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  To my Angus Girls: Els, Luce and Georgie.

  For all our adventures in the northern wilderness.
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  Few remember the monastery. Carved into the face of a towering mountain, it perches above the surrounding peaks, its forgotten turrets twisting
  into the clouds. The Rookery, the people of the north call it. Once, monks were said to have passed through the courtyard into the cold, stone chambers. But the monks have long since gone and now
  only the rooks remain, huddled on crumbling ledges. Sometimes the birds launch off, circling the turrets like scraps of the night, and crying to each other with lonely kaahs. But mostly they are silent and still, turned inwards on the ledges, watching and waiting, because they know something the people don’t. There is still somebody left
  inside.

  In a dark room a figure sits on a stool before a spinning wheel, his robes silhouetted in the candlelight, his face half hidden by shadow. It is night outside the turret, but Wormhook has no
  intention of sleeping. Extending a hand towards the spindle, he lifts it from the wheel, then sifts through the strands of glittering black hair that have gathered there. He glances at a rook
  watching from the open window.

  ‘Hair belonging to the Guardians of the Oracle Bones,’ Wormhook mutters. ‘Spun with spider silk and a thousand nightmares from the depths of the Underworld to form the thread I
  need.’

  The feathers on the rook’s neck rise and shiver apart, but Wormhook only smiles. His face is covered by a mask of tattered sack with the eyeholes cut away, a slice for the mouth and straw
  straggling down instead of hair. He cradles the thread and, from inside an old wardrobe at the far end of the room, a hollow pummelling sounds. Placing his thread on the stool, Wormhook crosses the
  room.

  ‘I am ready for you now,’ he whispers, and he lifts the plank of wood that holds the wardrobe doors closed.

  At first nothing happens and then slowly, quietly, two shadows slip out. They hang in the air like clouds of soot and the turret darkens. Then Wormhook walks back to the spinning wheel, sits on
  the stool and, with his thread in his lap, he summons the shadows closer.

  They obey, gliding soundlessly across the room, while Wormhook plucks a needle from a sewing box at his feet and slips the thread through it. The shadows are suspended in front of him now, side
  by side, and he sets his needle through the first, then pulls it across to the second. His fingers rise and fall through the darkness, binding the two shadows together to form a jet-black quilt
  that shimmers silver in the middle where the stitches show.

  Wormhook tucks the last of the thread into the quilt and as it shifts up and down in a regular, trembling rhythm, he blinks coolly in the knowledge that his creation is now a living, breathing
  thing. He closes his eyes and listens. There are sounds coming from the quilt now, muffled and distant, but they are there, as he knew they would be, locked inside the thread: sobs, screams, gasps
  – echoes of nightmares snatched from the Underworld. Wormhook looks up and walks over to the window which sends the curious rook skittering into the sky.

  ‘The girl and the beast may have destroyed four Shadowmasks and broken our Soul Splinter,’ he says, and the eyeholes in his mask narrow at the stars above the clouds, ‘but
  there are still two of us witch doctors left – two Shadowmasks armed with deadly curses – and, on top of that, we now have a weapon more powerful than anything that has come
  before.’ Wormhook turns his back on the night and raises his hands. ‘Behold the Veil!’ he cries.

  The quilt rises and Wormhook throws back his head and laughs. Then his voice drops to a purr.

  ‘You, my precious Veil, will travel across the land, from the northern wilderness to the southern seas, spreading evil wherever you go. You will fill souls and minds with fear; you will
  break the spirits of the people so that they are ready to obey the Shadowmasks’ rule when it comes.’ He pauses. ‘And once Orbrot has stolen Molly Pecksniff’s impossible
  dream you will kill her and her wildcat! Then your power will be absolute and the dark magic will rise in all its glory.’

  Wormhook points at the window and the Veil floats through it before hanging in the darkness as it waits for its next command. The witch doctor places a hand on the turret wall and the rooks
  still gathered on the ledges outside spring into the sky, wheeling above the monastery in frenzied circles.

  A crooked smile breaks across Wormhook’s face and he leans out over the Veil. ‘I can feel your hunger awakening,’ he whispers, ‘but you will need a rider – someone
  to lead you until you are powerful enough to lead yourself.’

  The Veil shivers with delight and then it follows the witch doctor back inside the turret, on through the winding passageways.
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  That same night, many miles south of the Rookery, a group of gypsies had gathered round a campfire deep inside Tanglefern Forest. Lanterns dangled
  from the branches of the oaks that lined the clearing, throwing light on a ring of colourful wagons and picking out the good luck charms scattered along their ledges: lemon peel, shards of mirror,
  fox teeth, iron nails.

  The night was hushed and still. Clouds swallowed the moon and stars, foxes sat tight in their dens and even the owls were unusually quiet. Only the Elders of the camp broke the silence, a dozen
  of them huddled round the flames on upturned logs, with voices folded into whispers. Theirs was a conversation too dark for the children tucked up inside the wagons, but for the girl crouched just
  out of their sight on a branch overhanging the clearing, this muffled talk was most frustrating.

