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How foolish we have been, to claim we comprehend the breadth of this great labyrinth. Only those who have seen the darkest heart of the Weird Wood know the truth – that we have not even begun to glimpse it!

INTO THE WEIRD WOOD, 
CAPTAIN THOMIS THRESHWELL
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CHAPTER ONE

With the Gathering Blight

The babies ripened on the nurse-vine, until their pods split and their first squalls pierced the night. The volunteers came, gathering the child they would raise. They wrapped them in silkleaf blankets and carried them through the trees to their new homes, built into the valley wall.

All were claimed except one. By now, rain tapped upon the leaves and stirred up the smell of warm clay. Firebugs, with their little smouldering bellies, wove patterns in the dusk. The last baby didn’t cry. He lay silently in his sticky, broken pod, gummy mouth opening and closing, a brightness to his eyes that suggested an unnaturally keen regard for a world that should make no sense to him.

Bird Song knelt.

‘We must have miscounted,’ she said.

Spring Run, who held a flaming torch and seemed agitated, said, ‘We didn’t.’

‘And yet,’ said Bird Song, as she drew the newborn against her tunic, ‘it would seem we did.’

‘I know how many were on the vine,’ said Spring Run. The flame she held quivered as the rain hurried and the wind picked up. ‘We had parents arranged.’

‘Then how do you explain him?’ said Bird Song.

Spring Run shook her head, chewed on her lip. The baby still made no sound. Perhaps he had not the strings in his throat to make music. Either way, he was the most silent thing in the rustling, sighing vastness. When Bird Song offered a stubby finger, the baby gripped it. There was a snatch in that moment – a snatching sound in Bird Song’s throat, of the like Spring Run had never heard her make, and a snatching of the heart.

‘He will be mine,’ breathed Bird Song.

‘That cannot be,’ Spring Run said. ‘How can that be? You have never claimed a child, in hundreds of years. You told me of the risk …’

But Bird Song was lost in the baby’s peculiar eyes, the grip of his hand, the moving but soundless mouth. The baby went home with Bird Song and became hers.
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The child never made a sound, not a cry nor laugh. When he walked, the leaves and needles seemed not to crackle. Other children refused to play with him. He frightened them, and anyway, he found no joy or intrigue in their games. Bullies tried to shake loose some semblance of life, whether an angry cry or a sob – but he gave them nothing. From the beginning, there was a nub of anger deep within him, though he had no name for it yet.

Only the wilderness soothed him. He walked through ravines and felt the lush moss between his toes. He pressed his ear to the trunks of trees. He laced vines around his fingers, and smelled and tasted stalks and stems, and raked his fingers through the soil. Gradually, he brought the vast wilderness to order within his mind, fixing the distinctions between different plants and flowers and trees. He knew demon-lace from grimcreepers, bugwort from fool’s root, tricksy, poisonous kingwitch from smiling, deadly grinlock.

The boy was more wild than the wild itself, covered in dirt, long hair matted with mulch, hands stained green or black or red from climbing, scampering, examining. Bird Song scolded him, kept him busy with chores and studies. Though she loved him, she rarely showed it. He felt the way she held it back, her fear of loving him wholly. It was something he couldn’t understand. He spent his time out in the shadowy, fragrant hollows of the woods, where few ever trod. Only there did the world make sense, and only there did the anger within him wane.
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The boy was strange but tolerable to the village, until he began to root. Though it was the natural course of their lives to root and eventually rejoin the wilderness, no child of eight summers old had ever done so. It started with white strands forming beneath the skin of his shoulders, streaking down his arms, like pale veins. Crying Drake, the village healer, examined him with thinned lips and stern mutters. When he took Bird Song aside to deliver the news, the boy heard every word.

‘No question at all,’ whispered Crying Drake. ‘Soon they will break through the skin.’

‘You’re wrong,’ said Bird Song, massaging her jaw. ‘Must be.’

‘Afraid not,’ replied the healer.

Crying Drake was correct. Over the following year, the boy’s arms broke out into strands of roots, the skin replaced by plaits of coiling, hair-like roots that spiralled from his shoulders to the tips of his fingers. Roots replaced his hair. Most troubling of all was the fate of the child’s mouth. Before he was ten summers old, roots – like those of a great oak tree, only tiny – grew between his lips, fastening his mouth shut forever.

By now, there were murmurings throughout the village. A boy rooting so young was seen as a dreadful omen. The boy was no longer bullied or scolded; now only avoided. Some broached the subject with Bird Song, saying he was a danger to them all. They called him jjul-ga – demon-grown.

