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​PROLOGUE




​SECRETS WRIGGLE IN your mind like trapped worms.

Especially secrets so dangerous you can’t sleep at night.

Those sorts of secrets have a life of their own. They ache to be told, to creep into the light. To slither from the darkness where they’re buried.

This story begins with a secret.

The secret of a thing hidden. A terrible thing.

Only a handful of dwarves knew the secret though they never spoke of it, even amongst themselves.

Knowing that others bear the same burden as you makes it easier to resist the urge to speak.

The years rolled by and the few who knew the secret passed away one by one. As each dwarf died, the burden grew heavier on those who remained, until, with the secret eating at his soul, it became too much to bear for the last.

It had to come out.

But where? Where could it go?

Not into the ears of anyone else, for that would mean it would live on.

But secrets don’t want to die.

There was only one thing he could do.

In the final few weeks of his life he poured out his heart onto parchment, drawing a detailed diagram - half map, half guide - that showed the location of that which he had sworn never to reveal. He drew it using magic known only to dwarves, a technique they had used for centuries to map their underground cities and their mines.

It was done.

So why didn’t he feel relief?

He had told no one, but… had he broken his vow?

On his deathbed, he called his son nearer and waved everyone else from the room.

A single light-crystal glowing in a bracket by the door threw dark shadows across the old dwarf’s face. He motioned his son to come close. The younger dwarf bent down and put his ear near his father’s sunken mouth.

“I wanted to speak with you alone for I have done a great wrong,” said the old one, his breath sighing through the thin strands of his white beard. “You are the only one I can trust to make it right.”

“What is it, father?”

The dying dwarf’s chest labored with effort. He gathered his strength. “There is something hidden under the floor of this room. A casket. You must burn it. Burn it until no trace remains.”

The son’s eyes widened. “Why?”

The old dwarf lifted his head a fraction in his agitation. “Do not ask. It is dangerous. Very dangerous. Swear to me you will not try to open it. Just burn it and erase my shame!”

“I swear.” His father’s distress was so strong the son’s heart stirred with dread.

“Do it now. Let me go to my grave knowing it has been destroyed.”

The young dwarf took a chisel from his tool belt and levered up the flagstone indicated by his father. Under it lay a small wooden box.

“Take it and burn it! Let no one see you! Hurry back and tell it me it is done so I may die in peace.” The old dwarf sank back into the pillow, coughing.

His eyes blurred with tears, the son hid the casket under his cloak and took it to the surface away from Trithimor, the mountain home of the dwarves. He walked for an hour, as far as he dared, for he did not want to leave his father long.

In a secluded spot, he built a fire and then examined the casket as he waited for the flames to grow.

It was of oak bound with iron. The lid was close fitting, and the son’s eyebrows lifted at the strange sensation he felt as he ran his fingers across the symbol engraved in the hasp.

His father had not relied on a simple lock and key.

The casket was sealed by magic.

He shook it. He could hear nothing moving inside. What did it contain that would cause his father such pain?

But his promise overruled his curiosity. The fire was burning strongly, and he threw the casket into its flaming red heart.

His task done and anxious to return before his father died, he turned away and hurried for home.

When he had gone, a troll crept from the undergrowth and knocked the casket from the flames with a stick. Though the oak of the little box was charred, it was stout and the magically sealed lock still held. Try as he might, the troll could not open it.

Scared the dwarf might come back, he headed for his cave where he could force it open in peace.

While he crossed a stream, hopping from rock to rock, his foot slipped and he plunged into the icy water. Gasping and spluttering, the troll thrashed about and the casket fell from his grasp. The current swirled it away as he fought to stay afloat, for trolls are not natural swimmers. By the time he reached the riverbank, the wooden box was out of sight.

Carried by the stream, the casket came to a river which swept between pine covered foot hills. Hours later, the river widened. The current slowed, and the box drifted into the reeds which grew on a muddy bank next to a bridge.

A human merchant, passing by a few days later, led his thirsty mule down to the water and found the casket, fire blackened and coated with mud. Intrigued, he picked it up and tried, without success, to prise open the lid. He still had a long way to go to reach his home and didn’t want to stop for longer than he needed, so he tucked the box into one of his mule’s panniers and continued his journey.

When he got home, he instructed his servants to unpack while he went to greet his family. The servants marveled at the fine jewelry the merchant had bought from the dwarves. When they found the charred, muddy casket they tossed it to the back of a shelf in a corner of the warehouse where it lay forgotten for many years.




















​CHAPTER ONE




​TODAY OF ALL days, the lessons dragged.

Usually Daphne had no trouble keeping up with the teacher, but this day her thoughts weren’t on numbers or words or maps or whatever. And she kept her hand down when the teacher asked the class questions.

All the pupils in the village sat in the same classroom with the teacher moving between the age groups to give lessons. On any other school day Daphne never even thought about the four whitewashed walls around her, but today she felt like she was in prison.

At fourteen she was one of the oldest in the class, and taller than her best friend Marta, though only by an inch. None of the other kids had shoulder length chestnut hair like hers, but what really set her apart were her gray eyes - the color of storm clouds on a summer’s day - with pupils ringed in liquid gold, which branched out in bright threads through the surrounding gray.