  Moll scampered along the branch, straining her ears towards the murmurs, and behind her a wildcat followed with silent paws. They stopped halfway along the bough, two sets of green eyes blinking
  in the dark, while down below, Oak, the leader of the camp, took a sip of rosehip tea, then stoked the fire.

  ‘We’re running out of ideas,’ he muttered. ‘Moll can’t throw the Oracle Bones to find the last amulet – everyone knows a Guardian only has one chance at that
  . . . And Cinderella Bull, you say you’ve searched your crystal ball for answers without any luck?’

  Across the fire, a very old woman nodded and, as she did so, the coins lining her red shawl tinkled. ‘I’ve tried the orb again and again, and looked for clues in the tea leaves, but
  something’s preventing me from reaching the old magic.’ She paused. ‘I think it’s the Shadowmasks’ curses; they’re trying to stop us from finding this final
  amulet.’

  The darkness around the camp seemed to inch closer and Moll shrank inside her duffle coat. It had been three days since they’d found the second amulet in a secret cave down by the sea and
  then fought off the Shadowmasks in a terrifying battle in the sky, but, every time anyone mentioned the witch doctors, Moll’s skin crawled with dread.

  ‘We need to wait for a sign from the old magic,’ Cinderella Bull said eventually, ‘here in the forest where our ancestors first heard the tree spirits and the water spirits
  stir.’ The coins on the fortune-teller’s shawl glinted in the firelight. ‘The old magic will find us, even if I do not have the strength to find it.’

  Oak took off his wide-brimmed hat and turned it over in his hands, then after a while he nodded. ‘We’ll wait for two days, but we can’t afford to delay any longer. The
  Shadowmasks may have lost their Soul Splinter—’

  Again Moll shuddered as she thought of the deadly shard of ice the witch doctors had used to kill her parents ten years ago.

  ‘—and that might buy us some time,’ Oak continued, ‘but it won’t be long before the last two witch doctors come for Moll. We need to cast a powerful protection
  charm to keep her safe.’

  There were nods from the Elders and murmurings about spells involving hedgehog bristles, acorns and moonstones, but Moll wasn’t thinking about her safety. Talk of the Soul Splinter had
  stirred unwanted memories inside her, thoughts so raw she felt her chest tighten. She had spent almost a month living as an outlaw in a seaside cave with her best friends, Alfie and Sid, and a few
  other members of the camp as they searched for the second amulet. But not everybody who’d set out on that journey had come back.

  Moll tried to blink her thoughts away, but Alfie’s final moments came crashing back to her: the giant eagle they’d ridden out over the sea together after they’d found the
  second amulet; Alfie destroying two of the Shadowmasks – Ashtongue and Darkebite – and their Soul Splinter so that she, Gryff and Sid could go on with their
  quest; and then Moll watching, powerless to help, as Alfie faded to a wisp in front of her before disappearing completely.

  Moll closed her eyes. Alfie hadn’t even been part of her camp at the beginning. He’d been living under the Shadowmasks’ command, a neglected orphan snatched into the folds of
  their dark and terrible magic. The witch doctors had used his tears in the making of their Soul Splinter and in doing so they had broken something deep inside Alfie that meant he could only be seen
  by those who believed in the old magic. To others, he was invisible, as if he wasn’t even real. But he had torn free from the witchdoctors’ clutches, he had
  helped Moll escape from a Shadowmask’s lair and he had journeyed with her and Sid to find the first two amulets.

  Moll sighed. She had come to regard Alfie as a part of Oak’s camp, as someone whose loyalty could be counted on in the very darkest of times, and, though it had been a friendship forged in
  the unlikeliest of situations, it had been a friendship that mattered, one that had stamped a mark deep upon Moll’s soul.

  The wildcat beside Moll nuzzled into her side, as if he could sense her thoughts, and Moll tried her best to focus on what was happening down in the clearing.

  Oak was standing and the Elders, a jumble of patterned headscarves, neckerchiefs, caps and tin cups, were looking up at him expectantly. ‘All those in favour of waiting for a sign from the
  old magic, raise your hand.’

  One by one, the men and women round the fire lifted their hands.

  Moll turned an indignant face to the wildcat. ‘We’re not waiting, Gryff,’ she whispered. ‘Alfie’s gone and I’m not just going to sit back and do nothing!’ She spat the last word out with such force that she lurched forward on the branch and several Elders glanced up at the trees. Gryff shot a paw out to steady Moll, then
  he curled his black-and-white striped tail round her as the Elders turned back to their meeting.

  ‘The old magic has never let us down before,’ Oak said. ‘We have to keep faith now.’ He looked at the others. ‘Does anyone have anything to add?’

  Moll felt the unsaid words rise up inside her and without thinking she scrambled further down the branch.

  ‘Yes!’ she shouted, raising her body to full height. ‘I have a lot to add!’

  The Elders were on their feet at once.

  ‘Moll?’ Oak spluttered as his gaze fixed upon her. He turned to the woman beside him whose round face was framed with a spotted headscarf and two large hoop earrings. ‘You said
  she was asleep, Mooshie!’

