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Prologue

	The stranger looked through her sunglasses at the small cottage in front of her. It had been hard trying to find the family inside. When she had last seen them, it’d been six years earlier and they’d owned a completely different house. This new one was made of red brick and there wasn’t a fabric shade cloth in sight. The stranger sighed, momentarily saddened by how much an act of stupid recklessness had changed this family’s life forever. 

	Taking a deep breath to steady herself, she reached out and pressed the doorbell. 

	The door was opened by a woman in her early fifties. 

	‘Well, hello,’ she said, confused. ‘Can I help you?’

	The stranger smiled, and prepared herself for the painful memories to return. 

	‘Hello, I’m Jane Rallen. I would like to ask you a few questions on the neighbourhood and the issue of house fires. I’m a reporter for The Robin.’

	‘The Robin, eh?’ the woman asked, as a shadow filled her eyes, ‘I’ve not heard of that newspaper. But never mind. Come in, come in.’

	‘Thank you,’ Jane said, relieved that the first part of the ordeal was over and that the woman had believed her story. However the next part of her tale would be even more difficult to lie about.

	‘Tom!’ The woman called as they entered a tidy lounge room. ‘We have company.’ 

	‘Coming, love,’ a man’s voice called.

	‘Cup of tea?’ the woman asked Jane. 

	‘Yes, please.’ Jane took out a notebook, to give the effect of being a reporter. ‘Would you mind if I wrote down your names?’ 

	‘Of course, Miss Rallen. I’m Gretel Jefferies, that’s spelt J-E-F-F-E-R-I-E-S,’ she said, as she watched Jane write the name into her notebook, ‘and this is my husband, Tom.’ 

	As if on cue, a man strolled into the room and sat down next to his wife. Jane caught herself just before she began to stare at Tom Jefferies, who was not at all how she had pictured him during the past six years. He was balding and portly, and the wrinkles on his face were tight and strained despite the smile he now wore. It looked like he hadn’t laughed properly for a very long time. Jane felt another pang of guilt at the thought of the bad memories which she would awaken in this couple.

	‘Pleased to meet you,’ Tom said, interrupting Jane’s thoughts.

	‘Now, Miss Rallen, you wanted to ask us some questions?’ Gretel prompted, having noticed that her guest had fallen silent.

	‘Yes,’ Jane said, jerking back to reality. ‘I’m investigating the impact that house fires have on a community, and I understand from police records that you and your family relocated to this address after an arson incident.’ 

	Gretel and Tom had both frozen in place, and for a moment their expressions were unguarded, revealing their shock and pain. Before they had a chance to react, Jane took a deep breath and gathered the last remnants of her strength. She had come so far, she couldn’t turn back now. 

	‘I understand that this might be a confronting topic for you both, but my publisher was adamant that he wanted to hear about your experience. But before I begin I’d like to tell you a story. I’m afraid that I cannot ask my questions until you have heard the whole story in its entirety. Would you mind if I use up some more of your time?’ Even to Jane’s ears, she sounded absurd. But it had taken so long to find them and she couldn’t bear it if they threw her out after what she had sacrificed to be here.

	‘I could listen to a story any day.’ Tom said with forced joviality, his voice breaking through her thoughts. Jane noticed how his hand was shaking slightly as it held Gretel closer.

	‘I suppose,’ Gretel added slowly, but she couldn’t help noticing how Jane’s gloved hands kept clasping and unclasping. She did the same thing when she was nervous. For a moment she wondered why Miss Rallen had reason to be worried at all. Then she smiled: surely it must be the first interview for the poor girl. But why did she have to interview them about house fires? That would just dig up old memories. The past continued to haunt her daily. No number of questions could ease it, and she sighed in resignation, privately wishing that Tom hadn’t accepted Miss Rallen’s request. 

	Her eyes took the reporter in, noticing the crisp, neatly cut grey suit and the shiny black high heels. She looked like she could be a lawyer instead of a reporter. Gretel had always imagined reporters to have pencils behind their ears, ragged jeans and a laptop bag slung across one shoulder. Jane Rallen was anything but that stereotype. She was wearing white satin gloves, which were tightly folded in her lap. Her face was slightly angular but with the large black sunglasses Gretel couldn’t distinguish what colour her eyes were. Jane flicked her hair out of the way. As she moved, her hair shone like glazed copper. A memory came to Gretel’s mind from many years before, and her heart flipped. Her hair… 

	She blinked in shock when Jane turned to Tom and asked, ‘Do you have anything stronger, Mr Jefferies?’ as she placed down her teacup. 

	‘I’ve got some sherry, Miss Rallen,’ Tom said slowly, ‘I can pour you some if you’d like.’ 

