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A Description of Nowhere




A corridor between universes, Nowhere is a forest world in which multi-colored trees sway gently beneath a red-and-indigo sky. Here, the plants and trees are hungry, snaring small animals to devour. The birdcalls sound like thunder, and deadly creatures prowl the forest at night. 

Through Nowhere, A river flows with rainbow water, pouring from the north, and feeding the Seer Toad Swamps to the east. To the South are the Dire Mists where Cherish Screamers lurk, waiting to snatch unsuspecting souls. To the South-East are the Snatching Sands; deep, black sands that only a few of Nowhere's creatures may cross. To the West lies the portal tree, a doorway to other worlds, and the Soother Tree – a huge, kind-natured tree that offers shelter to the needy and hungry beneath its roots.
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A Description of Riverfell




Riverfell is a swamp world, haunted by strange creatures and deep magics. The world is ruled by five familes: Vane, Jormund, Grayling, Howl, and de Callis, who each control a territory on the outskirts of the swamp. Their magic keeps the swamp in check. The central regions of the swamp, though, are wild and dangerous, known as the Deep Swamp. At the very centre of the Deep Swamp lies an island of great power, known as the Heart of the Swamp. 

De Callis territory is located in the south-west of Riverfell, and is the smallest of the five territories. Here, the family of de Callis rule from a town called Marsh Wilds. At the northern edge of their territory is a portal made of five rocks jutting into the sky, known as Giant's Reach. Slightly to the south-east of this lies the de Callis territory graveyard, which is haunted by dark and deathly beings.








  
  
Trigger Warning




This story contains references to domestic abuse from the beginning. If you find this causes you undue stress or disturbance, please stop reading and seek help.


You matter, and your recovery matters.
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Chapter one

The Lightning Snake and the Icefire Bear





The air sparkles with monstrous energy. Me and Maeve stand opposite each other, ten meters apart. The rainbow river gurgles beside us. I glare at her, fists clenched. It’s like I’m looking at an echo of myself, five years ago. The bunched muscles, the fury in her eyes. I meet her with equal ferocity. Mainly because she’s doing my head in. Girl’s got a mouth that could make a howler horse blush. We’ve been trading insults all morning. 

Our shouting’s attracted a flock of nosta birds. They natter in the trees above, green eyes peeking between the multi-colored leaves of the canopy. The red and yellow of their feathers flash in the sunlight. Their black, dagger beaks gleam. I eye them warily, but it ain’t singing season for them yet. Our memories should be safe for now. 

The forest’s alive this morning. Cracklemice scurry beneath leaf litter. Birdsong, loud and violent as war drums, batters the air. The sun’s reached its peak and the red-and-indigo sky glows bright and fierce. This is home. This strange not-quite-world we call Nowhere. A place between universes. A haven.

Or at least, it was, until we brought Maeve into it two weeks ago. Girl’s a firestorm. Temper like a tornado, fists like battering rams. And if that wasn’t enough, she’s got a giant, horned bear-monster with burning eyes and icefire powers that feeds off her rage. It stands before her, now, about the height of a horse, head lowered, ready to charge. 

Nightmare.

“Well?” Maeve barks. “You ready?”

I clench my jaw. Damn cheek! Who’s calling the shots here? “’Course I’m bloody ready!” I yell back. “Can’t you tell?”

Because Maeve’s not the only one with a monster. I’ve got one of my own. A great, green-scaled serpent with a crown of ferocious spikes adorning his head, eyes gleaming scarlet, scales that sparkle with lightning and a pair of vast, blood-red wings. Normally, I manage to keep him small enough to drape round my neck, but today, I’ve let him grow. He’s matched Maeve’s monster for size and sways tauntingly.

Don’t tell! He hisses, straight into my brain. His voice tingles, but I’m used to it. Let’s take ‘em by surprise!

Easy, Wriggler, I think back. It’s not an actual fight, remember.

I keep a tight hold on him. Won’t let him grow any bigger. He wants to, I can tell. But it ain’t happening. When I let Wriggler loose, bad things happen. When I let him loose, he becomes the part of me I’m most terrified of. The monster I barely managed to wrestle under my control five years ago. The Oraqua.

Wriggler glares. It was an actual fight last time, he grumbles. Bear tore my wing.

I roll my eyes but don’t bother answering. That was three days ago and it’s not as bad as Wriggler makes out. Bear—Maeve’s monster—caught the tip of Wriggler’s left wing and left a slash. It’s already healing. Wriggler’s just sore he lost. If I’m honest, I’m sore, too. Maeve let Bear get too big. Out of control. That’s what I’m trying to teach her today. Control.

Oak knows, she bloody needs it.

“I’m gonna send Wriggler in,” I say, ignoring my lightning-snake’s stroppy protests. “Remember, you got to—”

“Keep Bear small,” Maeve drawls. “Yeah, yeah. You told me a million times.”

I clamp my mouth shut on a dozen retorts. I’m supposed to be helping Maeve manage her anger, not unleash it. I scowl at her. At the sheen of sweat shining on her dark skin, the curls of black hair piled on her head, the muscles rippling in her arms. She’s wearing a loose, sleeveless shirt and the flax pants Sheb finished making for her two days ago. Fur boots, just like mine, cover her feet.

I wonder what she sees when she looks at me. My death-pale skin, my ash-grey eyes with wild curls of scorch-black hair. Wriggler flicks me with the tip of one wing.

Who cares? He sneers. Let’s fight!

No, Wriggler, wait a minute—

But that bloody snake’s never done a thing I’ve told him. With a crackle of lightning, he lunges for Bear. Maeve yells as the two beasts clash. The ground shakes. Nosta birds take wing, screaming their heads off. Scarlet feathers rain down as me and Maeve clamp our hands over our ears. Might not be singing season, but nosta bird cries can still steal a few memories if we ain’t careful.

It doesn’t affect the monsters, though. Wriggler even snaps one out of the air, gulping it down in a flurry of feathers before he wraps Bear in his massive coils, squeezing.

“Hey!” Maeve yells, clutching her chest as Bear’s pain travels down their bond, affecting her, too. “Let go!”

“Wriggler!” I yell. “Not so tight!”

He glares, grumbles, but relents. His coils loosen and Bear thrashes free, leaving great gouges through Wriggler’s scales. They circle each other. Wriggler sends lightning shooting in all directions. Maeve dives, narrowly avoiding a bolt of scarlet electricity. Bear rears, opens his jaws.

And screams.

I throw my arms over my head as the noise rattles through my bones. My brain fizzes with remembered pain. The scar across my back—the one my daddy gave me before I killed him—burns.

Monsters are funny like that. They’re not regular creatures like nosta birds and howler horses. Or like Bartok, the grumpy owl-squirrel that lives with us. Monsters are made of something darker. An energy that feeds off anger and despair. I don’t know what gives them shape, or how they decide whose anger to attach themselves to. I don’t know if Maeve or me will ever break free of our monsters. All I know is they’re here with us, now. They feed off our pain. Wriggler was drawn to me when I killed my daddy, escaped his clutches, and ran from the town that tried to kill me. Maeve? Maybe she had it worse. Her mother murdered by the priests who were supposed to protect her town, while she was forced to watch. Bear was bonded to her for ages, killed three people before she realized he was hers. He’s out of control.

And the whole point in these training sessions is that she’s supposed to learn to contain him.

