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For those who have the strength to be kind, even when the world is not.
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Room Zero – Entrance Chamber

The skeleton was sleeping in the snow, its tea-stained bones scattered like freckles across a pale face.

You do not belong here.

It was the first thought the boy recalled having. It tore through the fog of his memory like lightning in a storm.

You do not belong here – in this cold place – with me.

‘You can’t sleep there.’ The boy crouched before the skeleton. ‘You’ll catch your death.’ He shook a bony shoulder, but it didn’t wake. Instead, the skull separated with a hollow clunk and rolled towards his feet.

‘Ah!’ He scooped it up. ‘Can you teach me how to do that?’ He tested his own neck, rolling it experimentally. Sadly, his head didn’t disconnect, not even a little.

He held the skull before him. ‘What’s your name?’

Without moving, it spoke in a high raspy voice, ‘MY EXISTENCE IS AGONY. WRATHFUL FLAMES. A FIRE THAT NEVER GOES OUT. TEARING FLESH FROM BONE. MELTING MUSCLES TO—’

‘I think Skully suits you wonderfully.’ The boy nodded, satisfied. ‘I’m …’

Who was he?

He was human. Definitely human. He also instinctively knew he was a boy. He tugged a clump of his hair. He remembered now – it was long and blond and resisted any attempt to be tamed. His mane was the natural predator of brushes and combs. Also, he was short for his age, which was eleven. Last birthday he ran out of fingers.

But when he tried to recall who he was, there was a great gaping hole where a name should be. It wasn’t that he had forgotten his name, but that he was sure he never had one to forget.

Skully’s cavernous sockets observed him, expectant.

‘I’m a friend,’ the boy said, and knew it to be true.

‘THERE ARE NO FRIENDS IN THE PERNICIOUS FIRES OF EVERLASTING …’

He cradled Skully to his chest.

‘I do not feel the pain,’ it said softly, ‘when you hold me like that.’

‘Good. Are you a girl or a boy?’

‘I am a skull.’

‘All right. I’ll get you out of here.’

One problem – he had no idea where ‘here’ was. He appeared to be standing within a narrow chamber. The boy only had to take five big steps from one wall to reach the other side, where there was a tight archway.

He wiggled his toes, cold against the dusting of snow.

There was no ceiling he could see even when he craned his neck. The black stone walls extended up into endless darkness. Twirling snowflakes glimmered in the muted grey light.

‘Hello?’ His voice bounced off the walls, echoing back: Hello? Hello? Hello?

He couldn’t remember anything about his life that could tell him how he got here. When he tried to delve into his memories, it was like flicking through a book and catching the odd word, whispers and snippets, but nothing that came together to form a sentence.

Maybe he had fallen and hit his head. Was he clumsy? He felt like he was clumsy.

He squeezed through the archway out of the snow-laden room and into the next.

The scent hit him first. Chalky, but also smoky. Like a fire left to burn down to the cinders. It made him think of old books.

This room was bigger and there was another archway out of it. He carefully balanced Skully atop a lectern so he could explore the treasure trove of curious objects piled within. There were dulled and broken blades; a golden chalice caved in on one side; the remains of a marble statue – a woman, though she was missing her head. He found books beneath her, but the pages were blackened and unreadable, crumbling to powder in his hands. He set them aside, coughing at the great plumes of dust.

It wasn’t until he dug deeper beneath the oddities that he found the bodies.

Most were skeletons, like Skully, but some still had flesh on their bones. He leaped away, dread crawling in his gut.

A voice in his head who was not Skully said: ‘Fear is bad. Find the good.’

‘Fear is bad. Find the good,’ he repeated like a mantra.

There was nothing to be afraid of. These people were probably lonely, like Skully. They just needed a friend. He could be that friend.

The dread retreated from the back of his throat.

‘Look!’ He swept up Skully so they could see. ‘More friends!’

‘I do not think they are our friends.’

‘Don’t be rude.’

As the boy glanced across the chamber, he caught his reflection in the shards of a shattered mirror.

He wore overly long white robes, the neckline and cuffs embroidered with shimmery silver thread. But from the waist down the fabric was stained crimson red.

Blood.

The dread returned in a blaze, tearing through his body. His limbs trembled furiously.

‘Fear is … bad. Find the …’ The words stuck.

It was wrong. There was something very wrong about this blood. Something terrible.

The ground shaking.

Glass smashing.

A voice he knew, screaming.

And hands. So many hands upon him, until—

His right hand darted to the left – tugging and tearing at the soft skin around his thumb. He delved into the pain, like submerging himself in ice-cold water, and ignored the blood and all the horrible thoughts that came with it.

The bad feelings faded until they were only a distant headache. The flashes of memories blurred and silenced.

This was fine. He just had to smile. Smile and everything would be okay.

He focused on smiling, not on the blood. Or the unfamiliar dark chamber. Or the fact he was utterly alone.

‘You’re not alone,’ Skully said.

He hugged them to his chest, his breaths escaping in white mist. ‘It’ll be okay. It’ll be okay.’

A crunch behind him. Followed by a new voice: ‘Depends on your definition of “okay”.’

He turned.

There was a girl standing in the archway, and she did not have eyes. Instead, two amber spheres filled her eye sockets.

As she spoke, the walls seemed to tilt and twist. ‘I will not hesitate to destroy any foe that stands in my path. So speak. Quickly.’

The boy licked his dry lips, then he leaped towards her. ‘I’m so glad to meet you! I thought I was alone. Well, not alone. I have Skully. But now you’re here and look at your eyes! Are all people’s eyes like that or just yours?’ He took a great gulping breath.

Her mouth opened and closed silently.

The girl was clearly older than him, and completely, fascinatingly different. Where he was short, chubby and pale, she was taller, thinner and dark, with deep brown skin and a head of tight black curls.

‘The spheres in your eye sockets look like amber,’ he said.

‘They’re not spheres. They’re more shell-shaped.’

‘Amber comes from very old trees,’ he continued rapidly. ‘The resin seeps out then gets really hard. Sometimes you have whole forests of trees oozing with the stuff, then it ends up in rivers then seas and—’

‘What in the Gods’ divine names are you?’

‘I’m not sure. A boy, I think? But I know about trees and flowers. Apparently.’ The words had tumbled out effortlessly. And as he poked and prodded the recesses of his mind, he unearthed more delightful nuggets, like how hawthorn flowers – sometimes called quickthorn, or thorn apple – were a symbol of hope, and could be eaten to help the heart feel better. ‘You’d probably need to cut the thorns off first though,’ he muttered.

The girl snatched his robes, yanking him close. ‘I don’t give a flying feck about trees.’

‘You should. They’re essential to—’

‘I just woke up in this godsforsaken hellhole. Tell me where I am before I crucify you.’

‘It’ll be hard to crucify here. No trees to cut—’

She thrust him away. ‘Who’s Skully? Is he the mastermind who put us here? Speak. Slowly.’

He hopped from foot to foot. ‘Skully’s my skull. They’re not the mastermind of anything, apart from dislocating from their body.’

Her face flooded with horror. ‘What?’

‘I’m not sure who the mastermind is.’ He tapped his chin. ‘I don’t even know who I am, where I am, or how I got here. How about you?’

Her breath caught. ‘You’re lying.’

