
  1. Cait


  Manchester, England


  Cait pushed her way through the crowded tram and just made it to the doors before they slid shut. Outside, she stood for a moment and breathed. Her eyes had closed more than once on the journey into Manchester, the result of a long, hot day at school and the rocking of the carriage as it rattled into the city. A breeze blew down Mosley Street but it did little to lift the oppressive weight of the air. The weather forecast had predicted thunderstorms. There was no sign of them yet.


  The street was busy: office workers sweating in their suits and ties, shoppers burdened with purchases, rowdy children clouting each other with their backpacks. Beyond them all rose the grey, curving walls of the Central Library, like a round fortress built in the heart of the city.


  She sighed. She'd promised herself she wouldn't get off here. She thought about Devi, Rachel, Val and Jen, the friends she'd promised to meet one stop up the line at the Arndale Shopping Centre. She watched the tram thundering off that way, ploughing through the traffic toward Piccadilly Square. They'd be there already, cruising through the crowds, laughing and shouting, never bothering to move out of anyone's way. As a group they were invincible. She imagined them veering from shop window to shop window, shouting their disgust at this, their burning desire for that. And no one, no grown-up, no security guard, would dare confront them.


  She loved them all, but in her mind she saw herself at the back of the group, saying nothing, not involved. It was like that some days. She would look at them from a distance, marvelling at how they all talked at once but still seemed to hear what each other said. Other times, without really knowing how, she was a part of that. But not today. She couldn't face them today.


  She looked down the tracks the way the tram had come. The rails gleamed in the sun, running past the oblong bulk of the war memorial and out of the city, south toward the suburbs.


  Her mother would be getting home about now. Cait imagined her switching on the television, pulling steaming food from the microwave. She should be there, too. Another promise. But she couldn't face going home either. She'd left a message, done the right thing. She'd go back later.


  She sighed again. The tram had vanished and she hadn't moved. She couldn't just stand there, people would stare. Come on, Cait. Back to the real world.


  She thought about last Saturday, her disastrous attempt to secure a weekend job at Bling Thing. He'd said that, the manager, as he explained to her why she was so unsuitable for the role.


  “Look, love. You have to live in the real world. You have to smile, be happy to serve the customers. Be enthusiastic about the products. Be excited by them.”


  His words had amused her, then annoyed her. He'd wanted her to be something she wasn't. She'd felt trapped, had to fight down the urge to flee. It was all so mundane. Where was the beauty in it? Where was the magic? She'd imagined the man would be old but he was in his twenties or something. He was smartly dressed, polite, but his staring eyes, the way he droned on about retailing, made her shudder and say little.


  His office was a square, shabby room at the back of the store, its walls concrete blocks painted lime-green. On the floor, a kettle and a jar of instant coffee sat on a tray. Boxes of stock were strewn all around, in contrast to the manicured layout of the shop. When he took off his jacket, she saw the sweat-rings creeping around his armpits, circles widening toward the white stains of past sweat-rings. She thought of herself still at Bling Thing in five, ten years' time. Interviewing some other poor soul for a job. Would she sound like him by then?


  A poster on the wall, the blu-tac holding it up visible as dark smudges in each corner, said Smile - it costs nothing. It wasn't true. Right then, a smile would have cost her more than she could give. And what she actually said to him was, “Hmm.”


  And so she hadn't got the job. She was a failure, it was clear. She was no good at school. She tried, she really did, but she always ended up antagonizing her teachers for some reason. Now she couldn't even cut it as a Saturday girl in Bling Thing. She was a failure, going nowhere. Already her life was over.


  She threw her rucksack over one shoulder and set off, a small pile of text books cradled in one arm. How she hated her black school uniform. She'd tried to subvert it with blue in her hair and piercings that contravened all the rules. None of it helped. She hated how she looked. She scowled as she walked, warning everyone not to bother her.


  Slumped against the grey stone wall of the library, out of the way of hurrying feet and the light of the sun, a man sat on a piece of tatty cardboard. A threadbare blanket was wrapped around his shoulders. On the ground before him lay a hat containing a paltry four or five coins, all coppers. He held a sign in his hands that said simply, Please. The rest of the message, whatever he was begging for, had been torn away. He was asleep, his head nodding forward, long, matted hair covering his face. The crowd ignored him, probably didn't even see him.


  She wondered who he was, where he'd come from, what his story was. Perhaps he was one of the few who'd escaped the fire: the factory blaze that had killed her father. This man had limped out, choking, his clothes smoking, his skin burned. He was disfigured now, unable to work, unable to do anything but sit and beg. The formless pleading of that single word on his sign.


  She wanted to go to him, sit with him, talk to him. She felt suddenly closer to him than all the people around her. They had so much in common, this shared bond of not belonging to the crowd. She stopped walking. A woman dressed in a smart blue business-suit, her gold necklace expensive, white earphones in her ears, tutted loudly at Cait for being in the way.


  A flap of the beggar's cardboard seat caught the breeze and she saw the words This Way Up in red letters. Underneath, smaller, the name of some company.


  The man looked up sharply at her. Or rather, through her to something beyond, as if he couldn't focus his eyes properly. He was young. He couldn't possibly have worked with her father. Of course. His skin was unscarred, his features thin and pale. Anger flashed through her, an anger that was part adrenaline. The stupid ideas she had. What was she thinking?