Sod that for a laugh, Wriggler hisses. Annie, give me more anger!

I shake my head, squeezing tight on the thread of energy that ties me to him. Not happening, Wriggler! I say. Control!

Bear charges, barreling into Wriggler before my snake has a chance to react. White fire bursts from his paws and shoots across the leaf litter. It’s not even hot but cracklemice and butcher beetles flee from it all the same. That fire might not burn skin, but it burns other things. Power. Hope. The will to fight. I shrink back as it surrounds me, the ghostly flames dancing higher.

“Maeve!” I yell. “Calm him down!”

Maeve doesn’t answer. Her eyes glow green. Bear’s white fire dances round her feet, up her pant-leg, along her arms. She’s awash with it. My gut drops.

“Maeve!” I yell. “Stop it! Let go!”

Bear’s huge. Like Wriggler, he grows in both size and power the more anger Maeve feels. She’s losing her grip. Bear’s black fur ruffles in some otherworldly wind. He swipes at Wriggler, claws narrowly missing my snake’s throat.

Annie! Wriggler roars. Stop holding back!

But I can’t, can I? It’s the thing I must never do—release my fury so it shoots down the invisible vein that ties me to my monster. If I do that, he’ll become the thing I fear. Chaos incarnate.

Get over yourself, Annie! Wriggler bellows. We had a deal, remember?

We did. He listens to me and I listen to him. But it’s hard to batter down a fortress I’ve spent five years building. I keep my rage locked tight in the darkest corners of my mind.

But Maeve clearly ain’t learned to do the same. Wriggler might still be the size he was when this fight started, but Bear’s grown. He’s taller than the trees, horns slicing the leaves at the top of the canopy. He beats his chest and howls, his cry tearing the skies. His white fire catches the trees, bleaching their bark. Maeve’s not in control. I see it in her face. The wild, feral ecstasy of knowing this monster is hers to command.

If I don’t stop her, she’ll kill Wriggler.

Which might kill me, too.

Damn this painful girl! I unclench my fists, open my mouth wide. I shriek like a banshee at full moon. I let my anger loose. Feel it race down my bond with Wriggler, igniting our nerve endings.

Yes, Annie! Wriggler laughs. My anger floods him with power. He grows until his wings cast shadows so black it’s almost impossible to see. He towers over Bear, glaring down at his rival. His eyes burn with bloody fire.

Now we’ll see who needs three days to recover before the next fight, he snarls.

Wriggler! I yell, warning in my voice. Don’t—

But he’s not listening. He lunges at Maeve’s monster. His huge maw clamps Bear’s head. Bear bellows, slashing Wriggler’s belly. Wriggler hisses but doesn’t let go. He shakes his head until Bear goes limp, then throws him against the ground. His vast coils wrap Bear in a crushing grip. Tightening.

Maeve gasps for breath, clutching her chest. The green fire goes out of her eyes as they bulge. She drops to one knee, then all fours.

“Wriggler!” I scream. “Let go!”

I run for him, reaching down our bond to pull him back. He’s not listening. Bastard snake’s going to kill them! Maeve’s eyelids flutter. She topples to her side, mouth frothing. I reach Wriggler in a whirlwind of limbs, beat his side. “Let go, you evil creature. Let go!”

Wriggler looks down at me, eyes flashing scarlet. I punch and kick. Tears pour down my face. I don’t bother to wipe them away. “Stop!” I scream.

And this time, he does. With a sigh, he lets his coils fall loose. Bear flops to the leaf litter, spluttering.

“Shrink down!” I snap.

Wriggler grumbles but does as he’s told. His scales dull to black. He reduces until he’s no longer than my forearm, a harmless serpent with vestigial wings and a flickering green tongue. He concertinas his body with embarrassment.

Sorry, Annie, he mutters.

I kick leaf litter at him. “Too bloody right, you’re sorry!” I growl. “Now piss off! I don’t wanna see you ‘til dark. Go on! Go!”

Wriggler knows he’s in disgrace. Without another word, he slithers into the gurgling rainbow river. I don’t bother to watch him go. I rush to Maeve’s side, cradling her against my chest until she comes to. I push her hair out of her face, hush her as she panics.

Her fear shrinks Bear, too. He scampers over to us, no more than a mewling bear cub with stubby horns and brown fur. He paws Maeve’s pant leg. Maeve tries to speak, but her voice is hoarse.

“What?” I say, leaning closer. Maeve grabs my shirt in her fist, her breath hot against my ear.

“Piss off, Annie,” she croaks, then faints.

I sit there, staring at her prone form for a good ten minutes. I suppose I deserved that, really.








  
  

Chapter two

Domestic Chaos





Maeve comes round after a bit. She’s still sore about the fight. I can’t blame her, really. Bear, now small, whimpers as I help Maeve to her feet, shunt my shoulder under her arm to steady her. She’s got a nasty bruise, like a necklace, round her throat. Her left leg’s bleeding. 

“We should clean that up,” I say.

Maeve lets loose a torrent of insults, which I take. She doesn’t resist when I guide her down to the rushing rainbow waters of the river. She sits on the bank, her injured leg trailing in the water.

“I hate this,” she growls. “I hate you.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I mumble, pretending those words don’t sting. I don’t think Maeve hates me, really. We rescued her, see. Along with her monster, and her best friend—though I reckon they’re more than friends, actually—a girl called Lin with a remarkable power to read souls. Their own world wasn’t safe for them, so we brought them here, thinking we’d raise them. Help them heal.

Turns out, parenting two seventeen-year-olds with monstrous issues ain’t easy when you’re barely out of kidhood yourself, got monstrous issues of your own.

I told Sheb this was a terrible idea. Would he listen?

The rainbow waters stir and Maeve looks away, grimacing. I hold her leg steady as a blunt, grey head pushes above the surface, stares at me with round, black eyes, then ducks beneath the foam. Lizard-shark. They’re harmless. Though they look terrifying. Usually about the length of my forearm, they’re shark-like things with lizard legs that they use to clamp to the riverbed. They’ve got whopping, razor teeth, but I ain’t ever been attacked by one. Instead, a few of them gather round Maeve’s injured leg and, gentle as you like, begin cleaning it with their long tongues. When they’re done, they melt back into the many-colored waters. I help Maeve up again.

“Bartok can help with the pain when we get home,” I say.

“Piss off, Annie,” Maeve replies. That, and I hate you, are pretty much all she’s said to me since Wriggler almost squeezed the life from her. I clench my jaw against the buck of anger. Getting cross with Maeve won’t do. Wriggler could be a mile away by now, but wherever he is, he’ll feel my rage.

“Look, Maeve,” I say. “I really am sorry. I never realized he was still so cross about Bear tearing his wing. If I’d known, I’d never—”

“Please shut up,” Maeve says, wincing. Her voice is raw from the suffocation. “Just … you already apologized, yeah? Let me swear at you for a bit.”

I blink, hating the burn in my eyes. “Yeah,” I grumble. “Okay. Fine.”

We head home in silence, climbing the shallow incline away from the river. A few curious trees reach creeping tendrils towards us. I bat them away, and Bear swipes at them whenever they get too close to Maeve.