	‘Thank you,’ the reporter replied, a vague image of Christmas Eves long since passed coming to her mind’s eye, before draining the glass in one gulp. ‘The story I’m going to tell you began a long time ago, and sadly I don’t know the ending. But please hear me out, because it contains things that are completely out of the ordinary.’ 

	Gretel and Tom looked at each other in surprise. Each was wondering the same thing: what had they gotten themselves into?

	 


Part One

	Six Years Earlier

	 


Chapter One

	‘Shit!’ the teenager hissed, ‘they’re coming!’ His two friends turned around, disorientated. One was slightly green in the face and clutched his stomach nauseously.

	‘What the fuck have we done?’ he asked, horrified, when his glazed eyes took in the flames. The ecstasy he had felt before was rapidly draining, replaced by fear and horror. ‘What have I done?’ 

	‘Come on!’ their leader cried and dragged his stunned friends over the neighbour’s fence and into the back alley, where they ran as fast as their stumbling legs could carry them. It hadn’t been an accident in his mind. Fred Jefferies would deserve what he got– a hot wake-up call to the Australian summer and a realisation that it was useless to try to steal Billy Tyler’s girl. He had enjoyed pouring the alcohol on the windowsill, before lighting it and watching the flames spread across the overhanging shade cloth and wooden joists. The invigorating rush brought on by lighting the fire and his need for revenge was wonderful, ecstatic. Yes, this would teach Fred Jefferies and his family a lesson. He would learn not to interfere from now on in other people’s business. He smiled to himself and dragged his friends along roughly, slipping into the shadowy alley. 

	The cheerful Christmas Night party for the next-door neighbours had been ruined; everyone was screaming and running in all directions, panic-stricken. The hosts ran to the fence shouting desperately, trying to rouse the family inside the burning house, but to no avail. Over the sound of the roaring flames their voices could not be heard at all. 

	No one had noticed the arsonists leaving except for two darkly clothed figures, who were standing next to two creatures resembling horses in the alleyway, watching silently as the trio ran further and further away. 

	‘Master, can I follow them and make them pay for what they’ve done?’ the shorter figure asked, eyes burning. 

	‘The Door here will close soon,’ the other replied, ‘but do not concern yourself; they shall spend the rest of their lives filled with guilt for what has happened tonight.’

	From the house there came a loud crash, and both figures turned to see part of the roof collapse.

	‘I think we should make sure that the family is alright before we leave,’ the taller one said, placing a fatherly hand on the other’s shoulder.

	 

	Inside the bungalow, the family awoke when the fire alarm started to ring and part of the roof crashed to the floor. The daughter opened her eyes with a start and leapt out of her bed. She pushed open her door, getting hit by the sign that read ‘Laura’s room’ as the door swung closed behind her. She muttered something indiscernible and froze, as she took in the broken remnants of the roof in front of her. 

	A wall of fire barred her path, separating her from her family who had gathered on the other side of the flames. At that moment Laura regretted not having a bedroom in the front of the house, like her brother and parents. 

	‘Mum! Dad! What am I going to do?’ she screamed over the ringing alarm and roar of the flames. Tears of fright and sweat mingled together, rolling down her face. 

	Her mother shouted something, but she was unable to discern a word. Suddenly an idea formed in Laura’s mind: if she could push open her bedside window, then she’d be able to escape and meet her family around the front of the house. 

	Laura turned and ran back into her bedroom, as more pieces of the ceiling collapsed behind her. The high pitch of the fire alarm filled her head and she stumbled, coughing in the smoke. Laura shut the door, hoping that the barrier would give her some time to open the window. She grabbed a silver necklace which her family had given her for Christmas, and hurriedly put it in her pocket as she ran to the other side of the room, tripping slightly over the piles of schoolbooks and shoes which were scattered around her floor.

	‘Shit!’ she cried as she stubbed her toe on her bed, hopping closer to the window. 

	Fingers scrambling, she tried to open the window, but when it was only a few centimetres open, the mechanism jammed. 

	‘Come on. Come on!’ she yelled at the window, ‘open!’ She tugged harder, but the window didn’t budge. 

	‘Damn!’ Laura hissed, glancing back at the door, which was beginning to smoulder in the heat. There wouldn’t be much time left before it fell.

	In a frenzy, she picked up a stool from the corner of the room and smashed at the window, again and again.

	The glass shattered and Laura wriggled out, ignoring the pain as the glass pierced her flesh. But she came to an abrupt halt when her nightdress snagged on one of the protruding pieces of glass. Behind her, she heard the door of her bedroom crash to the ground. 

	As she tried to dislodge herself, the nightdress got soaked in blood from a wound in her leg, making it harder to distinguish where the dress stopped and the window began. She became even more frantic and, disregarding the pain, her fingers slipped on the glass, trying and failing to dislodge herself. Her hands were stained red and soon Laura couldn’t grasp onto anything. 

