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For Raven, the best of art critics: direct, kind, and patient in the midst of chaos.
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Chapter 1


Hippy Ishtar balanced on top of the narrow inner walls. Shadows smothered ragged houses, scanty crops, even the low-burning cooking fire far below. Further out, beyond the pretty blue pavilions of the muse king, the outer fortifications climbed a murky sky. The moon sailed behind thick, wet clouds.


She checked the buckle on the leather pouch hanging from her belt. A thin, hairy leg reached out to tickle her fingers. She’d have to let Fluffy Ducky out to stretch and hunt vamps soon, or he’d get eight nasty sets of leg cramps, poor thing.

Ishtar Ishtar climbed up beside her, bare feet wobbling on the blunt spikes. A Bearfly tooth tied into her hair bumped against her face. A bunch of Thump Owl feathers dangled over one eye.

Hippy clenched an angry fist. No wonder vamps didn’t take her seriously. She hadn’t earned a single feather. Not even a tooth. Not even when she won the running races last moon. She’d wanted to remove the childish shiny beads in her hair ever since she turned twenty, but they were tangled up in her only dreadlock and she’d have to cut them out. Ishtar’s feathers made her itch for a knife.

Ishtar eyed her. “Ready?”

Hippy had no intention of waiting for her sister’s permission. She braced her spear across her shoulders and jumped. The air rushed past her face. She landed lightly ten feet below, Ishtar right beside her, and started walking along the base of the rough-hewn wall that made up the towering outer fortifications.

The invading army hadn’t been sighted yet. Four of their brothers patrolled the tops of this wall tonight, on the lookout for vamp scouts. A few muses, too heavy and clod-footed to climb or jump, patrolled the space between Ishtar village and their own camp. Hippy and Ishtar had been lumped with boring routine patrol to check all gates remained sealed.

Hippy tried to make out the muse camp in the darkness. During the day it always looked so pretty, with its graceful tents and purple and white pennants. She wanted to go explore it. Her foot turned on a rock and she stumbled into Ishtar.

Ishtar shoved her. “Pay attention!” she hissed.

Hippy stuck out her tongue. Ishtar always patrolled too fast. They’d already done a circuit of half the outer fortifications and seen nothing. She sighed and went back to looking at the tents.

A tiny twig snapped in the darkness ahead of them. Ishtar held her finger to her lips and beckoned.

The sisters crept closer, their bare feet making no sound on the thick, wet grass. Hippy kept a firm grasp on her spear and ran her other hand along the wall. She hoped a vampire had made it in. She hadn’t fought anyone except Ishtar in weeks.

Ishtar gave a tiny sigh. “There’s nothing here.”

Hippy’s fingers encountered the smooth edges of a murder hole. She stopped and pressed her eye to it. Her breath caught. There. Movement, right there in the field between the fortifications and the forest. “There’s someone out there,” she whispered.

The sisters glanced at each other.

“The muses said we have to report intruders.” Ishtar kept her voice low.

Hippy nodded. “And not go outside under any circumstances.”

Ishtar touched the wall. A bolt clicked under her hand, and the cold night air flowed through an open gate. “Wanna get in trouble?”

“Does the vampire king hunt rabbits?”

The sisters ducked through the low gate, giggling.

Out here, the walls didn’t make things quite so dark. The moon peeked out from behind a grey cloud. A tall, cloaked, hooded figure disappeared into the night.

Hippy bolted after them. She knew Ishtar couldn’t keep up. Her sister might be the best at spear throwing, but nobody could run as fast as her. She closed the distance, heart hammering like the drums at midsummer. Too tall to be a fairy, the figure had to be either a vampire or a spy, because muses didn’t break rules. If she could catch up and drag them back, maybe she’d earn a tooth. Or a week washing pots and pans for being bad, you never could tell.

Her foot hit a rock. Hippy went flying face first into the ground, spat grass, said several bad words and lifted her head to see the spy had completely disappeared.

Ishtar caught up and hauled her to her feet. “Nice trip.” “Shut up.”

“I bet the vamps quiver in their boots when they see you coming. In case you fall over them!”

“Shut up!” Hippy’s voice rose at Ishtar’s snide tone.

“You can’t help it though,” Ishtar said. “Not since Mum dropped you on your head as a little kid.”

Hippy dropped her spear, tackled Ishtar to the ground and slapped her in the face.

Ishtar slapped her in return. Hippy gave a furious hiss, determined to show Ishtar she was–she was–she couldn’t even think of anything, so she pummelled her in the ribs while Ishtar held her down and dug her knuckles into her head.

Someone cleared their throat above them.

Hippy and Ishtar paused mid-fight and looked up.

Hippy squeaked. Four pairs of pink eyes glittered down at them. Fangs gleamed in the watery moonlight.

“I think we found some Bloody Fairies.” The speaker sounded a little bemused.

A hand grabbed Hippy by the hair and hauled her to her feet. Two vamps grabbed Ishtar’s arms.

Hippy jammed her elbow backward into soft flesh. Rewarded with an “oof” of pain, she kicked the nearest vamp in the shins, balled her fists and punched everything within reach until they released her hair. She tore open one of the pouches at her belt, grabbed a handful of fairy dust, leaped at the nearest vamp and smashed it into his face. The vampire didn’t even have time to scream before he turned to glittering ash. Hippy landed in the pile of ash, rolled, grabbed her fallen spear, and went back-to-back with Ishtar, who had used the distraction to plant her fist in her attacker’s nose and get free.

