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1

350 years ago

Breathless and desperate, the boy staggered across the beach. The hard sand was covered in broken shells that jabbed his feet like tiny knives. He ignored the pain and took a deep breath of the fresh sea air. Overhead, gulls screeched: fool, fool, fool! He closed his ears to their goading and tried to clear his head.

His knuckles began to throb again. The numbness that had spread after the punch had subsided and he clasped his fist to dull the ache. He was cold and sore and hungry. But he was free, and his father would never hurt him again. The boy smiled as he remembered the blow he had landed on his old man’s stupid face. His father had been on at him again, calling him a fool and pushing him around to go out and bring money in to feed his hunger.

“You’re a lazy good-for-nothing boy!”

The words still echoed around James’s head and he shut his eyes, squeezing with all his might to rid them from his mind, but he could not purge himself of the memory of the wicked look in his father’s eyes as the man once more raised his fist. Even the thought of it made him catch his breath and his eyes flew open in terror.

He looked around, his heart beating ten to the dozen, scared he was being followed. The beach was empty save for a few seabirds digging for razor clams. The only sounds were the calming whoosh of the waves as they smoothed the sand.

The punch had been totally out of character for James. Normally, he would have taken the beating, but something inside him had snapped. He had decided he would never suffer at his father’s hands again. So he had knocked him down and run out of their tiny farmhouse forever. To go where, he didn’t know.

Now he found himself on a beach, kicking up stones and wondering what to do next. He couldn’t go home, no matter how hard his mother pleaded, so the only alternative was to go south to seek his fortune.

Roawwwl.

His stomach grumbled, reminding him he had not eaten yet. Not that hunger was unusual. His father drank the few pennies he and his brothers and sisters made from working the land, so there was never enough food. However, today was the start of his new life and he wasn’t about to start it hungry. He searched for a good sharp stone to prize the clams off the jagged rocks. A few looked promising, but as he lifted them he knew they would shatter. On the other side of the beach he spied the perfect specimen. It was a large flattish stone lying at the shallow end of one of the larger rock pools. He bent down, scooped it out of the icy water and weighed it in his hand. It was solid. Perfect. He smiled. The prospect of eating those clams sent his brain into a frenzy of longing.

He was about to walk away from the rock pool to collect some driftwood for a fire when something else under the water, something large and smooth and very white, caught his eye. What was it? It glowed enticingly, almost as if calling to him. Without thinking, he knelt by the edge of the pool and plunged his arm in. There was something strange about this particular stone. It was warm, and as his fingers wrapped around it, the stone began to glimmer as though a shaft of light had struck it. It made a buzzing sound that intensified as it was pulled from the water. James stared at it in astonishment. It was a smooth lozenge-shaped stone, a little bigger than a rugby ball and unlike anything he had seen before. The buzzing grew even louder and the stone’s light even brighter, until suddenly there was a flash and the boy was thrown backward onto the sand. He momentarily blacked out.

“Are you all right, lad?” a stranger’s voice said from somewhere far away.

The boy dragged himself back to consciousness. His eyes fluttered open and he looked at the kindly face peering down at him. He nodded dumbly.

“You’ve found it!” said the man, staring in wonder at the stone in James’s hands. “There were legends of it falling from the sky. Such a bright light, our ancestors said. And they searched the sea for it. The tides must have washed it ashore. What’s your name?” The man’s green eyes sparkled as he helped the boy to sit up.

“James, sir,” the boy replied weakly. “James Montgomery.”

“Colm Breck,” replied the man, holding out a hand in friendship. As James went to take it, the man unexpectedly fell to his knees. “Hail young James Montgomery: finder of the Eye of Lornish!”

Marnoch Mor. Now.

The dodo frowned and waggled his tail feathers as he read and then reread the online article. A ritualistic dagger in a human museum had, according to the only witness—a white-faced curator—simply vanished before his eyes. Nothing vanishes in the human world, the dodo thought, without something being affected here, and he clicked the video link to pick up more clues from the interview.

