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Prologue

At first, the disembodied spirit of Humunculus, King of the Faeries, was pleased to discover that he wasn’t alone. When the wretched child had fooled him into taking the staff, he’d felt himself implode and, yes, die. But, moment’s later (or so it seemed), he’d awoken here.

Of course, he hadn’t at first known where here was, but he had found barely the time to sit up and look around before someone called to him. Here, it turned out, was inside the staff.

That had been the first thing Lazul had told him, and how pleased he was to meet such a distinguished spirit. Humunculus, who’d surrounded himself with sycophants and idiots all his life, felt comforted. There was clearly some order in the universe if his magnificence was recognised even after disembodiment. 

To begin with, he’d been happy that there were others here. But then he’d met them. Lazul was bad enough; the former attendant of some knight or other who happened to be in the wrong place at an unfortunate time, he was the sort of cowardly subservient wretch that Humunculus liked to employ, but whose company he didn’t enjoy. Indeed, Lazul made Bently look assertive.

Which reminded him. 

“Bently? Can you hear me?”

 

#

 

Out in the world of the living, Bently wished he was dead. He yearned for the gloomy warmth of the Darkworld and yet he felt as far away from returning home as he’d been since the portal had been destroyed. 

He’d fled from the battlefield, heading south and had been hiding in a hedge when someone had spoken. He’d almost jumped out of the undergrowth in surprise at hearing his master’s voice and then, to his horror, he’d realised it was coming from inside his head. Bently was a faithful, though certainly damaged, soul but the prospect of sharing his mind with the Faerie King was too much to contemplate. He’d dropped the staff, which he’d been using as walking stick and weapon, and the voice had gone away. There was a moment, just a moment, when Bently considered simply walking away and leaving the staff in that bush. But, if anyone was going to be driven mad by Humunculus, King of the Faeries, it was going to be him, Bently, his faithful and cruelly abused servant.

“Bently?” the voice said again, pulling the old servant back into the present.

“I’m here, master.” he said. He was sitting in the trees beside a well made road heading south. A refreshing rain was cutting through the muggy atmosphere as Bently peered along the road before, seeing no-one, he settled back to address the staff.

“Where are we?” Humunculus’s voice said in Bently’s head.

Bently bowed and scraped out of habit and tugged an abstract forelock. “Heading south along the Wong Way, master. Progress is slow. As the road becomes busier, I am forced to leave it and hide many times a day. And the brightness, it hurts so much.”

“I’m not interested in excuses, Bently. Your only task is to find somewhere safe and secluded to hole up until I have formulated a plan to get us out of this predicament. It was your choice to head south after all.”

“I thought it was the safest path, master, away from the Fitzmichaels and their army.” 

There was a sigh from inside his mind. “Oh Bently, what an unimaginative crud you are.”

“Thank you master.” Bently said, relieved at some version of normality reasserting itself. 

“For myself, I continue to suffer, Bently. The company is simply dreadful. Most of the residents have been here so long they’ve entirely lost any wits they might once have possessed, and those that I can converse with are little better. This idiot, Lazul, is no substitute for you, my faithful servant,” the voice inside his head continued.

Bently almost fell over in his hurry to scrape his thanks at such lavish praise. Lazul must, indeed, be a total incompetent and that was a relief. Bently had experienced considerable anxiety at the thought that his master had found an aide on the other side.

“Believe it or not, he insists that we attend a meeting of the Cognitive Club, whatever that is. I mean, if the other members are as excruciating as he is, I’m not sure I can stand it much longer. I feel as though I’ve been in here weeks already.”

Bently shifted uncomfortably. “Actually, master, it’s been five months.”

“What?” the voice in his mind shrieked, “but it can’t have been!”

There was silence in the halls of Bently’s brain as he felt the connection fall away. The servant leaned back against a tree and waited for the befuddled feeling to dissipate. Now he was truly worried. The King had sounded uncertain and even frightened, and that gave Bently the shivers. 

In his own way, he worshipped his master and he could cope with the King’s anger, peevishness and cruelty. What he couldn’t cope with was a master who was afraid.


Chapter 1

Bill Strike pointed at the hearth, focused for a moment, and smiled as the fire burst into life. “There’s no doubt about it,” he said, hugging himself as his breath steamed upwards, before vanishing in the wind, “today is a good day to fry.”

Bill pulled up the crate he’d been using as a seat and occasional table and sat down to await his bacon bap. He looked around at the ruins and sighed; this was a bigger job than he’d imagined, a testament to the power of fire followed by rain. 

He’d been left what remained of the cottage and the land it sat on by Nomenclature Vokes, his grandfather and the source of his magical inheritance. So, here he was, in the ruins of a cottage that was now his, with a father he hardly recognised.

“Thanks, dad,” he said, as a bulging bap appeared under his nose.

Blackjack grunted and sat opposite him, picking at his own roll with little enthusiasm.

“How long do you think it’ll take to make this place fit for living in?” Bill asked for the umpteenth time.