She doodled and tapped her pencil when she was supposed to be working in her exercise book. The teacher was giving a lesson to the youngest children and Daphne kept wishing she would speed up. Not that that would make the day go any faster.

She groaned. Come on!

It took forever, but finally the teacher rang the end of school bell.

As soon as she’d thrown her books into her bag, Daphne dashed out the door and ran to the old oak tree behind the school building.

Where’s Marta?

She looked around but couldn’t see her anywhere.

Hurry up!

Marta finally rounded the corner of the school building and came walking up to the tree like she had all the time in the world.

She was also fourteen, and if it hadn’t been for her black hair and brown eyes, she might have been Daphne’s sister.

“What took you so long?” said Daphne.

“Sorry. I came as fast as I could.” Marta tilted her head to the side. “Are you sure you want to do this today? Won’t your mother need you to look after Stephen?”

“No. Mizlen came yesterday. She’s stayed over to help out so today might be my only chance. Come on. Let’s go.”

The girls stopped briefly at Marta’s house to drop off their bags. On their way out through the back garden, Marta slipped into the woodshed and came out with a cloth-wrapped bundle the length of her forearm.

Walking casually - like they were just going for a stroll - they went down the lane between two houses and into a pasture at the side of the village. Here the path split with one well-trodden leg going off into the countryside, and the other less-used leg heading for the Hedge.

It was a beautiful day; the sky was blue, and a warm breeze blew the scent of the forest into their faces.

They looked around to see if anyone was watching. Apart from a few distant figures working in the fields, the rough, grassy ground around them was empty of people.

They took the less-used path.

Daphne looked straight ahead, keeping her gaze on the Hedge and the tightly packed trees of the forest just the other side of it.

Fylwood.

For as long as the girls had known, the Hedge of tangled whitethorn had been there. In fact, it had been there for as long as anyone in the village could remember.

So frustrating! Why hasn’t someone cut it down?

Surely they didn’t need it any longer? People said the Consistorium had planted it after the war to keep out enemies, but that was so long ago surely nobody cared anymore?

What’s it like on the other side?

Trying to be inconspicuous, the pair hunched their shoulders and scurried up to the living wall of whitethorn.

The Hedge was nearly as high as the trees of Fylwood. It stretched from east to west like an endless green, hairy caterpillar. And the most annoying thing about it was it blocked the way into the forest.

Or anywhere else on the other side for that matter.

Marta went to unwrap the bundle, but Daphne put her hand on Marta’s arm and shook her head.

“Not here. We’re too close to the village. People walk this way.”

“Really? Maybe poachers or whatever do, but they only go out at night. We’ve been this way a hundred times and never seen anyone.”

“All I’m saying is we need to be careful. If anyone sees us…” She shook her head. “Let’s go a bit further.”

They kept going, walking in the bare ground next to the Hedge where nothing grew. At last Daphne called a halt.

She tipped back her head, put her hands on her hips, and gazed at the treetops.

Then she dropped her gaze to the Hedge, the hated barrier that stopped anyone - especially her and Marta - from exploring the forest.

Try as she might, she couldn’t see through it for the twigs and branches twisted this way and that, weaving between one another like coarse, matted hair. The tiny gaps between the leaves and thorns was filled with curling fingers of mist, which faded away when they oozed into the open air.

The grownups were all scared of the Consistorium and their rules. But had anybody in the village ever met anyone from the Consistorium? Not as far as she knew.

Still, they all obeyed the rules and nobody ever crossed the Hedge. Or tried to.

The trouble was, the forest was on the other side of the Hedge. And that made it more exciting, more enticing, than anywhere else. She had been itching to get past the Hedge and into Fylwood for over a year.

What she’d overheard Mizlen saying yesterday - about medicinal berries in the forest - made it more important than ever.

Getting into the forest wasn’t easy, though.

They had to make sure no one knew what they were up to.

Most people in Feybridge were nice. But you never knew. Someone might report them.

Daphne grimaced when she remembered how naïve she and Marta had been all those months ago when they first went looking for a way through the Hedge. After failing to find any gaps, they’d thought all they’d have to do was go around it.

It must end somewhere. Right?

They weren’t so smug after walking along next to thing for a half a day. The wall of whitethorn just carried on and on as thick and forbidding as ever. They hadn’t found the slightest break in it, not even when it crossed a river. The Hedge’s dark foliage spanned the water, with the bottom edge dipping under the surface like a living net. On the opposite bank, the whitethorn barrier continued unbroken into the distance.

She and Marta were wiser now. They no longer disbelieved those who said the Hedge went all the way across Wydoria from the mountains in the east to the ocean in the west.

Daphne swallowed her anger. The Hedge had beaten them before, but this time would be different.

“No one will see us here. Let’s get on with it.”

Marta pulled a small axe from the bundle. She let the cloth fall to the ground, then lowered her eyes and bit her lip. “I’m not sure this is a good idea.”

“Hey! Don’t back out on me now!”

“It’s just that… well… It’s dangerous on the other side. There are savages, wild animals…”

Daphne’s eyes flashed. “Why have you suddenly changed your mind?” She threw out her arms. “Look, when we’ve cut the hole, I’ll go through on my own. You don’t have to come.”

