





[image: Wolf Crown by Piers Torday]













PRAISE FOR MIDNIGHT TREASURE 



A Times, Daily Mail, iPaper, New Statesman and TLS Book of the Year 


‘Something completely new – like The Hobbit with extra fur and fangs. Enchanting.’ The Times


‘This epic fantasy ticks every box – fabulous.’ Daily Mail


‘A deliciously spooky fantasy.’ iPaper


‘A wholly absorbing adventure by this stunningly talented author.’ New Statesman


‘Fast-paced and full of lovely touches …will give readers of ten and up heaps to enjoy.’ Literary Review 


‘A classy take on the vampire and werewolves genre – a high-stakes parable of friendship … and Indiana Jones derring do.’ Observer 


‘A wonderful, imaginative book – perfect for fans of Northern Lights.’ BookTrust


‘A cast of brilliantly-imagined characters.’ Irish Examiner


‘Stop the hunt for your next epic read because this is a treasure of a fantasy book. High stakes, big heart, frightfully good.’ A. F. Steadman, author of the Skandar series 


‘Epic, glorious, enchanting and dangerous: Piers Torday is a writer at the height of his powers in this rich tapestry of a story, with the tantalising prospect of so much more to come.’ Emma Carroll 


‘Pure storytelling joy from the first fabulously thrilling page to the last. One of my favourite children’s books ever.’ Lauren St John 


‘A treasure chest of marvels and a wonderful, thrilling read, Midnight Treasure is overflowing with eerie adventure, unexpected heroes and truly bloodthirsty villains. Breathless, bold and endlessly imaginative, it grips you in its claws from first page to last.’ Jonathan Stroud 


‘Lush, cinematic, deliciously dark and compelling – Torday has taken the vampire myths we know (and lots we don’t) and turned them into a fully realised world of monsters and magic. A thrilling treasure trove.’ Ross Montgomery


‘A brilliant fantasy adventure …wrapped up in Piers Torday’s characteristically lovely prose.’ Anthony McGowan


‘A triumph of storytelling. Piers Torday creates an unforgettable and mesmerizing world. This is a story with a wild and fierce courage at its heart.’ Polly Ho-Yen


‘A breathtakingly imagined world full of marvels, myths and magic.’ Lancashire Evening Post 









[image: ]



Also by Piers Torday


The Last Wild


The Dark Wild


The Wild Beyond


There May Be a Castle


The Lost Magician


The Frozen Sea


The Wild Before


Midnight Treasure


With Paul Torday


The Death of an Owl


Plays


The Box of Delights


Christmas Carol – a fairytale









[image: Title page for “Wolf Crown: A Midnight Treasure Book” by Piers Torday has an image of a dragon head, with a human child and a werewolf running along frozen ground, and the Quercus Children’s Books imprint logo.]


www.hachettechildrens.co.uk









to Gyuri Sarossy, friend, reader and fellow traveller









The wolf changes its fur but not its nature.


Transylvanian proverb
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Description

An illustrated map shows the Witch Hills, the Black Mountain, North Marshes and River Lune in the North. Princeland, the Claw and Longest Lagoon are in the centre, with the Thunder Train line running past them from the Snowy Mountains. Cherry Court Camp, House of Gold, the City of Castles and Forest of the Fled are all to the south. Rippling River flows north to south past the city.
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PART ONE


DEATH OF A WOLF









[image: ]



ONE


IF TIBOR SQUINTED, he could see through the waterfall, frozen solid but translucent like a bottle glass window. Beyond this wall of ice, the distant snow-covered valleys, woods and plains of Princeland shimmered in the early morning mist. And beyond that lay a whole empire, the vampirs’ Claw – stretching from the monster-infested Thousand Islands in the north to the haunted Desert of the Dead in the south. To be ruler of such a magical realm was never a wish Tibor had sought, but at the age of just thirteen, it was now within his grasp.


He dreamed of other things, too. Although he would never admit it to anyone, not even his sister Roza, he still fantasised about becoming a werwolf one day, of running through the silent dark trees under a great moon.


But most of all, he dreamed of returning home. A return to his beloved House of Gold, where the evening light over the meadows was always soft and warm, where everything was safe and good.