Finally, we reach the little clearing at the top of the incline. There’s a break in the canopy here. I glance up to see wisps of green clouds scudding across the red-and-indigo sky. A few of the smaller, less obnoxious birds warble in the branches. In the middle of this clearing stands the Soother Tree. It’s taller than the surrounding trees, with wide, splaying branches and bright leaves. It’s festooned with vines, which shimmer and stir, even though the day is still. Its trunk is so wide, I reckon we’d struggle, the four of us, to wrap our arms round it. At its base, there’s a hollow. The entrance to our home, which we built beneath the tree’s sprawling roots. When me and Maeve approach, the wooden door stands wide. There’s a modest fire burning in a pit outside, something delicious-smelling bubbling over it. A girl with short, shiny black hair, pale skin and hooded eyes sits on an upturned stump, nodding emphatically as the young man beside her chatters away. He’s kneeling, one hand outstretched. An electric blue deer about the size of a large dog feeds from the dead cracklemouse in his palm.

“Blood fawns are nervous things,” he’s saying quietly. “But if you’re patient, they’ll come to you.”

He grins, showing crooked teeth. His shoulder-length hair, so grubby I don’t reckon I’ve ever seen its true color, falls over his face. A vicious-looking harpoon is strapped across his back, but nothing hides the sparkle in those grey eyes.

This is Sheb. My best friend in all the worlds. The man who rescued me five years ago, when I stumbled through the portal at the bottom of my daddy’s garden and found myself in Nowhere. We were both still kids back them. Him, a lonely, terrified eighteen-year-old fresh from escaping his family. Me, a frightened, murderous seventeen-year-old girl with nowhere to turn and no-one to help her. No-one except Sheb. His smile always settles my heart. He’s become my family. My brother. My shelter.

Although I can’t help noticing the blood fawn’s fangs are dangerously close to his palm.

“Sheb!” I snap, making everyone jump. The blood fawn springs away.

Sheb and the girl stand.

“Hey, Annie,” Sheb says. His face falls as he takes in the state of Maeve. “What happened?”

The girl gasps, rushing to Maeve’s side. She cups Maeve’s face in her hands, checks her over, then makes frantic signs with her hands.

“I’m alright, Lin,” Maeve says. “Don’t fuss.”

She wraps an arm round Lin’s shoulders, kisses her on the mouth. I roll my eyes.

“Time for that later,” I say. “First, you should eat. Rest.”

Sheb scrambles about for a few more seats. He brings out some of the rickety chairs he’s built, arranges another upturned stump by the fire. He ushers us to sit, plants a kiss on my forehead.

“Dear Annie,” he says, in that ridiculous, posh accent of his. “What happened this time?”

He’s so gentle. Not accusing me at all. But I see concern dancing in his eyes as he hurries to ladle thick, creamy stew into three wooden bowls. He serves Maeve first, watching as she spoons the stew into her mouth, then rushes to make sure me and Lin have some, too.

My hands tremble so much I can barely hold my bowl. My throat tightens.

“Annie,” Sheb says gently. He takes the bowl from my hands, sets it on the floor, then he holds my shoulders.

“Something you see.”

I blink away a blur of tears and fix my gaze on his face. “You,” I whisper. “I see you. My best friend.”

Sheb nods, smiling. “Something you hear.”

We go through our ritual. Sheb does it every time he sees me slipping out of myself, every time my rage and fear threatens to crush me. Slowly, I come back to myself. My hands stop shaking. He sets the bowl back in my hands. I stare at the creamy contents, stomach twisting.

“Is it too hot?” Sheb asks. “Blow on it a bit, Annie.”

I try my best to smile. “It’s fine, Sheb,” I say. “It’s lovely.”

And it is. Sheb’s a good cook. A good parent to the orphans we brought home two weeks ago. A good person. I don’t deserve him. I never have.

Sheb continues bustling. He brings out a blanket for Maeve and wraps it round her shoulders. She grumbles and throws it off, but Sheb’s up again in seconds, insisting she keep it on for the shock. He rummages in the many pouches he’s got strapped to his belt until he finds the vials of healing poultice he makes from various plants in Nowhere. He coaxes me into drinking something to calm my nerves, then starts tending Maeve’s leg, nattering away to Lin as he does so.

“Grumbleshroom poultice to stop infection,” he says, as Lin frowns and scribbles some notes in a book Sheb gave her. I notice she’s also wearing the belt he made for her, stuffed with almost as many pouches and pockets as Sheb’s own. Lin’s a soft soul. I can see why she wants to learn everything Sheb knows about Nowhere, it’s animals and plants, and their uses. The Soother Tree reaches its long vines towards us, sensing tension. It caresses my face, gently wipes a tear from my cheek, then drapes a comforting tendril round Maeve’s shoulder. It’s most concerned about Sheb, though. Its vines touch his face, searching for his hands. It even holds vials and tools for him while he works to sew Maeve’s leg shut. I shake my head with a smile. Nowhere’s always loved Sheb most. Its creatures let him pass unharmed. Its trees part for him. Its birds sing gently in his presence. For the rest of us, living in Nowhere is like tiptoeing along the edge of a dagger. But Sheb charms this place. It loves him.

He finishes tending Maeve’s leg, then unstraps his harpoon, leans it carefully against his chair. He looks at us.

“What happened?”

Lin puts her notebook and pencil down, makes some more signs with her hands. Lin doesn’t talk, at least not that I’ve heard. Maeve says she hasn’t spoken since her mother disappeared over ten years ago—although it turns out her mother actually transformed into a powerful magical creature and now lives in the Wild Wood in their home world. She helped us solve the mystery of who Bear belonged to a few weeks ago. Still, Lin prefers to stay silent. She has an elaborate, beautiful language that she signs with her hands. Sheb, of course, made a massive effort to learn her signs in the first week after she and Maeve came to Nowhere. Ever the scholar, he’s already picked up loads. I’m still struggling. I catch the sign I’ve learned means event or happening, (both hands making a circle), a sign that means a question, (one finger crooked against the opposite palm) and one Lin seems to have used a lot since she arrived here—the fingers of her left hand to her chin, the other palm swiping upwards over her face—which I’m pretty certain means foolish.

My cheeks heat as I explain what happened. Maeve, of course, keeps leaping in, making out like it’s worse than it is. Annie got so angry she couldn’t control Wriggler. Disaster.

“It weren’t like that!” I snap. “I wasn’t mad! Bear hurt Wriggler’s wing, and—”

Maeve glares, a hand resting between Bear’s stubby horns. “Oh, so, it’s Bear’s fault, now?”

I roll my eyes. “No, Maeve. I just—”

“Then whose, Annie?” she says, needling me. “You gonna blame the lizard-sharks this time? Or the angle of the sun? Seriously, when you gonna just—”

“You lost control!” I snap. I’m on my feet, my chair tipping backwards. Bear gives a questioning whine. From the branches of the Soother Tree, I hear a warning hoot. But I ain’t listening. This ain’t my fault! “I told you to keep Bear small, but you let him grow, and then you wonder why Wriggler goes for you like that? If you ain’t even gonna try to keep control, Maeve, then why’m I bothering?”

I glare at her and she at me. Sheb touches my arm.

“Annie,” he says gently. “Your eyes—”

I shove him off. I know my eyes are glowing. I don’t care. I ain’t backing down. “This ain’t a game, Maeve!”