“I don’t think you should go either.” Marta twisted her hands on the axe’s handle and avoided Daphne’s eyes.

“I have to. I’ve got to help Stephen.”

“You won’t be helping him if you get killed.”

“I won’t get killed! I’ll be careful. Anyway, I bet I can run faster than barefoot savages or trolls or whatever. I promise I’ll be as quick as I can. When I’ve got the berries, I’ll come straight back.”

“But you don’t even know if the berries are real!”

“What if they are? I have to try! What if I could have done something to cure Stephen but didn’t because I was too scared?”

“Yes, but Mizlen hasn’t been into Fylwood herself - nobody has - so how would she know about mysterious berries?”

“She’s a healer! Of course she knows!”

“But how can she? She’s never used them. She’s never even seen any!”

“People got them from the forest in the old days, before the Hedge. That’s what she said. It’s probably in one of her books or something.”

“But-”

“You’re not listening! Don’t you understand? Even if there aren’t any of those berries, I’ve got to try just in case!”

Marta pressed her lips together, then nodded reluctantly.

“All right. But only because of Stephen. I don’t like it and I don’t like breaking the law.”

“Thanks.” Daphne gave the other girl a hug. “When Stephen’s better, it will be worth it. You’ll see.”

Marta nodded again, then held out the axe to Daphne with a questioning look.

“You go first,” said Daphne. “It’s your axe. Well, your dad’s anyway.”

Marta bent and hacked at the Hedge near the ground.

The blade bounced off the bark without leaving a mark. Her jaw muscles bunched and she pressed her mouth into a thin line as she hacked away.

“Hit harder,” said Daphne. “The axe must be blunt.”

“It isn’t! I chopped kindling with it yesterday!” Marta’s face was red.

She lifted the axe higher and launched a ferocious attack on the whitethorn.

Still nothing. Not the smallest cut.

“Let me have a go,” said Daphne, holding out her hand.

Marta snorted. “What makes you think you can do better?”

“I’m stronger than you.”

“I bet you’re not.” Marta glared at Daphne as she passed her the axe.

Daphne picked a spot at the base of the Hedge where she could get a clear swing. She hefted the axe above her head and brought it down hard.

The blade bit deep into a branch.

A shock exploded from the axe head and shot up her arm. Her mind filled with glowing white fire.

She yelped and dropped the axe.

Her hands flew to the sides of her head. She squeezed her eyes shut and forced the feeling down, pushing it, pressing it back into the place inside her where it had come from.

The fire, the fierce white glow inside her, dwindled away.

When her eyes cleared Marta was grinning at her. “Haven’t you ever used an axe before. Did you hurt your arm?”

Daphne dropped her hands.

She didn’t know what to say. How could she explain what had happened? It sounded crazy.

Marta patted her shoulder. “At least you managed more than I-” She stopped talking and stared at where Daphne had chopped. Her eyebrows shot up.

There was no sign of the cut Daphne had made. The branch was whole again.

Martha’s smile vanished. “What happened? Where-”

“Let’s go home. I’ve had enough.”

“Hey? You can’t go now. We’ve hardly started.”

“It’s not working!” snapped Daphne. “We’re wasting our time!”

“What about Stephen? What about those berries you were so eager to get?” Marta stabbed her arm in the direction of the forest on the other side of the Hedge.

Tears welled up and Daphne rubbed her eyes to hide them. What was she supposed to say?

That she was frightened to strike the Hedge in case something she couldn’t explain to her best friend happened again?

“We’ll find another way. We’re not getting anywhere with cutting a hole.” She forced the words past her lips, trying to keep her voice from trembling.

They walked back to the village in silence. Just before they parted to each go to their own home, Daphne said, “I’m sorry. I…”

Her friend sighed. “It’s not your fault. The Hedge is tougher than we imagined.”

Daphne nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

“I’m sure we’ll think of something,” said Marta. “You’ll get those berries. Don’t worry.”




















​CHAPTER TWO




​ABOVE THE FIVE-sided table, the chandelier’s candles guttered. The shadows next to the fifth chair Folded, then slid apart and Liquaire stepped into the room.

Her shoulders hunched a fraction as her senses registered the crushing weight of the Keep overhead. It was something Liquaire did every time but even after years and years of witnessing it, Kapryall couldn’t stop her mouth twitching.

The other thing she enjoyed was Munklef’s reaction when Liquaire arrived - always last. His brows were knitted in disapproval, probably at Liquaire’s slender aquamarine dress.

Liquaire sat and crossed her legs.

“You’re late,” said Jarelle. Her pupils were hard, black points in her pale face. Her light blue outfit made her appear even paler. She looked about ten years older than Liquaire and Kapryall always thought of her as the most stable member of the group after herself.

“I had things to attend to,” said Liquaire.

Munklef snorted. “What you mean is, you spent too long preening yourself for our meeting.”

Kapryall gave her head a tiny shake.

Look at him sitting there like a bullfrog in his brown robe. At least Liquaire has maintained her youthful appearance, whereas he’s let himself slide and looks well over forty. And he could do with a bath.

