dragged out a long, threadbare piece of midnight-blue velvet that Ula had given her. She used it as a table covering and then set out bowls of hot pottage and a fat kettle of stewing tea. She placed the two unwrapped parcels in the middle. Bea waited for Ula to climb stiffly out of bed.

Bea sat on a cushion and Ula took the chair. They lit one small candle, to celebrate the light that would be growing stronger from tomorrow. It spilled warm light on the old cracked crockery. Pip watched from her perch on the bedstead.

Ula stroked the velvet tablecloth, and then noticed the parcels. ‘What are these?’ She untwisted an edge of the paper and peeked inside. A delicious scent wafted out. ‘Oh, my.’

They unwrapped the parcels. Inside one was a beautifully soft brown loaf with a seed-scattered crust – bread to have with their pottage! But most excitingly, in the other was a wedge of something dark, and shiny with sweetness, making Bea’s mouth water.

‘Jam cake,’ whispered Bea, lifting saucer eyes to her mother’s face. It was a dark currant cake made almost soggy with plum jam, and Bea could count on one hand the number of times she’d tasted it in her whole life.

‘Such luxury!’ murmured Ula.

‘The Hearthsweeps gifted them to us,’ said Bea. ‘Martha came all the way up here in a hailstorm.’ Martha’s image flashed into Bea’s head again, like a light when you’ve stared at it for too long. The bully’s friend.

Ula nodded. ‘Such kindness.’ She looked at Bea with pained, exhausted eyes.

Bea’s heart thudded. The wind raged. They were used to hardly being able to hear each other, out here where the weather roamed and ate their voices, and Bea was used to Ula always listening for something other than her voice. Listening for something more distant, head tilted, eyes far away.

But Bea needed to make herself heard. ‘We have to leave, Ma. Thunderheart is Abandoned.’

Ula only nodded. ‘I wondered if the mage would decide to do that.’

‘What do you mean?’ whispered Bea.

Ula’s grey eyes held Bea’s deep green ones. ‘Have I told you the tale of dreams and nightmares?’
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SIX

THE SONG OF NIGHTMARES

Night thickened, held its breath. Bea’s stomach swooped. She shook her head. Her mother still held her gaze, grey eyes steely.

‘There is a great balance to be upheld, in all things. That is the natural law. Dreams and nightmares must be held in such a balance, and they are governed each by a mage of great power. But the balance has tipped in favour of nightmares – they no longer only infect dreams, as we are all familiar with. Now, they walk the landscape.’

‘I know, sort of,’ whispered Bea. ‘Our mage told us.’

Ula hesitated. ‘I don’t want to lie to you, Bea. But there is only so much I can tell you, for your own safety. There is a Queen, far away. She is one of those two great mages. She has long been dabbling in terrible things, but I fear the situation is worse now – far worse, and only worsening. I fear it is down to her meddling that dreams have disappeared, and the nightmares have been set free, like a plague. But there is no way back from it. There is only running, as far and fast as you can manage.’

‘What has all this got to do with us?’

Ula held Bea’s gaze, but spoke as though a rock sat in her throat. ‘I think that the nightmares are searching for me. I think that’s why I’m sickening.’

‘What? Why?’ Bea felt as though the walls were caving in. Everything she knew, unravelling.

Ma’s face closed like a book. But Bea glimpsed fear slither like an eel across her expression. ‘I am sending you away,’ she said. ‘I’ll arrange for you to leave with the Hearthsweeps.’

Bea sat back, shocked. ‘No, Ma. I’m not going with them!’

‘Listen to me.’ Ula gripped Bea’s wrist with fingers cold and hard as iron. ‘You must be with people who can help you, and keep you safe.’

‘Ma!’ cried Bea. ‘How can I leave you here? I can’t. I won’t.’

Ula tightened her grip. ‘I am drawing the nightmares here! I will do what I can to defend against them, but it won’t be enough in the end. You will leave without me, or you’ll never be safe again.’

Bea shook her head, and heavy tears fell. ‘If I go anywhere, it’ll be to find a cure, to make you better.’

Ula gave a long, deep sigh. ‘Oh, Bea. I will not recover from this affliction.’

‘That can’t be true. I won’t let it be true. And I won’t go anywhere without you!’

‘Beatrice Grimspuddle, this isn’t a debate.’ Ula grew angry, in that way that old-ones have when they’ve run out of proper argument. ‘You’ll do as you are told.’

Bea scuttled backwards away from the table, hiding her face in her hands. ‘Your moods are changing faster than pottage, and more often!’

She felt Ula’s hand rest gently on the top of her head. ‘I’m sorry, Bea. I’m so sorry, for all of this. Will you look at me?’

Bea let her mother’s hand stay put, but she wouldn’t lift her head. Words and images tumbled through her mind: a faraway queen, dreams and nightmares, and her mother, growing sicker and sicker as the nightmares marched closer, devouring the earth in their path.
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Bea woke in the night with a cold nose and a chill in the stomach, and a head empty of dreams.

After their meal Ula had become feverish again; Bea had made no move to leave, and Ula had given her no more answers before falling into a fitful doze. A stalemate had befallen the cottage as the rest of the settlement prepared to depart.

The night had worked a quiet, stealthy magic. Ice had been painted over every surface until all things gleamed like polished glass. Moonlight slipped across the ice, pooling in secret places.

Bea heard voices on the wind. They swelled together and trailed away, returning in disjointed murmurs. The wind was stained with their warped song. Horror prickled up and down Bea’s spine.

We have to leave with the others, she thought. We’ll beg space in a wagon, bribe for it, somehow.

Bea’s eyes crept to the bracket on the wall, which held a long-handled hay fork and stakes for pitching out animal pens – relics from whoever had lived here before.

She slipped out of bed, took the hay fork and kept watch by the window. At first, only the song breached the walls. But then the earth shook, and a thumping sound boomed across the moor. Bea saw squat silhouettes slink across the hillside beneath the cottage, plain as frost-breath, their edges bleeding into the night. Bea’s fingers tightened on the hay fork. Through her belt she had secured the small stake that she whittled.

‘Nightmares have come,’ she whispered, swallowing back bile.

The door latch rattled.

Bea realized her cheeks were wet, and that made her angry.

Then a creature slid long black claws through the latch, clunking the mechanism open.

Bea wiped her face and stood, gripping the hay fork. Pip uttered a jagged battle cry.

The nightmare squatted a few feet away from Bea, bulging eyes sucking the starlight.

Bea pushed her curls out of her eyes. ‘You’re gonna wish you never, ever messed with me,’ she muttered.

Pip swooped on to her mistress’s shoulder, ear-like tufts of feathers raised in alarm. Bea advanced on the nightmare. ‘Get out of our cottage!’

The small, hunched creature studied her, humming a discordant tune. Bea recognized it as a thread of weird music that she had heard her mother humming under her breath. The creature didn’t resemble a human. It barely resembled an animal. It pulsed with energy, long tendrils of hair waving like underwater weeds. Its huge blind eyes were like grey craters, and
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