‘I don’t think I know how to lie.’ Lying sounded as if it required a lot of forethought and critical thinking that he wasn’t sure he possessed.

‘Do you think I’m some kind of eejit? Trying to get me to lower my guard while playing the fool?’ Her throat bobbed. ‘I’ve been hearing voices like yours for hours … days. You’re just a trick. You can’t be …’ She backed into the wall. ‘You’re not—’

He slipped his hand in hers, interlocking their fingers. Then he placed her palm against his face. At first, it remained there, cold and still. Then it moved – fingers tracing his chubby cheeks, thumb brushing over his button nose, glancing through unruly hair.

‘You’re real.’

‘You’re just like me!’ He went to throw his arms around her, but she thrust her palm out and did an excellent job of winding him.

‘I’m nothing like you, peppy.’ She winced, nursing her ears. ‘But I did wake up in this pit of doom missing my memories too.’

‘That’s great!’ He hopped from foot to foot.

‘No need to be so nauseatingly happy about it.’

He froze. Why would he be unhappy? Apart from the bodies and the blood …

Strong hands. Cruel hands. Hands around his—

He picked furiously at his fingers.

There was nothing about this place that made him think it was bad. He’d already made two friends here, after all.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

‘Don’t have one.’ She seemed sure, like him, it wasn’t that she had forgotten her name. It was that she had never had one to forget.

‘Oh! We should name each other!’ He darted around her.

‘For the love of—’

‘Amber!’ he said, marvelling at the way the light reflected off her eyes like liquid gold.

‘If we’re using defining traits you should be “the-reason-gags-were-invented”.’

He chewed his lip. ‘It’s a bit long.’

She fell into silent thought as he paced around her form. She was dressed in shades of gold and yellow. A high-collared tunic over leggings, with sleeves held tight to her arms with silken ribbons.

But no blood. Not a drop of it.

‘Hop,’ she said. ‘Because since I met you, the ground hasn’t stopped shaking from all your damn leaping about.’

‘Hop.’ He tried it on for size. He liked it. He liked it a lot.

‘It suits you, Bunny.’

‘Glad you agree!’

‘Agree with what?’ Amber said.

‘Skully likes my name,’ Hop replied.

Amber paused. ‘Do all inanimate objects talk to you?’

‘So far, just Skully!’ Hop stared at her. She hadn’t reacted to the blood at all. ‘So … do your eyes work or …?’

‘Maybe I should scoop your eyes out and replace them with solid amber and ask how well you see.’

‘Uhmm …’

‘No, Hop,’ she groaned, as if she had uttered those two words a thousand times before. ‘I’m not sure I ever could see, or if this is a new delight to add to my growing list of very recent annoyances.’ Her hand balled into a fist at her chest. ‘Everything is … dark. My memories. This place. Everything.’

Hop snatched her hand. ‘That’s okay! I’ll describe it to you. First there’s the corpses …’

Something was moving in the piles of bones. He crouched before them, dragging a grumbling Amber with him. He shifted a ribcage and unveiled a skull. The jaw creaked open, and a chunky black spider crawled out.

Hop opened his hand and the spider scuttled on to it. It filled his entire palm. ‘Are you stuck here too, Miss Spider?’

‘Spider?’ Amber yelped, staggering away.

‘A really big cute one, with long – Why are you cowering against that wall? She’s friendly, look.’ He thrust the spider towards her.

‘Get that away from me or I’ll break your legs.’

‘Okey-doke!’ He placed it on his shoulder.

Amber was still pinned to the wall. ‘I may not remember shite. But my very soul knows this – spiders are not cute.’

Just as Hop was about to disagree, the ground trembled.

‘Can’t you stay still for one moment?’ Amber said.

‘I am still.’

‘Look down, Bunny.’

Where there once was stone, there was instead a writhing black blob, spindly legs and thick round bodies squirming over the tops of his bare feet.

The floor was spiders. Only spiders.

‘What is that?’ Amber asked.

Hop cleared his throat. ‘It’s nothing.’ Interesting. So, he could lie.

‘Nothing? Hop, the ground’s moving.’

It wasn’t only moving, the great mass of twitching bodies was growing rapidly higher, like a black bog filling with water. It had already reached his calves.

‘Let’s go to the next room.’ He tucked Skully under his arm.

‘Something’s crawling up my leg!’ Amber slammed her palm against the wall, but her hand was engulfed by tiny wriggling bodies in seconds. She shrieked, shaking her arm. ‘It’s spiders, isn’t it? It’s godsdamn spiders!’

‘There might be some spiders, yes.’ Hop offered his hand, brushing his palm against the back of hers.

Her hand twitched away.

‘We need to move,’ he said.

She breathed out shakily, then her hand fell into his.

Hop led her through the tight archway, edging out sideways so he wouldn’t crush the spiders on the walls.

The next room was far bigger, with multiple entrances leading into it. Probably the central chamber.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t spider-free. The scuttling noise was thunderous. Thousands of bristly legs scraped against each other.

Amber threw her arm over her ears with a wail.

‘If you’re scared, just whistle a tune and—’

‘How has nobody murdered you yet?’

The spiders were waist-high now, so densely packed it was difficult to push through. One crawled up the back of Hop’s neck; another sneaked into his sleeve. He liked spiders. They were good for gardens, considerate little caretakers, but even he considered this a tad much.

Amber clung to him. ‘I can’t see anything. So you have to get us out of here, do you understand me?’

‘I will. Promise.’

He gazed over the shifting sea. There was nothing here at all, other than endless spiders streaming in from narrow archways. Amber’s hand trembled in his.

Fear is bad. Find the good. He had to be the good to fight her fear.

Going into another room wouldn’t work. They needed to escape. To go somewhere the spiders could not follow.

‘We need a door,’ he said softly. ‘Please give us a door.’

A pump of white light. At first, Hop thought he had imagined it. But then there was another. A soft pulse. Like a heartbeat.

He pushed towards it, using Skully to carve a path.

‘I am not a shovel.’

‘Sorry.’

The spiders were everywhere. Hop wished he was wearing something more substantial than a robe. They tickled his bare legs. And other places.

He focused on the pulse of light and dragged both himself and Amber towards the source. As she staggered on the uneven ground, he nestled her closer.

‘A door.’

It was carved directly into the rock. It wasn’t large or grand. It looked more like a chalk drawing hastily scribbled by a child. But the outer edge was ringed in luminous silver. That was the source of the light.

‘Where?’ Amber demanded.

‘Straight ahead.’

She charged forward, yanking Hop so forcefully he was almost submerged. As they drew closer, red swooping letters gleamed above the door.

‘There’s writing: “Humans only. Opens once”,’ he read out loud.

‘Jury’s out on you, Sergeant Sunshine, but I’m human, and once works just fine for me.’ But as she moved towards the door, there was a new sound: a distant whining, muffled by the scuttering of spiders on spiders.

Hop craned his neck. There it was again – a high, desperate whine. Distinctly human, and distinctly scared.

‘I think there’s someone else here.’

‘What?’

‘Someone’s trapped out there.’ He moved towards the noise.

Amber jerked back, still clutching his hand. ‘Don’t you dare.’

‘They’re trapped and they’re scared.’

‘I’m scared! And I’m not being suffocated by spiders! I’m opening it.’ Her free hand ran over the door, plunging down into the black sea. ‘There must be a handle or something.’