Despite all protestations, Bird Song was unmoved. The boy was just a boy. There was no surer way of making a monster, she told them, than convincing somebody they were one.
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The wilderness was his only comfort. He breathed in the wetness of the earth and the bark after rain, and caressed mildew and clay, and studied toadstools and moths and bramble. He knew the birds by their songs – not only their breed but their souls, whether they were joyous or sorrowful. He crawled into the Snake’s Tongue and let the river clatter over his feet and hands, and he heard ancient things, secrets and memories and magic hoarded by the water.

Sometimes Bird Song accompanied him, studying him. He would kneel and place his hands upon the soil, and the roots coating his fingers would worm into the earth and meet with the buried roots of shrubs or trees. Bird Song watched his eyes swim as he communed with the flora – as he compelled flowers to bloom or trees to blossom, right before her eyes.

Bird Song said, ‘You have a rare affinity with the wild. How will you use it?’

The boy couldn’t speak, but all Bird Song’s questions were rhetorical anyway.

‘There is something coiled at the centre of all things,’ she said. ‘Even you. How it is fed will determine its uncoiling. If it is fed on goodness, it will flourish into something beautiful. Like a rose. A rose eats of the sweet earth, drinks of the cool rainwater. But the coiled thing can feed on darker substances and become something else. It has no inherent nature, do you see? There is, in all things, a second path – one towards poison, and evil, and ruin.’

The child, looking down upon a series of foaming, copper-coloured waterfalls, said nothing. What did this mean for him? The thing coiled at his centre was only a hot, sleepless rage.

‘Have you chosen a name yet?’ asked Bird Song.

Sweat lay upon her brow. She held a hatchet in one hand, in the other a half-eaten mothfruit. The boy shook his head.

‘See that you do,’ she said. ‘A thing is chaotic until it is named. Chaos endangers us all.’
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Two summers later, the boy fell into a terrible fever. He was cold and yet he burned, and miserable and afraid, and he craved desperately the care of Bird Song.

But Bird Song was forever distracted by more important duties. Instead, he was nursed by Spring Run. She cooled his brow and applied clawed-mint ointment to his bony chest and tried to feed him. The boy was already so thin – he could eat little but broth through the roots – and grew thinner now.

His dreams were strange and terrible. He dreamed beneath the soil, of unspeakable monsters writhing for freedom. Devils hatched from eggs of shadow and stalked forward to claim him. He dreamed of pearl-eyed raptors perched above him. Sometimes he woke, terrified, bewildered. All the while, his body seethed and roiled like the waters of a hot spring.

Questions tormented him. Where was Bird Song? Was everything else more important than him? Did she secretly fear and loathe him as the rest of the village did? Was he jjul-ga after all? Or was it some other flaw he was yet to understand?

When the fever passed, the boy ran away.

He left with no provisions. The wilderness would provide everything. The first night, a storm rose from the Giant’s Cleft. A hot, dark swell of cloud. It ruptured into violent rain that half-blinded the boy and drove him into a cavern for shelter. The forest floor bubbled, and trees bent beneath the torrent, and soon water poured down the hills, lit by the flash of lightning.

The boy knew he was in trouble. Water began to fill the cavern. He left, battered by rain, hunting for high ground. Then the earth came unseamed and mud began to slide, pouring in a ruinous murk, dooming the boy. Soon his legs were lost to the sticky depths. It rose to his waist, mud plugging his eyes, everything a swirl of debris and darkness.

He grasped a tree stump, but it was hopeless. He let go. The flood dragged his legs and filled his nose and mouth and snuffed out all light.

Only then did a pair of hands hook beneath his shoulders. There was Bird Song above him, bordered by lashing rain and the cut of lightning in the sky. She had her teeth clamped around the haft of her hatchet, boots wedged behind the roots of an unbent bonewood tree. With all her might, she dragged the boy from the torrent.

She helped him clear the mud from his sinuses and his eyes. When there was nothing left there but tears, she held his face and told him that she loved him, that he must never leave again – that he had her heart and always would.

They waited out the storm, then went home together.
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Little changed in their relationship despite this betrayal of affection. Bird Song remained busy, and distant, and wary of him. Soon after, she claimed another baby from the nurse-vine, when the parent who’d volunteered fell foul of demon-lace. Now what scraps of love Bird Song had to offer were divided between the boy and a new baby girl.

But the baby became the only bright spot in his strange and shadowy childhood. Her toothless, small-eyed smile, her squeaks of laughter, the way she’d try to put any small object into her mouth, drew from the boy an ache that he had no name for.