Yet if anyone had told him – at that moment, in the cavern – what he would suffer for that dream in the days that followed, he would have closed his mind like a trap and never dared imagine so much as a single drop of sunlight ever again.


For now, he just wrapped his bear furs tighter around himself. Tongues of ice rippled over the cavern’s limestone walls, but he drew warmth from his most treasured possession: a dusty lantern that rested on the ground. It was dark and unlit, but the comfort Tibor enjoyed came from the magic power within, and he picked up the lamp, holding it close to his chest.


It was nearly all he and Roza had in the world – apart from his precious pocket watch that still ticked away in his pocket, the only surviving inheritance from their parents.


Later, Roza would also wish that they had never found the Dark Lantern, or that they had left it hidden deep below in the ground. She knew the Lantern’s power. Its light could grant dreams, making them real – and by doing so, it had given her a new life. Before, she had been a vampir transformed into a dog – and now she was just a mortal girl.


There was no going back.


Roza had seen what the vampir life – immortal and eternal – did to people, how it corrupted their souls, and was glad to be free of that prize.


As Tibor paced, she lay in her sleeping bag on a wooden trestle bed wedged up against the uneven cave wall, and spied some bats roosting in the dim vaults above. A softly rippling canopy of fangs and fur, a living shadow of her former vampir self. But they were not what made her shiver.


What she feared was both the unimaginable power in that Lantern – that could undo lives and remake worlds – and her brother’s hunger for it.


‘We are done with that magic of the dark,’ she said again. ‘Leave it be.’


Tibor scowled and grudgingly set it back down on the ground.


‘You know we can’t use that thing again,’ Roza added. ‘It kills people.’ Every night, she still had nightmares, watching Baron Ambrus dissolve before them – melted into ash, his taloned arm outstretched. In self-defence? To strike them? Or to beg for mercy? They would never know.


‘You mean it kills vampirs,’ Tibor said.


‘Not just vampirs. We don’t know who else it might kill. Even by mistake.’


It was barely over a month since they had beaten the White Prince, the vampir emperor of their world, in the race for the enchanted Midnight Treasure. Their guardian, Baron Ambrus, had betrayed them and perished in the Lantern’s beam. The wizard who helped them, Professor Halim, had vanished with her assistant, Panina.


But Tibor and Roza’s greatest discovery had been that they were not just best friends but twins. Their parents had been taken from them by the vampirs, who had hoped to stop the two children from ever discovering an inheritance more meaningful than any treasure.


They were heirs to the mortal throne of Princeland, a throne that had been stolen from their ancestors by the vampirs over five hundred years ago. Although the fact that they were heirs to so much as a crumb of bread became harder and harder to believe, every day they remained in hiding behind a waterfall in a freezing cavern.


‘I wish they were here,’ Tibor said.


‘Who?’


‘Our mother and father.’


‘You keep saying that.’


‘But we could be a family again. All back at home together. That’s my dream.’ He sighed, brushing a loose lock of hair back over his head. ‘And we could ask them all those questions we don’t know the answer to.’


‘Such as?’


‘Such as, do you seriously think we can do it? Two mortals defeat a vampir tyrant and take over his empire? How?’


She had lost count of how many times he had asked that question.


But neither of them was ready for the answer.









[image: ]



TWO


BEFORE ROZA COULD REPLY, there was a clatter of rocks from beyond the iced strands of the waterfall, and the children froze. They heard a muffled curse as someone slipped in a puddle, followed by more footsteps. Their discussion was forgotten in an instant; the pair looked at each other and knew immediately what to do next.


For they were not just any two mortals. The slayers of the White Prince’s most trusted lieutenant, the Baron, the finders of his treasure and the pretenders to his throne, were now also the two most wanted people in the land.


There was danger around every corner, even here. Perhaps especially here, in this secret cave so high and hidden away from the world.


Tibor carefully returned the precious Lantern to a hiding place they had made, a hole in the wall concealed by a large rollable boulder. Then, slinging his rucksack over his shoulder, he picked up two smaller rocks off the floor, handing one to his sister. The pair took their positions on either side of the waterfall, arms raised.


On her signal, they peered beyond the ice. The cavern looked out over a series of descending pools, which, in spring and summer, echoed with the roar of tumbling, shimmering water, but were now becalmed by the eerie silence of frost and snow. Climbing up from the riverbed over a series of snow-caked boulders and ice-lacquered footholds was possible, but the way was hard, steep, and treacherous.