The remaining three vamps regrouped, warier now. One of the vamps licked his lips. “Feisty little things, aren’t they? I’m working up an appetite.”

Ishtar shook her spear at him. “You know what I’m going to do?”

“What?” the vamp sounded bored.

“I’m going to make you into a blood fountain.” Hippy clenched her fists to hide her rising horror.

“I think you’re going to die,” the vamp said. “Slowly.”

“Why do they always say that right before we kill them?” Hippy tightened her grip on her spear and put on as much bravado as she dared, when she knew exactly what Ishtar was going to do.

“Dunno.” Ishtar snickered. “Maybe that’s the only way these old sparklers know how to die.” Icy silence.

“What did you call us?” the vamp said.

Ishtar drew the word out and made it hiss at the end. “Sparklers.” The vamps dived for them. Ishtar impaled one on her spear.

Hippy made a wild swing, missed and accidentally sliced a vamp right down the side of the face, before Ishtar skewered the last one. Blood spurted in every direction. Fountains of red poured down Hippy’s spear and onto her hands. She dropped the spear and froze to the spot, staring at her wet red hands. Her stomach revolted. Her head pounded. “Hey Hippy.”

Hippy turned her head.

Ishtar plunged her hands into the now subsiding fountain of blood. She ran them over her face, turning it red, and grinned. Her teeth glowed white.

Hippy gagged.

“It’s good for the skin. You should try it.” Ishtar reached for her with dripping hands.

Hippy ran. Her breath came in sobs under each convulsive dry retch. Ishtar’s feet pounded behind her.

“Come on Hippy!” Ishtar yelled. “It’s just a little vamp blood!”

Hippy threw herself through the gate in the fortification and kept running. She stumbled to her knees in the darkness and frantically wiped her bloody hands on the grass. She could smell it. She could almost taste it. Her own blood pounded.

“Hippy!” Ishtar’s voice purred through the darkness, low and soft. “I’m going to paint your face with blood. Come out, come out! You can’t get away from me.”

Hippy stumbled to her feet and ran for a dim light shining ahead. She skidded to a halt between the silk walls of a row of tents, and then flattened herself between the nearest two.

Ishtar prowled the darkness.

Hippy’s stomach heaved at the metallic tang of blood. She tip-toed down the side of the tents and peered around the edge.

Her eyes widened. She’d never been into the muse camp. The tents surrounded a huge central table and a fire pit. Shiny purple and green banners hung from tall poles, flickering and glowing in the firelight. A group of muses sat around the fire talking in low voices. Soup bubbled in a cauldron, sending clouds of fragrant steam into the air.

The sound of footsteps sent her darting into the shadows around the edge of the clearing, and then down a passage between a row of larger tents. She slowed and trod carefully over the taut ropes.

More voices, closer this time. Any minute now, they’d see her. She dropped to the ground, lifted the silk wall of the nearest tent and rolled underneath, just in time to see a pair of feet go past.

Safe. She lay on her back, eyes closed, and took a few deep breaths. She couldn’t smell blood anymore. Her stomach unclenched. The fog in her head cleared and she opened her eyes.

Shiny, shiny mirrors hung everywhere, some big, some small, one very long with a gilt frame. Little tables gleamed here and there, and on them shiny gold statues held watchful vigil; some of a woman holding a mirror, and one little one of a woman with snakes coming from her head. A huge bed draped with purple and red sheets lay in one corner. A gleaming, polished wooden table dominated the centre of the space.

She cautiously sat up and looked around. All alone. Good. She got to her feet and brushed her fingertips over the mirror with the gilt frame; it reflected back a big-eyed girl with dirt on her face and wild hair. She scrubbed at a spatter of blood on her forehead.

She crept around the edge of the tent towards the door. She would just go before anyone came in. She had no business being here.

Except that a huge map of Shadow covered the table, with hills and mountains sketched out around Shadow City. Below the city spread the forest and next to that, a little purple flag marked Ishtar. Hippy drifted closer, intrigued. She’d never seen a map of Shadow. Something shiny caught the edge of her vision. She left the table and touched a crystal hanging around the neck of a tall statue of the woman with the mirror. It sparkled in her hand. So pretty. She picked up a little sparkly figurine of a horse with wings from the base of the statue, studied it and put it down again.


Behind the statue hung a plain black curtain. Hippy twitched it open. Her eyes grew very wide. She couldn’t quite figure out what she saw, except that it was dark and somehow … torn.


Shiny, shiny, light shimmered like water through jagged edges from the roof to the floor. She reached her hand toward it.

The rip widened.

A voice right outside the tent made her freeze. She ducked behind the curtain and flattened herself in the corner.

Footsteps entered. Three voices. Hippy crammed herself further into the corner, away from the rip. She shoved her knuckles in her mouth to keep from making a noise.

“More incursions.” A deep, angry voice filled the tent. This muse didn’t sound pleased at all. “Vampires are even now pouring past the Bitter Tower. We’re sitting targets out here with nothing but a pack of fairies and an untried champion. These raids are nothing more than distractions. We can’t delay any longer.”