The curator was a thin man with wispy yellow hair and a squirming nervousness that made Bertie flinch with embarrassment for him. Wringing the bottom of his jacket with his hands, the man related his extraordinary tale. He had been on his usual late-night rounds checking the exhibits when he had stopped in the armory section. In the dim light the gleaming dagger, housed in an unbreakable glass case, had caught his attention.

“I went over to look at it, to check it was all right, and then … well … I watched it vanish like a wisp of smoke,” he told the interviewer, his eyes darting about apprehensively. “One minute it was there, the next it wasn’t. Pop, it was gone. I’ve never seen anything like it before in my life,” he continued. “It was almost as if it was magic.”

Bertie’s little dodo eyes narrowed. Magic? In the human world? He hoped not. The video clip showed the empty glass case as a grim-faced blond reporter closed the story.

“Police are baffled by the incident and confirm that the museum’s security systems show no one broke into the building,” she said. “One thing’s for sure, this will go down as one of the most puzzling disappearances of this century.…”

The dodo stared at the screen for a few seconds before closing the link. This was all wrong. “It was almost as if it was magic.” The curator’s final words jigged about in his head and he frowned. If magic had been used, why would someone from his world need a ritualistic dagger from a human museum? There were many excellent shops in Marnoch Mor where you could get anything you wanted, including magical daggers. It didn’t make sense.

He slid from his chair and grabbed a bundle of news stories he had printed off earlier. He shuffled over to a large red sofa wedged up against the far wall and took from its broad back a yellow ring binder marked: Weird Happenings of the Human World. He opened it and placed the cuttings inside: “Cursed Egyptian Charm Disappears” read one; “No Clues to Whereabouts of Priceless Jade Cup” read another; “Reward for Return of Ancient Spell Book” said the third. They had all gone missing in the last two days, and Bertie was beginning to feel uneasy about what that might mean.

He closed his binder with a snap and returned it to the sofa. He yawned. This would have to wait until the morning; it was too late to do anything about it tonight. Maybe if he slept on it, a pattern behind the disappearances might come to him. With that thought, he left his study and made his way down the hallway.
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Bertie’s little round bedroom was opposite the study.

Without switching the light he removed his Cosy Claws slippers, pulled on his tartan nightshirt and drew back the duvet. He hopped into bed and cuddled down. Within seconds, he was asleep and snoring.

Bang, bang, bang!

Bertie forced open his eyes and grimaced. What now? he thought, sitting up and ruffling his feathers.

Bang, bang, bang.

A muffled voice seemed to be calling his name. The dodo glanced at his bedside clock: it was seven in the morning. Who would be calling at this time?

With a dark cloud of irritation hanging over him, the bird got out of bed and stomped out into the hallway.

“Lights!” he squawked, and the hallway was immediately lit by the soft glow of a hundred little Moonstones sunk into the ceiling. Muttering angrily to himself about rude people waking him up too early, he made his way to the front door.

Bertie lived in a burrow under a grand old oak tree. Gnarly as a witch’s hands, the tree stood in the middle of the Oval, Marnoch Mor’s park. The dodo wasn’t the only resident of this large green space; fairies, elves and wood nymphs had houses in the trees, or under them, and their lives were taken up with making the Oval as beautiful as possible.

His burrow went far belowground, stretching between the tree roots, and over the years he had dug out new rooms when he felt he needed them. So far, the burrow had a bedroom, a study, a large kitchen, a living room and a guest room (although Bertie was always too busy to entertain). A long tunnel led from the bedroom up to a round front door cut into the base of the tree. The door was grass green, with a brass plate that announced his full name: Albert Alonzo Fluke, Trainee Wizard.

It also had a brass door knocker shaped like a pineapple that someone was currently banging very hard while shouting his name through the letterbox.

“All right, all right, I’m coming!” he yelled.

“Bertie! Hurry up. I must speak to you!”

Ever cautious, the dodo squinted through the letterbox. All he could see were black shiny buttons and a fuzzy red coat.

“Who is it?” he called, his voice wavering. “Stand back and show yourself!”

The person bent down quickly and a pair of blue eyes stared back at him.