  “The hunt! The hunt is coming! Monsters! Run and hide, run and hide!” the man shouted. No one paid him any attention. “They'll chase you down, corner you. You'll see! Sleep safe in your beds, that's when they come. The dead of night, down these streets, knives flashing. Run and hide, run and hide …” He trailed off, his head lolling again as if he was a toy whose battery had run down.


  Cait stood for a moment, feeling ridiculous. He was just some loser, disgusting, probably mad.


  Then he looked up, this time directly at her, focusing on her. A look of surprise filled his face.


  “You?” he said, not shouting now, but still speaking loudly. “Here?”


  Concern, then fear, then amusement flashed across his features. He started shouting again, pointing at her.


  “They will hunt you! Once they find you, who you are and what you are, they will come! Day or night! You … here all along! All along!”


  He started to laugh. A crazy, utterly uninhibited sound. He flicked his head from side to side, expecting everyone to see the joke.


  It was too much for Cait. She turned and ran for the library, eyes down, shutting out the beggar, his words knives in her mind.


  10. Archaeon


  Fer drew deep breaths as she stood in the shadows of Islagray Wycka. Pain stabbed in her chest, as if she had run across the hills rather than walked from the infirmary.


  She sat on the stone ground, feeling the resonance of the song through her whole body, letting it fill her. The aches in her muscles were duller today. Already her body healed itself from the effort and pain of her ordeal on the banks of the An.


  She tried, once again, to recall what had happened there, how she had destroyed the winged undain. Whether she had seen the rider. But her memories remained closed. She recalled walking the coast road with Merdoc, then the sudden sense of wrongness looming over the waters of the An, coming fast at her. Then she remembered nothing until she woke at Islagray, except for a confused image of jostling along in the back of the cart, the tang of fireseed in her nose and the stars dancing above her.


  She looked around, thinking how strange it was she should be here. The one place in all of Andar she thought she'd never see. She'd shunned covens all her life, hating the thought of being controlled. And Islagray was the greatest, most powerful coven of them all. How did any of them live with that? How did they allow themselves to be subsumed? She seethed at the way Hellen had manipulated her, manipulated them all, to get what she wanted. The old witch had done much good in her life, no doubt, but that didn't mean she could order them around. More than once over the past day, Fer had decided to leave. The problem was, Hellen's plans made sense. They were the right thing to do. She reassured herself, once again, that she was only going along with those plans because she, not Hellen, thought they were for the best.


  She sat alone in the Wycka. She had come up early, conscious of how slowly she still walked. She studied the area while she waited. She'd expected the great stone building to oppress her, weigh down on her, hold her in. But she liked that there were no closed doors or windows. Songbirds flittered above her head. The wind scattered armfuls of leaves around her. The first drops of rain pattered on her upturned face. Despite herself, she felt a thrilling sense of being at the centre of things. The resonance of the song soothed her muscles, as if someone gently rubbed them. She shut her eyes to enjoy it all, knowing it wouldn't last long.


  The others soon arrived. Ran came into the hall first. At Johnny's insistence, he had swapped his armour for simple cotton clothes, grey shirt and trousers, an off-white woollen tunic. He’d kept his stout leather boots but left behind the Penitence Stones. His hair fell loosely around his shoulders, covering up much of his tattooing. She'd been worried that Ran's skin, and indeed her and Seleena's jewellery, might mark them as strangers in the other world. But Johnny assured them no one would notice.


  They'd talked about Ran's sword for some time. Johnny insisted it could not be carried, at least not openly. It seemed strange that in a world where the war was already being fought, swords and other weapons were not commonplace. In the end, they decided to hide the sword in Johnny's instrument case. Ran carried this across his back now. If it wasn't for the agile, feline way he moved, the calculating look in his eye, he might have been just another wandering minstrel.


  She tried to gently touch his mind and gauge his feelings, little more intrusive than reading the expression on his face. She discerned nothing. What they said about the dragonriders' immunity to magic appeared to be true. Fer nodded to him as he padded up to her and he, towering over her, nodded silently in reply.


  Johnny came next. He ambled toward them, paying more attention to the ancient walls of the hall and the birds. He wore plain, tight blue trousers, although his shirt was the same hotchpotch of golds and greens. Smoke on the Water, she knew, lay somewhere out on the lake, awaiting his return.


  Johnny's mind, by contrast to Ran's, was easy to read. She saw his nervousness at what they were about to attempt, his white-hot fear of Angere. But also, in the front of his mind, his pleasure at the Song and the sights of Islagray. He was easy-going, good-natured and probably useless in a fight. Still, they would need him.


  Finally, Seleena arrived, walking between Hellen and Ariane. Seleena wore clothes similar to Fer's own: boots, a black skirt, a long, black woollen tunic. Sensible travelling garb. Hellen and Ariane had not changed. Interesting. So it was true neither of the old witches was to be the mysterious fifth companion. She didn't attempt to peer into any of their minds, futile and impolite as it would be.


  She knew Seleena distantly; she'd grown up in a neighbouring valley. Seleena's mother was a witch too, the fire-keeper of her village. They'd talked together recently, only a few months back, when Seleena had decided to come to Islagray. She was witty and friendly, once you got to know her. But, of course, all too ready to submit to the ways of the witches' isle.