He watched over her, tried to make her laugh, made her toys as she grew a little older – including a ragwitch, a floppy doll resembling the poppets of the dollcasters, made from root, branch, leaf and clay. The girl, who called herself Morning Song when she was five summers old, adored the ragwitch. And the boy, still nameless, adored her. Except for the wilderness, she was the only thing that had ever softened his heart.

However, Morning Song was forever unwell. Crying Drake diagnosed it as weary-fever.

‘She was born with it,’ the doctor said, ‘and she will die with it. It cannot be cured, only managed.’

Bird Song received this in typical, muted fashion. If the boy could have screamed, then he would have. How could she do nothing? There was formidable magic in the Weird Wood, and he refused to believe there was no cure. So the boy hunted the deep for the rarest of herbs and plants and seeds. He scoured ancient runescrit texts in search of forgotten remedies.

Morning Song grew older, happy but unwell, often unable to leave her bed. She clutched her ragwitch wherever she went, and while she slept. The boy was often close by, watching over her, hurting at his core. Morning Song had made him a necklace, a frayed string loaded with shells and quartz and smooth pebbles, that he never removed. He clutched it often, drawing strength from it.

Everywhere he searched for a means to cure her: in books and in the wild, where he listened to the deep, broken voices of old trees, or the trickling whispers travelling the streams, or in the darkness where stranger, older things muttered – sometimes in tongues he couldn’t comprehend.

All the while, Morning Song clung to life. And the boy’s heart, amid the tireless anger he felt towards almost everything else, clung to her.
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Time passed. The boy, nearly a man, grew darker and angrier and stranger. Finding a cure for Morning Song remained his only focus. Finally, he met a voice that offered wisdom. In a tangle of black passageways, beneath the ruins of a castle, flowed a stream. With his hands in that stream, the boy heard a voice.

‘Her sickness is a punishment,’ it said.

A punishment? For what? Morning Song had done nothing wrong. She was only a child.

‘Not her,’ said the voice, a drawn-out, faint, trickling sound, barely distinguishable from the stream. ‘For what is being done to the wilderness. Go see for yourself. Beyond the fathomstones.’

Out he went beyond the fathomstones. What he discovered near the stony, smoky streets of the dollcasters filled him with hot, intense rage. Loggers hacked at ancient trees and sent them crashing to the forest floor – the boy heard them die with mournful moans, bleeding sap. Loops of bracken, loaded with succulent berries, were burned to black scrub. Poisons were poured into rivers, choking the gills of ancient fish.

Tears clustered in his eyes, blinding. They carved and maimed and murdered, these others. How could Bird Song allow this? And was this really the root of Morning Song’s sickness? Though he had no reason to trust the voice in the stream, why would it lie? And he – more than most others – knew how the wild was deeply interconnected, exchanging minerals and wisdom and love. If one part suffered, so did the rest.

Furious, he showed Bird Song what the dollcasters were doing.

‘I will deal with it,’ she said sternly.

But nothing changed, despite Bird Song’s promise.

He made new ragwitches then, drawing upon his encyclopaedic knowledge of the Weird Wood. He twisted fool’s root into heads and torsos and limbs, infused them with grinlock, used shards of bone from the lost dead that he pulled from the soil. He nailed the flopping, sinister dolls to trees, or dangled them from branches. From their dark souls, a blight spread – trees withered into husks, sprouted thorns, dripped toxins.

And when the boy pulled upon strings in his mind, the ragwitches burst into monsters of bone and branch and clay. Terrible, malformed, rageful creatures, which showed the dollcasters the wilderness could bite back.
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By his seventeenth summer, the boy was still nameless. The roots covering his arms had grown thorns. Nobody dared talk to him. Anger rose from his skin, like heat from a white-hot coal. Rumours spread of his ragwitches, strung around the forest beyond the fathomstones. Often, he heard the voice that had told him the reason for Morning Song’s sickness. It tormented him, telling him that more needed doing, that time was running out.

A visitor came from the city, a mushroom-nosed inspector in a dark blue tunic. Flanking him were two tall men with sackcloth hoods covering their faces, wearing capes. Their poppets were cast as grey tigers.

They convened with Bird Song in her house. The boy listened from outside.

‘… getting out of hand,’ said the inspector. ‘Eight loggers were attacked last week. These dolls became monsters. A factory supervisor was found drowned in an oil spill. You must find who is responsible!’

‘The Weird Wood is a dangerous place,’ said Bird Song. ‘Not least to those who treat it unkindly.’

‘So you admit, then, that there is some malignant actor at work?’

‘There is more at work here than I will ever know,’ replied Bird Song.

‘You command the Root Folk,’ said the inspector.

