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Let me take you back through the tall, creaking gates of Hangman’s Hollow. Among the blissful winter white snow that lays its cloak gently on the streets and houses, brushing the rooftops and chimneys and wrapping up all its ills, as if to pretend they don’t exist.

All those old tales will tell you that there are creatures here. Dark, sinister beasts that emerge from the hollows of the trees and hunt in packs through the cobbled streets and alleyways. Always searching, for the children of Hangman’s Hollow. For many years they have come from the woods and darkened the doors of the city to take the little ones. To use them as prisoners in the war against the city.

So it was inevitable that eventually children were forbidden here, rounded up and held in the city keep, away from harm. Rumours abounded of children in hiding and soon the raids began, on homes and buildings all over the city. With men on horseback bearing swords and shields, banging down doors and forcing their way in. And those who had been really unlucky had found themselves in the forest prison.

In the search for lost children Jarvis was appointed city warden. And it was his carriage that you would see rumbling through the streets in the dark hours, searching for the ones he secretly hated the most.

It seemed as if the winter might last forever. The snow and ice held the Hollow captive in its frozen prison and all its doorways were closed to the world.

But if you only looked a little closer, you might see a different picture. A warm ray of hope, glowing heartily in an attempt to melt the ice. A promise that something was stirring and that things might change for the better.

In the basement of the old Duprie bakery, the bread ovens were roaring away and filling the room with warm air. Slumped on flour sacks and curled up in sleep were fifteen children on the run for their dear lives. They had arrived in an excited state, thrilled at their escape and happy to have found a place of refuge.
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Right now they needed rest. Escaping from the clutches of the forest had been tiring work. Pip, Toad and Frankie had rescued the other twelve from the forest prison and they had had to run for their lives until their hearts almost burst from their chests.

No one knew what might come next, but what they did know was that their very existence was enough to put them in great danger.

Frankie had brought them here. The Duprie bakery was her family home, now empty, her parents and siblings held captive by the city. Toad was the boy from the inn, the Deadman’s Hand. His father, landlord of the inn, waited patiently for news of his boy. And Pip? Well, in some ways this was all his fault. He had come to the Hollow by accident, escaped from an orphanage many miles away. His arrival had stirred the forest seekers into a frenzy. Children on the move always caused excitement among the woodsfolk.

Pip was fast asleep on a flour sack, blissfully soaking up the heat from the ovens. Toad and Frankie, disturbed from their slumber, sat talking as the others dreamed away beside them. They looked around at the worn-out bodies resting in heaps upon the sacks as their chests rose and fell and they snored in unison.

‘Peace and quiet!’ whispered Toad. ‘I thought they’d never settle.’

Even at the point of exhaustion, the large group of youngsters had proved to be a handful. Their elation at being let out from their forest prison had led to a frantic few hours of chaos in the bakery.

‘What now?’ said Frankie. ‘Where do we go from here?’

Toad stared at her, watching the faint orange light play upon her face in the dark as she spoke. ‘I don’t know. I’m too tired to think right now,’ he said. ‘Pip is a good judge. In the morning, when we’re all awake, we can make plans.’

‘Yes, you’re right. Pip will make good sense of it all. We should rest too,’ said Frankie.

‘Yes, we must,’ agreed Toad. ‘I’m sorry I woke you – something passed outside.’

Frankie nodded. ‘I think I heard it too.’

One boy tossed and turned in his slumber beside them. Edgar McCreedy was the youngest of the children. It seemed his sleep was fitful too. He had not spent time away from his parents before. Frankie stroked his head and watched him settle again.

‘We must all stick together,’ she insisted.

‘Of course we must,’ said Toad, settling himself back into the shape he’d left in the flour sack. ‘We are the city’s only hope.’
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Jarvis sat with his one hand warming at the fire. He took the hook that made the end of his left arm and skilfully pulled the hair from his face, revealing the scar that trickled down his cheek. There was no going back to being the city warden any more. Not after his troubles with the authorities. He had been caught dealing with the forest folk. The city mayor, Hector Stubbs, had grown suspicious and so Jarvis had been held in the city prison, until he had managed to escape. His only refuge now was among the creatures and animals of the forest. He lived with them in the wilds of the woods and felt that he had almost become one of them.

[image: images]

‘What will you do now, sire?’ Esther the crow whispered to him. She was perched on his shoulder, preening her feathers. He took a backward glance at her but he didn’t answer.

