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Chapter 1


One month.


One month she’d been hunting down a three-thousand-year-old despot.

One month she’d been on the march with a seven-foot-tall sack of melancholy and a walking scowl with too many dreadlocks, and still they insisted on looking in all the wrong places.

Emerald planted her axe on the ground with unnecessary force. “We’re going the wrong way.”

The sack of melancholy mumbled something under his breath.

“Excuse me, Muse? Care to say that louder?”

“Yes, I do,” he said. “We’ve been through this. Our first priority is to capture the king. Until he is shackled in the darkest dungeon in the two worlds with only the demons of his mind for company, Shadow is doomed to spiral into eternal mayhem!”

The Freakin Fairy walking at his side snickered as the echoes of the yelling faded into the ruined garden. “You gotta get your curse under control, mate.”

“Sorry Clockwork.” Nikifor kicked a rock out of the path. “It gets me when I’m not paying attention.”

They kept walking.

A half-dead killer rose tendril, scarred black from last month’s fire, jerked out of the ashes and lurched toward her ankles.

Emerald ground the thorny stem to dust with one savage hoof- twist. If she’d been a muse or a fairy with feet and delicate skin, that action might have killed her.

But she wasn’t. Forest people of the Fish-Tailed Green Dragon Dancer tribe had hooves so solid they could walk on hot coals if they wanted, and proudly. Not that her companions gave a bearfly’s whisker about her people, heritage and traditions. All those two grass eaters cared about was staying two steps in front of the patrols and two steps behind the king.

She hurried after them. “You said our first priority was to look for my husband, you great galumphing muse! How are we supposed to find him if we’re running around after your horrible king?”


“I said our first priority was to look after Pan.” Nikifor’s patient tone ground on her nerves. “Which means making sure my horrible king doesn’t get within shouting distance of him.”


“Don’t you think we’d do a better job of looking after him if we knew where he was? He’s not very good on his own.”

Clockwork gave her a look. “Maybe if you gave him a chance, he could be.”

Emerald hated Clockwork’s looks. Nothing could be worse than being made to feel inadequate by a five-foot-tall fairy who wore that much silver jewelry. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Nikifor held up a hand, suddenly tense.

Clockwork and Emerald fell silent, alert for danger.

She glanced around the field. A month ago, it had been the most vicious garden she’d ever encountered. Nobody liked killer roses. Nobody liked anything the king ever invented. She had to admit setting fire to it all and going to war on the vampire army had been fun. She didn’t normally get along with fairies, but they sure knew how to pick a fight.

The roses lay dead, blackened, twisted, clawing over each other under an unforgiving summer sky. Here and there a fresh seedling struggled through, pale green against the scorched earth. Every last grim attempt at survival would be destroyed by her tribe, who lived in the forest that brooded over the edges of this ruin. Her gut twisted with homesickness for the mossy domed huts and the dappled light of home, but she pushed it down. She couldn’t go home without her husband. She’d die of shame.

Nikifor beckoned them. His shadow went for miles across the wreckage. Emerald placed her hooves carefully on the burned ground, one after another, so as not to make any noise. She could match any fairy for silence, even Clockwork, with his gliding gait that barely bent so much as a leaf.

Nikifor’s heavy footfall snapped a twig with a shot like a cannon. “What fresh horror is this?”

Emerald stepped around him to get a better look. Her breath caught. She forgot about Pan for a whole minute.

A massive stone arch cast a dark shadow over the ruined garden. She knew that arch, she’d lived next door to it long enough, heard the tales of its eerie cold and of the things that went on in the castle beyond. The Ishtar clan had smashed the castle to rubble after they’d broken the muse king’s power. She didn’t blame them. The Bloody Fairies had more cause to hate the king than most.

Not one had dared touch The Arch.

Cold seeped in from the base of her hooves, crept up her legs, snagged fishhooks of ice in her fingertips, her shoulders, the ends of her hair. The arch towered high into the pale summer sky, dark, brooding, insensible of the shimmering heat, but Emerald could see nothing but the light.

In the very centre of the ancient monument, held in mid-air by lightning-bright streams of purple fire in the shape of a nine-pointed star, a jagged chunk of crystal glowed brighter than the white-hot centre of a bonfire.

A woman, too tall for a fairy, too short for a muse, dangled from The Arch. Emerald moved closer, hypnotised. The poor creature’s feet were tied to the stone with thick white rope. Her pale face swung just above the light, almost touching. Someone had hacked off most of her hair, leaving a bald spot on her scalp and several straggly black clumps. A few shreds of black fabric remained of her torn dress to preserve a very little modesty.

“Nikifor,” Emerald whispered, “that’s a pixie.”

“Misery,” he whispered back.

“They’re all a misery, but this one’s in real trouble.”

“No, it’s Misery. She sold us out to the king, remember?”

“Oh yeah!” She grunted in irritation. “Still, we’d better get her down.”

“Of course,” Nikifor replied.

“Then get on with it, you pair of grass eaters,” Clockwork growled. “I’m not sure what part of this tableau says let’s hang about and gossip.”

Nikifor strode toward the arch.

Emerald followed, axe ready for any attack. The lack of an obvious guard made every alarm in her body go off like a bucket of milk. That and the whole creepy lightning thing. “What is that shiny thing?” she hissed.

“It’s a piece of the Apple of Chaos, being used for mischief even you would have nightmares about,” he said.