  Fer stood, pulling herself up on the arm Ran offered her. She picked up her small leather backpack. Johnny ambled over to stand with them. Seleena's face was a blank as she approached. Ariane frowned and Hellen smiled broadly. No doubt the old witch had more secret plans for them all.


  “So,” said Hellen. “Here we are. Now we must go into the archive to find our fifth and then we will be ready.”


  “The archive?” said Ariane. “One of those spiders, is it?” The two old friends argued constantly. But it was the gentle disagreement of two people used to each other, like a loving old couple. Fer could see there was nothing vindictive in their exasperation. The problem was, of course, Hellen got her own way eventually, even with Ariane.


  “No,” said Hellen. “The spiders would be completely useless outside of the caves, wouldn't they? I have in mind a different inhabitant, quite a rare one. Let us see if we can track one down.” She turned and walked toward the archive door.


  Inside it was cool and quiet. A muffled sense of age filled the ancient caves. Fer liked the idea of all this writing down here, the wisdom of the dead, preserved. Hedge witches such as herself usually shunned written knowledge, passing on what they knew in song or verse, but this had always seemed an unreliable approach. Songs changed in the singing, tales in the telling. When she was no more, it would be good to know her thoughts, her ideas, were stored here for others to unearth.


  Hellen led the way down the middle of the five passageways that fanned out beneath the Wycka. Fer caught up with her, walked alongside her, limping slightly and trying not to wince at the pains in her legs and stomach muscles as she kept pace with the old witch.


  “Here,” said Hellen, glancing across at her. “A gift.” She handed her an ancient, battered book, pocket-sized but thick and bound in black leather. Fer took it and opened it to a random page. Dense, neat script in an alphabet she didn't recognize filled the page, interspersed with hand-drawn maps and diagrams involving spheres, triangles and arrows. She flicked to a few other pages and found more of the same, a table of figures next to a sketch of an iron doorway. Rough notes in several hands had been scribbled here and there in the pages' margins.


  “You must know I am unable to read this,” said Fer.


  “Oh, no matter. It's just an old book of mine. It should be of sufficient interest to suit our purposes.”


  “Purposes? What exactly are your purposes? Who is this mysterious fifth?”


  “Hush, best be quiet now. We don't want to alarm it, do we?”


  Hellen ducked through a low doorway to her left, the symbol of an oak tree carved into the stone above it. Fer, pausing for a moment, gritting her teeth, followed.


  Inside, she found a long, oblong room with several rows of leather-bound tomes set in sconces around the walls. There were hundreds of books here: their covers browny-red like dried blood, yellowy-green like fallen leaves, blue like deep water.


  Hellen placed a finger over her lips to tell everyone to be silent. Then, closing her eyes, she made her way around the edge of the room, one hand held out toward the books as if trying to feel something invisible. She completed the circuit five or six times. Fer glanced at Seleena and Ariane, but they watched only Hellen.


  Finally, the old witch stopped and put her hand on a red book from a shelf at shoulder-height. She pulled it out as if it were delicate and carried it carefully toward the table that stood in the centre of the room. She set it down, unopened.


  “Fer, may I have that little book I gave you please?”


  She thought about refusing until Hellen explained what, exactly, was going on. But clearly this was a delicate operation. She stepped forward and placed the small black book next to the larger red one. Hellen opened them both, the black book at the first page, the red book somewhere in its middle. Carefully, she began to turn pages as if looking for a particular passage. The ancient calf-skin crackled. Fer could see each leaf was beautifully illustrated with intricate drawings that glowed gold, red and purple. Columns of neat, black writing wound between the drawings. She found herself wanting to look closer, to stroke a hand over the ancient pages, even though she wouldn't be able to decipher the words. What wonders were written about there? What secrets? And who had gone to these extraordinary lengths to create such a beautiful book? What love had driven them on?


  Hellen stopped at a particular page. The representation of a small dragon, its body all curving, intertwined lines like the knotted shoots of a bramble, or the silverwork of a master jeweller, filled half of a page. It had been painted with breath-taking care, each tiny scale painted in gold or silver. Its eyes were shut, as if asleep, but the features on its face were so vivid it could have been alive. It curved around the words as if guarding treasure.


  Hellen placed the black book directly next to the picture, then passed a hand across the dragon, touching it gently. The drawing moved. The creature opened one eye, seeming to lift its head off the page. Fer could see its tiny gilded rib cage moving in and out as it breathed. It looked around at them, sniffing in the air with its long, gold and red snout. It stopped when it saw the black book. Slowly, it uncurled itself.


  It was incredible to see. She knew it was merely a drawing, however exquisite. Just paint and ink on the pages of a book. At the same time, its legs moved as it walked, the words visible through its body. The illuminated dragon flowed across the gap to the black book. It shrank in size as it crossed onto the smaller pages. It stopped, turned around once, then burrowed down through the pages into its new home. In a moment, it was gone.


  Hellen carefully closed both books and handed the black one back to Fer.


  “There. Now we are ready,” she whispered, half to herself, a slight smile on her wrinkled face. She turned to walk past them, through the doorway.


  Fer caught up with her, holding the black book more carefully now.


  “What was that?”