“It seems like you didn’t bother at all. Dirt suits you,” said Liquaire.

“Enough bickering,” said Kapryall. “We meet rarely enough as it is. Don’t make me wish it was even less often.”

She was the eldest of the five gathered in the room and appeared to be about sixty, but then that was the age she’d been over two centuries ago when she’d developed the anti-aging magic she and the other four leaders of the Consistorium used to ward off old age. Her dark red dress and short hair emphasized the leanness of her figure.

“I called you here to discuss a matter of importance.” She places her hands palm down on the table. “Three days ago I detected a strong Flare.”

“Three days?” said Jarelle. Her face with its delicate features was framed by long, wavy, silver hair. Her shawl of white spider silk looked like it was wafting in an unseen wind. “Why did you take so long to tell us?”

Kapryall’s gaze darted around the faces of the other four members of the Consistorium. “I had to be sure. It took a while to…” She took a breath, then continued. “Never mind. We are here now.”

“This Flare. You say it was strong. How strong?” At the only side of the table not touched by the candlelight, a dark figure lifted his head. His thick black beard hid half his face, making him look older than the forty five years he’d been when King Thadian had formed the Consistorium.

Tussolf.

Kapryall suppressed a grimace at the tone of his voice.

“Stronger than any I’ve seen,” she said.

“Where?”

“In the east.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“No. I’m not sure of the Flare’s exact location.”

“Really? You’ve always been sure in the past.”

Kapryall drew herself up. “As I said, it was somewhere in east Wydoria, probably towards the north, close to the border.”

“Probably?” said Munklef. “Why aren’t you certain? Explain yourself.”

Kapryall’s eyes blazed. “All right! I can’t be sure because there were so many bells ringing on the Map. They kept starting and stopping. I’ve never seen more than one ring at a time before and it took a while to work out where the center of activity was.”

“That makes no sense,” said Jarelle. “Lots of bells ringing? There’s something wrong with your Map.”

“My Map works well! It has been detecting people coming into their power for years. You should thank me not criticize!”

“Nobody is criticizing you,” said Liquaire. “Our priority is to find the person who Flared and deal with them.”

Tussolf stroked his beard. “Correct. The largest town in the Northeast is Whickleby. I’ll start my search there.”

He stood and moved behind his chair. Shadows rippled around him and he was gone.
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​With the meeting over, Kapryall went to her Map Room.

It was was a place of beauty.

Kapryall was proud of it. She considered it her second greatest achievement after the Hedge.

A detailed chart of Wydoria took up the entire wall opposite the windows. It showed every hamlet, village and town, every forest, mountain and plain. It had been painted two centuries ago by the greatest cartographer of the time, and it was a work of art.

Her own additions to the Map were the hundreds of glass bells - one for each town and village - held an inch away from the Map by an elegant glass stalk.

The crowning glory was the spell she had cast over the Map. If anyone in Wydoria developed magical ability, the bell closest to that person’s location tinkled with crystal notes.

Kapryall folded her arms, her gaze roving over the roads, towns, villages, rivers, borders, hills and mountains of the Map.

Why had the latest Flare been so unusual. And why had it ended?

She cast her mind back to the moment she’d been alerted. It had happened in the late afternoon while she was in her library. Several weeks had passed since the last time a bell had rung but she had been as quick to react as always and had hurried to the Map Room the instant she’d heard the bell.

But what had shocked her to her core was that it hadn’t been only one bell that was ringing. A whole lot of them - twenty or thirty, maybe more - had been merrily tinkling away.

That had never happened in the two hundred years of the map’s existence. Only one bell, the one closest to the location of the Flare, had ever chimed before.

At first the ringing had seemed random - one bell chimed, then another, then two or three together, on and on. With wide eyes she had watched for over an hour. At last she had come to the realization that the center of the activity was somewhere along the eastern end of the Hedge.

Her mouth had grown dry. What had happened in front of her eyes on the Map was more than strange.

That had been why she’d called a meeting of the Consistorium’s leaders and not just notified Tussolf to deal with the Flare.

What was going on? What was special about Northeast Wydoria?
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​Darkness and silence cloaked the streets of Whickleby. The shadows between the buildings were pools of ink, while the moon coated the rooftops and ruts of the road in silver.

The streets were almost empty, for it was too late for honest folk to be about. Only a handful of people wandered the nighttime streets, and they shrank into the deepest shadows at the sound of approaching hooves and the rumble of wheels.

A black coach, drawn by a pair of magnificent black horses, stopped in the town square. It bore no markings, nothing to identify the owner. No coat of arms on the doors, no decorations of any kind. There weren’t even lanterns next to the driver who sat as though made of stone, his cap pulled down around his ears.

The curtain twitched in a window of a room above the tavern. A man peered out, curious to what sort of person rode in such a strange coach.

His jaw dropped, and he jerked back from the window as the coach shimmered. Shadows like smoke rushed out of nowhere and swirled around the vehicle.
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​Inside the coach, two odd figures sat side by side. The seat opposite them was empty.

In the dim light they could be mistaken for human. But if anyone dared to approach the black vehicle with its motionless driver and horses, and had the courage to look in through the window, they would soon see there was little that was human about the occupants.