  Mooshie blinked. ‘I thought she was!’ She narrowed her eyes through the dark at Moll. ‘Do not jump from that tree, young lady!’

  Moll lowered her body on to the branch then, with her arms and legs clinging tight, she swivelled beneath it before dropping like a furious raindrop into the clearing. She landed in a crouch
  just beyond the fire and, a second later, Gryff leapt down beside her and then slunk towards her wagon. Despite the bond he shared with Moll, the wildcat was a solitary creature.

  Mooshie seized Moll by the shoulders, then brushed the bark from her coat. ‘This is only your second night back in camp and you’re already stealing out of bed and swinging from
  trees!’

  Moll shrugged Mooshie off. ‘Waiting around isn’t going to bring Alfie back. Or help us find the last amulet.’ She threw up her hands. ‘I’m the Guardian of the
  Oracle Bones and the Bone Murmur doesn’t talk about sitting tight until things just happen – it talks about me and Gryff fighting back against the dark magic!’

  The Elders knew the words of the Bone Murmur, the ancient prophecy handed down through Moll’s ancestors, almost better than anyone, but, before they could say anything, Moll was off
  again.

  ‘The Shadowmasks know how to drag the darkest curses from the Underworld across our land. They rotted fields and tore apart cliffs and beaches when they searched for me all last month
  – so what if Tanglefern Forest, our home, is next? They don’t care what happens to our world!’ Moll shook her head. ‘And they don’t care what
  happens to our friends and our families either! The Shadowmasks have taken my parents and Alfie already, and we know they’re making a quilt of darkness – a
  weapon more deadly than the Soul Splinter – so they’ll use that to take me and Gryff soon.’

  Mooshie flinched but Moll went on.

  ‘And then afterwards? There won’t be an old magic, the goodness at the heart of all things, that’s for sure. This world will belong to the Shadowmasks and to all the cursed
  creatures they conjure from the Underworld. I don’t know what their new world is going to look like, but I’m not waiting to find out. I’m going to find the last amulet – and
  I’m going to find Alfie. Because I made a promise to him,’ Moll said firmly. ‘I swore that wherever he went and whatever the Shadowmasks had in store for us, I’d go after
  him.’ She lowered her voice. ‘And I promised that I’d make him real – so that everyone could see him.’

  Mooshie squeezed Moll’s hand. After saying goodnight to Moll the evening before, she had heard the young girl whisper her promise to Alfie before turning off her light. ‘It’s
  not your fault that he disappeared,’ Mooshie said gently.

  Moll could feel a lump rising in her throat. None of the camp had dared voice the possibility that Alfie might be gone for good – that his disappearance might have meant something else
  – but Mooshie, who had raised Moll like her own child, knew the girl inside out and she understood that behind the desperation to find Alfie there lay a fear that he had gone to a place where
  Moll could not follow.

  Moll glanced around, suddenly aware of the Elders watching her. She was surprised to see Oak’s youngest son, Domino, among the adults – he was only in his early twenties so
  wasn’t usually involved in such discussions – but she kept her gaze low and scuffed the ground with her boot.

  Oak reached behind him and drew up another log. ‘You don’t exactly qualify as an Elder yet—’

  ‘Because my legs still work fine and I don’t need afternoon naps?’ Moll muttered.

  Mooshie gave her a quick thwack across the back with her tea towel while Oak went on, ‘—but take a seat just for tonight and we’ll answer any questions you have before we all
  head off to bed.’

  Moll settled herself down between Oak and Mooshie.

  ‘At least Siddy’s following orders and getting a good night’s sleep,’ Mooshie sighed.

  There was a nervous cough from beneath a blue wagon decorated with gold stars, then a boy with a flat cap sunk low over dark brown curls emerged sheepishly.

  ‘I was going to sit it out under the wagon,’ he said, shaking the mud from his cap, ‘but it’s actually quite hard to listen in when you’re face down in the
  soil.’ He dipped his head towards Moll. ‘Didn’t realise you were up and about too.’

  Moll grinned at her friend. Things always felt better when Sid was around. He approached the fire, wincing as he caught sight of his mother shaking off a blanket and placing two indignant fists
  on her hips.

  ‘Sorry, Ma,’ he mumbled. ‘But I couldn’t sleep knowing the last two Shadowmasks will be coming for us soon. We can’t just wait it out . . .’

  Moll nodded. ‘People wait for water to boil and rain to stop. They don’t wait for dark magic.’

  ‘So what exactly do they do, Moll?’ Mooshie asked wearily.

  Moll budged up to make room on her log for Siddy. ‘They pounce,’ she replied tartly. ‘And they—’

  Her words were cut short by a gasp from across the fire.

  ‘Look!’ Cinderella Bull whispered. ‘In the flames!’

  Moll watched the flickers dance, but saw nothing unusual.

  ‘Look closer,’ Cinderella Bull urged, ‘with believing eyes, because it’s not only the tree spirits and the water spirits who dwell within Tanglefern Forest.’