	‘Help me!’ she yelled, as the heat of the fire licked at her feet. 

	Yet again she tried to crawl out of the window, wriggling like a fly caught in a web, but she only got herself more stuck than before. Another shard of glass slashed down her thigh and she screamed, kicking out, trying and failing to avoid the hungry flames. 

	Suddenly, Laura felt hands clasp her own as another pair of hands dislodged her nightdress from the piece of glass. 

	On being lifted into someone’s arms, she clung on, whimpering quietly as the world began to spin.

	‘We have to get her away from here,’ one of her rescuers murmured in a deep baritone voice. ‘They won’t arrive in time to help her.’

	‘Where are our mounts?’ the person holding her asked, glancing down at Laura, eyes dark and worried. ‘She needs a doctor.’

	‘Geranium and Iris are around the corner.’ The other man said. Why were the creatures named after flowers? What were they? Who were these people taking her away from Mum, Dad and Fred? Laura struggled weakly, and tried to call out. What would her parents think? She couldn’t let them believe she had burned to death. 

	‘Mum! Dad! I’m here! I’m alright!’ 

	‘Be quiet, child,’ one of the men said, ‘it won’t be safe for you to stay here.’

	‘Why?’ 

	He didn’t answer. Mouth set in a hard line, the man moved onwards. 

	One of the first things Laura noticed about the two men, was how fast they walked. Who were they? They sounded strange, their accents indistinguishable. They didn’t sound Australian. Why had they saved her? And, perhaps most importantly, where were they taking her? What did the man mean by it not being safe for her here? It didn’t make any sense. Her head swam and she moaned.

	They rounded a corner and she realised that they were in the backstreet behind her house. 

	In front of them were two creatures which resembled Pegasi, yet their bones were barely contained within their skin. They appeared to have dark fur but when she looked closer, Laura realised that it was rough and leathery.

	‘How can they carry us?’ Laura asked faintly. Her rescuers jolted, obviously having thought that she had fainted.

	‘They’re stronger than they look, little one.’ The taller man replied, smiling at her. She was too weak to shrink away. Her nightdress clung to her body, soaked in blood, and she felt more trickle down her skin. A tortured moan escaped her and the man’s grip around her tightened. 

	‘I’m… not… little.’ She protested faintly. Her captors chuckled.

	On mounting the strange creatures, they leapt into the air, circling the burning house below them. Her head swooning from the sudden movement, Laura flopped against her captor’s chest. As the air flew past, she was reminded of some of the rides she had been on in one of the annual travelling fairs. Had she been feeling remotely comfortable, she would have shrieked with exhilaration. A rush of heat blew past her cheek and she looked downwards, towards her home, her head spinning. 

	‘No!’ Laura whispered, wriggling in the man’s arms, ‘that’s my family down there. I need to get to them; they’ll think something’s happened to me.’

	‘I’m afraid we can’t let you go, child,’ one of the men said grimly, ‘now that you’re with us, we must take responsibility for you.’

	‘Why?’ Laura sobbed; how could this be happening? Her family meant everything to her, how could these people expect for her to just move on and forget her parents and brother? 

	Looking down, she felt tears well up in her eyes as she saw her family.

	Her mother was crying on her father’s shoulder, then she raised her face to the heavens above, eyes tightly shut. Had they been open, mother and daughter would have seen each other. A wordless scream of denial escaped her lips, mingling with the shouts from the fire-fighters who were struggling to put out the flames. Defeated, she sank down onto the ground and bent over, heartbroken sobs wrenching her frame.

	‘Mum, Dad, look up. I’m here. I’m here,’ Laura cried faintly, her voice breaking into a whisper. She tried frantically to wave her arms, but they were starting to go numb and were not responding to her wishes. They hung by her sides, lifeless.

	‘It’s no use,’ the man closest to her said curtly. ‘They can’t hear you.’

	‘Let me go home!’ Laura wept, ‘Don’t you understand? I don’t know what to do without them. Let me go back. They’ll think I’m… they’ll think I’m…’ Choking sobs rose up her throat, forcing her to stop for a minute. When she was able to speak again, the creatures that they were riding on had already left her burning house far behind. ‘They’ll think I’m dead,’ Laura croaked, eyes full of tears and stinging as the wind rushed past. It must be impossible for her to cry anymore, she thought.

	‘We can’t go back.’ The man said. Laura turned on the back of the creature and weakly punched her fists into his chest, yet more tears streaming down her cheeks. 

	‘Let me go home!’ she repeated, ignoring the bursts of pain from her wounds and the blood which made her head feel woozy. All that mattered was that these people– even though they’d saved her from the fire– were taking her away from the only home she knew. Laura couldn’t bear it, and found the stranger’s silence infuriating.