  “An archaeon. A bookwyrm, if you prefer. Very rare. Very ancient. There are a few still inhabiting the archive.”


  “I have never heard of such a being.”


  “They are creatures of spirit, of thought. Not flesh and blood. They eat and sleep ideas. They don't really live in our world at all. What few there are have found their way to libraries like ours. They love words; it's the perfect habitat for them. This one will have been roaming around in our scrolls and tomes for centuries.”


  “So we need it because of what it knows?”


  The old witch nodded, smiling appreciatively as if Fer were a bright child.


  “I've read perhaps a hundredth of what is written down here. I remember perhaps a hundredth of what I've read. The archaeon, on the other hand, will be able to recall almost every word of every work. Its knowledge is vast. Maybe you won't need it, but we don't know what you're going to face. It seemed a good idea to invite it along.”


  “It was hardly invited.”


  “True. You'll have to explain to it what is happening. Placate it as best you can, Fer. I'm sure you'll find a way.”


  “Oh, you are?”


  “I have every confidence in you. But, be polite with it. Respectful, yes? It won't like to be bothered and the very old are often irritable. Or so I'm told.”


  “And how do I do that? What tongue does it speak?”


  “It speaks all of them, of course. Ah, we're here.”


  They reached another doorway, this one marked with a skull. This had to be the room where the Grimoire had been kept. The room where the undain had slain Thena before walking the shadow path to the other world.


  “Are you frightened?” asked Hellen, staring at her, the words quiet, intended only for Fer.


  She thought about denying it, but refused to play any of the old witch's games.


  “I am,” said Fer.


  “That's good,” replied Hellen. “So am I. I don't need to tell you what we face. Andar's long summer is coming to an end. We can only hope there is a spring to follow the winter.”


  “Spring always follows winter,” said Fer.


  “True. But the winter doesn't care who lives through it and who dies.”


  Inside, apart from the low plinth upon which the book must have rested, the room was bare. She had expected something sinister, a pool of blood perhaps, but there were only stalactites and stalagmites and the muddy red of the walls.


  “There is one more thing to tell you before you go,” said Hellen, loudly now so everyone could hear. She closed her eyes for a moment and held out her left arm. The wince of pain on her face was brief but clear. A bat flitted down from somewhere on the roof and flew around Hellen several times, closer and closer on each circuit. Fer could hear its high-pitched chirp. It landed on Hellen and hung upside-down from her outstretched wrist, instantly asleep. The smell of burning metal, faint but distinct, came to her.


  “This is the gateway,” said Hellen. “Let it bite you and you will leave Andar. But the way no longer leads directly to the other world. For anyone to pass between the worlds they also must find a way through the Tanglewood I set upon the shadow path twenty years ago. I will tell you the secret of how to do this now.”


  “A Tanglewood from twenty years ago?” said Ariane. “This can not be.”


  Fer knew the Tanglewood spell well. She had crafted one on several occasions, when being pursued by some large wild beast she did not wish to confront. It made a small section of woodland confusing, its paths knotty and impossible to follow, making you walk in circles or reach dead ends. It was easier with some woods than others: there were ancient places near where she had grown up that were more or less like that already. If you didn't know their ways, you could wander around all day in them, never knowing where you were going.


  “I made a permanent one,” said Hellen.


  “Such a thing isn't possible,” said Ariane.


  “That's what I thought until I tried. It was a lot of work, but easier in the spaces between the worlds than it would have been here.”


  The display of artistry and strength was considerable. Fer was, briefly, impressed. But more than that, it worried her. Great displays of power were an imbalance. There was always a price to pay: something lost, perhaps, or some greater power needed to counteract what had been done. Still, again, she could see the sense in Hellen's actions. It was what had to be done. And perhaps she had paid the price already, twenty years ago when she'd nearly died with the effort of it.


  “By now the wood will have grown,” continued Hellen. “You will become lost easily unless you know the secret. Be very careful. The undain will probably be lurking in there. Or it may have found the path out. I do not know.


  “But look for a great oak: tall, ancient, as wide as this room but lightning-blasted, its centre hollow and black. Climb inside it and you will find an opening at the top. Go out and there will be two great boughs. One, the left, goes over a small pool. Walk along this until you get to a knot in the wood that looks like the face of an owl. Jump into the pool and you will land in the other world. To come back here, take the other bough and find the knot that looks like the crescent moon. From there jump into a patch of thistles, nettles and brambles. You will return here.”


  She held out the arm from which the bat dangled.


  “That is all the help I can give. Find the book. Bring it here if you can. Destroy it if you have to. Luck be with you.”


  They said no more. Ran went first. He took his sword from the case on his back and stepped toward Hellen, his spare hand stretched toward the bat. The creature looked up, sniffed the air with its tiny, whiffling nose, then sank its teeth into Ran's wrist. The dragonrider disappeared instantly. Johnny shrugged and went next, followed by Seleena.


  Fer looked at Hellen one more time, questions she could not quite identify filling her mind, anger at everything that had happened still burning. The old witch simply smiled. Fer, too, stepped forward, clutching the black book in one hand, holding her free wrist out to the bat.


  She felt the briefest spike of pain and Islagray disappeared.