Sheb tries to weigh in again. “She knows that, Annie. You must give her time to learn. Your monsters are very different, you know. Serpentines like Wriggler may be linked more to emotions like rage and hate. But I think the Hot-Bloods like Bear are different. We have to—”

I turn my glare on him. He falls silent. I ain’t in the mood to hear about his studies, his theories about the monsters. He’s got these categories he came up with. He’s called reptilian monsters like Wriggler Serpentines, and mammalian monsters like Bear Hot-Bloods and he keeps harping on about the difference. But I don’t care! The issue ain’t with our monsters, is it? It’s with us! I round on Maeve.

“You can’t control Bear,” I growl.

Maeve leans back in her own chair, sighing. “I can control him, Annie,” she says. “I let him grow ‘cos I wanted him to. You’re always trying to hold me back, like I’m some kid who doesn’t—”

“You are a kid!” I burst out. “You’re a kid who killed three people before she realized the monster was hers! You almost killed more! If I hadn’t been there to stop you, you’d have ended up—”

“Ended up what, Annie?” Maeve says, her voice dangerously quiet. “Go on. Say it.”

But I can’t. All the fight goes out of me. The scar across my back aches. I feel Wriggler in my head. Wherever he is, he senses my distress. I push him away. I can’t deal with him now. This is partly his fault.

“You can’t say it, can you?” Maeve murmurs. “Fine. I’ll say it for you. You don’t want me to end up like you.” She stands, leaning on Lin for support. “You don’t gotta worry about that, you know,” she says. “I don’t wanna end up like you. I’ll never end up like you.”

Lin’s eyes widen. She makes a frantic sign with both hands pressed together. Gratitude. Because we rescued them. And Maeve’s being a stuck-up sod.

Maeve at least has the decency to look subdued by Lin’s reminder. Her cheeks color, she falls quiet.

Still, her words cut through me. I flinch. Maeve sees, and triumph flickers in her eyes. She hobbles towards the Soother Tree, which reaches its vines towards her, wrapping her in a welcoming hug. She and Lin duck inside the cave, wedge the door shut behind them.

I stare at the ground, hating the way my eyes burn. I feel a hand clasp mine, look up to find Sheb beside me. His grey eyes sparkle with concern.

“Dear Annie,” he says. “It’s okay, she’s just—”

I snatch my hand away. I don’t want to be comforted. I deserved what Maeve said. She’s right. She should never end up like me. All I do is break and beat and destroy. Sheb grabs my shoulders, turns me to face him. He looks suddenly fierce.

“Don’t do that,” he says. “I know what’s going on in your head. You’re more than your past. More than the bad things that happened to you.”

I shrink away. “Ain’t more than my present though, am I?” I snap. “This was a stupid idea, Sheb! How can we keep two kids safe in a world like this? You and me, we’re so broken—”

Sheb tries to gather me into a hug. “We’re not broken, Annie,” he says. “It’s okay. We can do this—”

I push him away, harder than I meant to. He staggers back and I’m ashamed of myself. But the rage-grief-guilt churns in me like poison. Far away, I feel Wriggler sparkle with power.

“Stop trying to make it better, Sheb!” I yell. “You’re just as broken as me. Don’t pretend you ain’t!”

Sheb’s eyes shutter for a moment. I see his jaw tighten. “That’s not fair, Annie,” he says. “We both suffered at the hands of those who should have loved us. We don’t use it against each other.”

I kick sullenly at the ground. He’s right. Obviously. “Sorry,” I grumble. “I didn’t mean it. I just—we dunno how to play families, do we? Last time either of us were in a family, it ended in murder.”

Sheb flinches. I hate that all I’m doing right now is hurting him. His shoulders sag.

“Annie, what happened to us isn’t normal. You know that, right?”

I nod automatically, even though I ain’t got a clue what any kind of normal should look like. My normal was a mother who left me twice. A father who would’ve killed me, except I killed him first.

And Sheb’s normal—well, he only ever talked about it with me once. Years ago, when I first came to Nowhere. I know he had brothers. I know one of them died. I know Sheb killed him. 

I’ve never asked anything further. Though I’ve been tempted. I’m tempted now, as I watch a shadow cross his face. I’m not used to seeing his pain. He’s dealt with it. Put it aside and learned to accept it. Unlike me and Maeve, he managed to detach himself from his monster, (Wriggler spent some time tormenting Sheb before he moved onto me.) Unlike Lin, he doesn’t have any kind of power. He’s just Sheb. Brilliant in his own way and completely together. Our safe place.

He tries to put his arm round me, but I can’t take it. I’m angry. Mostly with myself, I guess. “You can’t always make things better!” I snap. “Just … let me be, okay?”

He blinks, color rising in his cheeks. Those grey eyes shine with hurt. “Okay, Annie,” he whispers. Shame stabs me. He doesn’t deserve this. I try to reach for him. “Sheb, I—”

But he pulls away. “No, you’re right,” he says. “I can’t fix it. I’m sorry.”

He grabs his harpoon, though I doubt any of the day creatures of Nowhere would hurt him. The night beasts are another matter. He trudges out of the clearing, ignoring me when I call him back. I’m left alone beside the fire, my bowl of stew unfinished. I kick it over, swearing. This is too much. I can’t do this. How do I manage to drive everyone around me away?

Well, not quite everyone.

That warning hoot comes again from the trees. A purple shape swoops from the branches, landing on the ground beside me. It rouses its feathers, fixes me with a ferocious, tawny-eyed glare. I glare right back.

“What do you want?” I grumble.

The creature beside me growls in answer. He’s about eight inches tall with a fluffy, furry body. He looks mostly like an owl, with feathery discs around his eyes, a hooked beak and little ear tufts at the top of his head. He tucks his mottled grey wings against his side, flicks his squirrel tail in agitation. Instead of talons, his back feet are long and furry, like those of a rabbit. This is Bartok. An owl-squirrel Sheb adopted before we met, who seems to think I’m a complete waste of space. He’s probably right. He thumps once against the ground to get my attention, chirps angrily.

“I don’t need you telling me off, too,” I say. “I know I’m an idiot.”

Bartok fixes me with an appraising stare. He can’t talk, but we’ve got an unspoken understanding, me and him. He knows what I am. He sees right through me, through the anger to the churning fear beneath. And I try to see me the way he does. I try to show him I can be better.

Only, right now, I ain’t convinced I can.

“Go after Sheb, then,” I say. “He needs you more than I do right now.”

Bartok doesn’t move. He keeps staring at me. I imagine he’s saying, You are an idiot, Annie. He’s saying, surprise, surprise. He’s saying, So, what are you going to do about it now?

And the truth is, I don’t know.








  
  

Chapter three

What Could Have Been





I douse the fire with the bucket of water Sheb keeps handy but leave the pot and its contents. When Maeve finishes fuming, she’ll be hungry. 

I’ve lost my appetite, though. I need to get out of here. I usher Bartok onto my shoulder and head northeast, continuing up the incline, away from the river. Bartok nips my ear, growls. I bat him off. Not like I don’t know I’ve been an idiot, is it? No-one needs me around right now.

The trees are wilder up this way. Their leaves glimmer gold, red, and yellow. Their creepers are excitable, snatching at my hair and arms. I smack them away, draw one of the throwing knives I keep sheathed on my belt.

“Let me alone,” I tell them. “Or I’ll get nasty.”

The trees know I ain’t messing around. With a groan of old bark, they drop their creepers, let me pass un-bothered. I trudge until the ground flattens and the trees thin into another clearing. This one’s smaller. Quieter. There’s a hush over this place, like the plants and creatures of Nowhere hold it in reverence. The howler horses never come through here. There are birds in the trees, but they’re silent.