“But it’s madness!” A woman this time. “Even if it did have a chance of working, who’s to say you’d even find it? We’re talking about a legend here!”

“My dear girl, Shadow is made of legends, and I can assure you this one is very real.”

A third voice, more hesitant than the other two. “I may be untried, my King, but I swear to you I can defend Shadow as my father did before me.”

Hippy nearly stopped breathing. That was the king out there. The king!

“Your father spent a hundred and fifty years defending Shadow, and he still got himself killed. What chance does a librarian barely out of Muse College have against this horde?”

A brief, raw silence followed. Hippy winced in sympathy for the librarian.

“That’s why we need it,” the king said into the silence.

“But did you not say you cannot wield it alone?”

“There’s the rub, Nikifor my boy. The ancients didn’t trust anyone with it, not even me.”

“Then one of us should go with you,” the woman said.

“Not a muse.” The king seemed to hesitate. “It has to be someone of the blood of its first guardian.”

“What does that mean?” Nikifor asked.

“Wait.” The king’s voice took on an edge. “Something’s not right.”

Silence. Something moved. Hippy held her breath and squeezed her eyes shut and pretended to be invisible. The quiet stretched out. The muse king, tall as a giant and skinny as an angry bird, yanked the curtain open, reached down and hauled her out by the front of her tunic.

Hippy squeaked.

“I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to come in here! I was hiding from my sister and then someone came along so I hid under the silk and I just ended up here and I didn’t touch anything, honest!”

The corner of the king’s mouth twitched. His brows receded the merest millimetre. He did not let go of her collar.

“Why were you hiding from your sister?” the woman’s voice held a flicker of amusement. Hippy recognised her now, because Flower sometimes came to visit the Fathers.

Her cheeks grew hot. She couldn’t look away from the turbulent grey eyes of the king. “I-” her courage failed her.

“Leave us.” The king never took his eyes off her.

Relief made Hippy’s knees weak. She went to move, but he didn’t let go of her. “Not you.”

Flower started forward. “My king, allow me to take her back to her family. We don’t want an incident.”

He spoke through clenched teeth this time. “I said, leave us.”

Nikifor took Flower’s arm and pulled her out of the tent.

Hippy gulped.

The king steered her over to a low-slung chair covered in furs, and unceremoniously dropped her into it. Then he went to a table and poured two glasses of pink wine from a tall, slim bottle.

Hippy watched his every move. She cautiously accepted the glass when he came back and sat across from her.

He fixed her with a stern look. “Why were you hiding from your sister?”

Hippy looked away. “I can’t tell you.”

“Why not?”

“I just can’t.”

“Have a drink, my dear.”

Hippy obediently gulped a mouthful of wine. It was very nice and sweet and it made her feel more relaxed.

“I need to know what you were doing behind that curtain,” the king said. “If you won’t tell me why you’re hiding from your sister, I’m going to start thinking you’re a spy.”

“I’m not a spy!” Hippy flushed a deep crimson. “It’s just–”

“Tell me.”

“I’m scared of blood,” Hippy burst out. “It’s horrible, it makes me want to throw up and I can’t think and Ishtar knows, so every time we kill a vamp she stabs them and you know how much blood that means, and tonight she smeared it all over her face and chased me.”

She closed her mouth abruptly, mortified.

The king went bright red. Then he went white. His lips trembled. He snorted. Then he burst into gales of laughter.

Hippy glared. “It’s not funny!”

“I know my dear, it’s just–you Bloody Fairies–” he leaned back in his chair and grinned at her like she’d grown a second head and told a joke with it.


Hippy got to her feet, cheeks flaming. “Don’t you dare tell!” She burst into tears and ran for the door.


The king moved fast. He made it there first and barred her way. Laughter lines still creased the corners of his eyes. “I haven’t finished with you yet. Oh, are you crying?” He thrust a red silk handkerchief at her. “Do stop.”

Hippy slouched back to the chair and sank into it. She dried her face with the handkerchief and took another gulp of the wine while the king resumed his seat. She sniffed. “What? What else do you want, now you’ve had a good laugh at my expense, Muse King?”

“I apologise, my dear. Do call me Pierus, will you? Muse King sounds so terribly formal coming from a wild little thing like you.”

He said it so seriously Hippy felt mollified. “I’m sorry I hid in your tent,” she said. “I didn’t mean to. Pierus.”

“Why did you go behind that curtain?”

“I heard someone coming, it seemed like the best place to hide.”

He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. His eyes seemed to pin her in her chair. “And what did you see there?”

“I don’t know. It was kind of a rip or something. What was it?”

“If I tell you, you must swear to me to keep it a secret.” He frowned. “Fairies are not very good at keeping secrets, in my experience. How do I know I can trust you?”

“I won’t tell a soul,” Hippy said. “Honest, and if I did they wouldn’t believe me anyway. I swear you can trust me.”

“Indeed.” He regarded her intently. “What you saw behind the curtain is a rip in the fabric of Shadow. It is effectively a doorway into the world of Dream.”

Hippy almost choked on her wine. “Dream? Really? Like, Dream where the humans live?”

“Really.” He moved closer. His gaze drew her in. “I must go on a journey into Dream to seek out an ancient treasure. It is our only hope of defeating the vampires and driving them back into the Darkness where they belong. If we allow the vampires to overrun us, Shadow will be lost.”