‘Nothing of the sort,’ said Bird Song. ‘I am looked to for guidance, nothing more. And if any should come to me with ideas of making these dolls, as you say, I would guide them towards a different path. You have made your point, Inspector. I’ll look into it. Do you have enough food for your return journey? Good. See they make it safely, Spring Run.’

When they were gone, Bird Song found the boy sitting cross-legged at the foot of a serpent tree. She crouched.

‘Have you been crossing the fathomstones?’ she said.

Bird Song’s eyes burrowed into his own. The boy turned away.

‘Look at me,’ she said, dangerously.

The smouldering thing at his centre was fanned, flaring up. What right did she have to be angry? It was he – and the ragwitches – protecting the natural world, to cure Morning Song. It was then that he made the first sound of his life, though his mouth was fastened shut and the noise came from elsewhere, from the wild itself.

Giggling rang out, from the trees and the ground and the sky, an overlapping, frantic web of laughing voices, as the boy’s eyes ran with tears. Bird Song was stunned, and other Root Folk gasped, stepping back, appalled.

‘You walk a dark path,’ said Bird Song, composing herself. ‘Much farther and there’ll be no turning back. Name yourself, for a start. It will soothe your temper. Be a good part of this world. Something that gives more than it takes. If we all do that, there will be harmony.’

From across the clearing, Morning Song watched him – hugging her doll, the first he’d made. Her eyes were large and frightened. The thing inside him ached. More needed to be done. Time was running out.
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The boy made more ragwitches. They spread their blight, inside the Weird Wood and out. More dollcasters died. Bird Song tried to reason with the boy, but nothing she said reached him. Villagers fled, afraid of the boy. Others joined him – sympathizers with his campaign of violence.

One day, he met the magus, Manfred Tarr.

He was a long, thin man with slicked-back hair and eyes like inkwells. With his cane he examined the fathomstones, which even a magus could not cross.

On spotting him, Manfred bowed. The skin was drawn tight around his cheekbones.

‘It is a great wonder, this stone,’ said Manfred.

The boy stared. The voice was the one he had been hearing for many moons now – the one goading him to take action.

‘More needs to be done,’ continued the magus, ‘to save the girl. To save us all. Ancient trees are torn down. Irreplaceable colour stolen to decorate vanities. Animals poached for their fur and flesh. The problem runs deeper. It lies with Bird Song. Respectfully, I wonder what kind of leader she is, who would allow all this to happen unchecked. You cannot do what needs to be done. But I can, if I could meet her.’

Tears clumped in the boy’s eyes.

‘Alas, I cannot cross this marvellous stone,’ said the magus, tapping it with his cane and smiling liplessly. ‘So you must bring her to me before time runs out …’

There was a wildfire in him as he left Manfred behind. Even outsiders came to preach action, and Bird Song did nothing. He was blind, crazed, deadly. He would do more, then. The wilderness laughed on his behalf, wild giggling slipping from hollows and cracks and shadows. He would drag Bird Song to Manfred Tarr if need be. He would make the dollcasters suffer for everything they’d done. He’d bring monsters, and poison, and violence.

Finally, he chose a name. He would be called Blight – and would be a blight upon all of Wreathenwold.
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The paths into the Weird Wood are many; the ways out few. It keeps more than it ever gives back. Its soil is shot through with the yellowed bones of the lost. But you know me well, dear reader – I fear nothing!

INTO THE WEIRD WOOD, 
CAPTAIN THOMIS THRESHWELL
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CHAPTER TWO

With the Boy in the Woods

Something peculiar had made its home in the forest of Wyvern-on-the-Water. It was really just three miles of sparse oaks, horse chestnuts and beeches, running parallel to the river as it flowed towards the estuary. Local legend claimed a gang of outlaws once took refuge there, lured by a swineherd who then transformed them into pigs to swell his team. The forest was not wide; a thin strip of leafy branch and dappled shadow. There were squirrels, and rabbits, and the occasional creep of foxes and deer. Birds gathered in trees to trade songs. Walkers came with dogs or unruly children.

But something else now claimed the woods, something seldom glimpsed and surely impossible. Once, this thing was an octopus, hauling its slimy bulk along the pebbled bed of a creek. A little girl – too small to be believed – claimed she saw it as a chimpanzee, hunched in the fork of a shaggy old sycamore. A dog broke out into a volley of frightened barks upon sniffing a wolf in the undergrowth, but nobody minded the little whippet.