I head, like I have every day for the past two weeks, to the moss-covered rock at the edge of the clearing and settle on it, knees drawn up to my chest. I fix my gaze on the tree in the middle of the clearing. And wait. And hope.

Because this tree ain’t like the other trees in Nowhere. It looks like the lightning-struck corpse of a years-old oak. It must once have reached dozens of feet into the sky, dominating the forests of Nowhere for miles around. It must’ve been a sight to behold. Now, though, it’s no more than a blackened husk, hollow down the center, a few twisted branches clinging to its corpse.

You’d be forgiven for reckoning it was nothing more than a dead tree, if it weren’t for the lights dancing from within. Greens, golds, pearly whites, threaded with blues. It’s an ever-shifting, ever-living thing. It showed itself a few months after I first arrived, once Nowhere decided it was safe for me to leave. It’s a portal. If I was to walk up to it, peer over the blackened lip into its hollow innards, I’d see world after world flicker into view. Dancing galaxies, sweeping deserts, worlds where the geometry and physics defy belief. And if I leaned in a little further, let myself tumble inside, I’d fall into one of those worlds. I’d feel the pull of light and dark, life and death, beyond and within, tugging at my heart. And then I wouldn’t be in Nowhere anymore.

Nowhere ain’t like other worlds, see. I ain’t sure it’s a world at all, really. It’s a place between. A haven. This portal could take me to any world I choose. Universe upon universe upon universe, waiting inside that hollow tree. But as far as I know, the other worlds don’t have portals to each other. Only to here.

Today, I ain’t interested in visiting other worlds. I’m waiting for someone, though I reckon he ain’t coming soon.

The hope hurts so much, I can’t bear it, but I can’t seem to stop. Tears trickle down my cheeks as I stare at the portal. No-one comes through. There’s no bright flash. No thunderclap of worlds colliding. Nothing.

Bartok grumbles, glaring at the ground. Something nudges my ankle. I look down to find Wriggler. He’s no more than a harmless, black snake, little wings pressed against his sinuous body.

Can we be friends again? He whines. I sigh, scooping him up. Bartok shrieks. He takes off into the trees, squawking his disdain from a nearby branch. He and Wriggler ain’t the best of friends. Wriggler ignores him. My lightning-snake concertinas his coils in my lap. I stroke his scales. I’m trying to treat Wriggler with kindness, these days. I ain’t good at it yet, but I’ve realized that he’s a part of me. Pulled to my darkness and rage. No point fighting him, really. Treating him with kindness is about treating myself with kindness.

I ain’t always good at that, either.

“You made life difficult for me today,” I tell him. “Now everyone’s mad at me.”

Wriggler fixes me with a beady-eyed stare. Because you were handling it so well before I slithered in, he drawls. I roll my eyes, but, annoyingly, he has a point.

“I don’t wanna talk about it,” I say. Wriggler nudges my arm.

You never do.

We sit in silence for a bit. I stare at the portal tree.

He’s not coming, Annie, Wriggler says. He says it gently, but the words are like a needle in my heart. I clench my jaw.

“I know,” I snap. “I’m just—”

Just what? Wriggler says. He said he’d find you when he’s ready. Stop rushing him. Stop rushing yourself.

“I’m not rushing anyone!” I retort, though I know that ain’t true.

I can’t explain it, this longing. I haven’t known Sasha that long. I met him in Maeve’s world, when me and Sheb went through the portal to rescue Maeve and Lin from a monster. It turned out, that monster was Bear, who belonged to Maeve, and the whole situation was far messier than we’d first realized.

But in that world, I’d met this dark-eyed priest with a gentle smile, who could transform into a giant, grey maned cat.  Skin-switching, Sheb’s been calling it. I don’t know what you’d call our connection, but it felt…right…straight from the start. Like I’d known him my whole life.

Obviously, things got complicated. He escaped his priesthood and they weren’t pleased. Then he left, promised he’d find me when he was ready. When he’d discovered what he needed to about himself. Whatever that means.

But it’s already been two weeks. How long does it take someone to find themselves? How lost is he?

And why the hell do I feel so adrift without him?

Wriggler nudges me again.

Forget it, Annie.

I scowl at him. I know he’s trying to help, in his own thoroughly unhelpful way. We watch the portal tree for a while, lights flickering around the clearing. Gradually, the sun sets, the red-and-indigo sky darkens. The twin moons rise. One a bright, blue crescent, the other fat, white, and full.

Time to go, Wriggler says. He slithers off my lap and oozes through the leaf litter. I follow, head bowed. Bartok swoops onto my shoulder, watching through the darkness in case a howler horse or a cherish screamer decides to ambush us.

Not that any of them have been that stupid for some time. The predators of Nowhere are acquainted with Wriggler. They attack me once, and never make that mistake again.


      [image: ]At home, the girls have emerged from beneath the Soother Tree and stoked the fire to life again. The Soother’s more active now, its vines snapping at the butcher beetles—thumb-sized, mosquito-like blood suckers that come out this time of evening. It’s good at keeping them away.

Lin, stirring the pot of stew, waves when she sees me approach. Maeve sits beside her, prodding the wound on her leg. She grunts as I sit next to her. From Maeve, that’s pretty much as good as a hug. I grunt back. No-one says anything for a bit. Bartok gives an anxious hoot. I scan the trees.

“Where’s Sheb?” I ask. Maeve shrugs.

“Dunno.”

We fall silent again. The last of the daylight fades. Now the clearing is washed in the strange, silver-blue light of the twin moons. I jiggle my leg. Bartok flicks his tail. Maeve and Lin frown. I can’t stand this anymore.

I bolt to my feet. “I’m gonna look for him.”

Maeve stands. “I’ll come with you,” she offers. “It’s my fault, too. We should—”

I shake my head. “It’s too dangerous,” I say. “Stay here with Lin. I can—”

“I have a monster, too, Annie,” Maeve points out. “I can handle it.”

I glare at her, about to retort that she has no idea what she’s talking about. She’s been in Nowhere for two weeks, that’s all. She saw her first howler horse two days ago and it took her nearly twenty-four hours to recover. (Strangely, Lin was fine. No-one’s ever fine after they see a howler horse for the first time.)

Maeve bristles before I’ve uttered a word. Lin holds up her hand before we can go for each other again. I pause mid-breath, staring at Lin, who points towards the edge of the clearing.

There’s Sheb, emerging from the brush. His head’s bowed, hair covering his eyes. But there are no cuts or bruises that I can see. He’s not limping, and his harpoon’s strapped across his back.

Bartok squeals with delight, makes a beeline for Sheb’s shoulder. Sheb smiles as the owl-squirrel nuzzles his face.

“Hey, buddy,” Sheb mutters, tickling Bartok’s belly. Bartok chirps, glares at the rest of us like he can’t believe we’ve been so mean. Bloody owl-squirrel.

“Sheb!” Maeve says. “We were worried. Me and Annie were gonna look for you—”

I turn my glare on her. “We weren’t going anywhere,” I growl. But a warning look from Lin shuts me up before I start another fight.

Sheb comes into the firelight, smiling faintly. His eyes look red, his cheeks puffy. I feel my ribs tighten at the sight. I did that. My best friend, the person who saved me from myself.