	His eyes, which gleamed in the glow of the full moon, were hard, decided. 

	‘We can’t go back now,’ he answered eventually, ‘it would be too late if we took you back, child. I’m sorry.’

	Laura turned back, if only that he wouldn’t see the new tears in her eyes. Her shoulders slumped in resignation and exhaustion. Maybe, when she woke up, this crazy fantasy would turn out to be a nightmare and her mother would bring in breakfast on a tray with a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice, like she did every Boxing Day morning.

	That was right, had to be right. On waking she’d discover it was just a bad dream. Sighing, Laura shut her eyes. Her right hand grasped the heart-shaped necklace inside her pocket. Tomorrow it would be back on her bedside table. 

	‘It’s just a dream,’ she murmured, leaning back against one of her rescuer’s chests and fainting, just as one of the strangers began to sing in a mellow, rich voice to the full moon.


Chapter Two

	Laura awoke after dawn had broken, and she stretched, moaning as the movement wrenched on the multiple injuries on her body.

	‘Are you okay?’ One of her abductors leaned over her. He looked only fourteen, not that much older than Laura herself. 

	‘I don’t know,’ she answered truthfully, glancing at her hands, which had been bandaged overnight. 

	The boy laughed, ‘I’m Crow. Timothy Crow. You can call me Tim if you like.’

	‘I’m Laura Jefferies,’ she replied, automatically politely extending her bandaged hand. The way he’d said his name reminded her of some old James Bond movies she’d once seen. She might’ve laughed if she’d not been so worried.

	Tim shook it gently, so as not to cause any more bleeding. 

	‘I’d better get the fire started,’ he said suddenly, glancing at the sky, ‘Kylan will be back soon.’ Laura shrank backwards with a muffled whimper of fear, the vivid memory of flames scalding her feet sharp in her memory. 

	‘Don’t talk about fire,’ she whispered, white-faced, ‘please, I can’t bear it.’

	‘Ah.’ Tim said, but Laura could hear the lack of sympathy in his tone. All the same, he moved away from her and began piling up sticks, continually glancing conspiratorially at her. 

	‘Is this distance from you alright?’ he asked finally, and she nodded.

	‘You mentioned someone before: Kylan. Who is he?’

	‘My master,’ Tim smiled, ‘he’s teaching me to be one of the Robins.’ 

	‘How can you be a bird?’ Laura asked, curious despite herself. ‘It’s impossible.’ 

	Tim looked at Laura again and laughed, ‘you mean you don’t know? Are you joking? You honestly don’t know what a Robin is?’

	Laura shook her head, ‘Should I?’

	Tim now looked amazed. ‘You’re serious?’ 

	‘Of course I am,’ Laura thumped the ground in frustration, regretting it instantly as her wounds gave a painful throb. ‘Just get to the point.’ 

	‘Okay, calm down. A Robin is someone who can travel from this world into another without coming to any harm.’

	‘What?! Stop lying.’ She said, ‘there’s only one world– my world. Earth. And robins are small birds with red breasts which sing pretty tunes.’ She paused, breathless, ‘now you can’t tell me that there are any other worlds. That’s just fantasy, fiction– like in books. But it’s not real! In any case,’ she paused again and looked around, taking in her surroundings for the first time. She appeared to be in some sort of clearing, enclosed by tall trees which resembled pines, minus the needles. The horse-like creatures were on the other side, munching comfortably on the lower hanging branches. A shiver ran involuntarily down her spine. Now, in daylight, she could clearly discern the leathery skin which barely contained their bones. Their wings didn’t seem to have feathers, but hung low on the creatures’ backs, made of the same leathery skin. How was that possible? Perhaps they were crazy people who thought they lived in a fantasy world. She had to find out where the nearest phone or road was– she had to get home. Laura pulled her eyes away from the bizarre creature and took a steadying breath. ‘Where are we? I’ve never seen anywhere like this in Adelaide.’

	‘I told you,’ Tim said impatiently, ‘we aren’t on Earth anymore. We’re in…’

	‘That’s not true!’ Laura interrupted angrily. Did he think she was stupid? What game was he playing? ‘Not one word of it.’ 

	‘I’m afraid it is, my dear.’ 

	Laura jumped and turned slowly around to see a tall man approaching, a pair of rabbits in his arms. 

	‘Kylan, you need to help me persuade Lily…’

	‘Laura!’

	‘Laura, I mean, that there are worlds other than hers.’

	Kylan stared at them both for a second, and his gaze made both of their eyes drop to the ground, humbled. 