Blackjack shrugged. “Hard to say. We thought, maybe, two or three months when we started but I reckon you’ll be lucky to be in before next winter.”

Bill groaned inwardly. He’d hoped that getting stuck into a project like this would help his father recover from his humiliation at the hands of the Faerie King - Blackjack was, after all, much more suited than Bill to this sort of work and could take the lead. Except that he wouldn’t. He would work diligently and would give his opinion if asked but Bill had to do all the pushing and it was beginning to exhaust him.

It had been a source of huge frustration to Bill that, since his part in the defeat of the Faerie King, he’d had neither the adulation he felt he deserved nor an opportunity to use his magical talent. Being able to shoot flames from your hands was, it turned out, only so useful. Now, if he’d had Gramma Tickle’s talent, he could have ordered some trees to temporarily cover the ruins, so they’d have a chance to dry out. Velicity de Veer’s wind could have chased the clouds away. And, as for Mother Hemlock, her talent with water would have sent the rain straight back up into the clouds.

Still, at least they had a fire going. Bill was able to keep it lit against the drizzle with the occasional burst of flame which, though not exactly fulfilling, hadn’t entirely lost its charm. He was on the floor of what had been the wizard’s study. They’d finally swept away the burnt and soaked papers, rugs and furniture, except for the corner under the window which retained traces of its original covering.

With a heave, he pulled the corner of an old rug away and gasped at what he saw underneath. 

“Dad!” he said, waving at his father, who’d been building a bonfire in the front garden. “Come and have a look at this.”

Blackjack stamped his way into the house and knelt down beside his son. “What is it, lad?”

Taking a rag, Bill wiped at the stone flag in the corner, smearing off the mud and revealing a hint of metal beneath. “It’s a safe, by the looks of it,” he said, scrubbing around the edges to define a shining silver plate about the length and breadth of two hands put together. 

“Where’s the key hole?” asked Blackjack.

Bill shrugged. It looked like a safe box but, since he couldn’t see beneath the level of the floor, it could just as easily be a flat sheet of metal. If it was a safe, there was no obvious way in.

“Here, let’s see if we can dig it out,” said Blackjack, handing a chisel to Bill and grabbing a thin-bladed spade for himself.

Ten minutes later, they’d levered out a shallow box that seemed to be sealed on all sides. 

“I reckon there’s magic involved here,” Blackjack said, handing it over. “Be careful, lad. It don’t seem natural to me. It’s so undamaged it could have been set there yesterday, though I know it’s probably been under that old rug for years.

“It was also under a bookshelf,” Bill said, nodding at the wreckage out on the lawn. “Whatever’s in here must have been very important to Vokes. He must have wanted to bury it, know it was there, but never open it again.”

Bill was aware that he was beginning to sound paranoid: experience, and his increasing cynicism, warned him that this slim silver box, in all likelihood, contained a whole heap of trouble. 

Talking of trouble. 

“What have you got there?”

Bill was so startled, he lost his balance and fell backward into the wet mud and junk on the cottage floor. 

Blackjack, on the other hand, was a picture of composure and assurance as he stood and walked into an embrace. “Hello love,” he said, as they hugged for a moment before pulling apart.

“There’s really no need to grovel,” said Brianna, smiling at the rapidly rising Bill, “I mean, I know you worship the ground I walk on but I thought we agreed we’d give the impression of being equals in this relationship, at least in front of grown-ups.”

Bill brushed himself off and grinned. He was too pleased to see her to remain angry, so he went in for a hug himself and was rewarded with a warm squeeze. The sun, so rare a visitor in these woods during the winter months, made a metaphorical appearance from behind a cloud and, for a moment, all was well. Just for a moment.

“Who the hell’s that?” Bill said, pulling away.

Behind Brianna stood a small, dark, figure that Bill could see quietly shaking, as if in terror. 

“It’s a goblin!”

Brianna went to stand in front of the creature and put out her hand to keep him away. “Don’t shout like that,” she said, with a look that had edges to it, “he’s just a child.”

“Little bastard, more like it,” Blackjack said, raising his spade with clear menace.

Brianna stepped back, pushing the creature further away whilst facing the Strikes, pointing accusingly. “That’s enough! He is a child, and he’s under my protection. Now, you can either accept that, or we’ll be moving on.”

“But you only just got here!” Bill protested. “And he’s the enemy - three of his kind trapped you at Hemlock’s Farm and nearly killed you.”

“His kind did, that’s true, but are all humans to be blamed for the evil actions of a few?”

“But they’re goblins,” Blackjack said, “it’s in their nature. You can’t trust ‘em.”

“And since when were you an expert on the matter, Blackjack Strike? I saw enough death to last a lifetime and goblins were there, but this child killed no-one. But I can see we’re not wanted. Come, Rasha, we’re leaving.” And, with that, she grabbed the shaking creature by the arm and dragged him towards the door.

“Brianna!” shouted Bill. 

She turned back, her face twisted with wrath.

“Don’t go.” 