They stopped under the arch, just a few feet from the crackling lights. The heat seared the tips of her arm hairs like tiny needles, burning the skin the arch itself had so quickly turned to ice.

Misery heaved a sigh. “Oh, it’s you three. Hello.”

Emerald tilted her head and regarded the creature. “Are you–uh– okay?”

“I wouldn’t really call it that, but it’s to be expected.”

“Don’t worry my miserable friend, we’ll get you down from there!” Nikifor’s long, thin sword sang from its scabbard.

“No, you won’t.” Misery regarded him dolefully. “It’s really quite impossible. In fact if I were you, I wouldn’t even try. I wouldn’t blame you if you just walked away.”

A tic developed in Nikifor’s left jaw. Emerald had been watching that tic for a month; first the tic, then the temper, then bodies started piling up. “I would not leave anyone in this terrible situation!”

Misery heaved another sigh, deeper than the first. “I’m sure you mean well, but it’s all over for me now. It’s no more than I expected. Life is little more than a trudge through lonely darkness until one day somebody borrows your blood for a sacrifice.”

“Blood sacrifice?” Clockwork’s words were sharp.

“I’m not up here to talk about the weather, am I? Like I said, I’m just loaning it.”

“But we will rescue you!” Nikifor insisted.

Emerald looked at him askance. In her opinion there needed to be less talk and more rescuing, but even with his height, he had no way to get near Misery past all that supernatural fire.

“No, you won’t.”

“Stop saying that!”

“I’m telling you, you can’t possibly rescue me now.”

“Why not?” Nikifor’s words rose to a yell of frustration.

“Because the king is standing behind you.”

Emerald spun around on one hoof and there he waited: Pierus, the muse king. Well, the ex-king, since she’d helped depose him.

Pierus studied the three of them, one by one. His nostrils flared as though he smelled something bad. A purple and orange paisley top hat made him even taller than Nikifor.

He wore a tattered red tailcoat over an orange dress shirt and suit pants, an ensemble very reminiscent of eating too much sweet fruit and wanting to throw up. “You’re early,” he said.

Nikifor brought his sword around to rest on the king’s heart. “Freeze, villain! Cease this infamy at once!”

Pierus took the tip of the sword between his fingers and moved it aside. “Don’t be pompous, boy. You have no power here. Does he, Misery?”

“Not a shred.” Misery’s words were gloomy. “Probably can’t even move from the spot now, can you?”

“Don’t be-” Nikifor’s words cut off halfway. He spun around to face Misery, but his feet would not otherwise move.

Emerald swallowed down a surge of panic. Her hooves too would swing her around, but they clung to the ground just like magnets to metal.

“Well, well, well.” Pierus paced around them all. “How delightful. The entire Invisible Army, is it? My Champion, who wishes to kill me. My dear daughter’s ridiculous little stepfather, in my power. And-” He walked to Emerald and stared into her face. “You. But you don’t seem very much of a threat.”

Emerald tried to stomp her hoof and couldn’t, which made her even madder. “I helped make you an ex-king!”

“Then you too will die.” Pierus tipped his head back. “Alright up there, Misery?”

“I suppose,” Misery said. “But the blood is all running to my head. I do wish you’d get on with it so I can go home. It’s my turn to bake the Morbid Muffins.”

“But you’re not going home. Didn't I tell you?’’

“Oh.” A pregnant silence. “That’s not what you said before.”

“I lied. I do that.”

Misery’s lower lip trembled. “I suppose I should have expected it. Nothing good ever happens to me.”

“Of course you should have expected it.” Pierus picked up a rusty broadsword resting against the stone. “This really is a fortuitous meeting, Nikifor my boy. I had intended to come after you first, and here you are, ready to help.”

“I’m sure the lights are all very pretty, but it doesn’t look like much,” Clockwork interrupted. “What are those, lasers?”

“It’s magic, Fairy!” Pierus’s upper lip drew back. “Sorcery the likes of which you couldn’t comprehend.”

Emerald might not have liked the fairy much, but she had a healthy respect for the way he could get people to spill their secrets. They’d done this a few times over the past month. “Magic?” she snorted. “What are you going to do, turn her into a rabbit?”

Pierus stalked to her side. His hand gently squeezed her throat. “My dear girl, I don’t know where you get such notions. You people have taken what is rightfully mine. A little blood mixed with the right amount of energy, and I will take it back. I’ll take it back on the blood of every muse that defied me, you hear me?”

Clockwork’s voice took on a cynical edge. “Blood? You’re going to use pixie blood?”

“Obviously.”

Nikifor and Clockwork glanced at each other.

“What? What was that look for?” Pierus levelled the broadsword at Nikifor’s neck, but didn’t touch him with it.

“Nothing,” Nikifor said.

“Get on with it then,” Clockwork added. “I have places to be, you know.”

“The only place you have to be is dead. If you’re lucky I’ll post your head to your wife and my daughter.” Pierus gave them all one more murderous look, then swung the sword over his head.

The tip of the blade nicked Misery’s upper arm. She yelped.

The old muse rested the blade on his shoulder. “We start with just a little. Then we’ll let it all flow out. Watch.”

Emerald watched. Her stomach felt like lead and her lips were dry and she didn’t know whether to scream for the pixie or at her, but she couldn’t look away from the red droplets that welled from the dirt-smudged skin, gathered together in one large bead and eased free. The one drop of blood plummeted down, down past that awful glowing star until it hit the top of the bright crystal and splashed over it. A tiny rivulet ran down the side.