  Moll’s skin prickled. Was the old magic stirring? She leant in towards the fire and let her eyes travel up from the blackened logs to the twisting flames and the sparks flitting up into
  the surrounding trees. But she saw no sign of magic. She watched the Elders, their faces aglow in the firelight, their eyes locked on to something just out of her sight. Then she slid a look to
  Siddy who was also scouring the flames with a crinkled brow and, just as Moll was thinking that perhaps the old magic was only going to show itself to the Elders, she and Siddy saw it too.

  Deep within the fire, like a scene stolen from another world, shapes were moving. They were not fitful and darting, like the flames around them: these images moved to a different rhythm. Moll
  held her breath as large clouds drifted across the heart of the fire, then melted away, and a huddle of houses appeared, still like stone amid the crackling flames. They slipped from sight and in
  their place were two hands clasped in greeting, which fizzled away to reveal a row of jagged peaks. Moll narrowed her eyes, trying to understand, then there was a bang, like a gunshot, as the fire
  snuffed out and the gypsies were plunged into darkness.

  Domino leapt up and grabbed a couple of lanterns from the surrounding trees which he placed in the middle of the Elders’ circle and Moll saw in their flickering glow that Cinderella Bull
  was smiling.

  ‘The fire spirits found a way through to us for a moment before the dark magic forced them away,’ the fortune-teller said. She turned to Moll. ‘The old magic listens for the
  sounds that our ears miss – the straining of our hearts and the fear in our blood – and it heard the pain beating inside you tonight, Moll. That’s why the fire spirits
  came.’

  Moll felt her cheeks redden. ‘What was the old magic saying? I saw clouds and houses – and hands and mountains!’

  Cinderella Bull’s eyes glittered. ‘Not clouds, my dear, but steam. You have a train journey ahead of you. And the clasped hands, houses and mountains – they signify a meeting
  with strangers in the last village before the land grows fully wild. The northern wilderness – that’s where the next part of your quest will start. That’s where you will begin
  your search for the final amulet.’

  ‘A train journey!’ Siddy cried. ‘I’ve never been on a train before, only horses and wagons. What a way to kick things off!’

  But Moll wasn’t listening. ‘The northern wilderness . . .’ she murmured, looking over her shoulder to see Gryff watching from the steps of her wagon. None of the camp knew
  where the wildcat had come from – he had simply arrived in the forest to keep Moll safe the night the Shadowmasks killed her parents – and he had been by her side ever since. But there
  was talk that wildcats came from the north and Moll had always wondered whether the wilderness was where Gryff really belonged. She swallowed. What if this last adventure was a journey to lead him
  home?

  Cinderella Bull leant forward. ‘Now the old magic has sent a sign, you must leave at dawn.’

  Mooshie shook her head. ‘The children need more rest and—’

  ‘There’s no time to spare, Moosh,’ Oak interrupted. ‘It’s a two-day walk to the train line from here. They have to leave tomorrow.’

  ‘They?’ Moll said quietly. ‘You – you aren’t coming with us?’

  Oak turned to Moll and Siddy. ‘The old magic might have saved me from the Shadowmasks’ cursed owls – their wings, all sharpened like knives and coated in poison, couldn’t
  kill me back on the cliff tops – but ever since that fight my legs have been slower. And you need to be led by someone strong, someone fast, someone who can keep you safe.’

  Domino crossed the fire and crouched before them and Moll suddenly understood why he had been called to the Elders’ meeting.

  ‘You’re coming with us, aren’t you?’

  Domino nodded. ‘I promised my pa I’d protect you, Moll. You, Siddy and Gryff – and that I’d do everything in my power to find the last amulet.’

  Moll tried to imagine a journey to the northern wilderness without Oak, without the man who had taught her how to climb trees and fire a catapult. But the old familiar structures that had once
  held up her world were gradually falling apart. Alfie was gone, Oak would be staying in the forest and she and Siddy would be on the move again, away from the safety of their camp.

  Domino twisted the spiked rings on his fingers. ‘For what it’s worth, I don’t believe Alfie’s gone either, Moll. We’ve got no proof, of course, but sometimes a
  feeling deep in your gut is all you need to find someone.’ He paused. ‘I know I’m not the same as Pa, but I’ll help you bring Alfie home, I promise.’

  Everything Moll had ever learnt about speed in the wild – how to outswim the river’s currents, how to track the swiftest deer and how to run with wild ponies out on the heath –
  had come from Domino. And as she thought about those times and looked at Domino’s face, the same dark hair, olive skin and kind eyes as Oak’s, suddenly the shift from father to son
  didn’t seem quite so strange.

  The Elders began to clear away their upturned logs and tin cups, but Oak, Mooshie and Domino stayed with Moll and Siddy. Beneath the silent trees, they spoke of the northern wilderness and all
  that might be waiting for them there. And, when the rest of the Elders had gone to bed and only they were left, they wrapped arms around each other and, in the fragile shell of lantern light,
  Mooshie called upon the old magic to keep them safe.
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  They set off at first light, their quivers filled with arrows and their rucksacks stuffed with blankets, food and water. The whole camp had come
  out to the edge of the forest to see them off, but it was Oak’s and Mooshie’s tear-stained faces that Moll held in her mind as she followed Domino across the heath and then past
  numerous villages and rivers before they stopped to spend the night in an abandoned barn.