And the desperation in his voice cut through her anger.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “please come back and we’ll make something to eat. For both of you.”

Bill looked from the little creature, still shivering with fear, to Brianna. “Bacon sandwich?” he suggested.

Brianna sighed and all the tension went out of her body. 

She smiled and nodded before stepping back into the ruins of the study, her hand still clasped around the arm of the goblin. Blackjack’s eyes followed the creature, but he said nothing and Brianna didn’t seem to notice. “Thank you,” she said, “we’re both starving.”




In a corner of what had once been the cottage parlour, Bill watched Brianna and the goblin eating. By luck, one fragment of the roof had survived here, providing shelter over what had become a temporary living space and bedroom for the Strikes when they couldn’t be bothered to traipse back through the forest to their own little cottage.

Bill watched the goblin as it delicately devoured its bacon roll. No, not its, his. Bill gave himself a mental kick in the shins. He desperately wanted Brianna to stay for as long as possible and giving the goblin the benefit of the doubt would certainly help with that.

“His name’s Rasha,” Brianna said, “and it’s not polite to stare.”

Bill snapped out of it and looked guiltily up. “Sorry. It’s just, I’ve never been this close to a goblin before. Unless you count the thousands that were trying to kill me a few months ago.” 

Brianna smiled. “I know it’s hard to see them as anything other than spear-wielding demons but they’d say the same about us and we’re all different, aren’t we? Some people are really quite nice once you get to know them.”

She held out her hand and Bill took it. He felt suddenly warm and, for a moment, wondered if he was about to go off, but realised it was just being near her that did it. Somehow that scared him even more.

“Would you like another rasher, Rasha?” Bill asked.

“He doesn’t understand much of the common tongue yet,” Brianna said. “I’ve taught him some basic words and gestures but that’s all.”

Bill held up a piece of crispy bacon on the end of his knife and pointed from it to his mouth before shrugging. He felt like some really cheap mime artist1 but Rasha nodded enthusiastically and tucked in with relish once Bill had dropped the fried pork on his plate.

“That’s interesting, you seem to have a knack for communicating with him - it took me hours just to ask him if he was hungry when I first found him,” Brianna said.

“Where did you find him?” 

Brianna sighed. “Well, it’s a long story which I’ll tell you in full the next time I feel the need to bore you to death.”

“You’d gone off to find that servant of the Faerie King, and the staff,” Bill said, aware that he was tip-toeing over a minefield, “but I guess you didn’t find them.”

Brianna’s face dropped. “No, there’s no trace of the staff or the hunchback. I can only guess that he headed out of the area quickly. I found Rasha on my way back to the farm.”

“Rasha,” said Rasha.

“Yes, he was hiding in a little wood when I found him. I nearly killed him without thinking,” she said, “which just goes to show how times like these bring out the worst in all of us if we’re not very careful.”

Bill took her hand. “But you didn’t kill him, and that’s what matters.”

She smiled. “True. He’s just a child, you see. Taken to war as a sort of mascot, like the Tambourine Boys.2 I guess he was kept behind the lines and then ran away and hid when Chortley’s father turned up and started lopping heads left, right and centre.”

“Was the whole faerie army destroyed?” Bill asked, horrified.

Brianna shook her head. “No, luckily most of the survivors had already submitted and even that half-brother of yours wasn’t quite inhuman enough to cut them down after surrendering. They’re in the Crapplecreek dungeons now, though what’ll happen to them, I don’t know.”

“And you didn’t want Rasha ending up there?” 

“No, once I’d got over my prejudice and saw him for what he was, a child, I couldn’t take him there. So here I am. With nothing to show for a couple of months roughing it but a failed mission and a goblin child.”

Bill sat down on the floor beside her. “Well, I’m glad you came here.”

“I didn’t know where else to go. I couldn’t imagine Rasha being welcome at Hemlock’s Farm, but I knew I could trust you, in the end.”

“Yes, sorry about the bad welcome, Rasha was a bit of a shock.”

“I’m not sure your dad is going to get used to him any time soon,” Brianna said, with a shrug. “How’s he doing?”

Bill sagged. “He’s not himself at all. I’m not sure what to do about it or if he’ll ever recover.”

“It’s hard for a strong man to feel powerless,” Brianna said. “He’ll recover, in time, once he gets back to doing what he’s best at.”

“But that’s making charcoal and he won’t go near the clamps, says his heart’s not in it anymore.”

Brianna put her hand on Bill’s arm. “Give him time. His strength will return. Now, let’s have a look at this box of yours.”

“Bloody hell, I’d forgotten all about it!” he said, before handing it to her.

With a scream, Brianna fell backwards, the silver box sliding innocently away.

 

 

Bill sighed as Brianna’s eyes opened. She was still on the floor, where she’d come to rest ten minutes before, the palm and fingers of her left hand covered in ugly red wheals. Rasher was kneeling beside her holding her other hand and softly weeping, while Blackjack hovered in the background.

“Ow,” Brianna muttered.