The most noticeable differences were in their faces. Their noses weren’t just long, they were snouts. When they pulled back their thin lips, they revealed sharp yellow fangs. They breathed fast through their mouths, their tongues lolling out over their lower jaws. And their ears were too high and too pointed to belong to any man or woman. Their clothes were ill-fitting, torn and grubby as though they had no idea how to care for their appearance.

The creatures stiffened when the shadows wrapped around the coach and filled the interior.

Their eyes burned with hate as the darkness above the empty seat Folded, then faded away.

A man sat opposite them.

His face was gaunt, cruel, with the lower half hidden by an angular black beard. His thin, straight hair was brushed back, exposing his forehead and turning his eyes into pits of ink. The only part of his outfit that wasn’t black was the Consistorium’s emblem embroidered in silver thread on his collar.

Tussolf crossed his legs and leaned back in his seat, his gaze on the faces of the pair sitting across from him.

He was proud of his creations. No one else had the skill to do what he had done: to twist the bodies of dogs and force them into semi-human form. It had taken much experimentation and many failures to produce the two in the coach.

“What have you found?” he said.

“Nothin’,” said the hound on the left. Her voice was half whine, half rasp.

The other hound stayed silent. Despite Tussolf’s best efforts, the male had never learned to speak, though he understood what was said to him well enough.

“You’ve spent too long here. I want you to move on. There is a village called Feybridge five miles from here, next to the Hedge. That will be the next place to search. You will go there at once.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Shadows thickened and Folded around Tussolf, then faded.

The seat was empty once more.

With a snarl, the female hound banged her fist on the coach’s roof and shouted.

“Feybridge!”

Without answering, the driver flicked the reins, and the coach rolled silently out of the square.




















​CHAPTER THREE




​THE FIRST FINGERS of gray daylight slid over the house and found their way through the upstairs windows. Daphne scrunched her body as small as she could and slid a little away from her brother’s bedroom door, into the shadows of the corridor. She turned her back against the wall and wrapped her arms across her chest, a hand on each shoulder.

It had been another tough night.

Shortly after midnight, her mother had sent her to her own room, told her to go to bed. But how could she sleep when Mizlen and her mother stayed up with Stephen?

He’d only just stopped moaning. The noises he’d made had been unbearable, more like an animal than a twelve-year-old boy.

Daphne eased a deep breath out through her nostrils.

She moved her head half across the doorframe again and peered one-eyed into Stephen’s bedroom.

He lay on his back among rumpled bedclothes. His pillow was stained with sweat, and his damp locks stuck in swirling streaks to to his forehead like the tentacles of a demonic beast. His face was flushed and blotched with virulent patches of crimson.

“He’s sleeping now.” The old healer bent over and wiped the boy’s face. Her voice trembled and her lines and wrinkles made black circles around her eyes.

“Thanks for staying, Mizlen. I wouldn’t have managed without you,” said Daphne’s mother. She moved into the candlelight, highlighting the new furrows across her brow. Her once sparkling eyes were red-rimmed and dull from lack of sleep. Her long, auburn hair fell lankly to her shoulders, brushing her coarse, simple tunic. “Is he going to be all right?”

Mizlen’s face fell. She looked at the floor.

“I don’t know,” she said at last. “It isn’t a fever that’ll pass. I...” Unable to say more she stared at her feet, as though looking for inspiration in the knots and grain of the floorboards.

Gloom descended on the small bedroom. The glow of the early morning sun coming through the gaps around the shutters was grayer than a moment ago.

“How long before he...?” Her mother’s voice quivered, each word forced past her lips.

“It’s hard to say,” said Mizlen. “Two or three months. I’ve heard some have lasted longer. But once getchen fever sets in... well, there’s little hope. I’m sorry.”

Daphne’s mother’s eyes burned. “There must be something you can do!”

“I can’t do any more than give him herbs to keep the fever down.” The old woman sighed. “I’ll send word to other healers in the area. Ingar over in Whickleby has had dealings with getchen fever. Maybe he can do something… I don’t want to raise your hopes.”

The room fell silent. Mizlen packed her little bottles of herbs and remedies back into her bag, her head bowed. When she finished, she looked up.

“You should get some rest, Alice,” she said. “You haven’t slept for days. I’ll keep an eye on him.”

“I can’t. There’s work to be done. If I don’t tend to the smallholding it’ll go to ruin and then where will we be? We’ll have nothing to eat and-”

“I’ll work the plot,” said Daphne from the doorway.

Her mother caught sight of her daughter and frowned. “No, you have school.”

“I can catch up with lessons. I’ll read Marta’s notes and I can ask the teacher for help if I fall behind.”

“I know you mean well, but-”

“Daphne’s right,” said Mizlen. “Let her help you.”

“All right.” Daphne’s mother nodded. She turned to her daughter. “Thank you. All you need to do is pull up the weeds, check the stakes on the beans and, um…”

“I know what to do. I’ve helped you before, remember?”

“Alice, stop worrying,” said Mizlen. “Now go and lie down. I’ll look after Stephen and Daphne will look after the plot.”