Had anybody won a closer look, they would have found something yet stranger about this impossible creature. Invariably it was black, tinged with red. Where there should have been eyes, there were white buttons instead. And always nearby was a thirteen-year-old boy, with mousy brown hair, and coffee-coloured eyes, and an oddly bent nose.

This was Benjamiah Creek and his poppet, Nuisance. In the eighteen months since Benjamiah had last visited Wreathenwold, Nuisance could now take many more forms. She could be an otter, then a bumblebee, then a kestrel. Benjamiah himself had gone through a growth spurt and stood a little ganglier – and likewise Nuisance’s forms were larger, closer to adulthood. As a chimpanzee, she was strong. Her wolf form was fearsome. Cast as a horse, Benjamiah could actually ride her – though he’d yet to really get the hang of this, especially without a saddle.

Ever since Benjamiah had come home, he and Nuisance had prepared for their return to Wreathenwold. The woods had been his training ground, where he’d mastered lots of new spells, and perfected transformations between them. With a mental click of the fingers, Nuisance the ram could shrink into Nuisance the tiny glass frog. He carried out imaginary battles with Nuisance the wolf and Nuisance the leopard. As a chimpanzee, she swung effortlessly between trees. She drilled as a woodpecker, caught falling conkers as a kestrel, skulked and weaved soundlessly as a bushy-tailed fox.

Though he felt grateful to have Nuisance for company, he missed so much else about Wreathenwold. Especially Elizabella and Hansel, both of whom he thought about all the time. He couldn’t wait to show them all the new spells he’d mastered; Hansel would be delighted, and Elizabella begrudgingly impressed. He missed Silas, his determination to map Wreathenwold and his talent for despairing in any situation, and Mea, her goodness and her clumsiness and her ravenous sweet tooth.

It all made him smile. He was ready to return to Wreathenwold. He knew in his bones that his story there was unfinished. For now, it kept him waiting – though for what exactly, he was yet to find out.
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The first Monday of the summer holidays, Benjamiah met Hassaan in the tea room. Benjamiah ordered scrambled eggs and Hassaan jam on toast. Then they set up the chessboard, furrowed their respective brows, and went to battle.

Benjamiah still had the edge over Hassaan on the chessboard, but Hassaan had worked hard to bridge the gap. Hassaan’s weakness remained that he favoured reckless attacks with too little regard for how Benjamiah might respond. Hassaan also had a tendency to try outlandish gambits and tricks gleaned from YouTube videos. Rarely did they work, though Hassaan enjoyed himself nonetheless.

Time spent with Hassaan had meant a lot to Benjamiah since returning from Wreathenwold for the second time. They’d become good friends – perhaps even best friends – though Benjamiah still felt acknowledging that was somehow a betrayal of another. They walked to and from school together, and spent lunchtimes together, and sat next to each other in classes whenever they could. Hassaan loved hanging around Once Upon A Time, Benjamiah’s family bookshop, as much as Benjamiah loved going to Hassaan’s for dinner, where his mum served up the best food this side of Wreathenwold.

Hassaan, with jam on his chin, castled his king.

‘Did Little Sam tell you his new theory?’ asked Hassaan.

Little Sam was the smaller of best friends Sam and Sam, their neighbours in maths class.

Benjamiah shook his head and studied the board. Distracting Benjamiah was another of Hassaan’s underhanded tactics.

‘He thinks he knows what’s going on,’ said Hassaan. ‘You know, with the fact the village is now haunted.’

Something cartwheeled in Benjamiah’s stomach. He kept his best poker face and hopped a knight to the centre of the board. He’d not yet found the nerve to tell Hassaan the truth about Nuisance or Wreathenwold. What if Hassaan didn’t believe him and it derailed their friendship? Benjamiah himself, before discovering Wreathenwold, would never have believed it.

‘You know the Devil House on Eyre Lane?’

Benjamiah did. It was a big square building of grubby stone, the windows boarded up and the garden grown wild. Nobody had lived there for years, which had naturally inspired various ghost stories.

‘Little Sam’s theory is that the woman with cold hands lived there,’ said Hassaan, ‘and now she’s escaped the house to haunt the village.’

‘The woman with cold hands?’ said Benjamiah. ‘I thought you meant the weird sightings in the woods …’

Hassaan shook his head, gnawing on a toast crust while he pondered his next move. He said: ‘Didn’t I mention it? People keep having nightmares about the same woman. Some even reckon they’ve seen her. Spotted her in the mirror, or walking the streets at night. Long white hair. Snowy eyes.’

‘And her hands are …’

‘Cold, yeah,’ said Hassaan, smiling. He nudged a pawn forward with his tongue between his teeth. ‘Like, sort of blue, with really long and creepy fingers …’

‘Who’s had this dream?’