  The next morning they were up again at sunrise as they headed on through the countryside, but it was only as twilight fell on the second day and they found themselves on a bridge above the
  railway line that Domino explained the exact nature of the rest of their journey north. And that conversation had meant a drastic rethink for Siddy, who had spent a large proportion of the walk
  chattering about polished train carriages and leather seats.

  Moll gripped the leather strap of her quiver, crouched low on the bridge and trained her eyes on the wall in front of her. She tried to count the slabs of stone to take her mind off the task
  ahead, but still her heart drummed.

  ‘How long before it comes?’ she whispered.

  Beside her, Siddy straightened his flat cap. ‘I don’t think this is a good idea.’

  ‘It was Oak and Domino’s only idea, Sid. The station will be buzzing with policemen and ticket officers; there’s not a chance they’d let us
  three and a wildcat on to a train for free.’

  Siddy swallowed. ‘Still, jumping on to a freight train as it shoots out beneath a bridge – it’s not exactly how I imagined the journey . . .’

  Moll glanced at Domino who was hunkered down behind the wall beyond Siddy. His duffle coat was fastened right up to his neckerchief and Moll knew that inside the pockets he had a pistol and a
  knife – he wasn’t taking any chances.

  ‘How long, Domino?’ Moll asked again.

  ‘The train left Congalton station at six and it takes half an hour to get here.’ Domino checked his pocket watch. ‘We’ve got ten minutes.’

  Moll glanced at Gryff beside her, his muscles tense under his fur, his ears swivelled towards the undergrowth before the bridge, to the tangle of blackthorn, willow and knapweed. Moll could see
  nothing beyond the autumn leaves and branches scattered with berries, but she knew Gryff could. He could see and hear things humans couldn’t. A rabbit hopped out of the bushes, its nose
  twitching, and the wildcat bared its teeth and hissed. The creature bolted and Moll smiled as Gryff moved closer to her. The wildcat’s reactions were often unpredictable, but to her he was
  fiercely loyal.

  Siddy took a deep breath. ‘And we’re absolutely definitely sure there’s no other way of getting north except for throwing ourselves on to a moving train?’

  Moll nudged her plait over her shoulder and turned to him. ‘Come on, Sid. We’ve faced Shadowmasks, cursed owls and deadly eels before. Leaping on to a train is nothing compared to
  all that.’

  Siddy picked at the cuff of his coat. ‘It’s just that starting the trip off with a train jump makes me a bit nervous about what to expect next . . .’

  Moll scowled. ‘This is not a trip. It’s a mission.’

  Domino put a finger to his lips. ‘Shhh. Listen.’

  Behind them the tracks were humming and crackling. A train was drawing close.

  ‘Keep down or the driver will see us,’ Domino whispered. ‘But, when you see the steam, climb up on to the wall – it means the train is passing under the bridge and
  it’s time to jump.’

  Moll smoothed the sweat from her hands on to her trousers and then she waited, clutching the tiny gold boxing fists that hung from a chain around her neck, her talisman to ward off evil. She
  tried to steady her mind by thinking of the blackthorn growing either side of the bridge, how Oak would have carved a walking stick from the wood and Mooshie would have picked the sloe berries to
  make jam. But Moll’s heart was now thumping and her thoughts were skittish.

  A rhythmic chuffing began behind them, distant at first and then louder, closer, until the roar of wheels against steel filled Moll’s ears. A horn blared, the bridge beneath them seemed to
  tremble, and then clouds of billowing steam hissed and puffed around them.

  ‘Now!’ Domino roared.

  They all scrambled up on to the wall. Gryff followed and Moll felt her toes curl inside her boots as she fought for balance and then there, shooting out from beneath the bridge, was the train
  – a blur of freight trucks half hidden by steam. Moll’s eyes grew wide. It was the fastest thing she’d ever seen, a bullet charging through the tangled undergrowth.

  ‘Jump!’ Domino shouted, leaping from the bridge with Siddy’s hand clutched in his.

  A split second later and they were gone, lost in the steam and the speed. Moll’s body froze, seized by panic, and the bridge beneath her seemed to sway. Then she felt Gryff’s body
  lean into her own, drawing out her courage. She bent her knees, clenched her teeth, and they jumped.

  Moll’s feet slammed on to metal and the force juddered through her bones before she flattened herself to the roof of the truck, her fingertips gripping hard and her eyes shut tight against
  the rush of wind. She’d made it.

  Moll opened her eyes a fraction to see Gryff crouched beside her, his fur and whiskers rippled back in the wind. They were beneath the trail of steam now and were charging through the
  countryside, the brambles, cow parsley and nettles either side of the tracks just a blur of undergrowth as they sped on past.

  Moll lifted her head. Siddy was sprawled face down two trucks in front, but Domino was now scampering over the roof on all fours in her direction.

  ‘Come towards me!’ Domino shouted above the chugging and the hissing of the train.