‘Amber—’

The door swung open. Wind whistled through the doorway, fluttering Hop’s hair. Something smelled like … cinnamon?

Like biscuits bundled in a sheet. Hidden in a lap. Munched under cover of darkness.

Words echoed in his memory: ‘Don’t leave a single crumb. Our secret.’

‘Come on!’ Amber leaned against the door, holding it open. Beyond, there was blackness as thick as ink, but the spiders didn’t pass through. Humans only.

The whining grew louder.

‘I’ll be quick,’ Hop said.

‘No, you won’t,’ she said. ‘You’re going to leave me. You’re not going to come back.’

‘Why would I do that?’

‘Everyone leaves.’ Amber turned away, facing the darkness beyond the door.

Hop rubbed her cold fingers. ‘There’s someone out there who needs my help. I’m not going to leave them, just like I’m not going to leave you.’

Her hand tensed.

‘I need you to stand here and keep the door open. Then we’ll all go through it together, okay?’

She didn’t turn to face him. The spiders were at her neck, rising by the moment. ‘What if I go through by myself? Let it close behind me? It only opens once. If you leave me now, I’ll go through, and you’ll be stuck here. I swear I will.’

He grinned. ‘Of course you won’t.’

As he released her hand, the rising sea engulfed him fully.

Spiders flooded into his mouth. He tried to spit them out, but only managed to invite more inside.

This was fine. Everything was fine. Find the good.

‘Why don’t you sing a nice song?’ Skully suggested. ‘Even if just in your head?’

He waded through the squirming mass, holding his breath. It was darker than night, and the sound was like constant rustling paper.


Mary, Mary, quite contrary.

How does your garden grow?



He followed the cry. It cut through the noise like a dandelion seeking a crack through stone. ‘With silver bells and cockle shells …’

His lungs ached for air. He reached out blindly, begging his fingers to find something that wasn’t spiders.


And pretty maids all in a row.

And pretty maids all in a row.



He touched something hard and substantial. He tucked Skully safely under his armpit and lowered his body, fingertips groping at features. Soft skin. Long hair. He found their shoulders and held them to his chest. A fast heartbeat fluttered against his. They were little. Littler than him.

As he tucked their head under his chin, small hands grasped his back. Legs locked around his waist. Their whines almost sounded like words, like ‘Help me’.

I’ve got you. I’ll get you out.

He tightened his grip and waded back with his mystery bundle.

Amber was exactly where he had left her, just as he’d known she would be. He only had to follow the sound of her furious ranting to return to the door.

As he nudged her shoulder, her arm swung around his neck, wrenching him close. ‘I hate your guts, Hop.’

She shoved him forward, and all three fell through the doorway together.
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Respite Room

Hop landed with an oof on to something very hard. Amber had a softer landing; she was currently on top of him.

‘O Gods!’ She leaped off him. ‘They’re on me! There are spiders everywhere!’

Hop lay on his back, clutching Skully to his chest. There was a hole in the ceiling. A perfect circle of midnight blue, speckled with gleaming stars. It was like looking out of a porthole to the starlight sea beyond.

‘Hop! Get off your arse and get them OFF ME.’ Amber’s foot jabbed his ribs.

Hop crawled to his feet. ‘There’s nothing on you. “Humans only”, remember?’ The spiders in his mouth had streamed out the moment they passed through the door.

He swung his arms, smirking. ‘You waited for me.’

‘Shut up.’

‘You care about me.’

She scowled. ‘What level of hell are we in now? Describe it.’

He wasn’t sure he could.

It was a kitchen. Maybe. Or a library. It was overflowing with so many clashing items it was everywhere and nowhere all at once.

There was a stove glowing deep orange and emitting a wonderfully spicy cinnamon scent. But there were also books – ancient curling tomes bound in colourful leather in teetering stacks taller than Hop. He tried to read the spine of the nearest, but it was written in letters he didn’t recognize.

Shelves covered almost every inch of wall. They were overloaded with trinkets. A deep purple crystal the size of Hop’s fist sat beside a porcelain doll with twin pigtails, a handful of golden coins was stacked next to a rusted key, and there were rows upon rows of jars. One jar was full to the brim with wriggling earthworms; the next contained a single white fish with gaping eyes, swimming in circles. Hop went from jar to jar, uncovering the surprises within from live mice and snails to crabs and beetles.

‘Whoever lives here really likes animals.’

‘As long as it’s not spiders.’

‘Don’t tell her about the spider jar,’ Skully whispered.

Hop didn’t.

The room was a perfect circle. A curved bench with fluffy cushions and blankets hugged the wall, nestled neatly beneath a bay window. The window itself looked out on to that same starlight ocean.

Most remarkable of all was that he felt safe. It was as if strong but gentle arms were wrapping around him.

‘This place is …’ He sighed softly. ‘… like waking up inside a marigold.’

‘Helpful as ever.’

‘It’s better than the last—’ His heart lurched. He had been so transfixed by the room he hadn’t realized the person he had saved from the spider chamber was nowhere to be seen. He rushed back to the door they had entered through. ‘We have to go back!’

‘You’re a funny guy,’ Amber said through gritted teeth. ‘A funny, funny guy.’

A new voice spoke, deep and feminine: ‘You’re perfectly welcome to go back through.’

Hop turned.

It was an owl – speckled brown feathers, tufts of fluffy ears, sharp black talons and a curved beak.

But there were also several things very non-owl-like about her.

Number one: she was wearing clothes – layers of woollen robes with tassels and golden embroidery.

Number two: she was bent double over a walking stick.

Number three: she towered over Hop. He had to crane his neck to gawp up at her.

Where had she come from?

Her saucer-like eyes were not the usual owl-yellow, but the deep dark blue of galaxies, of the starlight sea enveloping this room.

‘Your eyes are the loveliest I’ve ever seen,’ Hop said.

Wing feathers brushed Hop’s chin, turning his head. ‘Blond curls, green eyes, chubby cheeks. Pretty, of course. But predictable. Are there no surprises left in the universe?’ Though her voice cracked with age, she punctuated every word with purpose, like the strike of a knife against stone. ‘And even worse … No. This won’t do at all. What an impossible turn of events. I can’t imagine anything worse.’

‘What?’

‘I am sorry to be the one to inform you, but I’m afraid you are a child,’ she stated, as if announcing a terminal disease.

‘Hop, what’s happening exactly?’ Amber asked.

‘I’m talking to a human-sized owl with lovely galaxy eyes.’

She crashed into a pile of books. ‘PLEASE BE JOKING.’

‘No joke!’ Hop said cheerfully. ‘I know some people call birds pests and they can ruin gardens, but her feathers are wonderfully soft! And I love the speckled pattern across her crown, especially the way it makes her look like she’s really irritated! Amber! She’s turning her head all the way around! Skully can do that too!’

The owl’s wing jerked back. ‘Has nobody ever told you that you witter like an oxygen-starved imbecile?’

‘I don’t think so. But I can’t remember anything. So maybe.’

‘Words are a gift that should be used sparingly and with purpose. Not thrown about as if they are infinite.’ Her beak twitched. ‘No. This won’t do at all. Please go back to the previous room and perhaps I shall allow you to return once you have completed at least one round of puberty.’