And this is how I repay him.

I take his hand, squeeze it. “I’m sorry,” I say. “Really sorry, Sheb. I just … come have some dinner, yeah?”

Sheb holds my hand tightly. “Dear Annie,” he says, flopping into a rickety chair. “Smells good, Lin.”

Lin blushes as she serves up the stew, signs something about how it was all Sheb’s work, really, she just added a bit. Sheb chuckles, tells her she’s a quick learner and he’s proud of her. Lin smiles, signs some more. I spot the gestures for good and teacher and catch the drift.

I feel Maeve’s eyes on me. Hopeful. I know what she wants me to say. She wants me to report to Sheb and Lin that she’s doing well, too. That she’s learning fast.

And she is. Too fast. I wish she wouldn’t be in such a hurry. It takes time to tame your monster. Rage is a fickle beast, and it summons fickle beasts. She’s too quick to free hers. Too brave with her energy. She might be learning fast, but I want her to slow down. I avoid her gaze, say nothing. Maeve deflates. Lin ducks her head, stirs the stew. No-one speaks, except to make awkward comments about today’s weather, or that we’re running low on mushrooms.

A howler horse screeches. The thunder of hooves makes the ground tremble. They’re out in force tonight.

Sheb stands, douses the fire. “Time for bed,” he says.

No-one argues, though Wriggler huffs in my brain.

Cowards.

I shoot him a glare, then help Sheb carry our cooking things inside. Maeve puts her arm round Lin’s shoulders.

And a crack like thunder rips through the clearing. I duck, grabbing Sheb’s arm to steady him as a flash of white light blinds me. I pull Sheb to me, shielding him with my body. Wriggler’s as tall as me in seconds, lightning sparkling along his scales. Bear’s responded to Maeve’s fear, too.

“What’s happening?” Maeve cries.

I don’t answer, though I already know. My heart swells with fear and hope.

“Get inside,” I say.

Maeve starts to argue. I silence her with a glare.

It’s the portal tree.

My pulse is a wild thing, roaring through me. Hope scratches my throat.

Someone’s come through the portal.

Sasha.








  
  

Chapter four

The Boy in the Dark





It’s not Sasha. 

Before we’ve had a chance to move, a figure stumbles into the clearing, collapses face first in the dirt. Lin and Sheb rush to his side, turn him over. He’s no more than a boy. I’ve never seen him before. He’s dressed in a ragged shirt tucked into a pair of waxed overalls, heavy boots. Sweat shines on his dark-skinned face. He’s so small. Can’t be more than twelve, I reckon. He clenches his fists but he’s trembling all over. I see fear in his eyes.

There’s a bruise blooming on his temple.

“Who is he?” Maeve asks, peering over Lin’s shoulder. “Oak, he looks awful.”

I don’t answer. Can’t. I’m struggling to temper my disappointment that this boy ain’t Sasha. I flop against the Soother Tree, fighting the tightness in my throat.

The boy stirs. His eyes flutter open, widen as he takes in the four of us—six, if you count Wriggler and Bear, which I mostly don’t. Sheb helps him up.

“Hello,” he says, ever the gentleman. “I’m Sheb.”

He smiles. The boy gapes. Sheb’s smile falters and he looks at me.

“Why do they always insist on arriving at nightfall?” he asks.

I shrug, but Maeve shoots him a mean glare. “Who’s they?” she demands, though it’s obvious.

When Maeve came hurtling through that portal, yelling about a giant god-bear killing a priest, she arrived at nightfall, too. Night ain’t a comfortable time in Nowhere. It’s when dark things come out to play. Howler horses, cherish screamers, and dawn wights. These ain’t just creatures that eat flesh and sinew. They devour soul and shadow, memory and pain. A howler horse will eat everything you are if you let it. It’ll eat your body, then it’ll eat your footprints, your thoughts, your history, and your future. It’ll erase the fact you ever existed. Not an end I relish. I flick a throwing knife into my hand.

“We need to get inside,” I growl. As if to make my point, a piercing shriek cuts the night, joined by a second, then a third. It’s a mournful, bloodthirsty sound that strikes the marrow in my bones. The howler horses are awake. “Now!” I say, grabbing Maeve’s arm. She doesn’t move. She’s looking at the boy. I look at him, too.

“Do you live here?” he asks us. “Are you the ones that fight monsters?”

I blink. What? The ones who fight monsters? Far as I remember, we’ve fought exactly one monster, and that monster now sleeps at Maeve’s feet in the form of a helpless, horned bear cub. So, I ain’t sure we can call that a success.

And anyway, how would he know? We don’t exactly advertise. I’m about to open my mouth to point this out, but Sheb gets there first. He puffs out his chest.

“We are,” he says, which makes me stare at him. On his shoulder, Bartok fixes me with a tawny glare, challenging me to deny it.

Even Wriggler balks at that. He flicks his tongue. Are we? he says, sounding worried.

I shrug. Apparently. 

This conversation ain’t going the way I’d hoped. But if the others see the warning in my face, they ignore it. Sheb puts an arm round the kid.

“Do you have a monster?” he asks. “Can you describe it to us?” he points towards Wriggler. “If it’s scaled like this one, it’s likely a Serpentine. We think they have powers that control the weather.” He smiles, then indicates Bear. “Or perhaps it’s a more mammalian monster, like Bear? If it has fur it could be a Hot Blood. They have elemental powers, like fire and water.”

The boy gapes at Wriggler and Bear in turn, then turns wide, awe-struck eyes on me and Maeve. His lips move, but no sound comes out. He shakes his head slowly. “No,” he murmurs. “Nothing like that.”

Sheb’s face falls. “We need to understand the monster so we can help,” he says.

Help? Holy Oak, this is getting out of control. I open my mouth again, ready to give them all a sharp word, but the boy buries his face in his hands. The protest dies in my throat. He looks so helpless. He’s far younger than I was when I turned up here. But there’s age in those eyes. He’s lived a life far beyond his meagre years. I cast a sideways glance at Maeve and see the kid reflected in her eyes.

We’ve both been this kid before, not all that long ago.

Hell, sometimes, we both still are this kid.

“It took her,” the boy says. “It took my sister. I tried to stop it, honestly. But it was so strong. So vicious. I couldn’t—”

He lets out this sound, halfway between a roar and a keen, that slices my heart like butter. My scar pulses. It’s the sound of torture. I’ve made sounds like that before.

Wriggler nudges my ankle. Annie, he says, a warning in his voice. The horses.

He’s right. They come thundering through our clearing every night.

“Sheb,” I say. “We need to move.”

Bartok hoots in nervous agreement. Sheb nods without looking at me. “In a minute, Annie,” he says. I feel my pulse buck. This is not an in a minute situation!

Maeve squares her shoulders. “What took your sister?” she asks.

I throw up my hands. For Oak’s sake! Are they serious? It’s like we’ve said yes to this crazy quest before the kid’s even asked.

“Can we have this conversation inside?” I hiss. “I really don’t want to get eaten by a howler horse!”

Maeve shoots me a glare, which I meet with equal ferocity. She turns back to the boy. “Kid?” she says gently. “What took your sister?”

The boy looks up. The twin moons reflect in his tear-filled eyes. “We call it the Corvos,” he says. “The bone crow.”

The bone crow.