  11. Tanglewood


  The Aether


  They stood in a small clearing. Fer saw no sign of the gateway they had come through. Dew pearled the grass under their feet; the air smelled rich and earthy. Trees huge and apparently ancient, great broadleaves, surrounded them. Their leaves glowed green in the clear sunlight, but darkness gathered underneath them, as though they carried great bundles of it under their outstretched arms.


  Fer reached with her mind but felt nothing; an utter lack of life save for Seleena, Ran and Johnny. The wood was clearly unnatural. And silent, apart from the gentle roar of countless leaves brushing together in the breeze.


  Paths led in all directions. They reminded her of the carved sun above one of the doors in the archive: the central circle, the rays winding off that seemed, through some artifice of the carver, to move as you walked by. The paths too, when you turned back to them, had shifted. They had disappeared completely, or led uphill instead of down, or divided into two paths.


  Which way should they go? It probably didn't matter.


  Johnny gazed around, admiring the scene, sucking in deep breaths of air. Seleena and Ran both stared at her. Ran, especially, seemed to expect her to make a decision. She found it uncomfortable. Of course, the dragonriders were utterly devoted to protecting Andar and its people. And so Ran had chosen to throw himself into this quest, to follow and protect them. But this appeared to mean specifically her. It was understandable, she supposed, but she didn't relish the idea. It felt too much like subservience. Many mistrusted the dragonriders, calling them wyrm lords and muttering about their ancient ties to Angere. She didn't believe any of that for a moment. But she'd find them easier to deal with if they were a little less fanatical in their defence of Andar.


  “Let's go that way,” she said, pointing to one of the paths. She had no reason to choose it over the others; it only mattered that they move.


  She headed forward. Ran, his body all wary tension, his sword still drawn, pushed ahead of her to the front. Seleena walked behind her and Johnny, pottering along, brought up the rear.


  They soon became lost. Leaving the clearing felt like diving into a shifting, green pool of shadows and half-glimpsed shapes. The paths wound around and around through the trees. Fer was sure they travelled in circles, although the scene changed constantly. Always they saw different gnarled tree trunks with different toadstool villages growing about their roots.


  Here and there, boulders the size of a house heaved from the ground. Some seemed to have trees growing out of them, their roots writhing across the surface of the rock in search of soil. Sometimes the path wound behind the boulders and sometimes it passed between two of them, trapping them briefly between high, stone walls.


  They hiked upward and downward and upward again, but found no sign of the blasted oak.


  Fer's mind wandered. Seleena walked ahead of her now. The ground was flat. The trees rose high here, their branches leaving great vaults of space on the ground. Beams of sunlight shone through the canopy, illuminating great swathes of bluebells, glowing like the sky at sunrise, their smell like butter. There were many stands of ferns too, their fronds unfurled like the keels and prows of boats.


  Had they been this way before? It was a meaningless question: in a Tanglewood, words like here and there meant little.


  A rook or a raven, pure black against the light through the leaves, watched them from a branch that crossed far above the path. As they passed underneath, it hopped around in a half-circle to watch them leave, head cocked on one side. Fer reached to it with her mind but felt nothing. The creature was as conjured as the rest of the place.


  Perhaps it was time to try and talk with the archaeon she carried with her. She was unsure how to go about it. She focused her thoughts on the old black book she carried in her backpack, trying to delve inside it.


  At first there was no hint of anything alive. But she persisted and caught a distant echo of the creature: breaths, slow and sonorous, like the wind between mountaintops.


  She pushed deeper, moving toward the sound. She lost it for a moment, then found it again. It was louder, nearer. She felt a sense, a scent perhaps, of great age. A rush of ideas and feelings swept over her, like standing in a roaring gale of half-heard words. She kept pushing, and had the sensation of tumbling down a long, cobweb-filled tunnel, deep into the ground, the stream of words and thoughts battering against her.


  She focused all her mind on the effort of working her way forward. She emerged, suddenly, into a great open space, still underground but brilliantly lit. Red fires glowed all around. Light sparkled from the walls. She caught glimpses of symbols reflected in them: runes that shifted and swirled as she tried to identify them. A bitter, sulphurous smell clogged the air.


  She still had her eyes open; the Tanglewood rose around her if she concentrated. But also, clear in her mind, she saw the archaeon. It filled most of the vast cavern, curled up like a cat, its eyes closed. This must be how it saw itself. It was as colourful as before, its body a patchwork of brilliant purples, vermilions and gold. But now she saw it clearly as a creature of flesh and blood, not line and ink. Its great sides heaved as it breathed. Its breath on her face was hot like the wind from the southern deserts.


  She wondered how to address it. The creature must be aware of her presence.


  “I am Fer,” she said.


  The great beast opened one of its eyes and regarded her, saying nothing for long moments.


  “And I am thinking,” it said at last, its voice a rumble. “What is it witch?” Its teeth were brilliant white, the longest as big as she was.


  “We must talk. There are things you should know.”


  “Is that so?” It seemed amused. It closed its eyes again. She thought it had gone back to sleep, but then it spoke.


  “In that case, let us talk. There are things you should know. Tell me first, are you related to Fer the witch of An? She that was called Fleetfoot?”


  “I … yes, she was my great, great grandmother. I was named after her. You knew her?”


  “Of her. There is much written in the journals. Interesting.” It lifted its head from the ground and turned to regard her. Its hot breath made her skin feel like old parchment stretched across her bones. “So, tell me where it is we are going, little witch.”