Hassaan listed several kids from school, and some adults, too: the bartender at the Tom O’ Bedlam, Little Sam’s auntie, a PhD student at the local university who now slept with a night light. A relieved Benjamiah thought it nothing more than idle gossip and nonsense, people infecting each other with a silly idea taking root in their respective subconsciouses.

Still, while Hassaan nattered on about Little Sam’s plans to break into the Devil House and investigate, Benjamiah’s mind struggled for purchase on the chess position. His heartbeat had increased. Something about the woman that Hassaan had mentioned bothered him. His body knew something, though his mind hadn’t caught up.

‘You okay, man?’ said Hassaan, frowning.

Dragging himself back to reality, Benjamiah nodded, gave a fragile smile, swept his bishop the length of the board, and mumbled, ‘Check.’
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An hour later, Benjamiah said goodbye to Hassaan and headed up the high street. Sunlight warmed the cobbled lane. Two young boys licked ice cream cones on the bench in the churchyard. The barber called out a greeting to Benjamiah from the doorway of his shop, a snow-white Yorkshire Terrier in his arms. Seeing Mrs Foxglove stalking towards him, Benjamiah crossed the street and kept his head down until the bell of the bookshop door tinkled and he was safely inside.

Grandma was on the phone behind the counter, debating somebody who clearly wanted something paid. She winked at Benjamiah through her tortoiseshell glasses as he put down his rucksack. He smiled back.

Dad was singing tonelessly from the cellar, so Benjamiah set to work. There were books that needed shelving, and others that needed packing up to be returned to publishers, and the occasional customer who needed help finding something. When the shop was empty, Benjamiah cast Nuisance. As a capuchin she could scramble up to the highest shelves and deliver or retrieve books. As a chimpanzee she could haul heavy boxes from the cellar below, much to Dad’s relief.

It had taken some time for Dad and Grandma to adjust to Nuisance and the existence of magic – even Dad, who spent most of his spare time reading fantasy books. Eventually, Dad had been won over, marvelling at Nuisance and pestering Benjamiah for hours and hours about Wreathenwold. Grandma remained more circumspect, still not entirely convinced Wreathenwold wasn’t all a delusion for Benjamiah and his mum, and Nuisance a symptom of her own sudden madness.

After a busy day, Dad made the three of them dinner.

‘I know how much you loved Hansel’s famous toadstool soup,’ said Dad, fringe stuck to his forehead and his cheeks red from all the steam, ‘so I wanted to try out a new recipe. Couldn’t find any toadstools, I’m afraid. Any that won’t kill us, anyway.’

It was mushroom stew, made with celery and shallots in a thick, bubbling brown broth that made Benjamiah’s stomach rumble in anticipation. There was also a bowl of creamy mashed potato and another of crimped spinach leaves.

Dad watched nervously as Benjamiah helped himself to a ladleful of stew and tasted it.

‘It’s so good,’ he said, meaning it.

An enormous, relieved smile spanned Dad’s mouth. From atop the kitchen cabinet, Nuisance the nightjar sang happily.

After dinner, Dad washed up while Benjamiah dried. Nuisance sat at the kitchen table as a chimpanzee, hooting in delight at a Chinese finger trap.

‘How’s the book coming along?’ asked Benjamiah.

Dad blushed. Benjamiah smiled. Over the last year, Dad had finally mustered the courage to start writing his own fantasy novel, after a lifetime spent devouring huge tomes about goblins and dragons and wizards. Though he was too shy to talk much about it, writing the book had awoken in Dad an excitement and happiness that Benjamiah hadn’t seen in a long time. Often Benjamiah would hear him tapping away at his laptop late at night or sneaking across the hallway to make a midnight cup of coffee so he could keep going for another hour or two.

‘Oh, well, you know …’ mumbled Dad.

‘When can I read it?’

Typically, Dad grew flustered. Benjamiah laughed.

‘Well, I’m always here when you want a second pair of eyes on it,’ he prodded.

Dad beamed, though Benjamiah wasn’t holding his breath that he’d work up the courage anytime soon. Dad scrubbed a saucepan and glanced at the hooting chimpanzee in the chair behind him. Nuisance couldn’t get her finger loose from the trap and apparently found it hilarious.

‘It’s been a long time, since, you know …’ said Dad.

Benjamiah knew what he meant – a long time since a door had opened for him to return to Wreathenwold. When he’d come home the last time, he felt certain he’d be going back. Elizabella and Hansel had been, too. Even Mum agreed, after Benjamiah had explained everything. Somehow, it had seemed so certain that his story wasn’t finished there. But a year and a half had passed, and still Wreathenwold hadn’t called. What had happened in that time? The world had been on the brink of terrible danger. Had that come to pass?