The bird shrieked with fright and fell backward to the floor, clasping his downy chest with a wing and breathing rapidly.

“It’s me—Morag,” said the person. “Are you all right?”

“I’m … fine … fine,” the bird spluttered. He sat up and dusted down his trembling feathers. “You just gave me a bit of a turn, that’s all.”

“Sorry … I didn’t mean to … Look, will you let me in! There’s something I need to speak to you about!”

Breathing deeply to calm his speeding heart, and with one wing fanning his hot beak, Bertie shakily stood up and unlocked the door.

“Come in,” he said as the cold November air blasted him.

Morag didn’t need a second invitation and scuttled into the warmth. To be safe, Bertie took a quick look outside to check that she hadn’t been followed. Despite its being morning, it was dark and gray. There was a sharpness in the air that Bertie knew heralded the winter’s first snow.

“I didn’t know who else to talk to,” a rosy-cheeked Morag said as she took off her red duffle coat and white bobble hat, hanging them on the coat-stand. “Shona would only panic.”

“Oh no. Has it happened again?” Bertie asked.

The girl nodded. She patted her pocket. “I’ve written everything down,” she said.

They sat at Bertie’s big wooden table, and as the dodo made tea, Morag pulled out a battered leather-bound book. It was the only reminder she had of her parents, who had left it with her before they disappeared when she was a baby. She fished out a piece of paper from between the pages and handed it to him.

Bertie took it and read it, his eyes widening at every sentence.

“Another dream about the drowned maid from Murst,” he said when he’d finished. He folded it over and handed it back to Morag. “How many is that now?”

“Five,” replied Morag with a stifled sob, “but this was the worst. She says my life is in danger and I am going to be joining her soon.”

“But why should you take them seriously? They’re only nightmares, just like the ones you had after you killed Devlish.”

“I didn’t kill him, the Eye of Lornish did it,” she said firmly. “Oh, Bertie, they are so real. I wake up shaking after every one.”

“And it’s definitely her?”

“Yes, she told me how she died. She said Mephista had chained her up and dropped her into the sea near the jetty.”

“But why is she coming to you? You didn’t know her,” said the dodo, pouring her a cup of tea. Morag took it gratefully.

“It must have something to do with the Eye of Lornish,” she replied. “The night Devlish was killed on the jetty something strange happened to me. I can’t quite explain it, but since then I’ve been dreaming about dead people. I talk to them in my dreams. I’m scared, Bertie. What am I going to do?”

“I’ve never come across anything like this before,” he replied. “And it cannot be ignored. The time has come to tell Shona, whatever your misgivings. She is your guardian, after all. Hopefully she’ll know what to do.…”


2

Shona was in her kitchen when Morag and Bertie arrived. She was polishing the bright buckle of her Special Chief Constable’s helmet. The Marnoch Mor Volunteer Police Force had been set up by Montgomery after the theft of the Eye of Lornish. The evil warlock Devlish had spirited it away to his lair on the DarkIsle of Murst. From there, he had planned to use its magic to enslave Marnoch Mor and attack the human world. Without its protection Marnoch Mor had been thrown into chaos and had started to crumble. Montgomery was certain that if it hadn’t been for Morag and her friends, the stone would never have been restored to its rightful place at the top of Marnoch Mor’s tallest tower. He had established the Police Force to ensure it would never happen again, giving his trusted friend Shona the dragon the top job. Although at this stage the Volunteers were still a straggly group of well-meaning townspeople led by a grumpy dragon, it was just as well he had done this, for the evil powers on the DarkIsle continued to threaten them. Both Montgomery and Shona were convinced of that. And so they kept a watchful eye on the town, each in their own way.

“Hello, Bertie,” Shona said as the dodo entered the room. She gave the brass buckle one final rub before quickly plonking the hat on her head. “Sorry, I can’t stay and chat. Got my first job as a detective. Something has disappeared from the Museum of Weird Things and Magic.”

“But …,” started Morag. “We need to speak to you. It’s important!”

“Can’t it wait till later?” the dragon asked, opening the back door.

“No, we need to speak to you now!” Morag insisted.