  “You are aware we're moving?”


  “Do you even know what book this is I am in?”


  “No. Some old book of her own, Hellen said. Nothing important.”


  “Ah, the wily old Hellen Meggenwar. Of course. Then let me tell you, little witch, this old book is probably the most important in the library of Islagray. After the Grimoire.”


  “Then what is it? Little archaeon.”


  “This old book that she happened to give you is a map of all the shadow paths connecting the worlds. I have never seen it before. Read about it of course. It isn't kept in the archive.”


  “Then … I suppose it's no coincidence she gave it to me.”


  “It has been passed from witch to mancer to witch for centuries and centuries. It has been fought over, killed for, stolen. It is unique, so far as we know, in all of An. The writing is in silver-rune: crafted, not mere ink. It is almost alive. The words shift depending on where you are. It cannot be copied. Coincidence? There are very few of them where she is concerned. The fact is we are travelling somewhere, to another world I would say, and Hellen Meggenwar wanted to be sure you could find your way home.”


  “We've just passed through the Islagray gateway,” said Fer. “We intend to return the same way. We won't need a map for that.”


  The archaeon looked amused again, a glint shining in its great eye. Fer's face reflected there, small and distant.


  “Little witch, I am sure you are right. She gave you this book, along with an ancient and wise archaeon to interpret it, just so you would not be bored on your short journey.”


  “You think she lied?”


  “What do you think?” The archaeon closed its eyes again, as if settling down to a pleasant sleep. “But at least you can console yourself with the fact that you knew you were coming.”


  “Yes. Hellen did say I might need to persuade you to help.”


  “And this is you being persuasive?”


  “No. This is me trying to be friendly. I asked for none of this myself. But, you might like to know, the place we travel to in the other world is also a library. I've been thinking about that. I wonder how many books there are you haven't even heard of?”


  The archaeon lay unmoving for several moments. “Interesting. The truth is I have been a long time at Islagray, little witch. Well, we shall see. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a book to read. We may soon need to know what it has to say.”


  “But …”


  “Good bye.”


  The image of the shining cavern faded in her mind. She had the sensation of being blown back up to ground-level. For a moment, she felt disorientated to find she was still walking through the cool air of the Tanglewood.


  She had obviously been moving slowly while she conversed with the archaeon. Johnny still ambled behind her, humming a tune to himself she didn't recognize. But Seleena and Ran walked some distance ahead.


  “Wait!” she shouted. She still felt so weak. She couldn't walk at Ran's pace all day. When she wasn't willing herself on she moved so slowly. And talking with the archaeon had drained her further. “We can't get separated! We might never find each other in here.”


  Seleena and Ran turned and waited for her and Johnny. They stood for a few minutes, sipping water from leather bottles.


  “No sign of the oak tree,” said Seleena.


  “Well,” said Fer, slightly out of breath, “we need to keep going. Sooner or later we'll find it. But stay close or we'll be wandering down different paths. And remember, this is a Tanglewood. It barely matters how fast we walk.”


  Ran, looking at her for a moment, nodded. She felt like she'd given him an order. Just as Hellen had given them all orders not so long ago. She frowned at the thought.


  They marched on. The sun stayed high in the sky; clearly day did not progress here. It became impossible to judge the passage of time. It felt as though they had always been here. Fer's mind wandered again. Weariness weighed her down. Ran and Seleena would spot the tree; she didn't need to look for it, too.


  She thought about the archaeon. It appeared to be familiar with the Grimoire; perhaps it had occupied it at some point. Had it made any sense of what it found? It was dangerous to dabble in such things, of course, but perhaps the creature had unearthed some clue in the book about how she had defeated the winged undain.


  And what did the archaeon know about her great, great grandmother? And why, exactly, had it said Fer's identity was interesting? She had to converse with it again. This time she'd be more prepared, not so tongue-tied. She'd ask it all the questions crowding her mind. The creature was as bad as Hellen, the way it played games with her. She'd had enough of them.


  But, try as she might, she could not reach the cavern again. She sensed the creature, but couldn't find the cobwebbed tunnel to its lair. It appeared the archaeon did not wish to be interrupted. She tried and tried but it was no use. Her questions would have to wait.


  A scream rang through the quiet trees, jarring her from her thoughts. The raw, ragged sound was alarming after so long in the unnatural hush of the wood. As it died she heard the splash of something heavy falling into water.


  Her full attention snapped to the woods, her heart hammering. They'd become separated after all. Seleena and Ran had walked ahead of her and she'd been too lost in her thoughts to notice. The woods grew thick here: great bramble castles lined the path so it was impossible to see very far.


  She broke into a run, limping painfully, aware of Johnny coming up just behind her. What terrible scene would greet her? Hideous images filled her mind. The undain must still be here with them.


  Seleena came into view. She stood staring out over a small lake. At the same moment as Fer saw her, Ran appeared around another bend beyond Seleena. He held his sword forward, ready to fight.


  Seleena never tore her gaze from the lake, her body stone-still. Walking now, her heartbeat slowing, Fer approached. She glanced nervously at the lake.


  “It was there. I saw it,” said Seleena. She shook visibly.


  “What did you see?” asked Fer.