Amber’s fist slammed against the wall. ‘I don’t know who the feck you think you are, but the only way I’m returning to that torture chamber is bound and gagged. And trust me, you’d be losing handfuls of those pretty feathers in the process.’

Hop wrung his hands. ‘She didn’t mean that.’

The owl’s head swivelled between them. ‘Several things, young mistress. First, I am the appointed caretaker of this place. Secondly, it is not a torture chamber, it is an entrance chamber.’

‘An entrance chamber where you drown your guests in spiders?’

‘Spiders, was it? If only you had brought some with you, I could have replenished my pantry.’

Hop glanced at the jars.

‘Which of you is foolish enough to fear spiders?’ the owl asked.

‘That’ll be Amber!’ Hop said.

‘Then what occurred is entirely your own fault,’ she said to Amber. ‘You exposed a weakness. A fear. The room simply reacted to it.’ She looked to Hop. ‘Do you not have any fears, young master?’

He shifted. The stiffness of his robe brushed against his legs.

The sudden scent of blood. A sharp metallic taste.

He focused on the beautiful galaxy outside, not the terrible memories fighting for dominance. ‘N-no. Fear is bad.’ Hop glanced behind him. ‘You say that as if the room is alive.’

‘You are observant as well as wittering. This is not a place where people can simply wander. That room is designed to deal with those who find themselves here.’

‘Deal with them?’

‘Exterminate them. It is a kindness. Better that than to wander this place.’

‘But it didn’t “exterminate” us?’ Hop said.

‘No.’ She swept a wing before her. ‘You asked for a door, I obliged.’

‘That was you?’ Hop beamed. ‘Thank you … um … do you have a name?’

‘Dolores.’

‘Dolly!’

‘Dolores.’

Behind Dolores a shape dashed in and out of the dark corners. A tiny child. A girl with matted masses of long red hair. Her hand reached up from beneath the table, seized a silver spoon and then vanished.

Ah. Could that be whom he had saved from the entrance chamber?

Hop snickered as the girl’s head poked out beneath the plaid tablecloth, huge blue eyes sweeping over the room.

‘Here’s the situation,’ Amber said. ‘We’ve lost our memories, and we’re not going back in the spider room. Are you the mastermind?’

‘My master created this place. I am simply looking after it for him while he is otherwise occupied.’

The girl groped the top of the table. As her fingers brushed a spoon, it slipped and crashed to the floor with an almighty CLANG. She vanished beneath the table.

Dolores whirled around, feathers puffing. ‘OUT WITH THEE. I INVOKE UPON YOU THE NAME OF MY MASTER. THIS IS A PLACE OF CALM AND RESPITE. YOU SHALL NOT LINGER WHERE YOU ARE NOT—’

‘It’s only a little girl,’ Hop said, tugging Dolores’s cloak. ‘And you’re scaring her.’ He placed Skully on top of the table, then reached beneath. ‘You’re the one who asked for my help, aren’t—?’

A sharp pain. He yelped and drew his hand back. There were two tiny teeth marks in his skin. ‘She bit me.’

Amber threw up her hands. ‘Bollocks to that. Get rid of her, owl-lady.’

‘It’s okay.’ Hop swept up the fallen spoon and waved it near the table. ‘You’re just scared, right? You don’t really want to hurt me.’

‘Many things here wish to hurt you,’ Dolores said. ‘They would like nothing more than to listen to your screams of agony.’

Hop wiggled the spoon. ‘Come out and you can have the spoon. I won’t hurt you. Neither will they.’

‘I made no such promise,’ Dolores said.

‘Nor I,’ Amber agreed.

The girl edged out of the darkness. She was pale, with an adorable dimpled chin. Her lips were chapped, and her collarbones pressed against her skin. Ragged clothes hung loosely from her starved frame. The skin across her arms was scarred and wrinkled, pink mottled with white; the pattern almost looked like butterfly wings.

‘She’s been burned,’ Dolores commented. ‘Those are old scars.’

The girl seized the spoon and disappeared it into a canvas sack at her side. The bag clinked suspiciously.

‘My name’s Hop. What’s yours?’

In answer, Hop was pummelled by an array of cutlery and coins.

The girl dashed across the room. As she leaped for the door, Dolores brandished her stick towards her. The girl hung in mid-air, bare feet dangling.

Dolores sighed irritably. ‘Not sure how this one got through. I’ll toss her back where she belongs.’

As Dolores swept her stick across the room, the girl moved with it.

‘No!’ Hop leaped up. ‘Wait!’

Dolores turned to him, the girl hanging suspended beside her. ‘There are rules here. Rules that must not be broken. You asked me to open a door, so I did. I invited you and the belligerent young mistress in. This one was an uninvited tagalong.’

The girl swiped uselessly at Dolores, arms too short to reach.

‘I’ll look after her!’ Hop cried.

Dolores’s eyes flickered over the child with thinly veiled disgust. ‘This one stole from me, bit you, then attacked you with cutlery. She has besmirched this sacred place of repose.’

‘Sure. But she’s here because of me. She’s my guest. So please put her down.’

Dolores sighed, lowering the girl. ‘She is to return every single spoon she swiped.’

The girl scurried behind Hop, using his legs as a shield.

Hop took her hands and lowered to her level. ‘Don’t worry, you’re safe now. What’s your name?’

She didn’t attack him, but she didn’t answer either. She stared, as if trying to decide if he was more bunny or beast.

‘I’m eleven, and Amber’s …’

‘Fourteen.’

‘How old are you?’

She stared.

‘Maybe five? Or six? You’re small so it’s hard to know. Why are you here? Do you remember anything? We both lost our memories and—’

Her hands started moving strangely. She tapped her fingers against her palm.

Hop stared. ‘Uhhh …’

Frustrated, she threw down her hands and opened her mouth wide, displaying the sharp teeth that had nipped him. But instead of a tongue, she only had a short stub of pink flesh.

‘I don’t like it when you go quiet, Hop,’ Amber said.

Hop’s gut squirmed.

Fear is bad. Find the good.

Maybe … she hated having a tongue? Perhaps she bit it off herself.

‘Bunny, say something.’

‘She hasn’t got a tongue,’ Hop said.

‘What?’

‘Not to worry! I can talk enough for both of us!’

‘“Not to worry”?’ Amber stormed over. ‘Says the boy with all five senses intact. This can’t be a coincidence – first my eyes, and now her tongue. Hey, birdbrain, does your master like mutilating people?’

‘Depends.’

Hop was pretty sure he was fully intact, so if Dolores’s master had hurt the two girls, why not Hop also? Maybe this wasn’t his handiwork? Perhaps something else had happened to them?

Hop reached for the girl, but she flinched. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll look after you. First, you need a name.’ He took in her small form. ‘Little. I think it suits you wonderfully.’

Little uttered one word, half formed and clumsy. She had to attempt it a few times before Hop could guess at her meaning. ‘Are you trying to say “daddy”?’

She nodded.

‘You have a … daddy? Is he here too?’

She shook her head.

He jumped up. His burst of energy sent her dashing away, wedging herself between the oven and a stack of books. ‘I’ll get Little to her daddy. Show me the way out, please.’

Dolores preened her wing feathers for an overly long time. ‘Sit. We must speak.’

Hop led Amber to a chair, then sat beside her.