When her mother had left the room, Daphne said to Mizlen, “You know those medicinal berries you talked about the other day?”

“What? The ilthere berries? I didn’t know you were listening.”

“Could they really cure Stephen?”

Mizlen turned her eyes to the boy sleeping in the bed. “I was tired and rambling. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“What if-”

“There are no ‘ifs’,” snapped Mizlen. “It’s too dangerous! Put on old clothes and get down to the plot like you promised.”
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​Face burning, Daphne stalked to her room.

I’m only trying to help! I didn’t expect to get my head bitten off!

She yanked open her wardrobe door. A quick, fierce rummage produced a pair of gray leggings, a dark brown tunic and an old woolen shirt. Strong, hard-wearing gear good for working outside.

What about her feet?

Boots would be best. She had an old, comfortable pair that she didn’t mind getting dirty.

Once she’d laced her boots, she went downstairs to the kitchen. She was grateful she didn’t bump into Mizlen - she didn’t feel like another argument - and went into the pantry. Some supplies to see her through until suppertime would be good.

A few minutes later she went out the front door, her pockets bulging with bread and an apple.

Their smallholding was an acre of land on the west of the village. As usual, she wished it was closer to the house. If they were rich, they could have rented a closer plot, but that wasn’t likely to happen. Ever since her dad had died, life had gotten harder.

What happened to him?

It was a question she had asked a thousand times and her mother always gave her the same answer.

She didn’t know.

He had gone to market one morning and never returned. The sheriff said he’d been killed by robbers, but his body had never been found.

Daphne’s mind spun with so many questions.

The road went past the gatehouse and ended at the solid wall of the Hedge. On the left, just before the Hedge, a track led out into the smallholdings.

The gatehouse was right next to the Hedge and was one of the few buildings for miles around built of stone.

Why did they call it a gatehouse when there wasn’t a gate anywhere?

She hardly ever saw the gatekeeper. He kept himself to himself and didn’t leave his house except to visit the village store once in a while.

Every few years the Consistorium sent a new gatekeeper and the old one went to wherever it was old gatekeepers went.

When she’d been a child, Daphne had discussed the matter with her friends, but they had never found a satisfactory explanation for why there was a gatehouse and a gatekeeper without a gate.

They’d come up with wild theories, like the gatehouse had belonged to a castle, but the Hedge had grown and blocked the way between them. She smiled at how simple they’d been then. Nobody built castles in forests.

The children soon learned not to talk about the gatehouse or what was on the other side of the Hedge when adults were nearby. It always ended in a scolding and adults casting anxious looks behind them while muttering about crossing the Consistorium.

None of that concerned Daphne today. She turned onto the track, and a short walk later came her family’s smallholding. There was still dew on the ground, and the air was fresh with the chill of the morning.

An hour later, the sun had climbed a little above the horizon. The day grew warm and Daphne paused in hoeing weeds to take a break.

She dropped the hoe, undid the tunic’s top button, then stopped.

Something was wrong.

It was such a strong feeling, but why?

Then it hit her.

There was no birdsong. Even the bees had stopped buzzing.

What’s going on?

A movement in the next field caught her eye.

Two people she didn’t recognize were trotting back and forth in a zigzag pattern. They were still far away, but there was something odd about them.

Something menacing.

They ran in a half crouch, like they might drop to all fours at any moment.

“If I were you, I’d leave now,” said a voice next to her.

She whirled around. A woman stood there. A mist-colored cloak covered her body, her face was hidden in the shadows of a hood.

“What?”

“They’re hounds from the Consistorium and they’re looking for you. If they find you, you’ll never see your family again. You need to leave. Now!”

The urgency in the woman’s voice made the hairs on Daphne’s neck stand on end. She cast a glance at the strange pair in the field alongside.

They were closer.

“What are you talking about? Who are you?”

The woman grabbed her arm and pulled her towards the road.

“Stop asking questions. If you don’t go now, it will be too late.”

Her grip was firm and Daphne couldn’t free her arm. She stumbled along, barely keeping on her feet as they came to the road. It was all happening so fast.

What’s happening?

There was a black coach stopped outside the gatehouse. The horses whinnied and shifted their hooves, but the driver sat unmoving in his seat atop the carriage.

The woman swung her head around, looking behind, then pushed Daphne in the direction of the Hedge.

“Go!”

“Where? I can’t-”

“Through the Hedge! They won’t be able to follow you.”

“But-”

A thin, high howl came from the field.

“Why are they chasing me?” Daphne’s face prickled with heat.

“They can smell your magic!”

“What? Magic? That isn’t real!”

The woman let go of Daphne and shoved her along the road towards the Hedge.

“They’re nearly here! Go!”

Daphne staggered from the push the woman had given her. She skidded to a stop an arm’s length from the Hedge.

In front of Daphne, a ripple formed at the base of the whitethorn barrier. As the ripple spread, it pushed aside the branches, thorns, twigs and leaves. A hole appeared, and grew into an arch big enough for her to pass through.

“Don’t stray far from the gate!” said the woman. “I will lay a false trail for the hounds. By nightfall they will be gone and I will let you back in.”

Another bloodcurdling howl cut through the morning air.