	‘I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, Laura,’ Kylan said, ‘but my apprentice, Tim, is right. There are other worlds, and we are in one of them now. This is where Tim was born, and it’s called Venetica. I’m from this world also, but have travelled to many others. For now, though, you must stay here. You can’t go back.’

	‘What?! Why?’ Laura asked, a million thoughts racing through her head. How could she get to a hospital? What would happen to her family? Her friends? They would think she was dead by now. She had to get back, so her last memory of her mother would not be one of the inconsolable loss she now felt. ‘Why can’t you take me home?’

	‘Once you’ve seen us, it is unsafe for you to go back to the life you knew unless you become a Robin also. If you travel between worlds without singing the correct incantation, you shall be incinerated.’ His voice was harsh and final, but it wasn’t a good enough explanation for Laura.

	‘Then how did I survive when I came here?’ Laura demanded, adding, ‘if your story’s true.’ Of course, she thought to herself, it’s insane. There’s no way that what they say could be true. It’s impossible. She glanced around, searching for an escape route but the trees were clumped thickly together, and she didn’t think that she would get far even if she could make a run for it. 

	‘Every being has the ability to pass between worlds just once. That in itself drains the soul, so after that one time we must protect ourselves. So, we sing an incantation of protection.’

	Laura felt the sense of unreality which had been with her since she awoke overtake her and she struggled to make sense of the situation. ‘If it is supposed to drain the soul, how come I’m feeling alright?’ Laura objected, ‘shouldn’t I be tired or something?’

	Kylan smiled. ‘You were sleeping for three days. Your body had to recover from the experience.’ Laura froze in place, too shocked to speak. 

	Kylan continued, ‘I tended to your wounds as best I could, however I didn’t learn a lot of healing incantations when I was studying. We shall have to take you to Yorket; we can find a healer for you there.’

	‘What’ll happen once I’m better?’ Laura asked cautiously. Kylan’s brows came together in thought.

	‘We’ll cross that stile when we come to it,’ he answered coolly.

	‘What about my studies?’ Tim demanded. 

	‘We can continue them, and Laura can partake in them as well, if she wishes.’

	‘Maybe.’ Laura said, feeling a spurt of curiosity which she immediately stamped down. ‘They will be able to teach me how to go home again, won’t they?’

	Kylan paused, ‘Perhaps in time.’

	She sighed but was beginning to understand that on that subject, she should keep silent. She eyed her two companions warily, still not quite sure if what they spoke was true or some delusion. They both were adamant in believing their story. 

	‘Here,’ Tim handed Laura an apple, ‘you must be hungry.’

	She was. After taking a large bite, it suddenly struck her that she wasn’t hungry, but ravenous. In moments she had eaten the entire apple, core and all, ignoring Tim’s look of distaste. 

	‘Geranium! Iris!’ Kylan called into the air, and almost immediately, the two creatures from the night before landed in front of them. Laura gasped; during the conversation with Kylan she hadn’t noticed them leaving the clearing.

	‘What are they?’ Laura asked curiously, amazed at the sheer impossibility of the creatures. Had they really been telling the truth about alternate worlds? 

	‘Willowings.’ Tim responded smugly, ‘Let me guess, you’ve never seen them before either?’

	‘Tim…’ Kylan began, but Laura cut the older man off.

	‘No, I haven’t,’ she flashed back at Tim, ‘how about you tell me about them?’

	Tim was caught off guard, ‘Well, Willowings are strong and are used to transport heavy goods. Despite their appearances,’ he smirked at Laura, ‘they are capable of anything.’

	‘Indeed, then I take it that they can fly to the centre of the earth?’ Laura’s tone was laced with sarcasm and perversely she enjoyed watching him react. 

	Tim sighed in exasperation, ‘well, no, of course not.’

	‘And you just said they were capable of anything! Really, Tim, you must get used to using the correct words for the right things. Only then you won’t embarrass yourself.’

	Kylan laughed, ‘Well, she’s got a sharp tongue hasn’t she, Tim? We’re going to have to control this one.’ 

	Tim glowered at Laura, who smiled brightly back.

	‘I hope we don’t have a problem,’ she said with false sweetness, trying to hide the sudden rush of anxiety that Kylan’s words had caused. 

	‘No,’ Tim growled, before mounting the Willowing called Iris. ‘You can ride with Kylan. You’re just plain annoying.’

	‘I don’t think so,’ Kylan interjected, ‘a man like me needs a lot of space. I’ll crush you otherwise.’ This statement made Laura giggle despite herself and provoked an, ‘I don’t care if she does,’ from Tim. 

	‘You two can ride together and try to become friends,’ Kylan continued, suddenly serious, ‘I don’t want to have two children who hate each other constantly jibing.’ 

	He mounted Geranium and leapt into the air, pretending not to hear Tim’s yell of ‘I’m not a child!’ aimed at his back. 