Dolores moved to the cooker; when she turned back around, she wielded a tray of cinnamon cookies. ‘I have infinite knowledge of the cosmos, of all the universes and galaxies that have existed, do exist, and will exist, and I find cookies to be the most pleasing aspect of all.’

‘Agreed!’ Hop grabbed one. It was satisfyingly crunchy on the outside, but soft and squishy inside. It was, he decided, the most delicious thing he’d ever eaten.

Dry crumbs coating his tongue. A quirk of a smile.

Then that voice in his head again. The same one that told him to find the good: ‘Apologies. It seems flavour is an unknown quantity to the cooks here.’

Dolores leaned on her stick. ‘You said you possess no memories at all. Are you quite certain?’

Hop had some hazy memories. Good ones, like kind words and biscuits. But also others that were not good at all. Strong hands. Raised voices.

Hop swallowed a lump of cookie. ‘No. No memories.’

‘Absolutely,’ Amber said firmly.

‘That is unusual. This place thrives on memories. It is made of them. I see no reason why it would take them.’ She rubbed her chin with her wing. ‘Of course, it could be the result of shock or trauma.’

‘I don’t have any trauma,’ Hop said.

There was a long silence.

‘Or someone has intervened,’ Dolores said. ‘And for whatever reason, does not wish you to remember something I suspect may be of great importance. Perhaps you went digging somewhere you were not supposed to.’

‘To be fair, that does sound like you,’ Amber said.

Hop didn’t argue. He did like digging.

‘But as I say, this place is made of memories – the walls are carved from them, the floors are laid with them. So I dare say, if you linger here long enough, you’ll regain them. Memories have a way of finding people here.’

Hop glanced down at his robes. A flash of red beneath the table.

Laughter. Cruel and spiteful.

When he glimpsed that blood all he felt was fear. Fear with no good at all.

That was not a memory he ever wished to find him.

‘We need to get out of here,’ he said. ‘T-To get Little to her daddy.’

‘This is no mere house you can enter and exit at will,’ Dolores said. ‘This place has many names. But the most appropriate for your unique minds would simply be … the labyrinth.’

‘A maze with doors,’ Amber said through a mouthful of cookie.

‘A maze!’ Hop leaped from his chair. ‘Are we here to play a game?’

‘It is no game,’ Dolores said, her voice deep.

‘Then why are we here?’

The silence hung heavy. He thought Dolores would not answer; then finally she spoke: ‘Because you did something terrible. And someone wants you to suffer for it.’

The word was a blade through his gut. It echoed deep within from a locked box of memories. A voice so dripping with hatred it was impossible to comprehend how someone could loathe him enough for it to twist their words so.

Suffer. Suffer. SUFFER!

‘Young master.’ Soft feathers clasped his hands. ‘I seldom find a purpose for self-destruction. It’s a waste. And I immensely dislike waste.’

He had pulled at the skin around his thumbs so furiously blood speckled both hands.

He tucked them behind his back and forced a smile. ‘That can’t be right. We’re not capable of terrible things. We’re children.’

‘Nevertheless, you are here. And escape is not possible through some back door.’

‘But we must escape.’ He clung to the word like a life raft at sea, as if it was carved into his very soul. Escape. He had to escape.

‘My master only created one way out of the labyrinth – the Bone Door.’

‘That sounds bloody horrendous,’ Amber said.

‘Where is it?’ Hop asked eagerly.

‘The path to the Bone Door is perilous. If I were you, I would not seek it. Instead, you may stay here with me. This is a safe house between the rooms. Linger here and your memories may return to you. I will bake you cookies and—’

‘No,’ Hop said strongly. ‘We must escape. We will find the Bone Door. Tell me how.’

She stiffened. ‘It lays beyond four rooms. Four doors. You must locate these doors and pass through them to find the Bone Door.’

‘We already did one,’ Amber pointed out, still chewing her way through the cookie tray.

‘That was the entrance chamber, young mistress. It doesn’t count.’

‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

‘I can do it. I found the first door! I’m good at finding things!’ Hop said. He’d already found Little, after all.

‘Finding the doors will be straightforward but unlocking them is another matter entirely. They will not open until you satisfy all the requirements. Each room will set you a task. A mission of sorts. You must complete it, then go through the door before you run out of time.’

‘What kind of mission?’

‘I cannot say, but they will be fiendishly difficult, and most likely impossible for your immature brain to comprehend.’

Amber turned in her chair. ‘What happens if we fail?’

Storm clouds moved in Dolores’s galaxy eyes. ‘The consequences, if you do not escape in time, will be unpleasant. There will be no cookies. No safe rooms with delightful owls to tend to you. There will only be nothingness, and your souls eternally seeking an escape you will never find.’

Hop pressed his palms to the table, breathing deeply.

‘I’m with you, Bunny,’ Skully said. ‘Where you go, I follow.’

He glanced at Amber. ‘What do you think, Amber?’

She leaned back in her chair. ‘I’m used to nothingness. Besides, you’ll need someone to make sure you don’t skip off a cliff or something.’

‘That’s right – we can do it!’ Hop grinned. ‘Together we can do anything!’

‘Now see here.’ Dolores swept towards him, her stick striking the floor. ‘I understand you lack basic common sense due to what I can only assume is some sort of horrendous head injury, but do try and employ some. My master designed these tasks. He is wise, and powerful. But mercy is not often one of his virtues. You should stay here. We will regain your memories. Perhaps then, when you are older, you will be more equipped to make a decision that won’t end in your eternal damnation. Once you accept, there is no turning back. You must complete the first mission, or you will fail.’

Hop licked his dry lips. Even sitting here, in this pleasant room, he felt his memories creeping up on him, like shadows lengthening at his heels. ‘But I have to escape.’

Her wing rested upon his shoulder, warm and soft. ‘Escape is not the only option. Often, it is not even the best one.’

As he shifted, the red of his robes flashed from beneath the table.

The glint of a knife.

A scream.

Then silence. Terrible gut-wrenching silence.

No good to be found there. And none here either, waiting for that awful memory to gain strength and clarity. He could outrun it. Leave it in the dark where it belonged.

He clenched his trembling hands into fists. ‘We’re going to find the Bone Door. We’re going to escape. I accept your master’s task.’
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Not even Dolores’s cookies could coax Little out of her hiding spot. Hop wished he had more shiny items to tempt her with, but Dolores forbade him from sacrificing any more of her belongings.

It wasn’t until Amber warned her that she’d be left in there with Dolores for eternity that the girl scurried out, seeking sanctuary behind Hop’s legs.

‘I do hope you know what you’re doing,’ Dolores said.

‘Not even a little!’ Hop said confidently. ‘But we’ll work it out.’

Her beak twitched. ‘Indeed. Well, I won’t send you out completely defenceless.’ She motioned to a bulging backpack. ‘It’s filled with basic provisions: food, ropes, knives and such. With a bit of luck, you’ll survive long enough to starve to death.’

Hop slipped the backpack on. There was also a bundle of leather straps that went over the front of his chest, ending in a strange sling. ‘What’s this for?’

‘For that rotting carcass you carry.’

‘She’s not so sweet-smelling herself.’

Hop nestled Skully neatly in the sling. They hung at his chest, facing out. ‘Perfect!’