“Her life might be in danger,” the dodo added.

Shona narrowed her large yellow eyes. Muriel Burntwood, the Curator of the Museum of Weird Things and Magic, had told Shona she was needed urgently, as something extremely dangerous had been stolen. But now her best friend was looking frightened for her life. What should she do and who should she help first? She chewed her lip and let a spiral of smoke escape from her nostril in frustration.

“Come with me and you can tell me about it on the way,” she said as she led them into the garden.

The museum was not far from Morag and Shona’s cottage, and unfortunately it was quicker to walk than to order the Super Glider service, where a witch would pick you up at your front door on a hover bike and drop you off at your destination. Shona led the friends toward the gate, past a castle-shaped birdhouse on top of a tall pole. Here Morag stopped, and before Shona had time to complain the girl yanked a rope that was hanging down. A bell tinkled in the silence of the wintery garden.

From inside the birdhouse came sounds of scuffling and scratching. Then a window shutter opened and a pink nose and pair of whiskers twitched in the cold air.

“Who is it? Why did you wake me? Is it spring yet?” a yawning rat was heard to say.

“No, we can’t wait until spring,” called Morag. “Get dressed and come down quickly!”

Aldiss poked his hairy face out and blinked. When he saw how troubled his friends looked he disappeared back inside, calling, “I’ll be there in just a moment.”
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Seconds later he bounded out, dressed for the weather: a neon-pink bobble hat on his head (with two holes for his ears to stick through) and a matching scarf casually slung around his neck. On his legs, he wore fuchsia-colored legwarmers. “Ready!” Aldiss squeaked as he scampered down to the ground. “Let’s go.”

Bertie was appalled. “If this wasn’t an emergency I’d insist you go back up there and change.”

As they walked, Morag told Shona and Aldiss how she’d dreamed about the ghostly maid, and how her terrible warnings had frightened her. The dragon listened quietly, taking in all the details.

“Talking to spooks in your dreams?” wondered Aldiss, whiskers twitching. “Is that even possible?”

Shona frowned. “Back on Murst in the old days they said it was possible, but such things were outlawed by the time I was a dragonlet. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me before,” she scolded. “We could have done something about it.”

Morag looked crestfallen. Sighing, the dragon took pity on her. “Montgomery must be told,” Shona said firmly. “He’ll know how best to keep you safe while I investigate.”

“And who’s the suspect?” cried Aldiss excitedly.

“That’s the trouble,” Shona said. “If someone is sending you bad dreams they’re bending the laws and using powerful old magic to do it.”

“But who would do such a thing?” asked Morag.

Shona placed a huge claw around Morag’s small shoulders and gave the worried girl a hug. “Don’t worry about it, Morag, we’ll get to the bottom of this. In the meantime, I want you to stick closely to me. I’ll protect you. No one’s going to try anything while I’m here.”

Morag smiled at her, feeling a bit better.

They turned the corner and set off down Merlin’s Walk, Marnoch Mor’s main street. The scent of freshly made Snook Bread wafted toward them from Patty the Hag’s Patisserie. Patty sold a wide range of strange but tasty pastries, including Morag’s favorite: Exploding Donuts, which crackled in your mouth and turned into stars.

Morag could not help noticing how quiet the town had become. Yes, there was a bitter wind whistling between the buildings, but that normally didn’t put people off. The streets were usually heaving, yet that morning only a handful of townsfolk were about. Even outside Erbium Smyte’s Department Store, which sold Everything You Never Knew You Wanted, they saw hardly a soul. A lone dodo carrying an empty wicker basket scuttled by; a unicorn stared at top hats in the milliner’s window; and a tiny flower elf, smaller even than Aldiss, cried out indignantly when Morag nearly stood on him as he waited for a Super Glider. But that was it.

Mrs. Milda’s Old-Fashioned Coffee Shoppe (Concessions for Those over 200), usually packed, was deserted when they looked in its bay window. Strange, thought Morag, where is everyone? It’s Thursday, and the streets are always busier than this. She dismissed her worries for the moment as they reached the Museum of Weird Things and Magic, the town’s oldest building.