  “The undain. It was terrible. In the water. It came at me. I screamed and it disappeared.”


  “What did it look like?”


  “A monster. Huge. All teeth and dead eyes. Like something that chases you in a nightmare.” She sounded numbed, cold, shocked by what she had seen.


  “So it is trapped in the Tanglewood, too,” said Fer. “And it can change shape. It was small when it came to Islagray.” She turned to Ran and Johnny. “It will follow us, of course, and try to discover the doorway. It must know by now we're its only hope. It'll be desperate.”


  “Great,” said Johnny. “You know, I really am enjoying this more and more.”


  “We must move away from here,” continued Fer. “But we should camp soon. I can't walk much farther. One more hour. Perhaps we'll see the tree. If not, we'll try again tomorrow.”


  “If there is a tomorrow,” said Johnny. He smiled but the strain was clear on his face. Seleena took no notice; she watched the small lake, seemingly reliving what she had seen. Ran said nothing. He nodded, turned and set off.


  They sipped more water and ate bread and meat from their backpacks. Fer peered into the shadows between the trees as they went, expecting to see a glimpse of the undain. Exhaustion crept over her, spreading through her limbs like frost. Each footfall felt heavier and heavier. Judging by how much they'd eaten they'd been travelling for the most of the day. They really had to stop soon. But she had to keep going a little longer. In the magical wood it made no sense to attempt to get away from the lake where Seleena had seen the undain. But still, she wanted to try.


  “Hey, there's the tree,” said Johnny. “Weird eh? It must have appeared after we walked past.”


  He'd stopped and was looking behind them. A great oak stood a short way into the undergrowth, its huge trunk like a crooked little house, wide branches reaching into the woods. A pond lay to one side, the tree's lower beams hanging over it.


  “Keep your eyes on it,” said Fer. “We don't want to lose it.”


  “You think it might run off?” said Johnny.


  Ran took the lead again, striding toward the tree with his sword drawn, as if he intended to fight it. As they walked closer, Fer saw it had been struck by lightning. It was a familiar enough sight. At home they sometimes called the oak the lightning tree as it was always the first to be hit in a storm. This one had a great, blackened scar down its side as though it was burned inside. At its base stood an opening, large enough for them to pass through if they crouched.


  “I will go last,” said Ran, standing at the trunk as if guarding a royal palace.


  “Very well,” said Fer. “Let's go before the undain comes. Remember what Hellen said. The left branch. Jump off at the knot that resembles an owl.”


  Seleena crouched and wriggled into the opening. For a moment she was stuck, her hips too wide. As Fer watched, it seemed that Seleena's body became momentarily snake-like and slithered through the hole.


  Was she exhausted, imagining things? She reached with her mind to check that Seleena was well, the faintest inklings of dread creeping over her.


  The young witch wasn't there. There was no one there. Fer saw one of Seleena's feet, but sensed only emptiness where the witch's mind should be.


  “Ran!” she shouted, stepping back. “It's here! It's Seleena!”


  The dragonrider whirled and struck so rapidly his sword was a silver blur. He hacked at Seleena's foot within the tree.


  A howl boomed, muffled by the tree but clearly inhuman. Fire seared Fer's mind. Ran pulled back and struck again, but this time made no contact. The undain climbed, its foot disappearing from sight. It scuffled and scrabbled up the inside of the hollow tree.


  She'd reminded them how to find the doorway. In doing so, she had told the undain, too. The realisation hit her like a punch to the stomach. Then she thought of Seleena. The scream they'd heard, the splash of something heavy falling into the water.


  Behind her, Johnny panicked, shuffling forward and backward, unable to decide what to do. “This is not good! This is not good!”


  Ran, meanwhile, acted. He squeezed inside the oak tree, then hauled himself upward and out of view.


  Fer stepped aside. At the same moment, the undain appeared above her. Two great branches, wide enough to walk along, reached across the pond, just as Hellen had described. The creature took the left one. Already it changed. It still partly resembled Seleena, but it shrank, warped, became something altogether different. Its flesh was red now, raw as though flayed. For a moment, the creature balanced on the oak tree's great bough with Seleena's features half-visible on its face.


  Then Seleena disappeared altogether. The undain was no longer blood-red, but a sallow, sickly colour, like something made from tallow wax or old bones. Its shape writhed and warped. For a moment, Fer saw a great walking mass of maggots up there. It had two, tiny red circles for eyes, as though she glimpsed its raw, molten insides through them.


  It stopped and turned as Ran emerged onto the branch, his sword before him, already charging.


  She heard another howl from the creature, angrier sounding. She expected it to attack Ran, but instead it reached down and touched the wood of the tree at its feet. Magic surged from it: raw, ragged power with no attempt at harmony. Even as Ran surged toward the creature, rot bloomed in the wood where the undain stood. The branch turned grey and lifeless, the life sucked out of it.


  In a moment it could no longer support the undain's weight. The bough sagged and, in a great puff of sawdust, broke from the tree. The undain fell toward the pool and, when it was just above the water, vanished.


  Ran fell too, but he hit the water with a wet smack. Other splashes followed as more and more of the tree's limbs rotted and fell. Fer and Johnny had to run to stop themselves being buried under falling beams.


  She turned to watch the tree crumble to pieces. There was nothing she could do. Even if magic could help, she had no strength left to wield it. Soon, there was little left of the oak but a rotting stump, looking as if it had been dead for years and years.