I go very, very still. That name echoes round my skull, filling the clearing with its eerie presence. I’ve never heard it before, can’t picture the monster it belongs to, yet something about it tugs at me. Suddenly, the howler horses don’t seem important.

“The what?” Sheb says quietly.

“The bone crow,” the boy repeats. He whispers it, like he’ll draw the terrible creature if he speaks too loudly.

I shake my head. Whatever this thing is, it’s powerful. Only one creature’s name has ever struck fear into me like that, and that creature is now a little black snake at my feet. But he wasn’t always. Once, he was beyond control. Vast, brutal, infernal with rage. A beast whose name made my insides scream with fear. The Oraqua. I’ve never known what that word means, what language it comes from, but even the memory of what Wriggler used to be makes my gut curdle with dread.

And this thing—this bone crow—feels similar. I can’t face a monster like this. I’m not ready. I back away.

“I’m sorry, kid,” I say. “I really am, but we can’t—”

“We can.”

The voice that speaks is so fierce, it takes me a moment to realize it’s Sheb. I look at him and almost don’t recognize him. He’s bunched like a cat about to strike. His eyes are alight with a fire I’ve never seen before. He’s drawn his harpoon and I blink several times to make sure my eyes aren’t deceiving me. Is the weapon glowing faintly with a strange, green light? It’s never done that before.

“Sheb?” I say. Lin touches his shoulder but he flinches away.

“We can,” he says again. “And we will.”

He sounds crazed. I gape at him, wondering what the hell’s going on. This ain’t my gentle Sheb who’d always love rather than fight, who’d lay down his own life rather than take another’s.

Except that one time. But we don’t talk about that.

Sheb fixes me with that wildfire gaze. “I have to go,” he says. “You don’t have to come with me.”

I narrow my eyes. Even Bartok looks at him like he’s lost his mind. What the hell? I shake my head. But the others are on Sheb’s side. Lin puts her hand on the boy’s shoulder, gives me a pleading look. Maeve folds her arms, glares. Sheb doesn’t take his eyes from me. The look on his face is terrifying.

I throw up my hands. “Fine!” I say. “Fine! We’ll hunt this bloody bone crow. But can I at least finish my dinner, first?”

Wriggler flicks his tail. Inside, he says. Where there aren’t any howler horses.

Good point. The night creatures shriek again, uncomfortably close. I growl-sigh, usher the others—the kid included—towards the Soother Tree. This time, no-one argues.

The Soother Tree reaches its vines to us, pulling us inside. We fix the door in place to keep out the predators, draw a curtain across it. Outside, the Soother will have draped its vines over the entrance, hiding it. If anything comes sniffing round, those vines will deal with it. I’ve seen our Soother Tree chase off a howler stallion before, sending it limping away with a bruised rump. We’re safe here.

Still, the memory of the kid’s words echoes round my brain.

Bone crow.

Why does that name fill me with such fear? And what the hell did it do to Sheb?

There’s a strike-and-hiss as Lin lights some candles, places them around the room. Our little home is washed in warm light. It isn’t a large space, though me and Sheb spent some time making it bigger after Maeve and Lin arrived. A round, earthen chamber, supported by the great pillars of the Soother Tree’s roots. The ceiling’s low, but I like it that way. At one end is the table and chairs Sheb built from dead wood, his handmade books strewn across it, the improvised ink from his latest drawings and observations still drying. Sheb’s passion is for the creatures of Nowhere, and he sketches and studies them as if his life depends on it, but lately he’s been more interested in Wriggler and Bear, trying to work out what they are, where they come from.

Bartok chirrups and flies to the perch Maeve made for him. It’s tall enough that he can sit at eye level with the rest of us, glaring whenever we say anything he disapproves of. (Which is always.) He rouses his feathers, tucks his head under his wing and is snoring softly in seconds. I roll my eyes, but at least he won’t add his opinion to this conversation.

At the other end, opposite the table, is a heap of blankets and makeshift sleeping bags, still crumpled where we tossed them aside this morning. Sheb’s tried to make the place nice with a reed-woven rug across the floor, herbs hanging from the ceiling. There’s a hearth dug into the wall beneath a makeshift chimney, which the Soother Tree grew for us. Sheb piles the pots and cooking equipment by the hearth, sets about lighting a fire. No-one speaks, but I watch the boy as he peers, open-mouthed, around our little home.

“It’s …” he says, clearly trying to find the right word. “Nice,” he manages. 

I bark a laugh, throw a blanket at him, and tell him to wrap up. Sheb gets the fire going. Maeve and Lin look shattered, so I tell them to set up their beds. Keep warm. Whatever we decide about this … this bone crow, nothing’s happening tonight. Wearily, the girls snuggle under their blankets. Bear mewls and curls up between them. His eyes reflect firelight.

I scoop Wriggler into my arms and pace. I need to think. Fire zips through my veins. I’m too alert to sleep. Sheb watches me, expressionless. I can’t look at him. If I look at him, I’m scared I’ll break. I’ve never seen him like this before.

“Right, kid,” I growl. “Start talking.”

Lin and Maeve shuffle closer. The fire spits sparks. The kid takes a breath.

“My name is Einan,” he says. “And I come from a world called Riverfell. This is what I saw …”








  
  

Chapter five

Einan’s Truth





As Einan speaks, I feel my body tighten. I sneak glances at Sheb. The more Einan speaks, the more lost my friend looks. 

I listen to Einan’s story, and it’s like I’m watching it happening in front of me. This is what he says.


      [image: ]His breath mists in the frigid, night air. The sky is clear and dark, studded with stars. But Einan doesn’t have time to admire them. His skin prickles with gooseflesh, though he knows it’s not from the cold.

There’s something here. Something that shouldn’t be.

The murky waters of the swamp lap at his little boat. There’s an engine attached to the stern. It’s an unreliable, rusted thing that runs off steam. He’d get there a lot quicker if he used it, but he dares not disturb the water at night. There are … things … lurking beneath the surface of this swamp. A few years ago, the swamp would never have dared upturn a boat in de Callis territory. But it’s different, now. And Einan is no de Callis. He doesn’t carry a harpoon. He’s just a frightened boy on a secret mission. Carefully, he paddles the boat forward. First over the starboard gunwale, then switching to port to keep the vessel heading true. His lantern hangs from the boat’s prow, lighting his way. Vast, twisted trees, clinging vines, and huge, swaying reeds loom from the dark. He thinks he sees eyes in the shadows and tries not to meet their gaze. Occasionally, a strange mist forms between the trees and a human-like shape floats past him, making him shudder. The remnants have been growing in number these few years. They’re drifting out of the graveyard, too. Entering the town itself. Gliding over the murky waters, howling their despair. 

Einan shudders. He shouldn’t be out here. His mother would kill him if she knew, but she didn’t see him slip out of the house, hear him take the boat. She’s too busy panicking about Zuma. Einan’s sister.

Who didn’t come home today.

Einan’s heart kicks. His little sister. Eight-years-old and shining with a light so bright she could illuminate the whole world. Just being near her makes Einan feel like a better person. She’s so full of gentleness, but there’s a mischief in her, too. She gets Einan into trouble, sneaking out on adventures she’s far too young for. Their father despairs, and it’s always Einan who gets the blame. It’s worth it, though, for the sparkle in her eyes. She’s been different lately, though. She gets up earlier. Arrives home later, looking feral. Einan knows she’s missed lessons at the town’s school. Einan’s seen her with Imberg, too. The old widow from the edge of town. Their father worries that Zuma might be murk-touched, but Einan doesn’t think it’s that.