“When will you go?”

“Very soon,” he said. “Perhaps you’re wondering why I haven’t gone already, when we know an attack is imminent?”

“Not really,” Hippy said. “I mean, yes.”

“I cannot find this treasure alone. I need help from a descendant of the treasure’s first guardian.”

“What does that mean?”

“I asked myself that same question for many, many years. And only now, when I found you hiding behind my curtain, did I figure it out. I need you.”

“Me?” Hippy’s mouth fell open. She quickly closed it.

“Yes my dear, you. A fairy. A fairy who is willing to go on a quest with a muse to help save Shadow. A fairy who is placed before me by the hands of the fates.”

“But–but I–” Hippy put a hand to her head. Mum and Dad would never, ever allow it. The Fathers would be intractable. She could risk banishment at the very suggestion. But to go away with the muse king, hunting for a treasure? Ishtar would never laugh at her again. “Perhaps you need some time to think it over,” he said. “You seem unsure.”

“I want to do it more than anything,” Hippy burst out. “But the Council of Fathers will never allow it.”

Pierus gave her a thin smile and patted her hand. “You just leave the Fathers to me, my dear.”


Chapter 2


The fortifications brooded, sharp black teeth looming against a blacker sky. Gas lamps bobbed atop tall poles, sending up thin rivulets of steam in the night chill, shedding a cold blue light the sentries would see a mile off.


Hippy chewed nervously on her lower lip. A three-muse escort. Pierus had no idea how much trouble he was about to get her in, but she wouldn’t tell him. No way. Not when he’d just asked her to do something real.

“Hey!” A muscular fairy with a blood-smeared face loomed up before the gates. “You can’t come in here!”

Hippy sighed. “It’s me, Ishtar.”


“Oh, well you can come in. You other three get lost!” Ishtar shook her spear at them.


Pierus sniffed. “Who is this?”

“Ishtar Ishtar, meet Pierus, King of the Muses.” Hippy grinned. Suddenly everything seemed totally worth it.

Ishtar dropped her spear. She cursed and dived for it.

“Give me a moment, my dear.” Pierus patted Hippy on the shoulder and then strode over to Ishtar.

She glared up at him. “You’re not my king.”

Pierus put an arm around Ishtar’s shoulder and drew her away from the light. He bent down to speak to her. Hippy couldn’t hear what he said, but he came back alone. “Come along,” he said, and they all started walking again. “I don’t think your sister will give you any more trouble,” he added in an undertone.

Hippy grinned at her feet, foolishly, dizzyingly, absurdly happy.

The gates swung open. The Fathers waited there, arms folded, their scowls like thunder. Behind them lurked her eight brothers, spears planted at their sides. Flaming torches tied to the walls above cast leaping, chaotic lights over them all. Ishtar slunk through to join their brothers.

Leaf Ishtar’s grey-streaked black dreadlocks, each decorated with the claw of something that had left him with a few choice scars when he killed it, hung over his shoulders like snakes. He jerked Hippy away from Pierus and hustled her back to stand with the Fathers. Only then did he deign to speak. “You can go now.”

Pierus raised an overhanging eyebrow and looked at Leaf down the length of his hooked nose. Then he turned to leave.

Hippy almost squeaked in dismay. He wasn’t going to ask!

Pierus turned back. “By the way,” he said. “I’ll need her back the day after tomorrow.”

“What do you mean? What do you want with my daughter?”

“She’s to assist me on a secret mission.”

Everyone went silent. “What secret mission?”

“If I told you that, it wouldn’t be a secret.”

“Look, Muse.” Leaf took a step forward, fist balled. “I don’t care if you’re the king or a vamp’s bootlace, no daughter of mine is going anywhere with the likes of you!”

Hippy tried to sidle away from her father, but her eldest brother’s hand landed on her shoulder and kept her in place.

“Naturally, that’s entirely up to you,” Pierus said. “But I should warn you, if she does not accompany me, you will most certainly lose this war.”

Another silence.

“Well why her?” Leaf gestured at Hippy. “She was dropped on her head as a kid, she’s no good for anything except throwing fairy dust.”

Hippy clenched her teeth and balled her fists. One of these days– Pierus’s lazy words rolled right around the camp. “I should think that reflects more on your parenting skills than her capabilities. Hippy, I will expect you at sunrise, day after tomorrow. Don’t be late.” His coat flared out when he spun on his heel and strode away, trailed by Flower and Nikifor. The gates closed after them. All the fairies stared. Hippy couldn’t get the big stupid grin off her face.
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Hippy sat alone on a bench, her back to the bonfire that always burned through the night, hands folded in her lap. She refused to look up. Her brothers and Ishtar jostled around them for the best seats. Her mother glared. Everyone else, from pint-sized children to warrior mothers, giggling teens to tough old women, watched from the shadows. A family of Feathertips from the next village would no doubt go home and blab all about her.

It was the singular most excruciating moment of her life. Her father finally broke the silence. “You’re not going.”

Hippy scowled. “Am too.”

“Tell us what the mission is,” one of the Fathers said.

“Can’t.” Hippy folded her arms. “I promised.”

“Then how do we know he’s not leading you into mischief?” her mother demanded.

“You just have to trust me.”