A loud sizzle. Then a pop.

Pierus straightened. “That’s not supposed to happen.”

The sizzling grew louder. Acrid smoke curled from the crystal. Lightning flickered and danced about like a tree about to break in a storm.

“What’s going on?” Pierus pointed at Misery. “You! What’s wrong with your blood?”

Misery shrugged, a remarkable feat for someone hanging upside down over a crystal shooting off fireworks. “I didn’t mention it because I knew you’d be upset.”

“Didn’t mention what?” Pierus tore off his hat and threw it on the ground.

“You’re upset, aren’t you? I never get anything right.”

“What?” He almost screamed the word.

“It’s not my fault. We were vampires for a while you know, but he fixed us. Changed the chemistry of our blood. Can’t be undone now.”

“He? He who?”

Misery stared over his head. “Hey, is that a muse patrol coming down the road?”

Pierus looked over his shoulder, which meant he didn’t get to see everything inside the arch explode into a ball of blue fire. The fire raged outward with a throaty, crackling roar, contracted inward just as quickly and then disappeared.

The purple star vanished; the crystal at the centre clattered to the ground and rolled onto the burned roses.

Emerald blinked in mild confusion. Her ears rang and she felt kind of gross, but that explosion hadn’t singed a hair on her head, or Misery’s, for that matter.

Nikifor and the muse king, however, both lay unconscious at the foot of the arch. Emerald experimentally lifted a hoof. Oh good, she could move again. Damned magic. She looked around for the patrol, and spotted them unconscious several yards away.

“So...” she looked at Clockwork. “Why are all the muses asleep?”

Clockwork grunted. “At a guess, I’d say that dried up old sorcerer is targeting them. Probably all of them. And since he messed it up, he’s only managed to zap these guys here.”

“But how come we’re okay?”

“We’re not muses.” Clockwork stomped over to the crystal, picked it up and put it inside his coat. “Always knew I liked being a fairy.” He glanced over the prone bodies and shook his head. “They’ll wake up soon. I’ll be as far away as I can get, since these things tend to drive every muse in Shadow shade struck.” He patted his coat. “Young Nikifor knows what to do next.”

“Find my husband?” Emerald asked, ever hopeful.

Clockwork hesitated. “Look, Emerald-”

“What?”

“Never mind. You’ll figure it out.” He gave her a curt nod and then took off running back the way they’d come.

“Figure what out?” she yelled after him. Silence answered her. Then a small cough. She squinted up at Misery. “You hurt?”

“Not in ways I’d expect you to understand.”

Emerald muttered something objectionable under her breath. She picked her way past Nikifor, shoved Pierus none-too-gently out of her path with her boot and stopped at throwing distance. “Watch your head,” she said, then ditched her axe at the ropes. The blade went clean through, bounced off the stone and came twisting back, end over end.

Misery uttered a sharp scream and fell in a heap to the ground.

Emerald caught the axe in one hand, checked the blade for any damage and grunted. Lucky hit, except for a tiny scratch. She kept that blade sharp enough to shave the toenails off a statue.

When the pixie didn’t move right away, Emerald poked her arm. “Are you okay?”

Misery gave a deep, shuddering sob. “I’m so depressed.”

Emerald rolled her eyes. Pixies. But the woman had had a hard day, so she crouched down and patted her on the shoulder. “There, there. You can go home now.”

“But I can’t! You just dropped me six feet through the air, and my clothes are gone, and my hair is terrible and the muse king’s going to kill me!”

“I don’t think he’s that interested in you. He’s trying to kill the other muses.”

Misery burst into tears. “Nobody’s interested in me!”

Emerald gritted her teeth. She glanced around for help, and noted three things all at once: Nikifor had woken up, and so had the patrol. The patrol didn’t look impressed at all.

And the muse king had vanished.


Chapter 2


Fizz Pop had found a man.


A very odd-looking sort of man, dressed in a ragged coat, a tunic that had more holes than a piece of cheese and a very old pair of trousers all frayed at the hems. From the bottom of those trousers protruded a pair of hooves so dark grey they looked almost black. How very unusual. A Forest Person. A Forest Person a long way from home.

She took a second look at his face, fascinated. She’d never seen a Forest Man before. Or woman. He had the pointiest chin under that straggling beard, and his hair curled, although not nearly as much as hers did. He slept like a baby in his nice little bed of leaves and grass under the big thicket of blue trumpet flowers. She’d never have found him if it hadn’t been for the snoring; normally nobody came out here. Nobody but her.

She crouched down very, very carefully, keeping the palms of her hands safely pointed at her own body. The man let out another long, rumbling snore.

Fizz muffled a giggle. She laid exploratory fingers on his coat, the lightest of touches; he didn’t stir. She felt down the coat until she found a jagged shape in a pocket. There, not as poor as he looked, he had something worth stealing on him.

Ever so lightly, Fizz lifted the flap of the pocket, felt for the thing and drew it out into the sunlight.

Her eyes widened. In her fingers she held a shard of crystal. A shiny, glittering, pretty shard, that felt like lightning and magic.

She liked shiny things. She liked silver things more, and things that went bang even more than that, but shiny things were definitely on her list of the three items she most liked to steal on the rare occasions she encountered an actual person.

The crystal glittered in the sunlight. It felt oddly warm and buzzy under her fingers, and she wondered what some raggedy forest man could be doing with something so strange? She knew exactly where to take it. She had a pretty hollow tree where she kept all her stolen shiny things.