Three hundred and fifty years ago it had been Colm Breck’s cottage, where he had hidden magical folk fleeing the human world. Up until then they had lived peacefully with humans. Then one of their own, a warlock named Devlish the First, had persuaded men that magic folk and strange beasts should serve humans. Kelpies, witches and elves were rounded up and unicorns and satyrs were hunted. Those who escaped headed north as word spread that there was only one place left to hide: a tiny cottage in a clearing behind the mountains.

As more came to Colm Breck, he built a couple of shacks near his own, and then a few more appeared, until a little village had grown up around him. Knowing that Devlish and his tribe would seek them out, Colm Breck used the Eye of Lornish to create a shield around the settlement to make it invisible.

Many years passed and Marnoch Mor grew. Beautiful larger houses, made from sandstone and slate, were built; a palace was created for Marnoch Mor’s first ruler, Adela Augusta, its towers and spires stretching higher than any in the human world; and the streets, paved and clean, ran straight. By then, Colm Breck’s old house was falling down; its roof was rotting and its door was hanging off its hinges. A small army of magical people took it upon themselves to do something about it. Together, they raised their wands and prepared to bring it down.

But Queen Adela had intervened, crying, “Stop! Leave the building as a monument to the past. Let us turn it into a museum so that none of us may forget what has happened and where we came from.”

A murmur had risen from the crowd: “That isn’t such a bad idea,” said some; “Saves us clearing it away,” said others; “We could use a museum,” said a few more.

And so the Museum of Weird Things and Magic came to be housed in one of the smallest and most rickety buildings Morag had ever seen. Its single story appeared to have one room, and the whole place was made of rotting planks of wood—or so it seemed to Morag as she followed Shona up the groaning stairs to the front door. The smell of mold and damp was overwhelming.

The dragon raised a claw and gently tapped.

“Who’s there?” came a woman’s voice, as creaky as the building.

“Shona of the Volunteer Police Force!” the dragon announced.

With an ear-piercing squeal from the hinges, the door opened to reveal a short tubby woman dressed in gray robes. Her wispy hair was streaked with white and held in an untidy knot on top of her head by two knitting needles. A pair of spectacles hung around her neck on a gold chain, and a ginger cat mewed loudly at her feet. She held a wooden wand in one hand.

“Elma MacPhail, Assistant Curator,” she said, introducing herself. “Come and wait inside while I fetch Muriel.”

Morag stepped through the doorway and looked around, astonished. “It was tiny on the outside.…” She gasped. She could hardly believe her eyes: they were standing in a vast, domed hallway at least twice as high as the roof they had seen from the street. A polished floor stretched before them to marble pillars and a sweeping staircase that Elma was busy hollering up: “Murrrieeeelll!!!”

On the walls were huge paintings of famous Marnoch Morians, including the green-eyed hero Colm Breck and—Morag was interested to see—Montgomery, wearing what she supposed was fancy dress, for he had on breeches and an old-fashioned tailcoat. A large chandelier hung from the high ceiling as light flooded in through the tall arched windows.

“Murrrrieeellll!!!” screeched Elma again. “Visitorrrrsssss!” She turned to the others and smiled sweetly. “She’ll be here in a minute.”

No sooner had the words left her lips than a puff of pink smoke drifted down the staircase and formed a tall column on the last step. As they watched, the smoke condensed, until it solidified into a smiling woman in a long cerise gown. She looked older than Elma but obviously spent a lot of time taking care of herself, for her long blond hair had been pinned into an immaculate helmet shape on her head. Pearls hung from her neck and precious stones adorned her many rings.

“Muriel Burntwood.” She smiled, shaking Morag’s hand. “Pleased to meet you, Shona.”

“Oh, I’m not …,” began the flustered girl.

“I’m Shona!” snapped the dragon, elbowing her way to the front.

Muriel looked down her long nose at the dragon, her face pursed into a tight knot. “Oh, but you’re a … dragon,” she sneered.

“Is that a problem?” Shona growled.