However, it was also the only way, and it was one of the reasons this cave had been chosen as their hideout.


Beneath the ledge the children stood on, hidden from view by a jagged outcrop, someone was clambering up towards them with wheezing, heavy breaths.


They glanced at one another.


Tibor and Roza no longer had the immortal powers which would once have helped them against an enemy. This was the price paid to discover the Midnight Treasure.


To pass the silver lions which guarded the Lantern’s hiding place, Tibor had had to relinquish his werwolf powers. Silver was the only metal which could harm such wolves, so he had walked through a burning arch of rose and alder, which purged the werwolf curse. He no longer had wolf senses, strength or reflexes.


And the Dark Lantern had granted both twins a dream of a world where Roza was no longer a vampir, and had lost the accompanying privilege of immortality.


Yet somehow, despite spells and dreams, their newly mortal bodies hadn’t completely forgotten their former nature. They jumped lightly down into the snow behind the boulder, clutching their rocks, holding their breath.


But it wasn’t an enemy. Wrapped in a fur cap and ear muffs, their ally Bravely – the towering chieftain of the Feather mercenaries – emerged from behind the stone. Seeing them, he roared with laughter. ‘Do you think those pebbles would have been any match for me?’


He unbuttoned his long greatcoat to reveal enamelled daggers of different sizes hanging from the lining, with at least seven pearl-handled pistols stuck in cartridge belts crossed over his chest. And a sack, which he threw on to the snowy bank at their feet. ‘There, that’s for your young Majesties. Fresh water from a hill spring, drawn through the ice. Sheep’s cheese, some preserved venison and brown bread. That will keep you going for a while longer.’


Tibor and Roza fell on his delivery. They may no longer have been wolf or dog, but they ripped the sack open, tore the cork from the ice-cold water flask and devoured the delicious, creamy cheese and seasoned meat on torn hunks of bread.


The warrior chieftain looked around at the high, rocky ravine, the dwarf pines wedged into crevices above and the frozen pool. ‘So. How long have you been hiding out here?’


‘Just over a month, I suppose,’ said Tibor.


‘Have you recovered from your Spectre Night battles with vampirs, wizards and dragons?’


Cheeks bulging, the two nodded.


‘In body and spirit?’


They nodded again.


‘So I expect you have also had time to develop a plan. How to use your gifts, your magic treasure and your birthright to dislodge that vile serpent in the City of Castles from his throne.’


There was a long silence, apart from the sound of two very hungry children trying to finish swallowing their breakfasts.


‘Please tell me you understand we need a plan,’ said Bravely. ‘This is not a game. I know it is hard, but there is a whole country, an empire and those allied to our cause who have their futures staked on what you two decide to do next.’ A terrible silence filled the snow-bound ravine. ‘Tibor. Roza. You found the Midnight Treasure, as we long believed you would. Now you have made your claim to the mortal crown, your birthright. So please, in the name of all that is light and good in this world of shadows, can we make a plan for how to take it?’
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THREE


EVENTUALLY, ROZA FOUND SOME WORDS.


‘Our problem is that my brother still doesn’t know how to use the Dark Lantern,’ she said.


‘I know how to use it,’ said Tibor testily. ‘I turned you mortal and vaporised Baron Ambrus, didn’t I?’ He shrugged. ‘I just don’t know how to light it.’


‘You don’t know?’ Bravely sounded incredulous. ‘We are talking about the fate of a country. Your country.’


Tibor brushed some crumbs off his felt mountain jacket and tried to rise to the moment.


‘We know dreams and nightmares can be set free by the power of the Lantern,’ he explained. ‘Every hope or fear that anyone has ever dreamed, since the dawn of time … can be brought to life by its magic fire.’


‘But the only thing which could light it,’ added Roza, ‘Tibor’s little statue of a Sleeping Knight—’


‘Was destroyed in the Hall of the Seven Sovereigns by the Lantern’s own beam,’ said Tibor ruefully.


Bravely nodded, scratching his chin. He pointed at Tibor’s rucksack on the ground beside them. ‘What does the book say?’


‘I do have a name, you know!’ came a weary voice from the bag.