“Trust you?” her father snorted. “You’re hardly even a proper fairy, and all this consorting with muses just proves it!”


“How do you know you can trust him?” one of her brothers said.


Hippy straightened. “He’s the muse king! Who else should we trust?”

A smattering of derisive laughter followed the statement. “You can’t trust any muse, least of all the king,” Leaf said.

“How would you know? You never even talk to them!” Hippy shot back. “I don’t know why you have to be so rude to them, what would we do if they weren’t helping us?”

“They have to help us, it’s their fault the vampires are even here!”

“What?”

Leaf snorted. “You think muses are good, hardworking, decent people? You think they’re handsome? Kind?”

“Flower’s never been anything but kind to us,” Hippy said.

Leaf waved a hand as though that were of no consequence. “Her we tolerate,” he said. “Barely. She and every other muse, they’re all responsible for every vamp. Why?” He shook a finger at her. “They created them. Every single one. They have free rein to inspire all kinds of nonsense in those good for nothing artists in Dream. No rules, no boundaries, that’s just how they work. And we’re the ones that get left with veiny, big-toothed bloodsuckers on our doorstep!”

Hippy shuddered. “But we wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for them! Didn’t they inspire us into existence too?”

“That’s still up for debate!” Leaf yelled.

“And didn’t they carve out a place in Shadow for us to live?”

“She’s already spent too much time with them,” a Father declared.

“Stop arguing and listen, girl!” Leaf’s dreadlocks quivered under the force of the words. “That muse king is the worst of all of them! The things he’s done-”

Hippy looked pointedly away. “What’s he done that’s so bad?”

Leaf cleared his throat. More fairies gathered around the Fathers and sat on the ground in expectant silence. Hippy would have groaned under her breath if she’d dared. She shouldn’t have asked. His mouth settled in a smug line. “Oh, he’s done plenty,” he said.

“Ten thousand years is a long time to get up to mischief.” “I thought it was three thousand,” Hippy said.

“Quiet you,” a Father snapped.

Hippy stuck out her tongue at him.

“Back in what they called the Middle Ages, the humans in Dream did a lot of fighting.” Leaf settled himself more comfortably in his seat, got out his pipe and lit it.

Ishtar sat up straighter. “I like fighting.”

Leaf chuckled. “So did the humans. But they got so busy fighting each other they created nothing for a long time. They were all either fighting, or dying, or being miserable. They had no cause, nothing to live for–and the muses were getting bored, because no matter how hard they tried, the humans were blind to inspiration. Now this course of events would no doubt have sorted itself out, these things always do. But the muse king, he interfered. He broke the rules and crossed into Dream.”

Hippy jerked to attention. “Why? What did he do there?”

Leaf smirked. “Stirred up the humans. Messed with their politics. Next thing you know it’s no longer peasants fighting their rulers and each other, it’s religions fighting other religions. That got the muses going and the artists, too. Simple creatures, humans. Give them a cause and they’ll paint, write, bleed, and die for it.”

“So he did a good thing,” Hippy said.

“Will you stop interrupting!” Leaf took a long draw on his pipe. “That was only the beginning, see. You won’t hear this from a muse. They all think the sun shines out of his nostrils, but the fairies, we watched him.”

“We weren’t alive,” Hippy objected.

“Maybe. But your father’s fathers were. And their father’s fathers, not to mention their father’s fathers.”

“Oh and I suppose all our mothers were just standing about doing nothing?” Willow interrupted. “It wasn’t just the men, you know.”

“Quiet, woman!” Leaf clenched his teeth over his pipe. “I happen to know good and well the women were too busy going to war to do any watching. As I was saying, the fairies kept an eye on Pierus. We saw that he wasn’t quite right.” He tapped his head and paused for effect.

“He went off and disappeared for years on end. Came back worse every time, raving about clocks, or frogs, or steam engines. And things got worse in Dream, too. Wars. Chaos. Giant machines that poured smoke and filth into their water and their sky. And you know what that meant?”

A cricket chirped in the silence.

“More horrors for Shadow,” Leaf said. “The worse things got in Dream, the more awful they got here. The vampires got crankier. The werewolves got bigger. Even the bearflies bit harder.”

“We haven’t been on a bearfly hunt in ages,” Ishtar said.

“There’s no such thing as werewolves,” Willow cut in.

“Quiet! I’m telling the story, aren’t I?” Leaf took a long draw of his pipe. His face grew grim. “Then came the worst thing of all. Pierus began to inspire a certain scientist who should have been left well and truly alone. Dangerous men, scientists.”

“And women,” Willow interjected.

“Thanks to Pierus, this scientist invented a bomb.” Leaf’s words were so low everyone had to inch closer to hear him. “When they built this bomb and used it, millions of humans were killed in one single moment. The land was poisoned and diseased for generations. Then the humans took this invention and used it, again and again, even though they knew the dangers. We suffered here in Shadow. Nobody knows if the poison seeped through a doorway left open by the king, or if it was just another echo from Dream, but a whole village of Fire Elves near the borders got sick. One of your Feathertip aunties went to help them. Don’t know why.”

“Because she was more interested in medicine than assassination is why,” Willow said.

Leaf grunted. “She should’ve stuck to assassination. She came back looking like a skeleton and said the Fire Elves died screaming. Nothing she could do. Then she died screaming too.” He eyeballed Hippy and paused for effect.