A hand clamped around her wrist. “That’s not for you, Fairy.”

Fizz jumped so hard she almost dropped the crystal. The forest man stared at her with the wild dark eyes of–of–of–well, she hadn’t encountered anyone in so long, she couldn’t think up a comparison. She elbowed him in the face, broke free and ran for it.

He pursued her. Damn it, she hadn’t hit him hard enough to get a good head start. He sounded like half a horse galloping down the road behind her, and his stride ate up any ground she made with her little legs.

Fizz ducked into the trees and pelted down a narrow rabbit trail. The trees here were short and chunky, like her, and had big bulbous roots you could trip on if you didn’t know the way. They had long, low snaking branches too, perfect for hitting tall people in the head. She tossed the shiny thing high into the air, caught hold of a branch, swung herself up onto it, reached out and caught the crystal when it plummeted past.

The forest man arrived half a minute later. He muttered some very nasty words under his breath and then stopped right underneath her to catch his breath.

Fizz froze so still a spider walked right across her face. She didn’t even blink. Neither did the spider.

The forest man tipped his head back and looked right at her. “I can feel it you know,” he said. “I’ve carried that thing around for a whole moon, and I can feel it even when I’m not touching it.”

Fizz crawled back on her branch, out of his reach. “I want it.”

He took a step forward to match her retreat. “You don’t want to get mixed up with that thing.”

Way to fire up a fairy’s curiosity. “What is it then?”

“It’s a small piece of something very big, that someone very bad is looking everywhere for.”

“So how come you’ve got it?”

“I’m finding a place to hide it.”

“I’ll hide it. I know a good spot.”

His lips curved in a smile that revealed sharp, even white teeth. “No you won’t. You’re a fairy. You’ll keep it around because it’s shiny, and you’ll end up dead because of it. Give it back to me. Now.” He held out his hand.

Fizz slipped down from her branch, clutching the shiny thing in one hand. “Alright,” she said. “Here.” Then she pushed past him and ran again.

She didn’t get far, because he threw himself after her and caught her by the ankles, sending her crashing to the ground. She hit her chin on a tree root. “Ow!”

The forest man hung onto her ankles and hauled her back, inch by inch.

“Hey! Watch where you’re putting your hands!” Fizz kicked him in the face, struggled, hung onto clumps of grass, but the creature relentlessly dragged her closer. She balled a fist and aimed at his face, even though the familiar heat built in her palms and that meant danger for them both.

He dodged aside, seized her wrist and tried to prise open her hand. Fizz jerked out of his grip. The crystal went flying. The forest man went after it and so did she, but not before the heat in her hand built to an unbearable level and she just had to let go. “Look out!” she screeched.

The forest man instinctively threw himself to the side, just in time to avoid a burst of pure heat from the palm of Fizz’s hand. It hit the crystal dead on. A flash of light blinded her and knocked her to the ground.

Fizz blinked and rubbed her eyes. “What was that?” It took a few seconds before she could even see.

Trees swam into view. The forest man’s face appeared over her, dark eyes wide and incredulous. “What in the Darkness was that?”

“I asked first.”

They both spotted the crystal at the same time, lying where it had landed, apparently unharmed, not even scorched. Things usually turned black when she blew them up.

Fizz leaped for it. So did the man. She got there first, seized it and bolted into the forest.

But she’d only gone a few steps when she skidded to a halt. The man grabbed her shoulder right away, but then he stopped too.

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Fizz said, “but we’re in the middle of Shock Forest, aren’t we?”

“I was under that impression,” he said.

“So why is there a great big housey looking thing over there?”

“I would’ve called it more of a castle looking thing.”

Fizz tilted her head and scanned the landscape. She’d been hiding in the forest, trying to raise the courage to leave, for years. She knew every inch of the wilderness. Not once had she ever stumbled on a vast parkland surrounding a huge, sprawling, stone housey castley thing. Ever.

The man grasped the back of her tunic. “You did something. What did you do?”

“Nothing!”

“You blew up a piece of the Apple of Chaos, Fairy, that was not nothing.”

“Oh, that.” Fizz shrugged. “I do that all the time. It’s not my fault. What’s the Apple of Chaos?”

He lifted her off the ground, just enough for her feet to dangle in the air, turned her to face him and gave her a scowl made fiercer by all that straggly facial hair. He couldn’t have been more than thirty years old, if that, under all that hair. “You’d better explain yourself, girl,” he growled.

She grinned. “Girl? I’m at least ten years your senior, sonny. Now put me down and introduce yourself politely, and I’ll think about it.”

“What’s to stop you running off with my crystal again?”

Fizz slipped the crystal into a deep pocket in her tunic. “Tell you what. I’ll just mind it for the next hour or so, and we’ll go look at that big castley thing together.”

He set her down on both feet, sighed and shook his head. “I’m going to regret this. I always regret dealing with fairies.”

“Can’t be helped, that.” She stuck out her hand. “I’m Fizz. Fizz Pop. What’s your name?”

He shook her hand. “Pan of the Fish-Tailed Green Dragon Dancer Tribe. May I ask what tribe of fairy you belong to?”

“No. That would be terribly impolite.”

Pan screwed up his face. “What?”

Fizz chuckled and poked him in the ribs. “Just kidding. I’m a Blasted Fairy. Come on.” She set off across the green, manicured parkland, the grass soft and springy under her feet.