  Moll pressed her palms on to the roof, let the wind stream down her neck and began to crawl. Gryff prowled by her side, keeping low, and, though the truck jostled and juddered, they kept moving
  towards Domino – hands and knees inching over the metal. But, when Moll reached the edge of the truck she was on, she peered down and gulped. There was a metre gap between her and Domino
  – and a racing streak of gravel and tracks in between.

  ‘Give me your hand!’ he cried.

  Moll loosened her hold on the truck roof and held out one shaking palm, then the train jerked and she stumbled forward, her body lurching into the gap. But, in that second, two strong hands
  grabbed her coat. Moll’s legs clanged against the metal couplings connecting the trucks and her heart beat double time, but Domino’s fists tightened and he hauled her up on to the next
  truck. A moment later, she was beside him, and Gryff was pawing at her chest.

  Moll sat up and blew through her lips. ‘Thank you,’ she panted. ‘That could’ve been a disaster.’

  Domino winked. ‘I said I’d look after you.’ He gestured further along the carriage. ‘I’ve got him to sort out now though.’

  Siddy was still lying face down on the truck roof, his curls flapping in the wind. Moll scrambled towards him with Domino and Gryff.

  ‘I’m not moving,’ Siddy groaned as they drew close. ‘I’m travelling all five hundred miles to the northern wilderness right here.’

  Moll poked him in the ribs. ‘I nearly died back there, Sid! You could’ve at least come and watched.’

  Siddy opened one eye. ‘You nearly die most days, Moll. I can’t be there every time.’

  Domino put a hand on Siddy’s shoulder. ‘We’ve got to get down inside this truck before we’re seen – it’ll be dangerous if there are bridges ahead.’

  Moll nodded. ‘Other train jumpers might land on you when they leap, Sid.’

  Siddy forced himself up on to his knees. ‘There are no other train jumpers, Moll. We’re it. We’re the only ones mad enough to hurl ourselves on to moving metal.’

  Domino looked at Moll. ‘I was meaning it’s dangerous because the bridges ahead might be lower than the one we jumped from and we could be crushed.’

  Moll was silent for a moment. ‘That, too, is dangerous.’

  The undergrowth either side of them gave way to gravelled banks and fields full of cows and Moll’s eyes streamed as she took in the hedgerows and sycamores, bright orange in the sunset. A
  month ago trees and heath had been her whole world, then the Shadowmasks had started coming for her and Gryff and she’d discovered secret caves and waterfalls, she’d met a smuggler kid
  and a lighthouse keeper, and now – as they sped on through the fading light – there would be the north.

  Domino inched towards the edge of the truck, then pointed down. ‘There’s a door here; if I can slide it back, we can hide inside.’

  He lay on his front, bent over the bolt and pushed against it with his fist until it slid back and the door clanked open a fraction. Domino manoeuvred himself over the edge before nudging the
  door back a bit further and disappearing inside.

  Moll followed Gryff into the truck and eventually Siddy clattered down after them. Then Domino pulled the door to, shutting out the whir of fields, farmsteads and steam. The compartment was dark
  and musty and filled with sacks of grain, but it was quiet and safe and, as Gryff slipped off into a shadowy corner, Moll and Siddy lifted the quivers from their shoulders and flopped down on top
  of the sacks.

  ‘Well, it’s not exactly as I imagined,’ Siddy mumbled, ‘but at least we’re on our way north.’

  Domino shook his rucksack open and reached for a chunk of bread. ‘Moll’s lucky to have you, Sid. There’s aren’t many friends who would come on a journey like
  this.’

  Moll laid down her quiver and bit into her bread. Sid had followed her through everything, right from the moment the first Shadowmask, Skull, had come after her, and although his was a quieter
  sort of courage than Moll’s, slow to build and sometimes shaky, it was invincible when it really mattered.

  ‘You take a while to get into adventures, Sid,’ Moll acknowledged, ‘but once you’re in you’re pretty nifty.’

  They listened to the train chugging north for a while and Moll hoped with everything inside her that Alfie was alive and that they were moving closer towards him.

  ‘By dawn we’ll be in Glendrummie,’ Domino said, ‘the northernmost village on the line. We should get some rest.’

  Siddy tugged a blanket from his rucksack, threw one end to Moll and tried to get comfortable beneath it. ‘A meeting with strangers in the last village before the land
  grows fully wild.’ He shuddered. ‘What happens when things get fully wild?’

  Domino loosened his neckerchief and leant back on the sacks. ‘Pa says that beyond the North Door – the gateway to the northern wilderness that lies just beyond Glendrummie –
  there are miles of moorland with peat bogs that suck you down whole and great lochs as deep as the mountains are high. There are ospreys, stags and highland cows too.’ He paused. ‘And
  selkies and giants, if you believe the old stories.’

  Moll thought of everything the Shadowmasks had done, of the pain that they had caused. ‘We can handle all that,’ she muttered.

  Siddy groaned and then rolled over. ‘I’m going to sleep.’
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  Moll woke suddenly. The compartment was no longer jostling from side to side – it was absolutely still, the chug of wheels and steam drained
  to silence. Moll felt a brush of fur against her arm and sat up, blinking into the darkness. Gryff’s eyes, burning green in the shadows, shone back at her and she placed a hand on his
  back.