	Tim turned around to face Laura and said resignedly, ‘come on.’

	Laura attempted to rise to her feet but could hardly move. Tim rolled his eyes, dismounted and strode over to her, lifting her with strange gentleness, over to Iris’ side.

	‘How can I get on?’ Laura eyed the creature nervously, unsteady on her feet. 

	Tim sighed impatiently, ‘here, I’ll put you up in front of me.’ He did so and they lifted into the air. The sensation of a Ferris wheel came sharply to mind and Laura smiled from the thrill. For a long time neither spoke. Tim kept his eyes fixed straight ahead and Laura gazed down at the trees and fields which rushed past beneath them. Twisting blue rivers flashed in the morning sunlight, and at one point they were joined in the sky by bright orange and yellow birds which looked vaguely like storks. So far, she conceded, it looked nothing like Australia. Perhaps more like a European country, although she was sure that even they didn’t have trees which walked through fields or fish which flew over the rivers, tiny scaly wings flashing with water droplets. Was it still possible that she was just dreaming this? 

	‘How long have you been with Kylan?’ Laura asked after the storks had flown down to a far-off lake. 

	‘Three years,’ Tim responded abruptly, ‘anyone who wants to be one of the Robins must leave home at eleven.’

	‘Don’t you miss your family?’ 

	‘Yes, of course. But when I signed the contract to be Kylan’s apprentice, I was forbidden to see them again. That’s why there aren’t many Robins. It’s not too bad…’

	‘No, that’s terrible,’ Laura interrupted, and Tim looked at her in surprise.

	‘It’s the way things are though,’ he said slowly, ‘by the decree of The Robin, himself. Most apprentices have to make the choice themselves or be orphaned.’ 

	‘Hang on, aren’t you trying to become the Robin?’ Laura asked, confused.

	‘No, only a Robin. Not The Robin– there’s a large difference. The Robin is the leader of the Order.’

	‘Order?’

	‘The Order of Song.’ 

	‘And he’s in charge of everything in the Order?’ 

	‘Yes,’ Tim replied simply. 

	‘So The Robin makes the rules, and only he can re-write them?’ 

	‘Yes, but I wouldn’t advise trying to let him change that rule.’

	‘Why?’

	‘The Robin is well known for having a heart of stone, Laura. No one dares approach him.’

	‘He’s that bad?’

	‘I’m not sure, but rumours about him aren’t complimentary.’

	‘But they’re just rumours, stories, nothing more. Surely there’s no truth to them,’ Laura scoffed, turning around to see his reaction. His face remained like a slab of marble, hard, unmoving. But his eyes were full of suppressed fears as he replied,

	‘You’re wrong.’

	 

	The town of Yorket was like nothing Laura had ever seen before, but then, nothing that she’d seen since she awoke was remotely familiar. Yorket was in the middle of a large forest which, from the sky, seemed to stretch for miles and miles. The town was in the treetops, with large swaying bridges in between any gap. They looked almost exactly like the rickety bridges in the old adventure films her father had enjoyed. She was sure that if she placed even a toe on one, the bridge would break. As her eyes travelled downwards, towards the forest floor she realised that there was no ladder or contraption to ferry people down to the shadowy ground. 

	‘I know what you meant about the Willowings now.’ Laura murmured. Tim laughed,

	‘It’s really something, isn’t it? They live up here so as not to get eaten by the Dragutash.’

	‘The what?’

	‘Dragutash are monstrous creatures,’ Tim shuddered, ‘it was one of them that did this.’ He pulled up his sleeve roughly and she saw a jagged scar running down the length of his left arm. It was ugly and horrific, and Laura flinched instinctively. 

	‘I was six when it happened,’ he said. ‘One day, I’ll find the beast that did this and I’ll kill it with my bare hands.’ Suddenly he seemed to be acutely aware of her staring at his arm and hurriedly pulled the sleeve back down, turning away, ashamed. ‘I mean… I’ll have my revenge one day.’ 

	‘I think you’re really brave,’ Laura whispered. 

	‘Uh thanks,’ Tim said awkwardly, hoping that Laura wouldn’t see his cheeks redden. 

	‘Tim,’ Kylan called from ahead of them, ‘Let’s land near the inn on this side of town. Aim for the stables.’

	‘Alright,’ Tim yelled, his hands tightening on Iris’ reins, gently manoeuvring them downwards towards the town. 

	With a slight jolt, they landed on one of the wooden platforms. Kylan, who had already dismounted, walked over to Laura and lifted her down. Behind them, Tim led the two Willowings over to the stable door and paid a ragged boy whilst handing him the reins. When he re-joined them, they set off towards a lopsided building which Laura thought would most definitely fall to the ground far below when the next storm came. 