The thought sickened him into silence. Dad patted him on the shoulder with a soapy hand.

‘I know you’re worried,’ he said. ‘But I’m sure all is well. I know you won’t listen –’

‘Dad …’

‘– but we really don’t agree with you going back there at all,’ he said, trying to be stern and failing handsomely. ‘Not after the last time. All the danger you described.’

‘I know, Dad,’ said Benjamiah. ‘But if I can help, then I have to.’

For a moment, quiet fell. Nuisance finally lost patience with the finger trap, transformed herself into an earthworm, and wriggled free.

‘I worry about you, is all,’ said Dad.

‘I know.’

‘No, I meant something else. Well, I’ve been thinking. Mum escaped to our world when she was a kid. You found your way there twice as a kid. Maybe you’ll find your way back there again. But … don’t you think it might not go on forever? It seems like maybe it’s only children who can pass between the worlds. And look at you, Ben. You’ll be as tall as me soon.’

That was true. Benjamiah felt shaky as he asked, ‘What do you mean?’

‘Just that …’ said Dad, pausing to prepare himself. ‘We all grow up. And growing up means leaving behind the kingdoms of our childhood, as wonderful as they are. They’ll always be with us, a treasure in our souls. But we must leave them for good one day. I just want to say … We love you, Ben, and this world can be every bit as magical as any other, if you’re minded to make it so.’

Benjamiah was stunned.

‘You think I’ll have to say goodbye to Wreathenwold?’

Dad bit his lip, then turned nervously, and tenderly, to Benjamiah.

‘At some point, Ben, I do.’
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In bed, Benjamiah was restless. Dad’s words formed a hollow behind his ribs. How could he ever say goodbye to Wreathenwold? To Elizabella, and Hansel, and all the mysteries and delights of the world that he could spend a lifetime discovering? No, Dad was wrong. Wreathenwold wasn’t a kingdom from which he’d ever be exiled. It would always be out there for him, waiting to welcome him back.

Nuisance purred in the bed beside him, a fox. He drew his ear closer to her furry side and drifted off to the smooth trembles of her breathing.

He dreamed. He was behind the counter of Once Upon A Time. Mum was there, she lived there again, they were a family again. Something was wrong, though. The phone kept ringing and people kept knocking at the shop door, leaning in with strained faces to murmur something that Benjamiah couldn’t hear.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked Mum.

But Mum was gone. Now he heard somebody beating upon a door. Dashing through the bookshop, he found the door to the cellar locked shut, and Mum was on the other side of it.

‘Let me out, please!’ she screamed.

‘Where’s the key?’ Benjamiah moaned.

He ransacked the bookshop in search of it. Mum kept banging on the door, panicking. Now her cries were joined by an incessant droning and clicking that filled Benjamiah’s skull.

Finally, Benjamiah found an ornate, rusty key in a drawer behind the counter. Dashing back to the door, he unlocked it and yanked it open.

It wasn’t Mum standing there but a different woman. Long white hair, blue-white eyes that were all snow and sharded ice, and hands that were grey and thin and long-fingered. Benjamiah found suddenly that every breath he drew was arctic cold, hitting his centre like a snowball. Cold swept into every part of his body, threading his sinuses, numbing his hands and feet. His breath fogged as the woman stepped out. Behind her, a plague burst from the shadows of the cellar – a thunderous cloud of black locusts that engulfed Benjamiah.

‘I’m waking up,’ said the Widow. ‘And it will be you who lets me out, Benjamiah Creek.’

Benjamiah woke gasping, as though dragged from water.
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CHAPTER THREE

With the Darkest of Times

Benjamiah slept thinly, dreamlessly. Often, he found himself wide awake, heart thumping, replaying what he’d seen. The Widow … In the soft dawn light, he fought to dismiss this. How would he know what the Widow looked like? His fears for Wreathenwold had merged with Hassaan’s ghost story, of the woman with cold hands. That had to be it.

Regardless, he remained shaken up at breakfast.

‘What’s eating you?’ said Grandma, eyes narrowed through her glasses.

Benjamiah mumbled something incoherent. Nuisance saved him from further examination with a well-timed wail, and by the time Grandma had stopped muttering about witchcraft, Benjamiah had slipped away.

He needed Mum. Though Dad and Grandma now knew about Wreathenwold, Mum was actually from there. She’d help him make sense of it, one way or another. He thought about texting or calling, but knew she was working. In any case, he needed to talk it through properly. He needed to see her.