‘Oh, please forgive me,’ said Bravely, making a mock gesture of praying apology with his hands. ‘What does the mighty Grimoire know about the Dark Lantern?’


There was an agitated rustling, like a wind blowing through the trees, and some papery hands pulled open the rucksack from the inside, and a large, leather-bound tome clambered out. The oldest and most complete compendium of magic spells and lore in the empire (on permanent loan from the wizard Professor Halim’s private library) wore an indignant frown.


‘A good deal more than you, warrior,’ snorted Grimoire. His pages ruffled briskly before falling open under ‘L’.


‘The Dark Lantern,’ he started to read, ‘was forged in the fires of the Black Mountain, the volcano which towers over the Witch Hills, and was first lit by a flame from its crater. It came into being at the same time as the vampirs and werwolves came from the darkness below, and the dragons first flew in these skies. Now the Sleeping Knight has been lost, the only way to light the Lantern again … is with fire from the Black Mountain itself.’


‘Which has been extinct for five hundred years,’ said Tibor. Every Princeland schoolchild knew the founding story of the Claw – created from the explosion of darkness from the Black Mountain. A volcanic eruption which changed the course of history.


‘Is there no other way?’ asked Roza.


Books don’t often look dreamily into the distance as if remembering their long-forgotten schooldays, but this one did. ‘As it happens, all this happened shortly after I was first written, if you must know. One day, I shall be reunited with the hill witch who first scribed me, who might be able to tell us—’


‘That’s not good enough!’ said Bravely. ‘Do you understand? We can’t just wait for “one day”. Besides, there are no hill witches left alive. You stole the most wanted treasure in the kingdom from under the nose of the White Prince. You think he is sitting around, waiting for you to find out how it works?’


Tibor pulled at one of his woollen socks. ‘We are making a plan.’


Roza nodded. ‘Yes. We just need a bit more time.’


But Bravely’s scowl only deepened. ‘There is no more time! We have protected you long enough. We chose these slopes to hide in because they are high and remote, hard to get to, even for vampirs.’ He looked around warily at the impassive snow-clad summits, as if one of them might suddenly gobble him up.


As well he might – the Feathers had sought out the most inaccessible slopes of the entire Snowy Mountains for the children to hide in. The ravine formed a cleft between Snake Head, Spider Leg and Rat Tail peaks. One glance at their distinctive, distorted silhouettes left no doubt as to why they had been so named. Their sharp peaks and sheer sides, often hidden by heavy clouds, had been the end of many an unwary traveller – that was, if they had made it past the deadly, deep crevasses which scarred the slopes …


‘But others have not been so lucky.’


‘What do you mean?’ asked Roza, and she could sense the words freeze with dread as they left her body.


He sighed. ‘I did not tell you because … because we wanted you to recover, build up your strength in this hidden place. Remember that only I know of its location. Not even your closest friends do.’ It had been a long time since Tibor and Roza had seen even their old Feather allies, such as Oldest, Slightly and Small, who had guided them nearly every step of the way to the Midnight Treasure. ‘But you can no longer remain here.’


The twins glanced at each other. The morning sun shone brightly on the iced pool, fringing the fresh snowfall with pale fire.


‘Vampirs can’t cross running water!’


‘Does this water look like it’s running to you?’ snapped Bravely, pointing to the frozen pool and waterfall. ‘Perhaps it was when you first hid out here a month ago. Now winter is here.’


‘But vampirs still have to be invited into places,’ said Roza. ‘Don’t they?’


And everyone knew what happened to a vampir who tried to enter a place without an invitation. All their power and strength vanished in minutes, a storm cloud dispersed by sunlight.


‘That is not why you must leave!’ thundered Bravely.


He squatted down by the children, screwing up his eyes against the dazzling sun. It was a beautiful morning, but he knew that the bluest sky in the world could not lighten the news he carried.


And so he told them how the White Prince had taken his revenge – for the theft of a treasure he regarded as his.
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FOUR


‘IT HAS TAKEN SOME TIME for the news to reach us, high up in these crags,’ Bravely continued. ‘But since you first lit the Dark Lantern, deep underground in the Hall of the Seven, terrible things have befallen this land. Friend by friend, ally by ally, word has slowly made its way to our ears.’