“The muse king visited that nightmare on Dream and on Shadow because he was bored. Is that the kind of man you want to run off with?”

Hippy put her hands over her face. “It’s not true.”

“It is true.” Leaf’s voice was stern. “You’ll do well to remember that’s why no fairy consorts with a muse. The Muse King is no better than Rustam Badora himself.”

Silence descended at the sound of the vampire king’s name.

Fairies shuffled off to their homes and beds. Gossip about Pierus might be juicy, but the spectre of Rustam Badora could kill a good story quicker than a bearfly would bite a rat.

Hippy reached for Fluffy Ducky. His hairy legs tickled her fingers.

A hot, fat tear fell onto her tunic.

Leaf’s hand rested on her shoulder. “There now girl. It’s not your fault you got bamboozled by a muse. You’re not the brightest spark in the bonfire, after all. Why don’t you go off to bed?”

Hippy kicked her father in the shin, cupped Fluffy Ducky in her hands and flounced away. She made it all the way to the door of the hut before her sister caught up with her.

Ishtar blocked her way inside. She’d washed her face and hands. Her skin gleamed, no trace of blood on it, and she smelled of bitter herb soap. She struggled to say something.

“Spit it out,” Hippy said.

Ishtar took a deep breath. “Sorry,” she mumbled. Then, louder, “Don’t go with that muse king. I don’t like him.” She disappeared inside.

Hippy sighed, disconsolate, and went in to bed, but did not sleep. The two choices chased each other around and around in her head like bearflies on a hot day. Leave for an adventure with a muse who had inspired nightmares? Or stay, fight vampires and be forever just a fairy who got dropped on her head as a baby?


Chapter 3


Hippy got stuck with scrubbing pots all the next day. The big cauldron that hung over the bonfire to make rabbit stew for the whole tribe turned her hands greasy and black. The hot water she boiled in the cauldron to wash the smaller pots dissolved the grease, but turned her hands bright red and made her skin raw. If this was her punishment for wanting to go off and save Shadow, well, all she could really say were a whole lot of bad words.


So many bad words.

Sometime during the afternoon Ishtar came back from target practice and plonked herself down on an upturned cauldron to watch her. Hippy scowled and ditched a pot at her head.

Ishtar ducked, caught it and wordlessly deposited it back on the pile of gleaming pots and pans.

Hippy went back to scrubbing. “You’ve got a pointy head.”

Ishtar’s reply was automatic. “Your toenails smell.”

“You run like a human.”

“You’ve got bearfly breath.”

“You’ve got a nose like a cabbage.”

“Are you going to run off with the muse king?”

Hippy scowled and scrubbed the pot so hard a little shiny spot appeared on the blackened metal.

“He’s bad,” Ishtar said. “Really, really bad.”

“They’re just stories. You know half the stories Dad tells aren’t even true.”

“And the other half are. But it’s not that.”

Hippy paused in her scrubbing. “Then what? He’s been perfectly nice to me. Nicer than any of you.”

“That’s the problem. People like him are only nice when they want something, then they get mean. He creeps me out.”

“What did he say to you last night?”

Ishtar looked away. “Nothing.”

“What?” Hippy gave her sister her full attention. “Tell me.”

“He said if he caught me being nasty to you again, he’d send me dreams every night about being dropped in a big black hole.” Ishtar jumped to her feet and walked away.

Hippy dropped her pot and ran after her. “What? Why?”

Ishtar swung around and faced her. “How did he know?”

“How did he know what?” Hippy remembered almost as soon as she said it. “Oh.” She’d nearly forgotten. They knew each other’s worst fears, and she had sworn never to tell of Ishtar’s utter terror of being trapped underground.

“Did you tell him?”

“No!” Hippy slipped her arm through Ishtar’s. “I’m sorry he scared you, but he was really just trying to protect me. He’s actually very sweet.”

Ishtar jerked away. “Sweet? You’re joking, right? He’s way too old for you!”

Hippy blushed bright red. “That’s not what I was talking about!”

“Yeah, well for all we know, his big secret mission to save Shadow is all going to take place in his tent. He tell you to leave your clothes behind?”

Hippy burned with mortification. “You’re just jealous!” she burst out.

“Am not!”

“Are too!”

“You’re just a silly little baby with the brains of a bearfly! Any fairy with half a spear’s sense could see you won’t survive a day with him!” Ishtar went scarlet with the effort of shouting.

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah!”

“Well-” Hippy couldn’t think of a reply. “You are!” She made the rudest gesture she knew at Ishtar and bolted from the village.

Her eldest brother made a flying tackle the minute she got within shouting distance of the gate. Hippy dodged and he ploughed face first into the ground behind her.

She ducked out of the gate and looked longingly toward the muse camp. No, she couldn’t. She’d end up washing pots until she had grey hair.

Instead, she ran for the outer fortifications and slipped through the first gate she could find. She pelted down the white road, then flung herself down under a tree and buried her head in her hands.

She could have cried. Nobody would see. But her teeth were clenched too hard, and her blood raced like ants before a storm. She was so tired of being the stupid one. She’d show them. She’d go. She’d save Shadow and then they’d stop talking about how she got dropped on her head.