Fortunately, they had plans that night. After a long day of stewing and worrying, he met Mum after dark down by the quay. She waited for him by the water’s edge, wearing a long jacket and with a bulky bag thrown over her shoulder.

‘Ready?’ she said, smiling.

‘Ready.’ He smiled back.

Wyvern-on-the-Water was so different at night. The riverfront was quiet. Further along there were murmurs of human noise, emanating from the Tom O’ Bedlam. Across the river was another small village, its lights pinpricking the spread of dark fields and gentle fells. As Benjamiah and Mum walked along the river, away from town, the click and flutter of nocturnal beasts – bats and crickets and the tiny shuffle of hidden mammals – took over.

They found a grassy slope away from the riverbank, the perfect angle for lying back and looking up at the night sky. Mum had brought blankets, a flask of hot chocolate, and sandwiches and biscuits and fruit. They chatted happily for a short time, eating and drinking, while Nuisance the nightjar wheeled among the surely confused bats.

Then Mum suddenly gasped and pointed at the sky.

Cutting across the inky silk of the firmament, like the tip of a dazzling green knife, came the first shooting star. It was the Perseids meteor shower, something Benjamiah and Mum had come out to watch every year. And no matter how many times he saw it, it never lost its magic: how they flashed into the atmosphere, spearing silently and leaving long, brilliant wakes of colour, and how for Mum – who understood the mechanics of the universe so intimately – it remained a thing of dazzling, mysterious, euphoric beauty. Rather than watch the sky, for the first minute or so Benjamiah watched her eyes. They were big, and glossy, and full of streaking colour.

Then he too looked upward. More came, seeming to stem from the constellation Perseus (in actual fact, as Mum told him every year, the shower was caused by debris from a comet). They lay back on the grassy slope, side by side. Darkness surrounded them. Together they watched the meteors cut through the atmosphere, fiery, blue-yellow, green-red, white-blue. Even Nuisance grew sombre, now an otter lying between Benjamiah and Mum.

Almost half an hour passed, in which nobody said a word. Mum ate strawberries. Growing anxiety stole Benjamiah’s appetite, until he couldn’t stand it any longer.

‘I need to tell you something,’ said Benjamiah.

Mum tensed, her breath cut in half.

‘Have you seen her, too?’ she said quietly.

Benjamiah’s heart changed gear.

‘Who?’ he said hoarsely.

Mum turned her head to him, peering through blades of dark grass.

‘You know who, Ben.’

Stomach knotted up, Benjamiah nodded.

‘So … it’s really her, then?’ he asked.

‘The hands,’ said Mum. ‘I knew from the hair and the hands. A lot was said about the Widow over the years, and you never knew what to believe. But those cold, long hands were well known.’

Benjamiah shivered.

‘Where did you see her?’ asked Mum.

‘In a dream,’ he replied, before describing it. ‘And Hassaan told me …’

‘That others have seen her, too.’

‘What’s going on?’ said Benjamiah.

‘It must be us,’ said Mum. ‘You and me. We may not be in Wreathenwold, but Wreathenwold is in us. I expect people are seeing her there. In dreams, or ghostly visions at night. When I was little, superstitious folk still threw sheets over mirrors at night for fear she might appear there. That was apparently something that happened, back in her time. She haunted Wreathenwold.’

Benjamiah mulled this over, before asking, ‘But it’s not just us. Why are other people seeing her, people who’ve never been to Wreathenwold?’

‘I think perhaps,’ said Mum, pausing solemnly, ‘it’s because she’s growing stronger.’

‘She said she’ll wake up,’ said Benjamiah, feeling sick. ‘Do you think that’s true?’

When Benjamiah had left Wreathenwold, the magus Manfred Tarr – in love with the Widow and obsessed with restoring her to power – had learned that the key to freeing her lay with Bird Song of the Weird Wood. That was eighteen months ago now. What if Manfred had found Bird Song, and taken the key from her? What if the Widow had already risen, was already razing Wreathenwold? What if all his friends there were already lost?

Panic filled his throat and blotted his mind. He sat up, digging for breath in the hard air. Mum sat up and wrapped her arm around his neck.

‘It’s all right, Ben,’ she said softly. ‘It’s okay. She’s haunting us because she’s still asleep. She said she will wake, not that she has. There are brave people in Wreathenwold who won’t let that happen.’

‘But Manfred knows that Bird Song has the key that will free the Widow!’

‘Not even a magus can navigate the Weird Wood against its will, Ben. It is the darkest and most twisted labyrinth of all. There was a
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