“Thank the gods,” Bill said, “I thought it had killed you.”

He looked across at the silver box that lay against a wall. It was giving off an air of innocence that would have impressed the most skilled of politicians. An implied what? hung in the air above it wearing an indignant expression. 

Brianna sat up, then grimaced as she held her hand up to her face. “I guess I’m not supposed to open it, then.”

“It’s odd that it didn’t harm me, though,” said Bill.

“That’s because you are supposed to open it, idiot!”

He got up, went over to the silver box and, despite Blackjack’s protestations, carefully pressed a finger to its surface. Nothing happened.

When he’d returned to sit on the floor beside her, he turned it over and over in his hands, looking for some way to open it. There were no markings on it, nor any seam that he could make out. It looked like a slab of silver, but seemed too light to be solid. Bill gave it a shake and was rewarded with the sound of shuffling from inside. If he was forced to take a guess, he’d bet the box contained parchments.

“S’obvious, isn’t it?” said Blackjack. “The old wizard made it for himself to use. He’d know the magic spell to open it but if anyone else touched it, they’d get burnt like Brianna here.”

“If that’s right, how come it didn’t burn me?”

“Because you’re the wizard now, boy,” Blackjack said, his face full of sadness.


Chapter 2

Chortley Fitzmichael was angry. As saviour of the world he had expected a little credit, maybe even a pat on the back, from his father. After all, Chortley’s brave stand with the garrison of Crapplecreek had resulted in the destruction of the Faerie King so that, when Walter Fitzmichael had arrived at the head of the Fitzmichael army, the battle was already won. 

Maybe that was the problem. Anyone who knew anything about how the battle had actually progressed would have identified Chortley as the hero. His brother wouldn’t figure in official accounts because he was of common birth and therefore non-existent, but Chortley, as the son (albeit illegitimate) of the regional liege lord, would loom tall in any accurate telling of the tale. In time, the narrative would be adapted to give Count Walter the leading role, perhaps riding at the head of a glorious cavalry charge coming to the rescue of his incompetent son. But, for now at least, those who were there knew that, in fact, Walter had watched from behind the lines as his troops cut down an already routed enemy. This meant that Chortley’s stock had risen, as Walter’s had declined; undermining both the count’s authority and the suitability of his chosen successor, Aggrapella.

Yes, that was it. The last thing Walter would do now was publicly praise his son or reward him in any way. Instead, he’d charged Chortley with the problem of dealing with the remnants of the faerie army, currently enjoying the hospitality of the Crapplecreek dungeons. Walter’s suggestion had been that they be marched into the wilderness to encounter an “accident” (or, indeed, 224 accidents) - perhaps to fall into the lava pits of Mount Mood. But this didn’t sit well with Chortley - he didn’t mind a spot of cruelty from time to time, but he’d recently discovered he wasn’t callous by nature. And it would provide an open goal to his father if the old man decided to “accidentally” reveal the “accident” to a horrified public. Devious bastard.

The lesser of two evils, then, was to find some way to deal with the goblins and the handful of faerie captains he’d captured that removed the threat they posed without simply murdering them. So it was that he found himself on the road to Upper Bottom to seek the wisdom of Mother Hemlock. He found himself also hoping that wisdom was all he’d get from her - she had a fearsome reputation and he’d seen for himself what she could do with water. He only hoped that a tenuous family connection might keep him safe.

“Take your boots off, lad,” Mother Hemlock said as Chortley stooped under the lintel of the front door. “I’ve just given the floor a good scrubbin’ and I’d like it to see the day out clean.”

She led him through to the parlour and pointed to an arm-chair. “Sit yourself down there.” 

She looked him up and down as if assessing whether the chair could take his weight, “I was expecting to see you sooner or later, I hear you have a goblin problem.”

“Thank you, Mistress Hemlock,” Chortley responded. He could feel that this woman had power though he couldn’t say why. It was as if she was more dense than the ordinary matter in the room: there was too much of her for the space she occupied.

“I’m gen’rally known as Mother Hemlock, and, from what I’ve heard about you, my lad, you could do with some proper parenting.” Jessie fixed Chortley with a stare that seared his brain.

Chortley pushed his anger back and forced himself to be polite. “I’m here to discuss my, as you put it, ‘goblin problem’, not my parentage,” he said, before adding, “thank you.”

Mother Hemlock smiled. “Perhaps there is hope for you yet, I sense your anger and yet you control it. Good. Maybe you inherited more than just capriciousness from your half-faerie mother.”

“Can we please talk about the soldiers I have locked up in the gaol at Crapplecreek?” Chortley sighed.

“Very well. Tell me about them.”

Chortley settled back into the chair and gathered his thoughts. “There are 224 at latest count. Of those, 12 are faerie, the rest goblin-folk. I’ve still got groups out looking for more, but we’ve not found any for a week so I think we’ve probably got them all now.”

Mother Hemlock shook her head. “I reckon the boreds3 will be chanting stories of cave goblins found in the deep woods for many a year. But let’s deal with the ones we have got first, then worry about the stragglers. What do you know about them?”