“Blasted Fairy?” Pan hurried after her. “I never heard of that tribe.”

“That just shows how much you’ve heard.”

“Well where are the rest of your people? Are you lost?”

Fizz gave an airy wave in an indeterminate direction. “They’re over there. Look, is that a gate?”

They crossed the distance to the high iron gate, but Pan wouldn’t be put off. “What was that thing you did? I never met a fairy who could–uh–blow stuff up with her hands.”

“That’s because you never met a Blasted Fairy before.”

“But is that even natural? How did you get to–”

Questions, always questions. She’d been avoiding questions like this for years. Fizz swung to face him, barring his way. She folded her arms. “Someone did something bad to us,” she said. “You think that little crystal is dangerous? You want to avoid getting mixed up with me. Now are we going to break into this place or not?”

Pan held up his hands in surrender. “Your call, Fizz.”

She swung back around to study the gate. It towered over their heads, the dark, stout wrought iron so carefully crafted it seemed as though the leafy designs in it rippled in the wind. It didn’t even rattle when she shook it.

“How do you propose we break in then?” Pan asked.

Fizz looked at her palm. Just a little one should do. She’d learned to control the peculiar gift just that much; she thought about things that only made her a little bit mad, like biting bugs and holes in her clothes. Her palm tingled, then burned. She turned it toward the lock and threw the heat at the metal.

The lock exploded with just a little bang. The gate swung open.

“That’s how.” She sauntered in, hoping he wouldn’t see past her bravado; she didn’t want him to think her a scaredy fairy, now that they were here, but there might be people she’d have to talk to, that she might end up hurting.

Pan laid a hand on her shoulder, a gentle touch this time. He urged her into the shadows cast by the walls around them.

Probably a good idea.

Fizz crept along the cobblestones, fascinated by everything she saw. The grey stone walls looked terribly old. Even the cobblestones had the cracked black patina of ancient roads. There’d been roads newer than this even before she’d lost herself in the forest, roads of white rock and sometimes newly laid cobbles. They came to the end of the walls. She poked her head around the corner.

A great big courtyard swept out before her, all paved with the same ancient cobblestones. Buildings towered on every side, stone giants with ornate balustrades and sweeping stairs and windows like mirrored eyes. People moved about between them, terribly tall people she guessed must be muses. She’d only ever met one muse before. These young ones carried books, or musical instruments, or impossibly old-fashioned writing tools like parchment and white fluffy quill pens.

“It looks like a university or something,” Pan whispered.

“You think?”

“Muse College!” The words burst out of him.

“Huh?”

“The muse college. I bet you anything that’s where we are. I’ve heard all about it. But-” he hesitated. “It’s right over the other side of Shadow City. We’re miles from it.”

“Shh.”

A man hurried across the courtyard, a little too close to them for comfort. She narrowed her eyes. He had flowing, honey-coloured hair and features that could have been carved by a sculptor, they were so pretty, from the dimpled chin to the thick lashes around the olive eyes. It couldn’t be. But it was. It had to be, but it wasn’t. She’d never seen him without the hood, but she’d glimpsed a scar, and this man’s skin glowed, smooth and perfect.

“What are you muttering about?” Pan asked.

Fizz coloured. She hadn’t realised she’d spoken her thoughts. “It’s him,” she said. “I think. The bad man.”


“No.” Pan’s voice lowered to a tiny whisper. “That’s the bad man.”


Another muse had joined the first, this one even taller. He had long dark hair and heavy, flowing black robes that must have been a thousand years out of fashion.

“My king.” The first muse bowed. “I’m so glad you received my message.”

“It must have been urgent for you to call me here when you know I’m dealing with the borders again, Augustus.” A tangible thread of ice ran through the king’s voice.

Augustus faltered, then regained confidence. He took hold of something hanging around his neck, removed it and held it out on outspread hands. “I finally succeeded.”

“What is it?” The king took it from him and examined it. A visible tremor ran over him, and his voice lost its edge. “What is it?”

“It’s a key,” Augustus said. “An aid to concentration. It will make it easier for any muse who possesses it to inspire all of their writers and artists. It’s a link between the worlds.”

“You mean–” the king’s hand closed around it. “A direct link? Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

The king held the key a moment longer. Then he handed it back. “Make more.” His voice rang with authority.

“How many more, my king?”

“As many as there are muses.” The king gave him a thin smile. “Truly, you are my best and brightest.” He spun on his heel and walked away.

Augustus stood looking after him. “Best and brightest,” he said.

“Best and brightest my foot!” Fizz curled her fists.

“Fizz.” Pan’s tone warned her of the danger.

But she’d seen enough for her temper to snap like a rope with a too-big fish on the end of it. She ran out from behind the wall and barrelled into the muse. “You! You’re not the best and brightest, you’re the horriblest and baddest!” She pummelled him with her fists.

Augustus stumbled back a step. Augustus! That wasn’t even his real name!

“You have to fix me, Mort!” she yelled.

He looked bewildered. “I’m sorry, Madam, I think you have me mistaken for somebody else. And I do believe you’re trespassing.”

Fizz put her hands on her hips. “I know who you are, I don’t care if you got rid of your scar!”

Pan hurried up behind her. “Come on Fizz, we have to go now.”

“Please do,” Augustus said. “It’s really very irregular for either of you to be here.”

Fizz stomped her foot. “No! Not after I only just found him!”