	‘We’re staying there?’ she asked, eyebrows raised.

	‘Yes, is there a problem?’ Kylan asked brightly, glancing down at her. 

	‘Won’t it fall down?’ she said, looking meaningfully towards the ground.

	‘No, it’s been here for many years,’ Kylan replied. ‘I know that it doesn’t look like it could support a person, but this inn is like the Willowings: it’s stronger than it looks.’

	On entering the inn, Laura sighed, it was almost as if they were on the ground. Inside you couldn’t tell that you were hundreds of feet in the air above the forest floor until the wind blew and the inn began to wobble and sway. This gave the effect that they were in a large boat, which made her feel sick. She grasped Kylan’s arm so tightly that her knuckles turned white. 

	Tim patted her shoulder, with surprising thoughtfulness. ‘It’s okay Laura, you’ll get used to it eventually.’ 

	‘Yeah, easy for you to say,’ she grumbled. 

	Tim laughed, wandering over to where some girls were standing at the bar. Wrapping a carefree arm around one of them, he drank from a cup which had miraculously sprouted out of nowhere. The girls clustered around him, giggling incoherent words.

	‘Come on, Laura,’ Kylan spoke over the raucous noise of the inn, ‘there are some people I want you to meet.’ Seeing as she couldn’t support her own weight, Laura had little else to do but nod her agreement. She was taken over to a group of men, who were laughing companionably together around a large table in the corner of the room. Kylan placed her into a nearby chair to rest her throbbing legs and she looked at them all in turn.

	One looked like a tree stump; his hands, which rested in his lap, were gnarled and rough. Her eyes widened as she realised that he had no hair, only twigs and leaves. His eyebrows were clumps of moss and two beady eyes watched her, gauging her reaction to his bizarre appearance. A memory of her mother telling her off for staring came to mind, and she quickly averted her gaze to the man on the Tree’s right. Luckily, he looked more human. He was tall and had a long curly beard, with glasses perched on his nose. In his hands, the man clasped a book which, on peering closer, Laura could make out to be called Interaction with Inhabitants of the Eyja Peninsula. She wondered vaguely in which world the Eyja Peninsula was and was relieved that the title had been in English. The next man had flaming red hair and seemed to have a large grin permanently etched on his face. He kept fiddling with a pebble, passing it between the fingers of each hand. 

	‘Do you want to see something special, little chick?’ he asked, a mischievous glint in his eyes. Laura nodded, completely bewildered. In a second, he flicked the pebble upwards, and she watched it flip once, twice, three times before it was caught by a paw. She blinked, then looked at the man, before crying out and recoiling in horror. In front of her was a creature which had the head of an eagle and the body of a lion. Its tail flicked impatiently and the wings fluttered, brushing against the wooden seat. The beak clicked before the man’s voice said, ‘I believe the words you’re looking for are spectacular, astonishing or simply bombidextrious!’

	‘Bombidextrious?’ Laura repeated faintly, her heart beating at a million miles an hour. How was it possible that the man had disappeared, yet his voice remained? Did the creature swallow him alive? Frantically, she looked at the other men who all wore smiles of bemusement yet seemed unfazed by the sudden change of drinking companion. 

	‘What… how… where…?’ she began, unable to piece together her thoughts to make a coherent sentence. ‘He was right there and then…’ Luckily Kylan came to her rescue. 

	‘Don’t worry, Laura. Lukas is just being, well…’ 

	‘Himself,’ the fourth man completed, ‘he shouldn’t even be allowed to use magic. Disgrace to all of us.’

	‘I heard that,’ the Griffin said, ‘I still have ears.’ The pebble flew into the air again and flipped thrice. By the time it had finished, it was caught in his, once more human, palm. Laura looked back into his eyes and felt a weird sensation in her fingertips as they instinctively reached towards the pebble. In a second, the pebble disappeared into the folds of Lukas’ robe and he regarded her sternly. 

	‘Don’t you know not to touch dezmians?’ he asked sharply, and Laura pulled her hand back quickly, surprised at his sudden change of tone. 

	‘Of course she doesn’t,’ Kylan replied, ‘in her world there is no such thing as magic. I’m sure that she believes it all to be quite overwhelming and strange.’ Lukas looked slightly abashed but didn’t bring the pebble back out again. 

	‘That ought to teach you not to judge newcomers before you know what world they come from,’ the man on his left said, ‘you always did jump to conclusions, now you’ve frightened the poor girl.’ 

	‘I’m sorry little chick,’ Lukas said, ‘I just assumed…’

	‘Of course, you assume,’ the Tree said, ‘you never pause to consider.’

	‘It’s okay,’ Laura said quietly, ‘but what is it? The pebble? And why are you calling me “little chick”?’