“What do you mean? I know they’re the enemy; I know they’re dangerous. That’s about it.”

“Well lad,” Mother Hemlock said, “you’ve just described every prisoner from a common bandit to Yessie Khan4. If you want to know how to handle them best, you needs to understand them, and not just from the pointy end of a spear. Luckily for you, I got to know ‘em pretty well the last time they invaded.”

Chortley smiled, “Good, because the goblins are repulsive and don’t use the common speech, and as for their captains,” he paused, picturing his most recent encounter, “every time I have to talk to one, I feel an overwhelming desire to rearrange their smug features for them.”

“Yes, they can be infuriating, but then the same could be said of many humans. ‘Specially the nobs, I find. Some of them are hard to tolerate.” Mother Hemlock folded her arms in a silent challenge.

To his surprise, Chortley found himself enjoying this. He hadn’t had a verbal spar with such a worthy opponent in, well, ever. People who had a problem with him tended to either keep their trap shut (if they were wise) or go on about it endlessly (if they were family).

“Me too,” he said, with a smile, “but how does that help me decide how to deal with them?”

“It’s pretty simple, really. They’re not from our world, so they has to go back.”

For a moment, Chortley thought he must have misheard. But no, she’d actually said it. Was she stupid? 

“Didn’t you know the portal was destroyed?” he asked. “Or are you suggesting we rebuild it? Because, if you are, then it isn’t going to happen - the last thing we need is having that door opened in our back garden again.”

Mother Hemlock snorted. “Of course I know it’s destroyed, I was there, you lummox.”

The witch settled back and took a dramatic sip of tea as she approached her point with relish. “No, whether or not our portal can be rebuilt, now is not the time. But, lad,” she said, as, right on cue, a cloud passed over the sun outside, darkening the room so her face was hidden in the half-light, “it ain’t the only one, you just has to use another.”

 

#

 

Rasha the goblin had hardly taken his eyes off Bill since Brianna had fallen asleep in a hastily put together bed under the fragment of remaining roof. Strike had barely moved in the hours since. He sat, turning the silver box over and over in his hands.

“What are you looking at?” he said, startling the creature so that it backed into the corner with Brianna’s inert form.

“I’m sorry,” Bill said, more gently this time. “It’s not your fault I can’t get into this damned box.” Bill dropped it on the stone floor in front of him, watching it flip over and come to a rest a few feet away.

The goblin looked at the box, then looked at Bill. He did it again. 

“Now, don’t you start gettin’ ideas,” Bill said, edging his foot towards where the box lay.

Rasha shook his head and then, quite deliberately, he pointed at the box, pointed at Bill and then mimed something, his hands moving outwards in opposite arcs. 

“What are you trying to tell me?” Bill a sked. “I know I should be able to open it but I don’t know how.”

The goblin repeated the movement, but this time he pointed to his own hands, then to Bill’s, before moving his hands.

The penny dropped. “Oh, you think I should use flame to open it?”

Rasha beamed and nodded with gusto.

“But, how do you know about my power?” 

The little goblin looked sheepish, if that were possible for something with pointed teeth and green eyes, and gestured towards Brianna.

“Oh, she told you about me, did she?” Bill said, then, after another moment’s thought: “Wait a minute, d’you mean you understand every word we say?”

Another nod.

Bill stepped forward and retrieved the box. “So, we assumed you couldn’t understand us because you couldn’t speak? That wasn’t very clever.”

Two more nods.

“There’s more to it than that,” Brianna said, yawning, “the little bugger very definitely pretended not to understand what I was saying to him on the way here. Especially when that involved having a wash in the river.”

Rasha backed away from Brianna and Bill, quietly shaking. 

“Oh, it’s alright. We’re not going to hurt you,” Brianna said.

“We’re not? The little bugger’s deceived you all along. And...and…” Bill sputtered.

Brianna scowled. “And he’s a goblin, is that what you’re saying?”

“Well, he is acting true to form, after all.” snapped Bill.

“Except,” Brianna said, the word echoing around the ruined cottage, “he’s right about your silver box. Flame will open it, I’m sure.”

Bill fished the box out again. “Flame might open the box, but it might also incinerate whatever’s inside.”

“Don’t be stupid; Vokes was a fire wizard, and it makes perfect sense he’d have the box unlock only through his power. There’s only ever one fire elemental at a time, after all, so that way he made sure that he’d be the only one who could open it. Him or his successor. Give it a try,” Brianna said, although Bill noticed her moving back against the wall, presumably to be as far away from his hands as possible.

“It’s alright,” Bill said, annoyed, “I can control them better now.”

Brianna shrugged, and didn’t move an inch. “Go on then, show me how good you are, fire mage.”

Bill ignored her sarcasm, and decided. There was no other way to get the box open and it made sense that it would require his particular power to open it. What did he have to lose? If he incinerated the contents, he’d know no less than he did right now. 