Pan lifted her off her feet and carried her kicking and struggling back to the passage. Fizz had just launched into a litany of all the most horrible insults she knew–all directed at Augustus–when a bright white light silently exploded all around them. She landed with a thump on the ground and covered her eyes.

“Ow! Did you have to drop me like that?”

“I didn’t drop you.”

The sober note in Pan’s voice made her open her eyes. Fizz blinked several times. Shock Forest enfolded them, familiar and wild. No muse college. No Mort.

The shiny thing in her pocket hummed so hard she could feel the vibration in her skin.

She and Pan stared at each other.

“What in the Darkness just happened?” he whispered.


Chapter 3


Her hair had turned bright orange with a streak of yellow down the long fringe, magnificent, like a waterfall of flames around her face.


Nikifor reached out to touch, then snatched his hand back. She would never forgive him if he took such a liberty without her knowledge. He looked down at his hand, then around at the room, the desk, the computer, the tattered blue carpet. It couldn’t be. He wasn’t in Shadow anymore, and that only meant he could be in Dream, the world where humans lived, her world.

“Krysta?” he whispered.

She didn’t hear him. She’d been sitting staring despondently at a blank computer screen, but now she moved. Her fingers struck the keyboard so rapidly they filled the room with a staccato tune. Words appeared on the screen. The lines of tension eased from her face.

Nikifor almost fell against the wall. How could this be? Muses didn’t dream. They walked the two worlds and tended to their writers and artists in their sleep, always working, inspiring.

But he hadn’t crossed the worlds in years, not since he had dropped his key into the ocean, shadestruck and coming off the Vibe. This, him, here...

Impossible.

He had no key. He could not be Krysta’s muse. Panic gripped him by the throat. Her fingers flew faster still over the keyboard.

“What’s happening?” Nikifor could barely find his voice.

The door opened. A man with spiky blonde hair and crooked glasses stuck his head in. Nikifor tried to push down the wave of irritation and jealousy this man invariably inspired. He could not be so unreasonable and dishonourable as to feel that way about a man neither evil nor even a little bit sinister, a man whose only crime was to hold Krysta Ishtar’s heart.

“Time to go,” he said.

Krysta threw him an irritated glance. “I’m not going.” Her fingers didn’t even slow down.

“What? You said you wanted to go just an hour ago.”

“That was before.”

“Before what? Will you stop typing for one minute?”

“Hell no. I’m in a zone. Leave me alone, Drew.”

“What do you mean you’re in a zone?” Drew’s voice rose.

Krysta stopped typing so suddenly the silence positively vibrated. “I got inspired, okay? Obviously, my muse finally decided to show up. Now I intend to sit here and write this novel until I’m so tired I want to throw up, so if you don’t mind, I’m not going!” She glared daggers at him, then resumed typing.

“Fine! I’ll go by myself!” Drew slammed the door shut.

Too busy writing, Krysta didn’t even respond.

A ridiculous grin took over Nikifor’s face, a grin so big his cheeks hurt. “I’m here, and she got inspired.” He did a little dance on the spot behind her. “I inspired her!” He would have thrown his arms around her, except that right at that moment he opened his eyes to a splitting headache and discovered his face pressed into a blackened dirt road.

“I inspired her,” he said, but all that got him was dirt in his mouth. He spat it out and got to his feet, still grinning.

The grin quickly dropped from his face when he looked around and memory returned. Muses awoke everywhere he looked, and that couldn’t be good for him. The king and Clockwork had both vanished. Emerald helped a half-naked pixie off the ground under the arch. He hurried over to them. “What happened?”

“You tell me, buddy.” Emerald looked flustered. “There was a big bright light and then you all passed out. And Misery needs some clothing.”

Nikifor glanced at Misery and blushed. He shrugged his coat off, but before he had his arms out, the muses were on him.

A woman with a stern, angular face and black hair all tied up in a severe coif, wearing long daggers at each hip, held out her hand. “Keep it on, youngster.” Melanthe’s tone dripped scorn. “And I’ll be needing your sword.”

“But I was just–”

“I don’t care. Your sword.”

He unhooked the scabbard from his belt and handed it to her.

Harald and Cassalily fell in on either side of him; neither appeared the least bit impressed with anything they saw.

Nikifor sighed. He’d been avoiding this for a month. He readied himself to be frog-marched all the way back to Shadow City.

Footsteps crunched on the dead roses. “Well, well, well,” said an all-too-familiar voice. “If it isn’t my elder brother, the vibe addict.”

Resignation turned to fury in the blink of an eye. Nikifor clenched his empty fists. “Nikolai.” He almost spat the word.

“Your presence is required in Shadow City,” Nikolai said. “But first perhaps you’d care to explain what in the Darkness we've just interrupted here?”

Nikifor chose not to answer. He just watched Nikolai and allowed his lip to curl, ever so slightly, in disgust. Maybe an hour ago he’d have tried to placate the muse patrol, but he no longer cared. He’d inspired Krysta Ishtar, and he’d done it without a key.

His guard started moving. Nikifor went with them, but he glanced over his shoulder only a few paces down the path.

Behind them, his brother gently settled his long grey coat around the pixie. Misery looked up at him with tear-bright eyes; Nikolai put a comforting hand on her shoulder.

Nikifor returned his attention to the road ahead, vaguely troubled.
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“We tracked you from the edge of the forest, you know.”