He was joined by Roach and three of the witches. They hovered around the fire, rubbing their bony hands, and Roach crouched into an insect-like squat at the flames. A pot of something bubbled and smoked over the flames, held by a contraption made from dead wood.

Jarvis poured the concoction out into a bowl and took a slurp.

‘I’ll tell you what we’ll do,’ he began, half in answer to Esther and half addressing the assembled group. ‘We will wage war on the city. We will take up arms against them and force our way into their buildings.’

‘And then we can capture all their children,’ cackled one of the sisters, rubbing her hands even harder and smiling with crooked teeth.

‘I want my revenge.’ Jarvis scowled. ‘If it hadn’t have been for those kids from the tavern, I would still have my carriage, my house in the city. I would still have been the local warden and kept my grip on those streets. This is a full-scale assault. We will destroy all of them. But the first thing I’ll do is see to those three city rats. Come hell or high water, I’ll have my revenge on them. And one day, I shall take up my seat in the mayor’s house and rule this place in the way I see fit, and it will never be home to children ever again. Not a single, skinny little wretch. Not one.’

He curled his hook into a nearby trunk and pulled himself up. Esther flapped backwards and lifted herself from his shoulders to take to a convenient branch. ‘We will move at night,’ Jarvis went on, ‘and use the cloak of darkness to our advantage. In the day we rest.’ He kicked out the flames of the fire in frustrated anger and wandered away.

As the light from the fire died, darkness poured around them. Roach turned his moonlike eyes to the witches. ‘He is right. It is our only hope.’ He used his four long arms to help him rise to his feet. ‘We must sharpen our weapons and build our carriages of war. The time has come for the forest to meet the city in full force. Let us spread the word to our sisters and brothers.’

A cry filled the air. It could be heard across the city and even the townsfolk knew that it spelled a meeting of the Stone Circle. The witches turned to the air and began to stir up the night sky, flitting across the moon in their ragged cloaks.

A council of war would soon be in session.
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In the shallow flicker of light from the bakery ovens, the Captain opened his eyes. Click click. His rounded lids rolled back in the semi-darkness. All the recent activity was disturbing his sleep. There was so much to think about all at once. Not long ago he had been wrapped up in hiding in an old cloth sack. But since his discovery his mind had been turning frantically. Everyone wanted to know the whereabouts of the lost children, and only the Captain knew the answer.
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One look at Captain Dooley and what met your eyes was a bedraggled wooden puppet, lifeless and limp. But know him better and you would find that this enchanted little fellow spoke of the children in hiding. He knew every hiding place of every single boy and girl. And that was what made him so valuable. If those forest creatures got hold of him again that would be the end of all of them. But for now, he sat tightly in Pip’s grasp, awaiting his next request for information.

Something in particular was rattling his slumber. He kept on dreaming the same dream, over and over. Of the young boy and how he would give them all away and let them down. No matter how much he had tried to ignore it, it wouldn’t go away and kept him tossing and turning.

‘He will let you all down,’ the Captain said out loud in the darkness, half asleep and half awake. ‘He doesn’t mean to, but he will give you all away and you’ll all be in trouble. And then you’ll see!’ he cried.

But he went unheard in the black of night, his voice drowning in the silence of the sleep of children. And so no one knew what was to come.
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When Pip awoke he looked across the room and the first thing he saw was Frankie fast asleep on one of the old sacks. She was curled up, facing the warmth of the oven, although the fire had almost died. He quietly opened the iron door and slipped more logs inside. The basement was in darkness and so he crept up the short staircase and carefully lifted the hatch to the outside world. The chink of daylight blinded his opened eyes and he was sure that it must be almost midday. A rumble of street noise filled his ears. He quickly lowered the doorway and wakened Frankie.

‘I have something to tell you,’ said Pip excitedly, ‘about Captain Dooley.’
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Frankie opened her eyes slowly. She had slept so deeply in the night that it took her a moment to realize where she was and why. She had to gather her thoughts again quickly, remembering that they had run from the forest with the little ones to escape the creatures of the night and returned to her family home, knowing it was empty and safe. She could see the wooden soldier laid on the sack at the other side of the basement, his seemingly lifeless appearance belying his prophetic abilities. How could anyone know how important he was to the safety of the children of the Hollow? Or realize what information he might hold?
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