‘I thought it wise to allow you two free hands to fight off your foes.’

Amber’s head snapped towards Dolores. ‘What kind of “foes”?’

She tapped her cane on the floor. ‘The task you have undertaken may be impossible, but my master in his infinite generosity has permitted me to bestow a gift to aid you. I will provide the item that your heart cries out for. Your deepest desire to assist you in your quest.’

‘Oh, grand.’ Amber rubbed her hands. ‘Heavy weaponry.’

‘That is not your greatest desire.’ Dolores levelled her eyes at Hop. ‘Let’s get some new clothes, shall we? For everyone.’

Hop’s desire to be rid of the blood had overwhelmed everyone else’s. He felt a little guilty, but a greater part of him just wanted it gone. If he didn’t see the blood, that memory might stop triggering.

His body felt hot and tingly all over. Like dipping cold limbs into a warm bath.

The white robe soaked with blood was gone. Instead, he wore black leggings and sturdy leather boots with lots of shiny buckles. A forget-me-not-blue shirt sat beneath a half-tunic/half-cloak knitted from rainbow wool. Best of all was an overly long red scarf, tied snuggly around his neck. It felt like being hugged. Or very gently strangled.

He spun in place, marvelling at the colours. ‘It’s perfect! It’s wonderful! It’s wonderfully perfect.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t want you to die of hypothermia before you attempt the mission.’

‘Am I dying of cold then?’ Amber tugged at her clothes. The ribboned outfit was gone. She now wore a loose-fitting long-sleeved shirt and shorts, with a sleeveless topaz-blue dress over them, edged in gold.

‘No,’ Dolores said. ‘Yours will allow you to run freely while he serves as prey.’

‘Gotcha.’

Even Little’s rags had been replaced by a yellow tunic with puffy brown shorts. Hop wished that the sleeves were long enough to cover up her butterfly-wing scars, though. Seeing them made his heart ache.

‘I chose a bright colour for Little. I suspect you may have reason to “locate” her.’ Dolores hobbled to the door and then pressed her cane to it. ‘Master, the quest has been accepted.’

All at once the room darkened.

Little drew closer to Hop’s legs, trembling.

A spear of silver light pierced the blackness. The door flashed with an array of symbols, strange and unreadable. Then, finally, two words formed.

‘“The Ancients”,’ Hop read. ‘What does it mean?’

Dolores did not turn. ‘My help for you ends here. To assist you any further would disobey my master’s orders. You are on your own now.’

‘You’re not alone.’

‘I’m not alone,’ Hop repeated. He linked his arm through Amber’s.

As he drew closer to the door, a great heaviness pressed down upon his chest. His hairs stood up on end.

‘Remember, this place may be made of memories, but I assure you, what you experience beyond this door will be as real as I am. It can harm. It can hurt. And it can kill.’ Dolores’s voice echoed. ‘If you do not complete the mission within the time limit, then the door will not open. If you do manage to complete the mission and open the door, you must pass through before your time expires. It will not open again.’

The door swung open, blasting Hop with a gust of savage wind. Then a tug, in his core, pulling him closer to the door. The place beyond was urging him in. It was eager. It hungered.

‘You have until the moon is full. Good luck, children.’

‘Wait!’ Hop called, gritting his teeth against the pull of the door. ‘How will we know what the mission is?’

If Dolores answered, he did not hear. Long fingers of wind snatched his arms and pressed into his back. He lost Amber’s arm and his footing all at once. Then he was falling, falling, falling into the pitch-black darkness.


[image: ]

Room One – The Ancients

The pain came first.

It eclipsed everything. Stole the sight from his eyes. Silenced the thoughts in his head. White-hot agony. Fire lashing up his left arm. The flesh was being torn apart, stripped and flayed from the muscle and bone beneath.

A flash of light. Then hands. Hands upon his shoulders, a distant voice. ‘Hop! Hop!’

Amber’s sunray eyes gleamed above him.

The pain in his arm eased to a distant throbbing. He was lying flat on something soft.

‘What’s wrong? Why are you screaming?’

‘My arm. Was it torn off? Set on fire?’

Amber’s hands ran down his shoulders. ‘Don’t be daft,’ she snorted, though the concern didn’t leave her voice. ‘You’re holding it to your chest.’

He edged it out gingerly, wincing as he pulled back his sleeve. His arm beneath looked completely normal, until he turned it over.

It was on fire. Maybe. Tracks of molten light tore through the skin of his underarm. They pumped with a white glow, just like the door in the entrance chamber. But these were not random cuts, they were letters.

‘There’s something written in my skin.’

‘What is it?’ Amber’s fingers brushed the lines.

‘“Claim the golden egg.”’ So that was their mission. Hop touched the writing. It didn’t feel as if it was on fire. But there was something else, a round outline glowing at his wrist. ‘There’s also a ball?’

Amber’s fingers traced the strange mark. ‘That’s not a ball. It’s a new moon. The prickly bird said we had until the full moon. That’s our clock. Once that fills up it’s game over. You okay to stand?’

‘See, you do care about me!’

She yanked him up. ‘Just get up and tell me where we are.’

They stood within an ocean of green. Green was Hop’s favourite colour. He had not remembered that until now. Tall uncut grass stretched out in every direction, over endless rolling hills and dense forests. He couldn’t see a single wall. No stone structures enclosing them. Just woodland growing wild, fast rivers pouring into frothing waterfalls, and far in the distance through shifting fog, the dark outlines of mountains.

The wind brought a scent with it. One that pricked at Hop’s mind. Earthy and sharp, with sweet dewy undertones.

Memories stirred.

Burying his nose deep into the soil. Sniffing at the lingering scent on his fingers when nobody was looking.

Nature. Plants. Life.

It smelled like life.

He threw his arms wide. ‘Everything’s green and growing. We’re not in a room, we’re in a whole world! It’s HUGE!’

‘And we have to find one lousy egg in it. Grand.’

Hop looked for Little, assuming she would be leaping through the heather. Instead, she was kneeling in the grass, staring horrified at a snowdrop. She touched a petal, shrieked and sprinted back to Hop.

‘What’s wrong? Haven’t you ever seen grass before?’

She gaped in all directions, clinging to Hop’s legs.

‘What’s she doing?’

‘Hugging me. I think she likes me.’

‘Right, if she’s hugging you this place must be fecking horrendous. Let’s get the golden egg and get out of here.’ As Amber strode away, Hop sighed.

‘It really is very beautiful,’ Skully said. ‘But beautiful things are not always as they appear. Careful, Bunny.’

The sun was setting when Hop spotted the people.

He hadn’t been looking for people. He had been looking for flowers. He was already mentally cataloguing the ones he spotted – a powdery pink bloom of common centaury on a damp woodland ridge, red campion which was more pink than its name implied, and a meadow of red clover that Little had screamed at non-stop.

He had been trying to tell Amber all the properties of red clover when figures dashed through the forest. They streamed out from all directions, cloaks fluttering behind them, faces masked by long hoods.

‘Amber!’ Hop gripped her arm. ‘There’re people. All running in the same direction.’

‘You sure? I can’t hear or feel them.’

She was right. Hundreds of pounding feet sprinted through the grass as silent as falling leaves.

One passed near him. Beyond the hood, there was only darkness and two large glowing orbs.