  ‘Have we arrived?’ she whispered, nudging the others awake. ‘Is this Glendrummie?’

  Domino crawled over the sacks, pulled the door back a little and peered out. Moll and Siddy stood up behind him and squinted through the gap.

  It was still night, but they had pulled into a station. Millbury, the sign above the waiting room said, only just visible in the light of the lantern the man on the
  platform held. He was some distance away from the truck that they were hiding in, but Moll could see that he was dressed in uniform – a peaked cap and a large overcoat with shining gold
  buttons – and he was talking to a woman dressed the same way.

  ‘Train drivers,’ Domino whispered, ‘Looks like one’s finishing a shift and the other’s taking over.’

  Siddy settled himself back down on the sacks. ‘Well, I hope the new one’s a better driver. That man had no idea how to take corners; I’m bruised all over.’

  ‘Look!’ Moll hissed. ‘There are more people on the platform – lots more people . . .’

  A large group emerged from the waiting room: elderly folk hobbling on sticks and little children clinging to their parents’ hands. They shuffled towards the drivers, and Moll, Siddy and
  Domino strained their ears towards the conversation.

  ‘Congalton?’ one driver scoffed. ‘That’s five hours south of here. You’ll have to wait until tomorrow afternoon for the next passenger train.’

  There were hushed whispers, then a woman’s voice rose up – desperate, pleading. ‘Please. There must be a train sooner. We’ve fled from our homes
  beyond the North Door and walked for two days to get here. We’ve nowhere to stay!’

  More words were exchanged and a small child began to cry. Then a driver’s voice came, loud and firm.

  ‘This is madness, all this talk of evil stalking the northern wilderness and forcing you out.’

  ‘It’s not madness!’ an old man within the group cried. ‘There’s something poisoning people’s minds as they sleep and we’ve seen it! A blanket of
  darkness covered our houses and our farms, and people woke jabbering like madmen. Grown men reduced to wrecks, children with haunted eyes . . .’

  Moll glanced at Siddy, wondering if he was thinking the same as her. When the Shadowmasks murdered Moll’s parents, they shaved their heads and, for a long time, Moll had never known why.
  But the second amulet had held her ma’s soul and she’d told Moll and Siddy that the hair had been taken to be used as thread. And, with it, the Shadowmasks plan to
  weave a quilt of darkness – those were the very words Moll’s ma had used. What if the ‘blanket’ this man was talking about was the quilt?

  But before they could listen to any more a whistle shrieked and the train lurched forward. Once again they were off, bound for the northern wilderness.

  Moll, Domino and Siddy sat in the shadows and for a while no one said anything.

  Then Siddy took a deep breath. ‘Moll’s ma told us about a quilt of darkness. It can’t be a coincidence.’

  Moll ran a hand down Gryff’s throat. ‘But the Shadowmasks’ magic has only ever been directed at those connected to the Bone Murmur. The witch doctors have stayed out of
  dealings with other people.’

  ‘Until now,’ Domino said. ‘We need to stop them – for the sake of the old magic and for all the people living here. Just a couple more hours and
  we can speak with the villagers up in Glendrummie and see what they know. We’ve got to trust the fire spirits’ message.’

  Goosebumps peppered Moll’s neck as she recalled the words of the man on the platform: Grown men reduced to wrecks, children with haunted eyes.

  ‘What if the last two Shadowmasks have already reached Glendrummie?’ she said. ‘What if we’re too late?’

  ‘We’ve got to try,’ Domino replied.

  They lapsed into silence again and listened to the wheels rattling on and on into the night, then Siddy gave a resigned sigh. ‘The whole country moves south, away from the danger, and we
  move north. Right into it.’

  Moll pulled back on the pouch of her catapult and forced her voice to be strong. ‘I hate following what other people are doing.’

  Siddy lay back down and looked at the roof of the compartment. ‘I miss him,’ he said after a while. ‘It feels all wrong going after the amulet without Alfie. We were a Tribe
  before – we broke rules, built dens and got stuff done – but now . . .’

  Moll tried to reply, but the words choked in her throat.

  Domino fumbled in his rucksack for a box of matches, then he struck one and light danced about the compartment. His face shone beneath it, stubbled and tanned from years of outdoor living.
  ‘We’re going to do this. All of us together,’ he said. ‘We’re going to find the final amulet, we’re going to destroy the Shadowmasks and we’re going to
  find Alfie.’

  They were only words, but they were the ones that mattered and the confidence of them burned bright in the gloom.

  Siddy pulled the blanket up to his chin. ‘I wish Porridge the Second hadn’t turned down the trip,’ he mumbled. ‘All that slithering out of my pocket and burying his head
  in the soil. I mean, I can see why Hermit wasn’t keen, what with the train being so far away from the sea and everything. But I expected more from Porridge.’