Tibor and Roza understood. The Feathers were the only mortals of the Claw who could never be turned into a vampir or werwolf. But their price for this blessing was to be exiled by the Prince and condemned to a wandering life, forbidden ever to settle. It had also made them become the fiercest warriors for hire in the Claw and, for the twins, the staunchest of allies.


‘There is a reason the White Prince remains as feared as he is, even after that immortal serpent has been on the throne for five hundred years. He has taken his revenge against you for besting him in the treasure hunt for the Midnight Treasure, and sent his monsters to destroy everything and everyone who helped you.’


Tibor’s eyes widened. ‘Everyone?’


‘The Village of the Sun, where you were both born, has been razed to the ground by vampir horsemen with flaming torches. Every cave in those hills that once contained so much as a coin of treasure has been sealed up again by stonemasons for eternity. But not before the vampirs grabbed any living local within snatching distance and put them in there first.’


Roza closed her eyes and clutched Tibor’s hand. This was not their fault.


Innocent people entombed alive in revenge – for what? Recovering a stupid dark lantern that they could not even use any more.


Bravely continued. ‘Our old Feather camp in the Gorge of Gloom was burned to a crisp, too. We expected this, which is why we retreated up here. No one was killed, apart from a few of our livestock still kept there.’


‘But Agnes is all right?’ said Roza. ‘Please tell me that.’


Agnes, the water buffalo, had carried Roza and Tibor all the way across the Prince’s Plain and helped destroy a demon of the dark sent to stop them discovering their destiny.


‘Oh, Agnes is more than all right. You will see for yourselves. But as for the rest of our friends …’ He shook his head. ‘The Forest of the Fled has been felled—’


‘The tree bears? Bear Man?’ asked Tibor.


‘We don’t know. Disappeared. We must hope for the best.’


People disappeared, forests destroyed and animals vanished. For a moment, Tibor wondered if he really wanted to rule this world, whether he even could – whether anyone could. Roza tried to dispel her similar thoughts by concentrating again on the beauty of the snow-covered forests, the mountains wreathed in rosy clouds and the brilliant power of the sun in the morning.


Was that what they were fighting to save? Was that all that was left?


The pair sat in silence while Bravely told them of villages whose inhabitants’ only crime had been to offer them food and water, or shelter, along their journey from the City of Castles – where entire populations had vanished. And in the capital itself, the tailor who made Tibor’s evening dress, the waiters who served them in a hotel restaurant, and fellow passengers on trains and trams had all disappeared into the cells deep below the Prince’s Palace.


A place from which few ever returned.


When he had finished, Bravely produced a flask, which he unscrewed to pour them small tin cups of Feather coffee. It was a uniquely awful drink that tasted – to his young allies – of boiling mud, but they had never been more grateful for its warmth.


‘So,’ said Tibor, gripping the hot cup, ‘now everyone hates the vampirs more than ever before.’ He looked up hopefully. ‘Do you think they will rise up in revolution? Maybe they don’t even need us any more.’


Bravely shook his head.


‘It’ll be the opposite,’ Roza said confidently. ‘The people want us to hurry up and save them, don’t they?’ She winced as she took a steaming sip of the vile liquid. ‘That’s why you’re here.’


Bravely did not touch his drink, staring gloomily into its swirling brown depths.


‘No,’ he said, eventually. ‘It’s neither of those things. The people blame you. For everything.’ He rose, patting snow off his coarse, baggy trousers. ‘Come with me. You have been summoned to meet the Wise Ones.’
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FIVE


THE ICED TORRENT which concealed the cavern, sparkling silently in the dawn, was known as Stag Fall. Long ago, a pack of ravenous wolves had pursued a majestic stag to the edge of the surrounding ravine. His only escape had been to jump into the abyss below – a soaring, ill-fated arc of a leap. It was said the mountain spring rose where this noble creature fell to his doom. Tibor had been told that if he listened very closely when the waterfall was in full spate, tumbling over the cavern and boulders, the long-lost king of the deer could still be heard, crying out behind the water.


What Tibor did not know, as he and Roza followed Bravely down between the rocks, was that a wolf was watching from the precipice above.


A werwolf, in fact.