‘Are they actually human?’ Amber asked, gripping a long branch she had been using to navigate.

The silence was concerning, he had to admit. And the glowing eyes distinctly non-human, but Amber didn’t have eyes and she was just lovely.

‘They’re human. Different kinds of humans but humans, I’m sure. Maybe they know about the egg?’

Amber seized his arm. ‘Not that I doubt your flawless judgement, but how about we follow them at a distance just in case there’s the slightest chance they want to viciously murder us?’

‘People don’t just murder people.’

‘They do. That’s exactly what they do.’

With Little trailing them, Hop took Amber’s hand and crouched low, following the figures through the trees. Some were tall, some so small they clutched the cloaks of the larger ones so they would not be swallowed by the grass. They spoke with strange soft noises like whispers of the wind.

Finally, they broke out into a clearing. The grass had been cut here, and so had the trees. Six stumps stood in the centre.

Hop’s heart ached. It was a terrible thing, to cut a tree to the stump.

The cloaked figures huddled in a tight circle around the stumps, then a tall person stepped forward, dressed in an emerald cloak. All the glowing eyes swivelled to them.

They spoke, lyrical syllables drifting together so it sounded more like a song. The words were so hushed and the winds so wild they were mostly stolen before they reached Hop. But he caught one word: ‘Offerings.’

‘More people are moving forward,’ Hop whispered to Amber as they stood at a distance. ‘They’re holding bundles.’

Six people grasped cloth parcels. They placed them atop the stumps. The bundles made them look less like felled trees, and more like altars. Maybe they were apologizing to the trees for cutting them down. What kind of gift could you give to a tree? Hop liked shortbread, made with lots of butter and plenty of clotted cream.

‘Bunny.’ Skully uttered his name like a warning. ‘We should leave.’

A bundle moved. Not a trick of the wind. It squirmed.

The six figures stood still and silent.

‘What’s happening?’ Amber asked.

The people’s long sleeves darted into the depths of their cloaks in unison. Together they drew blades.

The bundle moved again. Another began to wail. Then, from the bundle nearest Hop, a tiny hand reached out.

‘Bunny—’

The knives fell together. Six hollow thuds as the blades plunged into the bundles and stuck firm into the wood beneath.

The wail was cut short. The bundles stopped moving.

A dull noise echoed in Hop’s ears, as if he were hearing underwater. He couldn’t drag his eyes away from the stillness of the bundles, from the dark red liquid seeping through the fabric.

A voice in his head, solemn and strange: ‘They will never forgive you for this, you understand. They will not forget.’

Then another: ‘Good.’

Pain tore through his skull. The ground rocked. Hop gasped and fell into Amber, who crumbled under his weight.

The figures scattered into the wind, cloaks fluttering as they fled in all directions.

‘What the hell, Hop?’ Amber struggled out from beneath him.

Hop focused very hard on a rather lovely cowslip, sprouting like a patch of sunshine. Cowslips were called that because they usually grew in manure. Wonderful things out of something slightly less wonderful.

Find the good.

‘Hop! What did they do? Did I hear a baby crying?’

No. No babies in those bundles. It had been shortbread. Just shortbread and jam and nothing else.

‘You know what you saw.’

Hop’s gut lurched. That voice was the same one that had called something terrible ‘good’ in his memory. It had weight to it, this voice. It pressed upon his chest, stealing the air from his lungs as he stared at the cowslip’s yellow petals.

‘I didn’t see anything,’ he said dully.

‘What’s that?’ Amber turned to him.

‘You saw what they did. You saw those blades fall. You know what was really in those bundles.’

Hop went cold. The earth seemed to tremble beneath him. ‘There weren’t any babies. He’s lying, Amber.’

‘Who’s lying? That skull you talk to that nobody else can hear?’

‘My words are for you. You with your golden curls. What a beauty you are. How almost perfectly formed. Yet so fragile. So very breakable. Look at me, my sweet little Buttercup.’

Hop’s body moved against his will, forced him to see.

A tall masculine figure loomed over him. His form shifted and pulsed, his white edges blurring like a shadow. A curtain of midnight hair fell beside his features, which were pale and sharp like cracked bone. There was no warmth in his ice-coloured eyes. No goodness. Just hunger. The same ravenous hunger that had pulled Hop through the door to this room.

Hop closed his eyes. His hand leaped to his thumb, opening the healing wounds, pulling at the scabs. He leaned into the pain.

‘Hop.’ Amber took his hands. ‘That’s not Skully you’re hearing, is it?’

‘No,’ he whispered.

‘I heard voices too. In the entrance chamber.’

‘What did they say?’

‘A load of bollocks. And when people talk bollocks, there’s only one thing you should do.’

‘She knows nothing. She does not know about the dead children.’

The words ‘dead children’ speared through his chest. He bent double, avoiding looking at the stumps. There weren’t children. He had not seen children in those bundles. Just shortbread. ‘What should I do?’

‘You tell them to fuck off.’

Hop closed his eyes tighter. ‘I … I would quite like it if you were to go away, please, Mr Shadow-man.’

‘Yeah, away with you, Shadow-prick.’

Silence.

When Hop opened his eyes, the man with the icy gaze was gone. It was silent. Just the wind whistling through the leaves, and a single yellow cowslip.

‘Did it work?’

‘You’re amazing, Amber.’ But as she smirked, a shiver travelled down the nape of Hop’s neck. When he turned, he swore a pale shape crept behind him, twisting out of sight.
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Little sat on the grass surrounded by the bundles. One was cradled in her lap. It might have been a sweet scene if her hand wasn’t buried wrist-deep in the fabric.

‘Don’t do that!’ Hop cried.

She ignored him and delved inside, plucking out a tiny braided bracelet, pocketing it swiftly.

‘Stop that!’ Hop picked the cowslip and thrust it in her face. ‘Look at this. So shiny and yellow, like gold!’

Little shrieked, scrambling away as she clutched the bundle in red-stained hands.

Red.

From the jam on the shortbread. That must be it.

The ground swayed beneath him. Hop steadied his feet.

‘Hop!’ Amber called. She was standing before one of the stumps, her palm pressed on its top. ‘These have something carved into them. Are there any clues about the egg?’

There were rough shapes carved into the wood, encircled by words in a language Hop couldn’t read.

‘I think this one’s a sun?’ He ran his hand over the circular design.

‘Mine feels like a flower.’

He nearly knocked Amber sideways as he bounded over. ‘It’s a lily! They don’t grow well by themselves; they need friends, at least four or five to encourage each other!’

‘Are any of them eggs?’

Hop checked the last four, describing them to Amber. One was shaped like a raindrop, the next a mushroom; there was also a leaf (a field maple, he reckoned), and – strangest of all – a snake eating its own tail.

Hop tapped his chin. ‘Maybe we have to get an egg from a snake? Do snakes lay eggs?’

‘You know all about the most random plants and you don’t know if snakes lay eggs?’

‘That’s right!’ Hop swung his arms. ‘That’s why I asked. That’s how you learn things.’

A tremendous shudder swept across the earth, throwing Hop atop the snake stump.

‘What is that?’ Amber yelled. ‘Earthquake?’

‘Look up,’ Skully said.

Hop thought that he had imagined the ground shaking earlier, that the people had fled because they spotted him.