  Fer buried her face in her hands as the truth of their situation struck her. Seleena was dead, the undain had escaped into the other world and she, Ran and Johnny were now trapped, forever, inside the Tanglewood.


  And all of it, all of it was her fault. She had failed them all.


  12. Broken


  The Witches' Isle, Andar


  Hellen watched Smoke on the Water bob in the distance on the shining Silverwater. Two swans flew in low, wide circles, never quite catching each other, their white so brilliant they glowed.


  She pulled her gaze away. She had work to do. She'd tried and failed for a day to see across the aether into the other world.


  She closed her eyes and reached out, once more, to seek Jaiin. Still Hellen found no sign of her. She ignored the obvious reason. It must be the troubled aether, that and the draining effect of the other world. For reasons they didn't understand, working magic there was hard, required more effort, brought with it more pain. Even talking between the worlds involved great effort on both sides. It felt always like a tarnished pane of glass lay between them, keeping them apart.


  She decided to try a different approach. If not Jaiin then perhaps Fer. The girl was inexperienced and weak, but no fool. She might be able to work the magic. Hellen quested for her, eyes open but no longer seeing the lake. She searched for long minutes, deeper and deeper into the grey, the tearing pain in her gut mounting with the effort of it.


  Nothing. She returned to herself with a gasp. She sat down on the bank, chest heaving, waiting for her strength to return. Perhaps both Jaiin and Fer were dead.


  There was one other she could try. She had spoken to the woman of that world, Catherine, Jaiin's friend in the library, on more than one occasion over the years. Catherine's magic was weak, but there was no one else. Two years ago, Fiona, Catherine's daughter, would have been the obvious choice. Fiona's strength was considerable. For a witch of that world, remarkable. Hellen had once been convinced Fiona was the one they'd waited for. But events of two years ago had broken the woman's spirit and the magic had fled her. No, it had to be Catherine. In any case, she should be there at the library. She would know who or what had come down the shadow path from Andar.


  Summoning her strength, Hellen sought into the aether a final time.


  After long, long minutes she found the particular smudge of light she searched for. It flickered like a distant candle glimpsed through shifting trees in the night. She pulled herself toward it, reeling it in like a fish on a line. It slipped away several times, as indistinct as a twist of smoke, but each time she plunged after it, refusing to lose it. Her connection to Islagray, to Andar, stretched thinner and thinner behind her. If she went too far the line would break and her mind would be adrift in the aether, forever lost. But she had to reach further, just a little further. The pains through her stomach were sharp, now, but distant also. Such was the danger of traversing the void.


  Finally she caught up with the light. It skipped and skittered like a panicky insect, nearly fading completely before flaring again. Hellen cradled it, protected it, a candle-flame in the wind. It was a projection, a reflection of Catherine's mind and through it lay the whole world Fer had gone to. With a final effort Hellen flew into the light, letting herself be absorbed by it.


  She could tell, immediately, something was wrong. Pain flooded through the other woman's body. Something, perhaps several things, were broken. The sickening smell of burning flesh filled the air. For a moment, her mind sinking too deeply, the pain and stench merged and she couldn't tell which sensation was which. She panicked, floundering in stormy waters. Unconsciousness threatened to suck Catherine - and Hellen with her - into the depths.


  “Catherine? Can you hear me?”


  “Hellen?”


  “I'm here. What has happened?”


  Hellen steadied herself, her control of the connection improving, keeping herself distinct from, but overlapping with, the other woman. Keeping them both afloat amid that sea of pain.


  Hellen looked out through Catherine's eyes. She appeared to be lying on the stone ground of some cavern. At first she thought it was snowing, but then she saw singed scraps of paper filling the air, drifting down. Two bodies lay nearby. One was Jaiin, undoubtedly dead. Next to her, still living, but not moving, the undain.


  “I tried to protect her from it,” said Catherine, speaking out loud. “Tried to keep her safe. But I couldn't, Hellen. I had to get her involved. She's taken the book.”


  Hellen spoke to the other woman in her mind. “Who, Catherine? Who has taken the book?”


  “Cait. My darling granddaughter Cait. She's just a girl. I tried to keep her out of it, but I had no choice.”


  “Did anyone else come down the shadow path apart from the undain?”


  “No. No one.”


  So. In all likelihood, Fer and the others were dead, too. Hellen tried to think, tried to calm her mind. Across the cavern the undain stirred. Its friends in that world would be arriving soon. Nox himself, no doubt. A man almost worse than the creatures of Angere. And the Grimoire in the hands of a weak and ignorant girl. Cait wouldn't last long on her own. All Hellen's careful plans were unravelling and there was little she could do.


  They should have put a stop to Nox years ago. But they'd never been strong enough.


  “Can you stand, Catherine?”


  “No. My legs don't seem to work. I'm sorry.”


  “We will try and help,” said Hellen. “Stay with me, hold on to me.”


  She withdrew from Catherine's mind as far as she dared and let a part of herself flee back along the thread that anchored her to her own body. She ignored the unpleasant sensation of being torn in two. As she neared Andar she called out with her mind for Ariane. There was no response, her call too weak.


  She tried again, letting herself slip further from Catherine's mind
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