He hopes it isn’t that.

Now, though, she’s missing. Out alone. At night.

Marsh Wilds isn’t safe at night. Not anymore.

A cry cuts the darkness. Sharp. Animal. Einan starts, pulls his paddle into his boat, and waits. Slowly, he reaches for the gutting knife kept at the bottom of the boat. There are weapons in the bottom of every boat in this town, and there’s not a single one that hasn’t been used. The swamp is vicious these days. Giant fanged eels burst from the depths, wrap themselves round unsuspecting vessels. Creeperscorps—aquatic, scorpion-like creatures as long as a man’s arm—deliver a paralyzing sting before eating their victims alive. The de Callis brothers should be able to keep them at bay, but the beasts are growing too strong. 

And there are the hellgators.

Einan shudders.

They’re the swamp’s oldest, most sacred monsters. No-one kills a hellgator. To kill a hellgator is to draw the swamp’s wrath. As far as he knows, only one person has ever been killed by a hellgator in this town. But that’s a small miracle. Especially these days. Hellgators are more than just violent creatures. They’re spirits of the swamp itself, steeped in magic, deeply powerful and deadly. Spirits best avoided by never going out alone at night.

Einan scans the darkened waters for signs of movement, but there’s none. He paddles until his boat bumps against a narrow jetty. His lantern illuminates tough, wild grasses, a narrow path winding into the dark, and the outlines of gravestones, tilted and sunken in the unstable ground. Trembling, he moors his boat, tucks his paddle under the seat. He takes his knife in one hand, his lantern in the other, and clambers ashore.

The ground squelches. He lifts his lantern ahead of him. He’s lived in Marsh Wilds, the biggest town in de Callis territory, his whole life. He’s past the age where he thinks being on land makes him safe. The swamp is a death trap, whether you’re walking or floating on it.

Shapes skitter away from the lantern light. The back of Einan’s neck prickles. The misty, human figure of a remnant flutters from a tree, moaning softly, before it evaporates a few feet above Einan’s head. He hugs himself as that familiar cold washes over him. Mist oozes and shifts across the graveyard, making shapes that hover for a moment before vanishing. The graveyard is full of remnants. It’s worse tonight than Einan’s seen it before.

He clamps down on the urge to call Zuma’s name. He’s going to give her such a telling off when he gets her home. Much as he loves her, she needs a firm word. She can’t keep running off like this.

Something shifts in the darkness. Something big. Einan freezes, fear clawing his throat. He strains to listen but can’t hear anything over the roar of blood in his ears.

There comes a deep, throaty rumbling. Deeper than the roar of a hellgator. It makes the ground tremble. Rattles Einan’s bones. He feels it grate the inside of his skull and winces.

The rumbling intensifies. He staggers back, drops his knife. It lands without a sound in the grass and he stoops to retrieve it, hands brushing soggy grass.

The rumbling changes, becomes more like a wheezing snarl that reminds Einan of …

Of laughter.

His muscles bunch. His lungs have forgotten how to draw air. He freezes as the ground trembles with heavy footfalls. The creature—whatever it is—prowls into the light.

The flame of Einan’s lantern falls across it and Einan thinks he might be staring at death itself. Slowly, he raises his gaze, taking in the nightmare a piece at a time.

It stalks towards him on two, column-like legs, talons gouging the wet earth. A reptilian tail lashes behind it, cracking a headstone in two. Its powerful body looms over Einan, muscle rippling beneath feathery down. It opens a pair of vast, feathered wings, ragged and torn, dripping black blood, but huge enough that the thing could easily get airborne. Those wings. So black they darken the inside of Einan’s mind. His brain begins to buzz, horrors crawling inside it. Finally, Einan meets the thing’s eyes.

Eyes swimming with violence. Blind to everything but fury. They’re deep, unfathomable black, burning with dark fire. Set into a head so hellish, Einan looks at it and forgets who he is. Because this is a monster like none he’s ever seen.

That sharp, mottled skull. That razor beak lined with fangs, that lashing red tongue, that frill of horns at its crown. The black feathers bent and broken, oozing blood.

Einan knows what it is. A murk-touched monster. Someone here, in Marsh Wilds, has summoned it. Cursed by the swamp.

He can’t move. His legs are heavy, yet every part of him is screaming to run.

Only he can’t do that. He’s here for something. There’s a nagging at the back of his mind. A distant cry in a voice he recognizes. Einan opens his mouth as the monster lumbers towards him, peering at him out of one, infernal eye. Finally, Einan manages to speak. Just one word.

“Z-Zuma…” he says.

The monster rumbles a laugh. Einan’s mind falls dark. A fog chokes his mind. The beast lifts a wing, revealing a little, trembling figure at its side, black curls bunched behind her ears. Her usually glowing black skin is waxy and grey. Einan’s heart thumps.

“Zuma?”

She doesn’t answer. Her eyes are glassy, distant. It’s like she’s in a trance. The cry in Einan’s mind becomes a scream, then a shriek of terrible pain. He can’t see. Visions swirl before his eyes. 

He sees his sister’s body, torn and bloody, on the ground in front of him, only he can’t reach her.

He sees his mother melting into mist.

He sees his father striding into the swamp, arms spread, waiting to be devoured.

And he sees a headstone with his own name on it.

The monster’s laughter grows until it fills Einan’s head. It delights in his terror. It closes its wing over Zuma and she disappears into its shadow. Ice forms in Einan’s heart, creeping through his veins. He can’t see. Can’t breathe.

“What … are you?” he gasps.

The monster stalks closer. It’s inches from him, now. He feels its putrid breath on his face. Its razor beak touches the tip of his nose. It stares into his eyes.

“You know what I am,” it rasps. Its voice is an echo of an echo of a dream. It beats in his blood. It laces his bones. “I am a nightmare. I am the Corvos.”

“My sister …” Einan whispers.

The bone crow laughs again. It opens its beak in a twisted grin. “Is mine,” it hisses. “Run.”

And Einan does. He drops his lantern, doesn’t bother to retrieve his knife. He turns and flees as the monster roars. The air thumps behind him as the vile thing takes flight. It’s in the sky. All around him. He feels it bearing down on him, swears its talons scratch the back of his neck. He stumbles. Falls. Scrambles up and keeps running. He tumbles into his boat, fumbles with the mooring until it falls free. He has no idea which direction he’s going. No idea if he’ll live to see the dawn.

But he can’t get the image of Zuma out of his head. Distant, hypnotized, disappearing into the Corvos’ shadow. It’s taken her. And he couldn’t stop it.

Einan paddles until his arms ache, until his breath is ragged. He’s so tired he leans over the gunwale and is thoroughly sick. When he finally sits back, glances up, his breath catches.

He’s not home. He’s miles from home. But the swamp, as it so often does, has taken him where he needed to go.

To the forbidden place only the de Callis brothers are allowed to enter. The circle of five sharp, spearhead rocks that stab out of the swamp like the fingers of a giant’s reaching hand. The town calls this place the Giant’s Reach. But Einan’s heard it called something else, too.

It’s something to do with the way the water within those rocks moves differently. Something to do with the strange light that pulses from inside. If Einan creeps close enough, he knows he’ll feel sunlight on his face from another world.

A portal. To the place called Nowhere.
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