Hippy dropped her hands and took a deep breath of fresh forest air. She scooped Fluffy Ducky out of his pouch and raised him to eye level. “We’re going to Dream, you and me.”

Fluffy Ducky blinked at her. A breeze stirred the hairs on his legs.

“Are you excited?”

Fluffy Ducky raised one leg and waved it in the air.

“Yeah! Me too. You, me and the muse king, who would have thought?” Hippy smiled for the first time that day.

Fluffy Ducky ducked. A cold wind sliced past Hippy’s face and an arrow embedded itself in the tree behind her. She shrieked, jumped to her feet and went for her fairy dust.

But there was nobody in sight.

Hippy said several very bad words. She carefully put Fluffy Ducky away and pressed her back to the tree. “You’d better not do that again, or I’ll send my Fluffy Ducky after you!” she yelled.


Silence. Her voice echoed. She edged around the tree until she came to the arrow. Her eyes widened at the sight of a piece of paper wrapped around the shaft. She didn’t recognise the arrow at all. It didn’t belong to a muse or a fairy, and vampires didn’t use arrows. This arrow was made of thin, pliable metal, not wood, and it had an odd symbol carved into the shaft, a circle around a nine-pointed star. She yanked the arrow from the tree, unwrapped the paper and frowned at it. You must not go, the message said. At least she thought it did, since the pictograms were scrawled by someone unfamiliar with writing in Bloody Fairy.


Hippy looked around again, but the road stretched empty as far as she could see. She slowly folded up the piece of paper and stuck it in one of her pouches, along with the arrow. Then with a glance at the sinking sun, she set off towards the fortifications.

Could it be one of the forest people? Why would they care?

Lost in thought, she walked head-first into a muse under the walls.

She scowled and shoved him. “Watch where you’re going!”

He reached out to steady her. “Hippy Ishtar?”

“What?” She took a closer look at him; he seemed a little bit pale around the mouth. She knew this one from last night. She softened her tone. “Nikifor, right? Are you okay?”

“But of course.” Nikifor forced a smile. “The king sent me to find you. Your family were in camp demanding your return earlier and wouldn’t leave until he swore you were not there.” Worry clouded his face. “Perhaps you should return to your family first and assure them you are safe and well?”

Hippy squared her shoulders. “No. I want to see Pierus and no fairy can stop me.” She moved closer to Nikifor. “Can you hide me from them?”

He chuckled. “Not on your life. Your father would have me well and truly assassinated. Come on.”

They ducked through a gate in the fortification and set off toward the tents. Hippy had to run to keep up with Nikifor’s stride. She watched his fists clench and unclench.

“What’s the matter?” she said. “It’s not you my dad’s mad at.”

“No, little friend,” Nikifor said. “It’s nothing.”

“Are you really a librarian?”

“What?”

“Pierus called you a librarian.”

Something in the muse sparked. “I could have been. Do you know there are books at the Muse College that are thousands of years old? I was going to look after them. I would have been the guardian of all that knowledge.” The spark died away. “But not anymore.”

Hippy trotted at his side, curious. She’d never even seen a library. Fairies didn’t write things in books, they told stories properly, around a campfire with lots of shouting. “Why not?”

“Because my father was murdered and I was called to take his place. Come now.” The words were short and somewhat bitter. He guided her in silence down a wide path between two graceful blue tents. They skirted the little courtyard, where she attracted curious stares from three muses gathered around the fire pit. Hippy tossed her head and ignored them.

Pierus’s tent, bigger than the others, had shiny big purple and green banners hanging down either side of the door. Nikifor stopped to strike a gong before they entered.

Pierus leaned over the map on the big table, his hands splayed over the mountains that bordered the Darkness. His hair made a curtain around his face. When he looked up at the arrivals, his brows knitted together. The corner of his mouth lifted just the slightest bit when he saw Hippy. “Thank you Nikifor,” he said. “You may go.”

“My king-”

“I said go.” Pierus looked back at the map.

Nikifor bowed and left.

Pierus remained absorbed in the map.

Hippy studied the lady with the mirror. Her metallic fingers were finely wrought, her eyes blank and sightless. “If you ask me, something’s bothering him,” she said.

“What makes you say that?” Pierus’s knobbly finger traced a line along the map.

“He’s twitchy.”

“My dear girl, all that’s bothering Nikifor is that he’s afraid of his destiny. He’ll get over it soon enough.”

“His destiny?”

Pierus frowned at the mountains. “To every generation is born a muse champion to protect Shadow from the Darkness. The gift falls to the eldest child in the line. His father Valentin was the greatest warrior Shadow ever saw, until he got himself stabbed by Rustam Badora. So now I have a vampire invasion on my hands, and only an untrained boy who’d rather have his nose in a book than swing his sword on the battlefield to deal with it.”

Hippy scowled. “It’s not easy being scared, you know.”

“I suppose you know. Where were you? Your dreadful father came here looking for you.”

“In the forest.” Hippy went to the table and leaned over it. “The Council of Fathers forbid me to go with you.”

Pierus chuckled, but still didn’t look up from the map. “My, what a surprise. Staying home then, are you?”

“No.”

“Good.” He sounded quite satisfied with the answer. “We leave at dawn. You’d best stay here till then.”