	‘What’s a pebble?’ Kylan asked, eyes alight with curiosity. 

	Laura stared at them for a moment as the realisation of what he had just said struck her. 

	‘You know,’ she began, although they obviously didn’t, ‘it’s that rock you were throwing before.’ She pointed at Lukas’ sleeve where the pebble had disappeared. Lukas withdrew it, the dawning light of understanding on his face. 

	‘You mean the dezmian?’ he asked, and received a nod in reply. A collective sigh of ‘ahh’ was released from the other men. 

	‘Pebble,’ the man with glasses said, as if tasting how the word felt on his tongue, ‘that’s simply bombidextrious!’ 

	‘What does “bombidextrious” mean?’ Laura asked, remembering the word from before. 

	‘It’s like saying that something is really, really good,’ Kylan said.

	‘Or something’s absolutely-fabulously amazing,’ Lukas added.

	‘Or fascinating,’ the Tree said. 

	‘Okay,’ Laura said. ‘But why did you call me “little chick”?’ 

	‘Because you’re training to be a Robin, aren’t you?’ Lukas asked, ‘and all birds have to be chicks before they become fully fledged.’ 

	‘She isn’t training to be a Robin,’ Kylan interrupted quickly, before turning back to her, ‘Laura, I’m afraid I didn’t introduce you to my friends. These are fellow members of the Order of Song: Lukas, Paul, Neal and Jadjet.’

	‘Pleased to meet you,’ she said smiling, shaking each of the men’s hands. 

	‘Nice to see that you can still remember formality, Kylan,’ Paul said as he placed Interaction with Inhabitants of the Eyja Peninsula on the table. 

	‘We saved her in one of the worlds,’ Kylan said, ignoring Paul’s comment, ‘Tim and I pulled her from a burning house. She was badly hurt, in fact,’ his eyes roved around the room, ‘that’s why we’re here. Is Healer Lionel still around? Laura needs medical attention as soon as possible. Tim and I just used some basic healing spells, but we never followed the path of Healers.’ 

	‘Yes, he is,’ Paul said. ‘I wonder, Laura, would you be willing to share some stories of your world with us? I’m sure that they must be fascinating.’ 

	Laura paused, unsure whether she really wanted to tell strangers about her home. As overwhelming as this world was, she still hadn’t come to terms with the fact that she wasn’t able to leave it anytime soon. 

	As if sensing her feelings, Kylan said, ‘If you don’t want to talk now, Laura, you don’t have…’

	‘But it would brighten up my day if you would tell us just one story of that world.’ Lukas interrupted, as he drained a tankard of mead. ‘You don’t know how boring it is, listening to the same tales every time we see each other.’ The other men chuckled as a waitress replenished their tankards. 

	‘I’m not sure,’ Laura replied unsteadily, fingering the coarse linen tunic she had been dressed in. ‘There aren’t a lot of interesting stories for me to tell. Not any that happened to me, anyway.’

	‘Poppycock,’ Lukas said, ‘I’m sure that you can remember folk tales or mythology.’

	‘Oh, please do tell some,’ Jadjet added, his leaves and twigs fluttering in excitement. 

	Perhaps it was due to the strangeness of being begged to do something by a tree, but Laura relented, and for the rest of the evening she told her audience about Snow White and the Seven Dwarves, the Sleeping Beauty and the Frog Prince. Only Kylan noticed the way her eyes kept darting back to gaze at Tim with his female entourage.

	Secretly, Kylan smiled.

	 


Chapter Three

	Kylan decided that they should stay in Yorket for a couple of weeks, using the time to get some supplies for their journey and to wait for Laura’s wounds to heal. 

	The day after their arrival, Kylan carried Laura to a small hut near the tip of one of the treetops. As they climbed up a rickety staircase, Laura glanced down and felt a wave of vertigo overcome her. Clinging onto Kylan’s neck, she looked back upward, hoping the dizziness would soon pass. Thankfully they soon left the staircase, which had swayed unsteadily through the course of their climb, and Laura felt her nausea subside. They approached the hut and Laura noticed a small plaque on the door which read ‘Healer Lionel – Apothecary’. She wondered what an apothecary was but decided against asking, whenever she asked those sorts of questions Kylan just smiled and Tim guffawed. 

	Kylan opened the arched door and they entered a small circular room scattered with chairs. Tim closed the door behind them.

	‘Lionel! Come on out, you lazy idiot!’ Kylan shouted, which, Laura thought, was a very unceremonious way of addressing anyone. 

	A man dressed in a brown robe came out of another room, his expression mingled between exasperation and amusement. Her eyes were drawn to the wooden amulet he was wearing, it seemed to glow with a pale green energy and she felt a tingle like the one she’d had when she saw the dezmian. It must be magical. 

	‘When will
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