But that didn’t make sense. He was cute and squishy and not at all scary.

No. They had fled because the ground had trembled, and they knew it was no earthquake.

Several hundred feet away an immense being walked across the earth, its head brushing the clouds. At first Hop thought it a mountain, its flesh carved from the same coarse rock. But mountains did not move. They did not have arms and legs and a single gigantic eye in the centre of their foreheads.

‘Tell me what’s happening,’ Amber yelled. ‘Be honest this time.’

‘It’s a really tall man-mountain with one big eye. It’s closed though. Maybe he’s sleepwalking?’ Hop squinted. For one incredulous moment he thought the man-mountain was wearing a hat. ‘Oh. He has horns too, long and pointy.’

Amber went very quiet.

‘Amber—’

‘I’m processing.’

The beast thudded in the distance, the ground trembling with every movement. Then it stopped. The world went completely still. Even the wind seemed to calm.

It opened its eye. A flash of glowing red, then all the trees it looked upon fell like cut wheat. The grass blackened and died. That terrible red eye bled the life of all it glimpsed upon in the space between breaths. There, then gone.

Hop’s limbs stiffened. Fear is bad. Fear is—

The giant’s head snapped towards him.

‘Run.’

Little was already fleeing, dashing between the high grass. Hop grabbed Amber’s hand and ran. ‘Don’t look back! Don’t look at its eye!’

‘I think I can manage that!’

The cover of the forest wasn’t far. Hop crashed into the undergrowth, nettles biting at his ankles as he crouched. He bundled Amber under his arm and waited, deathly still. The trembling continued, the trees rattling around him as the beast carved its way through the land. Red light flashed overhead. Dust rose around them, catching in Hop’s throat. He resisted the urge to cough.

After several increasingly uncomfortable minutes, the shaking lessened. Hop risked a glance – the mountain had turned away, rock arms swinging as it went to wreak destruction elsewhere.

‘I think we’re okay.’ Hop sat back, breathing heavily. Little peeked out of a nearby bush.

Twenty feet away, where the monster must have looked with its destructive gaze, the trees and bushes were completely black, as if they had been dead for a thousand years.

Amber scowled and fussed with her hair. ‘Oh, we’re grand. We have an unknown amount of time to find a golden egg we have no idea about or we’ll be locked in here forever, and the only people we’ve met did something so obviously fucked up that you won’t even talk about it.’

‘They just gave offerings.’

‘And now we’ve also got to make sure we don’t get squished or obliterated by a giant walking mountain.’ She threw down her arms. ‘Knowing our luck, that thing’s probably got the egg strapped to its fucking back.’

She was scared. That wouldn’t do.

Hop plucked a little white flower. ‘At least we have daisies.’

‘If you say one more thing about flowers—’

‘The name comes from “day’s eye” because of the way they open up at dawn. As long as we have daisies opening up and showing all their flowers, then we still have dawn. Even if it seems dark and hopeless, it can’t be that bad.’ He brushed the flower to her cheek. ‘As long as we have daisies.’

‘Why are you so obsessed with flowers?’ Amber grunted. ‘I’d get it if it was dogs or birds or something exciting that moves. Ach, flowers, really?’

‘Flowers are exciting!’ Hop said. ‘They have to deal with all the same problems as animals – finding food, reproducing, avoiding being eaten – but they have to do it all while rooted to one spot. The fact that they can’t move is what’s so special about them! They’re living incredible lives, only on a different timeline. People just have to be reminded to look at them.’

A rustle to his right. Little dashed by in a flash of yellow, crouching behind him.

They were not alone.

A figure stood between the trees, half shrouded in shadow. All Hop could make out in the dying sun was a strange, bent shape, leaning to one side. A flutter of dog-eared fabric.

‘Hide,’ Skully commanded.

He leaped up. ‘Hi! Nice to meet you. My name’s Hop, this is Amber, and the small one is Little. What’s your name?’

The person did not respond. They stood, swaying silently.

‘Are you hurt?’ Hop stepped forward.

Click click click.

They came in a rhythm, those clicks.

Click click click.

Constant. Like the ticking of a clock.

‘Is that your voice?’ Hop tried to replicate the noise, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth.

The setting sun drenched the forest in soft amber light, lifting the shadows from their form.

It was a being of two halves. The right, with the threadbare cloak, was rotted away. Grey sloughs of flesh shifted over white bone. Maggots writhed beneath paper-thin skin. Empty drooping flesh where an eye socket should be. A gust of wind freed a piece of limp skin. It fell and stuck to the cloak.

The left side was as fresh and pink as a newborn baby. Unblemished and perfect, naked as the day it was born. The only thing it was missing was a face. Red blooms of rose petals burst from the flesh, like a protrusion of crimson scales.

‘Hop,’ Amber said, her voice low. ‘The air’s gone cold.’

It was quiet too. Even the insects had stopped buzzing.

Click click click.

With each noise, their head moved to the right, click click click, turning and twisting downwards, like the hands of a clock.

Click click click.

Their head turned completely upside down. The rotting eye socket hung open where a mouth should be.

Hop forced a smile. ‘That looks painful. Maybe I can help. Let me come a little closer.’

Click click click.

‘Don’t!’ Amber cried.

He froze.

The creature raised its head to the air, like a dog sniffing prey on the wind. Then it lunged. It ploughed straight into Hop, flinging him aside. He hit the ground, chest first, losing all the air in his lungs.

‘Get off!’ Amber shrieked.

The thing was upon her. One rancid bone hand wrapped around her wrist, pinning her to the ground.

Hop tried to move, but his lungs burned. He fell back on the moist grass. ‘Little … Help!’

She stood still, eyes wide and unblinking as she watched the beast.

‘Feck off me!’ Amber thrust her foot against its chest. As it staggered back, she scrambled through the fallen leaves.

The creature was close behind. It scuttled on all fours, head to the earth, tracking like a bloodhound.

‘It’s blind …’ Hop said. ‘Amber, I think it’s blind!’

‘So am I!’

Hop threw a rock at the creature’s head. It ricocheted off but the monster didn’t even flinch.

Amber’s palms slammed against a tree. She climbed, scrambling madly for footholds. But a skeletal hand locked around her ankle.

‘Get away from me, creep!’ She clutched on to a branch.

‘Leave Amber alone … please!’ Hop finally summoned enough energy to rise to his feet.

Snap. The branch broke. The beast seized Amber, holding her above the earth by her throat as she kicked and flailed, desperately tearing handfuls of its rotting cloak.

Clickclickclickclickclick.

The head spun rapidly, then a great gaping hole opened in the centre. Endless rows of sharp white teeth spiralled into darkness.

Amber screamed.

As the beast yanked her towards that horrifying mouth, Hop lunged for her leg. ‘No! Not to eat!’

The beast pulled back, dragging Hop across the slick earth.

‘Little! Grab her other leg!’ Hop screamed.

Little snapped out of her daze, eyes flickering to those rows of knife-like teeth.

‘Little—’

She ran in the opposite direction, shimmying her tiny body down a rabbit hole.

The creature opened its mouth wider. It smelled like rotting carcasses. Like flowers gone to mulch. And something else. Hot and red.

Blood.

Hop gagged. Amber’s leg slipped through his fingers.

A wet noise. A snap. A scream.

Amber’s hand was buried inside the beast
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