Hippy grinned. She had no desire to go home and wash more pots or get yelled at. She took the arrow out of her pocket and dropped it in front of him.

That made his forehead wrinkle. “Where did you get that?”

“It smacked into a tree next to my head. This was wrapped around it.” She dropped the message next to the arrow.

Pierus scanned it. Then he chuckled.

“Well? Who’s it from?”

“Nobody you need to worry about.”

“But they shot an arrow at my head.”

“They missed, didn’t they? One cannot live for three thousand years without enjoying a little notoriety.” Pierus pushed the map and the arrow out of her reach. “Does this worry you?”

“No.” Actually it really did, but being the absolute centre of the muse king’s attention was far more interesting than a few niggling worries about his misdeeds. “What does the star mean?”

Pierus raised an eyebrow at her. “Star?”

“The star in the circle. It has nine points.” Hippy tapped the arrow.

“You don’t need to worry about that either.” Pierus walked around the table, leaned against it and folded his arms. “What’s this awful knotted thing in your hair?”

“My dreadlock. I got that when I won the running races last year.” Hippy played with the three shiny beads on the dreadlock. “Ishtar won the spear throwing. She’s got three.”

“It’s ugly. You should brush it out.”

“I don’t want to.”

Pierus tugged on the dreadlock. “You Bloody Fairies.”

Fluffy Ducky scuttled up her arm. “What are you doing out, Fluffy Ducky?” She grabbed for him, but he darted over her shoulder and leaped for Pierus’s face.

Pierus yelled in fright and vaulted onto the table. “Get it off!” He swiped at the spider and missed. Fluffy Ducky hung onto his long hair by two back legs and waved two front legs in front of his eyes.

Hippy scrambled onto the table and scooped Fluffy Ducky off Pierus’s hair. “Bad Fluffy Ducky!” she scolded. “What’s the matter? Pierus is a nice muse, not a nasty vamp!”

Fluffy Ducky squatted low in her hand. A tremor ran through his body. He waved a foreleg at her.

“Put it away,” Pierus said. “For Shadow’s sake. Dreadful thing.”

Hippy’s lip trembled. “He’s really very nice when you get to know him. Here, just let him sniff you.” She stuck out her hand.

Pierus backed away and almost fell off the table. “Put it away!”

Hippy scratched Fluffy Ducky under the chin and secured him in her pouch.

Pierus wiped a hand across his forehead. “Bloody Fairies!”

A distant, terrified shout split the quiet outside the tent.


Chapter 4


A discordant metallic crash rang through the night.


Nikifor fell through the door and dropped to his knees in a motion that could have been a bow, but looked more like a collapse. His lips moved in a bloodless face, unable to form a word. Pierus leaped from the table with a muttered curse, grabbed his hair and jerked his head back. “Out with it boy, what is it?”

“Vampires.”

He grabbed a curved knife from a low table and stuck it through his belt. “How many?”

“Thousands.”

Pierus said a very, very bad word. “Guard the fairy. She does not leave.” He strode away.

Hippy checked her fairy dust and made sure Fluffy Ducky was safe and sound. She slid down from the table, approached the young muse and clicked her fingers in front of his face. “Hey. Hey you, snap out of it. It’s just a few vamps.”

Nikifor buried his face in his hands.

Hippy started searching the tent for a weapon, since she’d left her spear at home. She thought the big statue might do, although it would be a pity to break something so shiny on a vamp’s head.

“What are you thinking?” Nikifor’s voice was ragged.

“I’m thinking this mirror lady’s head would probably do more damage than her feet,” Hippy said. She hefted the statue.

Nikifor shook his head. “What were you doing on the table? What’s going on?”

“Fluffy Ducky jumped on Pierus’s face. I think maybe he’s scared of spiders, because he jumped up on the table.” Hippy decided Pierus might be mad if she broke his statues, but that big metal axe leaning in the corner would probably do the job better anyway.

Nikifor breathed what sounded distinctly like a sigh of relief. “What did you think was going on?”

He cleared his throat. “Nothing.”

Hippy screwed up her nose. “Ew! You’re as bad as my sister!”

“What? I said nothing!”

“Same nothing she said.” Hippy scowled at him. “You people all have filthy minds. I’m here to fight vamps. That’s all.”

Nikifor got to his feet. He paced up and down the tent, throwing increasingly nervous glances at the door. “I’m sorry,” he said. “You just seem so very young.”

“I’m twenty!” Hippy took up a guard position at the door and watched the muses outside gathering weapons and strapping on their armour. “Aren’t you going out to fight the vamps? How come you have to look after me? I can kill any vamps that come in here.”

The pacing sped up. “Yes. No. I don’t know!”

“What do you mean?”

Nikifor spoke so quietly she had to move closer to hear him. “My father fought the vampires at the borders of the Darkness for more years than I have been alive. I went out there one night as a child. I saw how he lost himself in the battle, how when he was done, the vampires lay dead around him for miles.” He curled one hand into a fist and pressed his knuckles into his own forehead.

Hippy flattened herself against the door, unsure whether to pat him on the shoulder or run away.

“I knew the moment he died,” Nikifor said. “I felt the knife that stabbed him in the back as though it stabbed me. He killed, and then he died. If I am the champion now, if I am the one with all the power, then I am nothing but a vessel for death, until I too die!”
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