He began to harness the heat and was just reaching down to put the box back on the floor, as far from anyone as possible when he felt it open.




Night had arrived and rain fell outside but, within the four walls of Strike Cottage, it was warm and dry. And cramped. Even as he’d been growing up, Bill had felt that the cottage in the depths of the coppice woods was barely big enough for himself and his father to both occupy at once. Tonight, four were squeezed into the tiny sitting room, each craning to get a view of the silver box, now lying open on the floor.

Blackjack had suggested they abandon Vokes’s cottage for the night. Magic or no, he’d said, paper gets wet, and those documents were likely to be important.

The bulk of the space was taken up by a bundle of parchments all wrapped up into a roll and tied together. When Bill undid the string binding them, they expanded into a neat pile on the floor. Bill read the title of the top page, “The history of the Magic Staffe,” written in the wizard’s unmistakably untidy scrawl. Beneath, it said, “Being the researches of Nomenclature Vokes, Fire Mage, aided by the wisdom of many.”

“Where are you reading that?” asked Brianna, squinting in the firelight. “There’s nothing there, it’s just blank parchment.”

Bill looked again, “It’s written as plain as my hand. Can you see it dad?”

“No son. As I told you, you’re the wizard now. It’s up to you to work out whether what’s written on that there parchment was worth the effort or just a load of old garblings.” 

It was plain, from his tone, which of the two Blackjack thought the more likely.

“We’d better let you have some room,” Brianna said, moving out of the light, “Rasha and I will go and sit in the shed.”

Bill looked up from the parchment, “There’s no need for that - take my room. That’s alright isn’t it dad?”

“Of course, young Brianna is welcome to stay in the house,” he said.

“But he’s not,” she snapped, pointing down at where Rasha stood, shivering, “and I’m not sending him outside to sleep on his own.”

The door slammed behind her and Bill flung a scowl at his father, who was sitting and deliberately looking at the fire. 

“Don’t go starin’ at me, boy,” he mumbled, “I ain’t having that thing under my roof, I don’t trust his kind and neither should you.”

Bill turned back to his pile of paper. “You might not trust him, but you should have faith in Brianna. She wouldn’t do anything to put us in danger.”

“Maybe. Or maybe she’s gone a bit soft in the head. He fooled her into thinkin’ he didn’t understand nothin’, he can trick her again,” Blackjack paused for a moment, before finishing his thought, “and I ain’t being made a fool of, not even for her sake.”

Bill’s eyes moved across the parchment but he wasn’t reading it. His father was right, Rasha had proven himself false, and yet it had been his insight that had led to Bill opening the box. And who knew what was going on in the mind of Blackjack Strike after what had happened to him at the hands of the Faerie King’s servants?

They said nothing as Bill resumed his examination of the papers. Blackjack was, no doubt, lost in his thoughts and, Bill suspected, wrestling with guilt. The younger Strike, on the other hand, soon forgot all about his father as he read. It was an odd sensation, as if he could almost hear the voice of Vokes, the words going straight into his mind without bothering to ask permission of his eyes.

Bill lost all sense of time as he sat there, his only clue being the slowly fading light from the fire and the gentle snoring of his father in the chair beside him. 

He was awoken by the sound of the door being pushed open, cold air flowing over his face. He looked up at Brianna from his position, half on his side, half on his back, the parchments forming a crude pillow. 

“Have you learnt anything?” Brianna asked, not looking at Blackjack, who was stirring.

Bill nodded. “Yes, and it’s all bad, very very bad.”


Chapter 3

“Ah, here he is at last,” said an effete voice as Humunculus entered the room. Seated in comfortable chairs around the walls were the spectral figures of six men and one woman. 

A man in a ridiculous wig waved the Faerie King over and Humunculus allowed his mind to pretend that he was walking across a real room towards the pansy in the corner. 

“Lazul has told us so much about you,” the wig-man said, rising effortlessly from his insubstantial chair, “I am Sir Henry Featheringay-Fortescue, formerly the First Lord of Land and Sea for his Majesty Arkwright the Third, the King of the Northerners.”

Sir Henry gave a florid bow before rising again and holding out his hand. “And you, I believe, are a genuine fairie king! How marvellous, you’ll fit right in. Welcome to the Cognitive Club.”

Humunculus nodded, very slightly, and looked around the room. Each chair contained a spectral figure with papers spread on its knees.

“What is this club? It doesn’t look as though much fun is being had.” 

To Humunculus, a club was something you attended in order to drink too much ambrosia and dance until other people fell over. Or it was a big lump of wood with a nail in it. What he was looking at here, on the other hand, looked as boring as a drill bit.

“Ah, didn’t Lazul explain?” Sir Henry said, looking behind Humunculus as the swiftly discorporealating Lazul faded from view. “Well, you see, this is the Cognitive Club, it’s where we come to keep ourselves in shape.”

Humunculus frowned. “I am a patient king,” he lied, “but even my tolerance has its limits. Explain yourself, quickly.”