Jeremiah Johnson III, the young werwolf treasure hunter from the New World who had first befriended Tibor at the White Prince’s Hollow Ball, had caught fragments of their conversation from his great height – but his main observation was that he was a very cold werwolf. He had been lying on the packed snow concealed under fallen fir branches, squeezed in between two rocks, since before dawn. His hiding place had given him a magnificent view of the mountains that stretched away from them in every direction, ridge after ridge, fading away into the pink mist.


It had also chilled him to the point of frostbite. He had hoped his wolf fur would keep him warm – although without moving, he was still very, very cold. But he was not as alone as he looked.


As a full-grown werwolf without any family, living a life on the road, Jeremiah had developed an important relationship with his inner Wolf. When not around others, the pair talked. A lot. Sometimes these conversations were helpful, sometimes less so.


The children are leaving! his inner Wolf said.


‘Thank you, Wolf,’ Jeremiah replied. ‘Yes, I can see that.’


He eased himself out of his hideaway and stood up, stamping his feet and rubbing his clawed hands together.


What we going to do? said Wolf. Run fast after them and eat them? Bite bite! Yum yum!


Jeremiah shook his head and frowned. Sometimes, his inner Wolf really was very loud.


He had not had an easy time getting here. One moment, he was mid-battle, trying to explain to a small Feather child that he didn’t really want to fight her, but if he didn’t, the vampirs might suspect his true motives for joining the Midnight Treasure hunt. The next, several of the vampirs he was fighting alongside suddenly changed back into confused mortals, with no idea why they were fighting and the entire battlefield dispersed in chaos.


But Jeremiah had ignored orders to return to the City of Castles, and set out on his own. He had not come all the way from the New World, prepared and planned as he had, to be so easily set back. It had taken him months to locate the twins’ hiding place, tracking their scent, losing it, finding it again after days, and now he had – he was here for one reason only.


Revenge.
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SIX


DOWN IN THE FEATHER CAMP, Bravely handed round mugs of hot tea poured from a kettle suspended over red-hot coals. It had been a long and bitter walk down icy slopes, and by the time they arrived, the early breakfast around the frozen waterfall pool was but a distant memory.


The day had a draining cold that summoned hunger at every step. So now, pieces of wild boar bacon sizzled and spat in a black pan. The children ate them squashed into doughy rolls slathered with butter and a pickled relish made from a closely guarded Feather recipe. It was the very finest of second breakfasts.


The Feathers still knew how to welcome visitors, despite the loss of their home.


In the spring, the trees in the clearing would be laden with wild cherries. For the moment, though, the wood stood white, silent and tall around a small circle of sailcloth tents. Chopped oak and birch logs for firewood were stacked in neat piles, while sheaves of axes, swords and shields leaned against the tree trunks. The clearing had been given the temporary name of Cherry Court.


Roza studied Tibor’s expression as he watched the Feather horses and ponies standing around in the snow, snorting steam into the air from underneath wooden saddles draped in embroidered sheepskins. To see such life after so long trapped in their remote hideout was almost overwhelming.


Until they spied, next to the horses, a large black water buffalo wrapped tight in a heavy quilted blanket to protect her from the cold.


‘Agnes!’ Tibor cried.


But the buffalo stared at him in bafflement.


‘Have we met?’ she said mournfully. Then Smaller, their Feather friend, appeared at her flank and, signing, told Tibor and Roza what had happened.


A demon attacked her, the one sent after you by the wizard, he explained. Roza wrinkled her nose at the mention of the being that had tried to kill her.


‘Poor Agnes lost her memory completely thanks to that creature of the dark,’ said Slightly, the bespectacled Feather appearing on her other side. ‘She could not even remember how to put one hoof in front of another – until she found me, and together we drove every last vampir from the Battlefield of the Sun.’


‘Is that a slight exaggeration, Slightly?’ asked Roza. She had not realised how much she had missed her friend’s exuberance.


He shrugged and slapped Agnes on her rump. ‘What do you say happened, Agnes? You always put it better than any other water buffalo living!’


A liquid, faraway look welled up in her eyes. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘It all started many years ago—’


‘When you were dragging wheat carts up on the Alabanesian Way,’ said Tibor. (For that was how he remembered all the buffalo’s stories starting, even if she never actually finished any of them.)