“Hush Butterfly, don’t talk to the prisoner.”

“Pish. He’s not a prisoner, he’s just under suspicion.”

Nikifor glanced from Caterina to Butterfly. The two women had replaced yesterday’s guard, once Melanthe quite satisfied herself he wouldn’t run and they could return to scouting ahead for danger. “Of what am I under suspicion?”

“You’ll find out when we get back to Shadow City,” Caterina said.

“Not following orders, you grass eater,” Butterfly said. “What did you think? You were supposed to return for your new orders once you took the fairies home.”

“Butterfly!”

“Oh come on, what’s the point in not telling him? He’s still our champion, he’s not in any real trouble. We’re going to need him sooner or later.”

Nikifor grinned at the ground. Butterfly had never had the least bit of respect for authority. She’d been one of the first to disappear, too, when the nightmare years started. The grin faded.

“What’s this about orders?”

“Flower’s orders.” Caterina’s crisp voice held the faintest trace of a northern accent, which surprised him. Very few muses had come down from the north, except Flower, for many centuries. Perhaps her parents had migrated down in times too distant for the king to be suspicious of them. Until he became suspicious of everyone, of course. “We’ve got all of Shadow to rebuild. There are fairies just wandering about causing havoc who haven’t been home in years, traumatised vampires on the loose, obviously every single one of us is recovering from a lengthy spell in prison and there’s simply no government or administration to speak of. The king left Shadow a complete ruin. It’s up to us–all of us–to fix things, and that means we have to obey orders. Strong leadership is our only hope.”

Nikifor watched the road ahead, where Emerald and Misery walked under Nikolai’s close supervision. Ahead of them went Melanthe, Francesco and Cherry.


“You are loyal to Flower?”


“Of course he’s loyal to Flower.” Butterfly’s voice was sharp.

“Flower is my oldest and dearest friend,” Nikifor said.

“Then why’d you go running off like that?” Caterina asked, now quite exasperated. “She’s been worried sick! We’ve been tracking you all over Shadow all month, when we could have been cleaning out the vampire brainwashing chambers with the others.”

Nikifor silently thanked Mnemosyne-even though he didn’t really believe in her-that he hadn’t given Flower the chance to send him into any more of those chambers of horror. Only the king could have engineered anything as evil as caves where hundreds, sometimes thousands, of vampires were fed a slow, steady diet of quicksilver to keep them docile and fairy blood to keep them alive.

He would never forget his first glimpse of an entire tribe of fairies milling about the fairy trap in the heart of the chamber, their eyes blank, their throats torn and scabbed, the floor slick with their blood. In that moment his brain had taunted him with visions of vampires waking to feed, tearing at the throats of fairies too hypnotised by the bright, bright light to know their peril.

“Curse those bloodsucking fiends back to the Darkness!” he yelled.

The whole troop paused. The leaves of the trees lining their road quivered. A little black bird scratching in the grass for worms eyed him quizzically.

“Keep going,” Nikolai ordered. Everyone started moving again.

Nikifor felt the familiar painful blush creeping up his face. It had been five years now, and still he hadn’t conquered it.

“Keep your voice down,” Caterina said. “Shadow’s hardly safe yet.”

“I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I can’t help it.”

“Can’t help what?”

“I was cursed by Freakin Fairies.”

Butterfly giggled, a light, fluffy sound. “You poor thing. What happened?”

Nikifor looked at his feet. He didn’t want to tell that story.

He only realised Nikolai had joined them when he scoffed from the other side of Butterfly. “Go on. Tell them what happened.”

Nikifor kicked a rock from the path. “You know nothing about it.”

“I don’t need to.” Nikolai looked from Butterfly to Caterina. “Flower took him to the Freakin Fairies to be cured of his addiction to vibe.”

Both women instinctively took a step away from him.

“They cursed him bombastic,” Nikolai continued. “And it didn’t even work.” He strode back to Emerald and Misery.

Nikifor watched his brother with narrowed eyes. Caterina put more distance between them and fell silent. Even Butterfly radiated cold disdain.

“I’m not a vibe addict,” he said. “Not anymore.”

But the words fell like broken glass between them. Butterfly wouldn’t even look at him.
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The scars of a month-old battle blackened Shadow City in the early morning light. The city gates still sagged from their hinges, and the watchtower teetered, scorched and ruined, under a pale blue sky. Gleaming new sections of carved stone walls rose from the piles of rubble and dust. So many lives had been lost at this wall, only for the king to escape once again.

Nikifor had experienced a guilty, heady, feeling of freedom when Clockwork suggested they track the king together. He knew he should go back to Shadow City, but he didn’t want to. He’d been alone for too many years. He didn’t know how to begin to explain to Flower what being a part of the Invisible Army meant to him. How it had saved him.

They marched straight up the causeway. The tenements no longer had the air of desertion and neglect they had acquired when the king ruled. People busied themselves in and around the buildings. Orange flowers smiled from pots lining the streets, and bright blue curtains fluttered from an open window. He saw fairies and pixies, a few dwarves, even a fire elf, but mostly muses; Shadow City had been mostly muses for a long time before the troubles.

They entered the council chambers, an imposing three-storey stone building that took up two streets and a whole corner. Inside the main entrance a foyer led into the Council Hall, where once a council of muses had governed Shadow under the benevolent hand of their king.

He shook himself. Tyrannical hand.