“Well, you see,” he blustered, “some of us have been here a very long time, and, if we don’t exercise our minds, we fall apart.”

“You go mad?” Humunculus asked, wondering, if that were the case, what the fuss was all about.

Sir Henry shook his head. “Oh no, I mean we literally fall apart. Our minds disperse and we fade away. Countless souls have been captured by the staff, but only a handful remain cognitive. We are that handful, we and a few non-members. Come, sit down and I’ll show you how we achieve stability.” Sir Henry gestured towards a pair of armchairs that had appeared out of the ether. “But before we do, I must introduce you to our other club members.”

“This is His Irreverence Cardinal Ignatius of Hippocrasium,” Sir Henry said, indicating a fat man in shadowy garb that might once have been pink.

Ignatius nodded solemnly.

“Why does he wear a dress?” Humunculus asked. “Or is it that sort of party after all? How delicious!”

Ignatius’s spectral face managed to colour slightly, and he opened his mouth to protest. Sir Henry wagged his finger. “I am so sorry, your irreverence , he’s not from around here, you know.”

“Be careful,” Sir Henry hissed into Humunculus’s ear, “he could send your soul to the uttermost pits of hell.”

Humunculus laughed. “Oh, I wish he would, they sound much more interesting than this dusty place. Although,” he continued, “if, as I suspect, the cardinal here is an emissary of his deity, I find myself wondering why it is that he’s stuck here and not enjoying his eternal reward.”

Ignatius rose flabbily from his chair. “It is not for us, their humble servants, to question the wisdom of our lord gods. Clearly, I have some task yet to perform before I ascend to the bliss of the Garden of Need.”

“If that task involves sitting in a chair doing nothing then you seem ideally suited,” Humunculus said, warming to his taunting.

The cardinal’s mouth opened and closed a couple of times as his eyes swivelled between Humunculus and a mortified Sir Henry, before he sat back down again and hid his face behind a parchment.

“And who are these other fine fellows?” Humunculus asked, waving his arm at the others, all of whom were looking in his direction.

“Ah, well, over there is Arnole, he was a farmer, and next to him is Wynestein, who was a genius alcoholic.” Sir Henry pointed at two figures in chairs, each studiously avoiding Humunculus’s gaze. Arnole was thinner and less substantial than the gently swaying spectre beside him.

“I can speak for myself,” boomed a voice from a dark corner of the room. A pipe poked from beneath a translucent hood, and sharp eyes peered at Humunculus. “My name is Ambler, and this is the Lady Negstimeaboi, a shield maiden from the steppes.”

Humunculus regarded the two of them with suspicion. Both were more substantial than any of the others here as if they held themselves together by sheer force of will. In Ambler, he recognised the spirit of a warrior and in the lady he saw total contempt.

“You are faerie,” she said, her voice almost as deep as a man’s and altogether more disturbing because of it.

Humunculus nodded, “I am.”

“I kill faeries.” Negstimeaboi said.

“You’re a little late,” responded Humunculus, every syllable coated in ice.

Sir Henry pulled on Humunculus’s shoulder. “Come now, no need to fight amongst ourselves. If anyone’s looking for violence, there are plenty of discombobulated denizens out there.”

He guided the Faerie King to the chairs and sat down. “Here, then, is the secret to our success in remaining compos spiritus.” 

Sir Henry pulled a sheaf of parchment from his doublet and gave one to Humunculus. It contained a grid of lines that formed a square containing dozens of other squares, some of which were black, whilst others contained tiny numbers.

“What is this?”

With a self-satisfied smile, Sir Henry declared, “Why, it’s a crossword, my good fellow. Perfect exercise for the mind. This particular one is of my own making. It’s fairly simple whilst remaining challenging for those intending to keep their wits sharpened. Here are the clues.”

The sheet held a series of phrases in the sort of anally perfect, symmetrical handwriting that could only be Sir Henry’s. 

1 Across, road to disturbed reference [8 letters]

“You see,” Sir Henry continued, pointing at the first clue, “you work out what word fits and then you write it in.”

Humunculus, for the first time in his existence, could think of nothing to say.

Sir Henry chortled, “But look, this is easy. What is another word for ‘road’?”

“Street, thoroughfare, avenue?” ventured Humunculus.

“Well, all fine words, although ‘thoroughfare’ is more than eight letters,” Sir Henry simpered, warming to his task and innocently unaware of the unexploded bomb next to him. “No, may I suggest ‘path’?”

“And?”

Sir Henry pressed on. “Well, my dear fellow, let’s look at the second part. What is another word for a reference? It must be four letters long because we already know that the first part of the word is ‘path’. So, what do you think?”

Humunculus simply stared into the blank, wet, eyes of the former knight.

“Um, I see you’re not used to crosswords,” Sir Henry said in a low, nervous, voice, “in this case, the word is ‘cite’ and ‘disturbed’ means that we must mix up the letters to get the end of the word. May I venture ‘etic’ as a possibility?”