  Moll smiled. Siddy’s latest pets, a terrified crab called Hermit and a depressed earthworm called Porridge the Second, hadn’t joined them on the journey north, despite Siddy’s
  best attempts at getting them fired up, so he had been forced to soldier on without them. But Siddy always knew when to lighten the mood and Moll was suddenly glad of the friends she had around
  her.

  Eventually they drifted off to sleep again and, when they stirred hours later, they woke to a crisp slant of sunlight streaming through a crack in the compartment.

  Domino pulled back the door and whistled. ‘Take a look at this.’

  Moll and Siddy huddled behind him and gasped. It was like a different country out there. Fields rushed by, but they were no longer filled with haystacks or closed in by hedgerows. The landscape
  here was rugged – sprawling fields and tumbled stone walls – and everything was coated in a silver-blue frost that glinted in the dawn. Gates were dusted white, wild grasses had been
  stiffened and whole woods sparkled. Moll looked towards a forest in the distance. Even from the train she could see it was bigger than the one she’d grown up in – bigger and wilder
  somehow.

  She glanced down at Gryff whose eyes were fixed beyond the trees, to where the valleys rose and fell, then built up into moorland that stretched for as far as she could see. The beast
  from lands full wild, the Bone Murmur called him, and as Moll looked upon this strange land she found herself putting an arm around Gryff. She understood that wild animals
  didn’t belong to anyone, but, even so, the thought of Gryff returning to the northern wilderness without her made her want to hold him tight and never let go.

  They passed a field full of horned cows with shaggy orange coats which Domino pointed out were highland cows, then they turned back into the compartment and began packing blankets into
  rucksacks.

  ‘We’ll need to jump from the train before we arrive at the station if we want to avoid being seen,’ Domino said.

  Moll climbed over the sacks and swung her quiver on to her back. ‘What time will we reach Glendrumm—’

  The train horn blasted.

  They looked at each other, wide-eyed, then hurried back to the door. The train bent round a corner suddenly and there, no more than five hundred metres away, was the station. Domino’s eyes
  flicked between it and the bank of frosty grass whirring past beside them. Then he lowered himself into a crouch.

  ‘Jump!’

  Sid’s jaw fell open. ‘Now?’

  Domino leapt from the train, Moll and Gryff followed and then, finally, Siddy hurled himself on to the bank after them. The train careered away and, as Siddy dusted the frost from his coat, the
  others picked their way towards him.

  ‘Train jumping before sunrise,’ he muttered. ‘What’ll we be doing by midday?’

  Moll tugged on a moleskin flat cap and the leather gloves lined with sheepskin that Mooshie had made for her last winter, then they clambered up the bank and over the stone wall into the field.
  There were no highland cows or sheep around, just a rusted trough glazed with ice and a few scattered clumps of bracken.

  Domino handed round the last of the bread and nuts, then he pointed towards the other end of the field. ‘We’ll head for that copse of woodland. It’s just past the station so
  we’re bound to stumble across the road to Glendrummie beyond it.’

  Moll nodded. They’d found the first amulet by following an Oracle Bone clue that Moll’s pa had left for her and they’d unearthed the second using the reading Moll had
  deciphered after throwing the Oracle Bones herself. But now they were on their own, with only the fire spirits’ fleeting message to go on. Moll pulled the collar up on her coat and crunched
  over the frost after Domino.

  ‘It’s so quiet up here,’ Siddy said as he drew level with Moll and Gryff.

  She listened for the coos of the wood pigeons or a robin’s trill, but she heard nothing. The landscape was mute and what had seemed almost magical before now made Moll’s stomach
  churn. It was only autumn and yet the countryside around them was on the edge of winter.

  She looked at Domino. ‘I knew it was going to be colder in the north, but frosts in early autumn – that doesn’t seem right . . .’

  Domino nodded. ‘I’d been thinking the same. Something’s amiss.’

  Siddy tightened his grip on the bow slung over his shoulder. ‘When we were down by the sea, the Shadowmasks sucked whole woods and farmlands of life. What if this is the same?’

  They glanced to their right to see the train pulled up into the station. Heads down, they carried on walking into the copse of fir trees, tall and dark around them, until they came across a dirt
  track. Moll placed one hand on her catapult, the other on her bow, and turned down it with Gryff by her side.

  ‘Glendrummie,’ Siddy murmured as they passed a sign on the side of the road with bold lettering stamped above a painting of a white plant with wiry brown stems.

  ‘White heather,’ Moll said. ‘Mooshie told me you only get it up here in the north – it’s meant to grant luck and protection, I think.’

  Domino took a deep breath. ‘Well, let’s hope it does.’

  Where the fir trees ended, the village began. Stone cottages with slate roofs and green doors lined a wide track and behind them frosted gardens glinted in the sun. Parked along the kerb were
  several carts and empty horse traps and, as the group walked on, they spotted narrow side streets leading to smaller roads fringed with cottages. They carried on walking, past a cluster of shop
  fronts with CLOSED signs hanging in the windows and striped awnings jutting out above: Glendrummie Grocers, Bel’s Butchers, The Tweed Tea Shop. There was a church
  too, further down the road, its steeple climbing high above the rest of the village. But there was one thing very obviously missing.
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