Daphne cast a look back. Her scalp prickled. Her breaths grew faster. The strange figures were running, their heads held high like they were sniffing the air, getting closer as they sped through the field.

Struggling to keep her panic in check, she ran through the arch.
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​The dark green treetops of Fylwood loomed over Daphne, their branches swaying and whispering in the wind. But under the trees the air was still, and the shadows deep.

What just happened?

Her heart pounded and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth.

She pressed her back against a tree, hoping the width of the trunk would hide her from the people chasing her.

There were no sounds of running, no panting breaths. Or howls.

Are they coming?

The rough bark of the tree scraped her cheek as she twisted her neck and peered around it at the Hedge.

Thirty paces away along the sun-speckled, leaf-strewn road, the whitethorn wall looked the same on this side as it did on the other. There was no arch in it.

No hole at all and no sign there ever had been.

A snarl came from the other side of the Hedge. She yanked her head back.

It seemed those people who had been looking for her couldn’t get through. What was it the woman had called them?

Hounds.

Hounds from the Consistorium.

She sank to her haunches and put her face in her hands.

Were they really looking for me? Why? What have I ever done?

Her blood froze.

I used the axe… The Consistorium knows I chopped the Hedge!

What about Marta? Were they after her as well?

But unlike Daphne, Marta hadn’t damaged the Hedge.

Maybe they’d leave her alone. Or maybe the gray woman would help her too.

Daphne’s head span with questions.

Am I in trouble with the Consistorium? Who was that woman?

How had she made that gap in the Hedge? And closed it again?

Will she open the Hedge again tonight, like she said?

Daphne rubbed her face. The woman had said she’d come back at nightfall.

What if she doesn’t come back? How will I get home?

It had gone quiet on the village’s side of the Hedge. Had the woman led the hounds away? Was it was safe to go back already.

Maybe I can work out how to open the arch. There must be a lever or something.

Except she hadn’t seen the gray woman push anything. She had been standing a few feet away from the Hedge when she’d made the opening.

I have to look. I have to find out what she did.

Walking as quietly as she could, she went back to the Hedge and looked for the arch. What had pushed the branches aside? Were there strings that pulled them apart?

She peered into the greenery, hoping to find the mechanism that had opened the archway. There was nothing but branches, thorns, twigs and leaves. Even her hands couldn’t fit in any of the gaps. It was just like the rest of the Hedge. Thick and impenetrable.

After ten minutes of poking about, she gave up. She’d have to wait until the woman returned.

But nightfall was hours away.

How ironic that she had failed so many times to get into Fylwood, and now she was in the forest without even trying.

Her eyes widened, and she lifted her head.

The berries!

She had a chance to get some of Mizlen’s ilthere berries for Stephen.

What else am I going to do all day? Just sit here?

No time to waste. She stood up.

Which way to the berries?

Mizlen had said they grew deep in the forest. In glades.

Fylwood was densely packed with trees and it would be easy to get lost. The road was covered in leaves and fallen branches, but it looked the easiest way to go. And she could follow it back when she returned.

With a half smile that pushed away the worry about the hounds and the gray woman, she walked along the old road away from the Hedge. After a few minutes, the air thickened with the smell of the forest and the gloom deepened. Only a few fingers of cool, green light filtered down through the great canopy of treetops.

What a weird place.

She shivered. It was cold under the trees and it hit her that she was alone. There was no one she could call for help if she got lost or hurt. Her steps faltered. The weight of the ancient forest pressed down on her, and the surrounding gloom sank into her soul.

She felt so small - like an ant - crowded by the mass of great tree trunks that soared like cathedral pillars to the green roof of leaves.

And she was certain the forest watched her, its ancient gaze coming from eyes in the undergrowth; eyes in the broad moss-covered trunks; eyes in the reeking loam underfoot.

Stop it. You’re imagining things.

Forcing herself to ignore her unease, she gritted her teeth and strode ahead.

I have to keep going. I’ve got to help Stephen.

Keeping to the road was easy at first, but a little further on, it vanished under a thick carpet of dead leaves. There were even saplings growing where she though the road must be. Right now she could still make out the rough shape of it, but what if it faded away altogether?

I should leave a trail so I can find my way back.

She pushed a stick into the ground at the roadside and left it standing there.

Her first marker.

She cast a last glance back in the direction of the village, but it was lost amongst the trees behind. Straightening her back, she marched on, her brow creased in a frown.

It was so quiet. The stillness was broken only by her footsteps, the rustle of leaves and the creak of boughs.

What about the tales of dangers in Fylwood? Was it true there were creatures living in it that would like nothing better than to sink their fangs into her flesh?

Don’t think about it.

But best to keep as quiet as a mouse, just in case.

For a few steps she walked slowly and quietly.

She shook her head and picked up her pace. The day would vanish if she dawdled. She had a glade of berries to find.

A tiny doubt niggled at her.

How would she know when she was deep in the forest? She had no idea how big Fylwood was. People said it was big but…

How far will I have to go?

There was only one way to find out.

As fast as she could, she stepped along, watching her feet, avoiding placing her boots on twigs or anything that looked like it might make a noise, trying to slide through the eerie green light like a ghost.