Humunculus continued to gaze balefully.

A man with more sense could have given up at this point but Sir Henry, for all his faults, was not one to end a mission before it was complete.

“So, what do you think the answer might be if we put the two clues together?”

Humunculus’s mouth opened a mere fraction.

“Path,” he spat, “-etic.”

 

#


Chortley sat on his horse, watching as the remnant of the Faerie King’s army was lined up in the square outside the gaol. Most of them were goblins of various size and shape; utter brutes who’d slay their own comrades as soon as look at them, or so Chortley had been told by their captains.

The two dozen creatures in front of him were, for want of a better idiom, the sacrificial lambs. They would be marched to where, according to Mother Hemlock, another portal existed. The journey was long, dangerous and uncertain, and, how possible, or safe, it would turn out to be for the goblins to return through the portal was also questionable. And so the most pliant of the prisoners had been chosen to accompany a detachment of Crapplecreekers on their journey. If it was successful, the remainder would be herded across dimensions following the path made by these pioneers.

They would be accompanied by a faerie officer by the name of Piskel who was, even now, being chained to a railing on the cart carrying their stores. He, at least, would be dry and out of the wind. The common soldiers would, naturally, march on foot. The most senior member of the faerie army remaining behind was the pathetic figure of General Odius who currently occupied the very lowest level of the dampest dungeon. Odius was alive because Chortley’s father, Count Walter, hadn’t yet finished with him. Chortley almost felt sorry for the scumbag.

Around the goblins stood the men and women of the Crapplecreek garrison, all of whom had been with Chortley in the great battle. Their reward for the heroism to stand their ground and the good luck to avoid disembowelment, was to be “volunteered” to escort the enemy to their final destination.

The garrison included no officers and only two NCOs since the others were currently decomposing on the outer wall of the town. Chortley’s first act, on returning from the battle, had been to round up and despatch the miserable cowards who’d bolted. As a result, Chortley Fitzmichael was now the garrison commander and the former occupant of that title was, even now, providing sustenance to the amphibians and fish at the bottom of the moat.

Sergeant Sandy McGuff was one of the surviving NCOs. As brave as an intoxicated baboon and just as clever, McGuff had continued fighting on foot after his horse had been cut from beneath him. 

His new, somewhat nervous, equine companion bore him alongside Chortley. “The men are assembled, sah,” he trilled, popping a smart salute.

“And the supplies?”

“Yessir,” McGuff clipped, “rations for 30 days are stowed on the mess cart, sir. Each man, and woman, has 5 days food on their personage along with a day’s water and their weapons. Sir.”

“Very good. And the ladies, are they comfortable?”

McGuff’s face somehow managed to display fear and delight at the same time. “Yessir, although the old one hasn’t stopped complainin’ since she saw the mess wagon.”

Chortley chuckled. “Did you remind her that she’s welcome to walk?”

“Nosir,” stammered McGuff, “I, err, I didn’t want to be rude.”

“Or incinerated. Mind you, her companion seems to be attracting a good deal of attention from the men.” Chortley pointed to the rear of the cart, where a group had gathered, many of them craning to get a look.

McGuff swung round, his face reddened and he bellowed, “oi, you ‘orrible reprobates, get out of there!”

Reluctantly, the throng dispersed, many of them risking McGuff’s ire by taking a final, furtive, look as they passed.

Chortley watched with a smile. She was a beauty, without doubt, but also dangerous to be near. “Well done, sergeant. Are we ready to leave, then?”

“Yessir,” McGuff responded, “but am I permitted to know our destination, sir?”

Chortley shook his head, “Not at this point, sergeant. We are heading for the Wong Way and going south. Further instructions will be supplied on a need to know basis.”

McGuff slapped another salute in a way that, if possible, might be construed as suggesting that he did, indeed, need to know, but kept his thoughts unspoken.

Good man, thought Chortley, the army needs more like you. 

“Fall out,” he bellowed, and watched with satisfaction as McGuff kicked his horse towards the prisoners and their escort, echoing his command and chivying the chaos into some order.

Ten minutes later, they passed through the gates of Crapplecreek, turned onto the road leading to the Wong Way and the nightmare that lay at its end.


Bill and Brianna waved to Blackjack as he stood at the doorway of Vokes’s cottage and then headed south. Rasha trotted along beside Brianna without a backward glance as Blackjack sent him a final sour look before heading back into the ruins.

“He’ll be okay,” Brianna said, “he needs a bit of time to sort himself out and that’s best done alone.”

Bill turned to look back at the cottage and was just in time to see his father also look his way and give a small wave. “I don’t want to leave him. In fact, I don’t want to leave at all. Just when I think I can have some sort of a normal life, shit happens.”

“I’m not exactly delighted either,” Brianna said as they turned a corner and walked along a muddy avenue lined with bare trees, “but what choice do we have? And look at it this way, we get to see Varma!”

Bill would be prepared to admit that he was, at least in part, looking forward to seeing the empire’s capital for the first time. But he wasn’t in
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