Agnes looked simultaneously confused and outraged, which was one of her vintage water buffalo looks. ‘No!’ she said. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. It all started many years ago when I was … pulling rice wagons down by the Korokorian River …’


So much had changed in the Claw, as well as in Tibor and Roza’s lives and bodies in the last few months. So much that was unknown and frightening lay ahead. It was a relief to see that some things were (nearly) still the same. But before they could ask Agnes more about her adventures on the Korokorian River, Bravely reappeared.


‘Come. Enough chatter. It is time you learned your fate.’


In silence, he steered them away from the campfire, the kettle, their friends and the happy noise of their second breakfast. They took a winding path through the snow-wet trees to a sunless glade. Here, three strange, bent figures in shadowy robes hunched over leaping flames the colour of shining emerald.


And Tibor knew who they had to be.


The Wise Ones.
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SEVEN


JEREMIAH DID NOT KNOW what wonders, if any, Tibor and Roza had uncovered in the mountain mines by the Village of the Sun. But he had cursed the White Prince as he hauled himself over huge fallen pine trees to find out, bare branches sticking out like sharpened stakes caked with snow, that blocked every possible winding path up through the forest below.


The southern swamps of his beloved New World had vampirs that turned into alligators, who lay submerged in murky shallows, waiting to feast on unwary travellers. Though even these were not as feared as the suckers – buzzing, flying insects as big as bats, who could drain a mortal body dry of every last drop of blood in seconds, leaving only a shrivelled husk behind.


But all that he could deal with; that was home.


Bone-chilling winds, claw-resistant ice and crumbling snow down the back of his neck were another matter.


‘Well now, Wolf,’ he mused. ‘Looks like we have ourselves a conundrum.’


A con-what? said Wolf.


‘A puzzle, you could say. Do we track the children and the old man, or—’


Oh, tracking! Yes please! Let’s sniff leaves and run through trees! Wolf like tracking.


‘Or – I ain’t done yet – do we venture into this cave beneath us and see if we can find ourselves some treasure?’


Oh, treasure! Wolf like treasure! Yes please.


Jeremiah sighed and rubbed his furry brow. ‘I know you do. See, thing is, Wolf, we ain’t gonna do both. There ain’t time. It’s one or the other.’


There was a pause while Wolf thought. Jeremiah could almost hear the cogs turning over the sharp winter breeze, which ruffled his fur and drew ripples in the powdery snow. His wolf hearing had only caught the odd word of what had been said in the hidden lair beneath them, but he was sure of the word ‘treasure’, and he was even more sure that was the word which mattered most.


So we climb in cave, find treasure, then track them! said Wolf, sounding very pleased with himself.


‘But we don’t know how long they’re going to be …’ Jeremiah smiled. Wolf had, in fact, in his inimitable way, helped him reach a decision. ‘And we don’t even know if we can get into the cave to begin with. So let’s start with that.’


Sound good, said Wolf doubtfully.


From Jeremiah’s vantage point, he could see that the waterfall hideout could only be approached directly by climbing up the boulders scattered around the waterfall’s pool below. But to get down would be an hour’s hike or more back down the side of the ravine, clambering over more fallen tree trunks and snowdrifts.


Wolf know a quicker way!


‘I’m guessing also a more dangerous way?’


Jeremiah peered over the edge at the densely wooded sides of the Stag Fall ravine. The limestone cliffs were stained with streaks of rust red by the waterfall, glossy with rivulets of frozen water. The cave was directly below. It wasn’t that far, but it was almost impossible to reach easily.


Climb down! said Wolf, who could always be relied on for a bad idea.


‘No can do,’ said Jeremiah. ‘Look at the snow! The ice! I would either fall or slip to my death before you had even got your boots on.’


There were no two ways about it. He was stuck.


Jeremiah’s expensive kit bag – lined with calf fur, with hand-stitched pockets for snow goggles, a compass and crampons, neatly packed coils of rope, a canteen of biscuits and several tightly folded gossamer-thin maps – was far away on the plateau by the Village of the Sun. Ripped apart in the battle, scattered by bat wings, trampled into the slush by that crazy water buffalo which came careering out of nowhere at the last moment. But as he fled, he had rescued his precious crossbow and some supplies to keep him going, grabbing some tins of meat and packets of biscuits. He tore one of these open, cramming the dry rusks into his mouth.