“It’s just that I didn’t expect the head of the Police Force to be a … well … to be a …” There was a pause as everyone waited to hear what she would say next. “A reptile,” she hissed.

Morag, Bertie and Aldiss gasped as Shona’s nostrils began to smoke. But Muriel didn’t seem to notice. “But I suppose you can’t help that,” she continued, “so you’ll have to do.” She turned on her high heels and began to walk upstairs. “Follow me.”

Click, click, click. Her shoes tapped off the marble. She glanced behind her and saw no one was following.

“Come on! Chop-chop!” she called, clapping her hands. “You’ve wasted enough time as it is!”

“Just ignore her, Shona,” Morag said quietly as the dragon’s green scaly face turned red with rage. “She’s just a silly woman who needs you more than you need her.”

“One more ‘chop’ from her and she’ll be barbecued,” rasped the dragon.

Morag began to climb the stairs, with Bertie behind and Aldiss scampering on ahead. She motioned for the dragon to follow, and with a face like thunder, she did.

Muriel took them up, past level after level. It seemed as if the staircase would never end. Morag had never been in a building as tall as this before and longed to explore all the other floors.

At last, they came to a stop on a red-carpeted landing. They had climbed thirteen flights and everyone, except Aldiss (who was doing star jumps), was puffed out. The Curator, however, was still as fresh as a Marnoch Mor daisy.

“This way,” she said, tottering toward two large white doors. “Do be careful,” she added, looking pointedly at Aldiss. “And don’t touch anything!” The rat looked shamefaced and removed his paw from a large vase standing next to him.

Muriel pushed open the doors and the visitors were immediately bathed in a pure white light. It took some moments before they got used to the brightness, but when they did, Morag gasped. Stunned into silence, she walked into a space larger than a cathedral. Her mouth hung open—this place was amazing. Each room seemed bigger than the one before. The walls were crammed with rows of white shelves heaving under the weight of thousands of books of all shapes and sizes. The white light came from the Full Moonstones, glowing in constellations on the distant blue ceiling. Morag recognized Orion and the Plow, but not the others. She wondered if Marnoch Mor skies had their own stars.

Dotted between the bookshelves were exhibits in display cases. Morag looked into the nearest one and saw the gold bejeweled death mask of a long-forgotten Wizard Emperor. Beside it lay a pair of huge pink bloomers once worn by a giantess. On top of them a glass eye (used by the witch Baba Yaga, according to the card) stared as they went past. The rest of the case was taken up with a huge hen’s claw, a golden goose egg, three swan feathers and a wooden pudding bowl and spoon.

On the walls of the library were the disembodied heads of long-extinct animals, which Bertie and Aldiss found distasteful and would not look at. Morag, however, was fascinated. The first was the head of an enormous hairy mammoth, its elephant-like face relaxed and its eyes closed as if it were sleeping. Morag thought she heard it snore and was about to walk on when the mammoth head gave a resounding snort, mumbled something about getting dinner and went back to sleep. Next to it was the head of a fierce saber-toothed tiger. Alert and growling quietly, it watched as the girl tiptoed around it. As she got a little too near, the tiger suddenly snapped its huge jaws, so close that Morag felt a draft an inch above her head.

“Watch Samson,” Muriel warned, a little too late. “I’m afraid he’s a bit of a biter! Now, where did we keep the tooth? Hmmmm … Ah, yes, follow me, it was over here!”

While the others followed, Morag found herself drawn to the bookshelves. She had always loved reading and scanned the spines. “One Thousand and One Ways to Remove Spell Stains,” she read aloud.

“The Swamp and Me: One Witch’s Journey.

“I Was a Teenage Zombie.

“Taming Demons and Other Handy Tips for Life.

“My Dead Husband Came Back to Haunt Me and Now We’re Renewing Our Wedding Vows.”

Just then her eyes fell upon a set of small, red leatherbound books marked with a white card saying: Early Marnoch Mor Poetry.

She held her breath: they looked remarkably familiar. They looked like … well, they looked like … she felt for her own book of poetry in her pocket. It was the only thing she had left of her parents; she treasured it like a good friend and never let it out of her sight. It was still there. No
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