Today just a few muses bent over a book at the far end of the great table. One looked up at their entrance; she had long, curling brown hair, freckles and a snub nose. Nikifor couldn’t help but smile. Flower had that effect on him. For a woman who’d lived for more than three centuries and held authority over them all, she still looked like a farm girl.

“Nikifor!” Flower broke away from her advisers, bolted over to them and threw her arms around him. “I’m so glad to see you! I was worried!”

Nikifor squeezed her. “I am well, my friend.”

“I’m glad of that, but you’re in deep trouble!” Flower folded her arms and glanced around at the party. “You lot can leave.” She waved them out. “Thank you, you’ve all done very well. Go see your families. What’s that, a pixie? Someone take her home, she looks miserable. Nikifor, Emerald, with me.” She turned on her heel and headed upstairs.

Emerald gently prodded Misery toward Nikolai with a roll of the eyes Nikifor thought was probably patent relief. He didn’t blame her.

They followed Flower upstairs side by side, and finally managed to have the conversation Nikolai had cut short at the arch. “What happened to the Apple?” Nikifor whispered.

“Clockwork took it,” Emerald replied, her voice just as soft. “He said you’d know what to do next.”

Nikifor almost collapsed in relief. He’d been trying not to imagine Pierus taking the thing for the last three days. “And the king?”

“He just disappeared. Guess he thought the odds were against him. So what do we do now? Can we go find Pan?”

Nikifor frowned. He liked Emerald. He really did. A nice girl with a big axe who’d had his back against vampires, fetches and the king on more than one occasion, but she had a quite remarkable lack of perception where it came to her husband, and he didn’t really want to be the one to tell her. “Emerald-”

“Come on you two. Stop whispering.”

Nikifor walked into Flower’s office and sat down on one of the cushioned chairs facing her desk. Emerald took the other seat.

The room had been refitted since he last saw it; then, it had been a wreck. Now books neatly lined the shelves, a new desk gleamed, a thick blue rug lay on the floor. Silver curtains framed a window that looked out over Shadow City.

Flower sank into the chair behind her desk. “Tell me everything that’s happened.”

[image: A young muse with red hair crouches in fear on a forest path.]

Chapter 4


Fizz crashed through the forest with none of her usual care for where she trod or what she broke. Her hands trembled and her palms itched. She kept her jaw clenched, afraid of the things she might say if she didn’t. The trees, normally her dear friends, crowded in thick around her, barred her way, confused her.


“Fizz! Fizz wait!” Pan hurried after her. “Where are you going?”

“I have to find that place again.” She picked up the pace. “It has to be around here somewhere.”

“The muse college? Why?”

“Because Mort is there and he has to fix me!” Her words came out as a screech. Her palms burned. She dropped to the ground, laid them flat on the earth, took a deep breath in and out, closed her eyes and concentrated on staying calm; the heat flowed into the grass. The pressure eased, but she knew it wouldn’t last.

Pan crouched in front of her. When she opened her eyes his brow squinched up in a frown. “Are you broken?”

Questions. Always questions. “What do you think?” She got to her feet and continued down the path.

“Who’s Mort?” He kept pace with her this time and moved aside a branch that barred her way.

“That muse that we saw, the pretty one. That’s Mort.”

“He didn’t seem to think so.”

“Well that just shows what he knows!”

“I don’t think we’re going to find the muse college, Fizz.”

Pan’s words were quiet, but something in them made her stop. “Why not?”

“Because its miles from here. It’s on the other side of Shadow City.”

“But it was right here! We both went in!”

“Didn’t you notice anything strange about it?”

“Strange?” She’d been avoiding thinking about that.

“Details,” Pan said. “The king had no grey in his hair, and he was sensibly dressed.”

“So?”

He spoke more to himself now than to her. “The cobblestones. That other muse. Mort, or Augustus, or whoever he is. You said he had a scar.”

“Yes.” She tugged a hand through her curls. Pan had hit on exactly what bothered her so much.

“What kind of a scar?”

“A really big one.” Fizz traced from her eye to her jaw. She’d had nightmares for a week after she saw that scar for the first time.

“Scars don’t just disappear.” Pan sank to the ground and put his head in his hands. “Give me the crystal.”

“No. I want it.”

“Give it to me Fizz!”

Fizz raised her palm and pointed it at him. “You want some of this?”

Pan held up his hands. “Please just let me look at it.”

“I don’t know what that’s got to do with it.” Fizz took the crystal from her pocket and held it in her hand, but the feel of it there made her palm itch unbearably. She sat down opposite Pan and carefully placed it between them. “No tricks.”

He stared at it thoughtfully for so long she thought he’d gone to sleep. She was about to pick it up and make a run for it when he spoke. “I wish my uncle Fitz was here.”

“Where is he then?”

“He died fighting false muses. He was a hero of Shadow, but not one person knows his name. They won’t know mine either when my time comes.”

“I’m sorry about your uncle.” Fizz sighed and traced circles on the sand with her finger. “My uncle’s dead too.” She swallowed hard. Uncle Cracker Pop used to pull pebbles out of her ear when she was a kid and tell funny stories about the time he went to Shadow City and accidentally blew up a vampire.

“How’d he die?” Pan asked.

She shrugged. “He got blown up.”

He raised one eyebrow, but didn’t comment. “Fizz I need to know about your hands.”

She tucked her palms into her stomach, clenched her jaw and scowled at a bug crawling over a leaf near her foot. “Why did you wish your uncle was here?”
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