In that case, said Wolf, let’s jump!


‘Do you have to be so foolish all the time?’ Jeremiah looked around, rubbing his furry jaw. Then his eye alighted on the long, thin and whippy pine branches he had been sheltering under. There were others, longer ones, still hanging from the stand of trees behind him.


Oh no, said Wolf. This much worse idea than mine. Very bad.


Ignoring his inner bestial voice – not for the first time – Jeremiah chose the longest, lowest branch he could see from the nearest tree and swung and pulled till it came free with a ripping sound. Then he wedged the thin, torn end under the heaviest of the boulders he had spent the night between, leaving the branch dangling over the edge of the cliff. It wasn’t quite long enough to reach the top of the cave mouth, but maybe …


Wolf’s protests went unheard as Jeremiah eased himself down the branch, swinging into the open air as it bent with his weight, then swinging back towards the mouth of the cavern. He lunged in vain for something to grab on to – a shaggy tuft of snow-capped moss carpeting the cliff face, a frosted fern – but he couldn’t get quite near enough without risking overreaching and falling, no matter how hard he stretched.


What I say? sneered Wolf.


‘One more go,’ said Jeremiah, swinging his hips in preparation. ‘That’s all I need.’


He swung once, his feet just tapping the cavern entrance.


He swung twice.


The branch snapped.
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EIGHT


THE WISE ONES WERE the oldest living Feathers, the keepers of their dreams, stories and customs. They glared as Tibor and Roza approached. The first was a very tall old woman with shiny cheeks, leaning like a crooked tree over the rest. A thin greyish man sat next to her, looking glum. The third was the shortest of the three, a woman who kept opening her mouth as if to speak before closing it again. They wore patchwork robes and glittering, gold-dyed feathers in their caps.


Bravely introduced them to the children. ‘These are our revered elders, Tallest, Somewhat and Almost. They wish to know what your plan is for taking control of the Claw now that you have established a claim to the throne.’


Flushed with sugary tea, warmed by his roll, Tibor felt suddenly driven to seize the moment. Forests and wildlife were destroyed, books burned and innocent people buried alive in the very treasure caves he and Roza had risked their lives to find. Now, they were being blamed.


None of this needed to have happened, he thought. Roza and he had already wasted enough precious time talking when there was a simple solution staring them in the face. ‘I saw your horses, warriors and weapons. But there doesn’t need to be any more fighting! No one else needs to get hurt. We should take the Dark Lantern to the Black Mountain, like Grimoire says, and relight it! Then ask it to grant just one dream, of, of …’ he paused, trying to think of the most powerful argument he could summon, ‘a dream of a world without evil!’


The elders frowned in disbelief. ‘That would be reckless in the extreme! You have no idea of the unintended consequences of such a dream.’


Roza decided to step in. ‘What my brother is trying to say is—’


‘I’m not trying to say anything!’ snapped Tibor. ‘I say what I mean. We take the Lantern to the Black Mountain, light it again and remove evil from our world forever.’


‘If only it were that simple,’ muttered Roza under her breath.


Her brother had not quite been the same since he’d found the Dark Lantern.


He was impetuous, and quicker to argue than she remembered. Perhaps it was just what happened when boys turned thirteen, wolf or not. Perhaps it was just the two of them getting used to being brother and sister rather than merely friends. Perhaps it was her turning thirteen rather than him. But she worried it was something else, something she didn’t understand.


Tallest did not look at them. Her unseeing eyes stared past the green flames. ‘The Dark Lantern holds a mysterious, dangerous magic which you currently have no way of using. And, if I remember correctly, you both agreed to share the throne when you claimed the Midnight Treasure. So this must be a joint decision.’


‘It’s not an ideal situation,’ said Somewhat, with a shrug of his shoulders.


Almost opened her mouth to speak, raising a finger in the air, and then thought better of it.


‘I’m afraid neither of you children knows the full story yet. We did not want to overwhelm you while you recovered.’ Tallest made a gesture, and Oldest stepped out from the shadows. Tibor and Roza both grinned at the eldest Feather child warrior, their old friend.


But her face was as grave as the rock face beyond the trees.


She stood in front of the green flames, her copper-studded belt gleaming, and cupped her hands together to make a strange hooting sound: ‘Huow-huow-huow!’
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