She opened her mind to the forest, letting the spirit of the place seep into her. Her breaths came in a slow rhythm that matched the flow of sap, the pulse of every tiny life under the trees.

The ground dipped and a thicket of brush covered the little she could see of the roadway. She skirted around the obstacle, or thought she had, but she could find no sign of the road past the thicket.

It doesn’t matter. I’ll just keep going straight.

She picked up a stick and set it upright, pushing the end firmly into the loam. Next to the stick she scratched an arrow in the ground, pointing the way she had come.

How long since she’d started out? The treetops blotted out the sun and she couldn’t see where it was. The light that made it to the forest floor didn’t seem to come from any particular direction.

It was still morning. She was sure of that. It wasn’t like she’d been walking for more than an hour.

There was no point in worrying about time. Yet.

Further on the ground sloped down. She walked past a pair of trees growing so close they wound around each other, then along an easy going, shallow leaf-filled trough that threaded through tightly packed undergrowth.

Every few yards she stood another stick in the ground. When the trough ended, the ground was too hard for that, so she scraped together a small pile of stones and stood a stick in them.

So far so good. When it was time to go home, she could follow all the standing sticks back to the road and then the Hedge.

As long as she was home before dark, she would be fine.

The trees here were older and heavier, the ground a riot of knotted roots and debris. There were no stones or gravel to be found, and it became difficult to mark her trail. Sometimes she leaned a few sticks together if she couldn’t force one into the ground. It slowed her, but how else would she find her way back?

She was about to make a marker next to the trunk of an old beech tree when she heard a noise.

Something big rustled through the undergrowth, grunting as it came closer.

Her heart leaped and she shot to her feet. Took a step. Froze.

A few paces in front of her, the leaves of a ground-sweeping branch were torn aside and a vicious snout appeared. Sharp, yellow tusks curved up from a bristly chin. Breath sawed from flared nostrils. Little red eyes flamed with menace.

Boar!

And a mean looking one at that.

It stayed where it was, glaring at her.

Slowly, carefully, she took a step back.

The boar snorted, shouldered aside the undergrowth and lumbered towards her.

There was no chance she could outrun it.

An arm’s length above her head was a branch. She jumped, caught hold of it and swung up her legs.

With a wild grunt the boar sprang forward, slashing its tusks where Daphne had been a second earlier. She wrapped her limbs around the branch, hugging herself to it, her back hanging down, while the boar’s tusks carved the air beneath her.

Like an enraged bull, the boar circled, swinging its head from side to side.

Eventually it quietened and stood below her, panting hoarsely. Her arms ached, and she didn’t know how much longer she could hold on.

After what seemed like hours, but was only minutes, the boar forgot about her. It snuffled at the foot of the tree and tore up the ground with its tusks. Making little squeals of delight, it pushed its snout into the soil to get at the roots and other buried delights it could smell.

Daphne’s arms slipped an inch. She forced them back, her face creased in pain.

Go! Please go!

Seconds ticked by and her muscles quivered with strain. Her arms slipped little by little.

The boar had another snuffle through the broken ground, then moved off.

Daphne waited until she could no longer hear the creature before she loosened her cramped limbs and dropped to the ground. She almost cried with the pain of straightening her arms and legs, and she hobbled away from the beech tree like an arthritic old woman.

It wasn’t until she had been stumbling blindly for several minutes that she remembered she needed to make another marker. How far had she gone from the last one? Would she be able to find it again? She cleared away the dead leaves and made a pile of sticks. Then she drew an arrow in the loam, pointing the way she hoped she’d come from. It would have to do.

She had lost vital time.

Moving on, she took care not to rush, still leaving standing sticks or mounds of pebbles to mark the way home.




















​CHAPTER FOUR




​WHEN DAPHNE CAME to a path, she skidded to a stop, her mouth dry. Perhaps it was more track than path, for it was about the width of a wagon. But what set her heart racing were the recently made wheel-ruts.

Had she stumbled across the road to the village again?

No, it couldn’t be. This track looked like people still used it. The ruts weren’t more than a week old.

It didn’t make sense.

The Consistorium said there were only wild beasts, and even wilder savages, outside Wydoria. Beasts and savages don’t use wagons or carts. So who had made the wheel-ruts?

The Consistorium’s story sounded hollow now, but it was something she’d worry about when she had time to think.

She looked up and down the track. To the right it curved down the slope - the direction she’d been going in - and to the left it went straight before disappearing into the gloom.

Following the track would be easier than finding a way through the forest.

And it was going in the right direction, deeper into Fylwood’s heart.

For a moment she hesitated. Was it safe? What if she bumped into someone?

But if she saw someone coming, she could hide.

She made a pile of stones at the side, then turned to the right and set off down the track.

Its surface was crisscrossed by tree roots in some places and sunken in others, but it still made easier walking than she’d had so far. It wasn’t until she stepped over a mound of earth spilled from a collapsed bank that she saw something that brought her fear racing back.

In the soft earth was the print of a bare foot. It was small, half the size of her own feet, and the toes were long and splayed apart as though it had never been in a shoe.

The gloom made it difficult to tell how fresh the footprint was. Daphne looked around warily, half crouched and ready to run.
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