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The sea breathes quietly tonight, a sprawled darkness rolling in and out. It slips over beaches and laps at harbour walls. But further along the coast, where the cliffs turn ragged and shards of rock jut into the water, strewn like broken gravestones, the current is stronger. It moves with a strength all of its own here, heaving and churning, smashing and pounding. This is a place few men or women brave, and none on a night as dark as this.


And yet there is a light moving between the shards of rock, a lantern fixed to the front of a rowing boat, and, though the waves swell and suck and crash, the boat weaves a way through. The moon slides out from the clouds for a moment, scattering silver on the sea, and then it is gone. But the lantern still shines, splaying light on the snakeskin mask of the figure in the boat. He wears a cloak, the hood pulled high, and only his tongue moves – forked and flickering. His arms stay folded in his lap – he has no use for oars to propel the boat forward. It moves of its own accord, drawn by magic towards the opening in the cliff face.


Carving a channel through the last of the rocks, the boat disappears inside. The passageway of water within is still, a snake of black beneath arched walls of rock. The boat glides on, winding into shadows, then it nudges to a halt as it meets a metal grate stretched the height of the passageway. The figure drops his hood, his tongue quivers over his lips and he speaks.


‘It is Ashtongue who enters the Crooked Cave. I’ve come to you, Darkebite, as you commanded.’


A hiss escapes from Ashtongue’s lips, scratching at the silence, then there’s a grinding noise, like a chain being pulled, and the grate lifts. The boat noses through, into a wider cavern, and Ashtongue steps out on to a beach littered with bones. He looks at the glass bottles and metal cages arranged on ledges of rock surrounding the beach. They glint under the light of his lantern and each one is filled with animal parts: moth wings, fox teeth, owl talons, bat claws . . . Ashtongue smiles and turns to the cauldron standing in the middle of the beach. A burst of green erupts from inside it and a cloaked figure emerges from the shadows, plucking the wings from a dead moth as it crunches over the bones.


Ashtongue dips his mask. ‘Greetings, Darkebite.’


Darkebite’s cloak slips to the ground and, where shoulders should be, two enormous black wings flex, rising up like crooked sails. ‘Skull and Hemlock failed.’ The voice bristles with anger. ‘The child and the beast still live.’


Ashtongue stiffens. ‘The girl and her wildcat defeated two Shadowmasks?’


Darkebite’s mask of charcoaled wood is absolutely still, the jet-black hair wild around it. ‘With the help of their friends.’


Ashtongue shakes his head. ‘But Skull had the girl locked in a cage in the forest – he had hounds trained to track her – and Hemlock conjured poison to make sure she wouldn’t survive!’


‘It wasn’t enough.’ Darkebite’s wings twitch. ‘The children found the first amulet and used its power to destroy both Skull and Hemlock. I saw it happen and was forced to flee. We must kill the girl and her wildcat before they find the second amulet. Only then can we shatter the old magic and conjure an evil to take its place.’


Darkebite walks towards the cauldron, veined wings trailing through the bones. Ashtongue follows and the two Shadowmasks stand in silence for several minutes, watching the green liquid bubbling inside the cauldron.


‘You must call upon the spirits of the Underworld,’ Darkebite says. ‘Use them to wreak havoc on the old magic.’ Picking up a glass bottle, the witch doctor tips an owl talon into the cauldron; the liquid hisses and green smoke fizzes upwards. ‘I’ll conjure the night creatures; Molly Pecksniff and her wildcat won’t escape.’


There is a pause.


‘No one escapes the Shadow Keeper’s curse.’


Ashtongue nods, his snakeskin mask glimmers, then he watches as Darkebite strips the barbs from an owl feather and lets them flutter into the cauldron. The liquid swirls, sucking the broken feather into its clutches, then a talon bursts through the surface, snatching at the air before slipping silently down.


The Shadow Keeper smiles because inside the cauldron something hideous is stirring . . .
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It was Gryff who heard it first. A sound that didn’t belong in the cove – sudden, rasping, like paper being torn. He looked up from the rocks where he had been resting, ears cocked, whiskers twitching. The others hadn’t heard the noise, but a wildcat’s ears miss nothing. Gryff scanned the towering grey cliffs that curved round the beach, closing it off into a secluded bay.


But nothing seemed amiss. Seagulls were still squawking from jutting crags and tussocks of grass, the beach was deserted and beyond it the sea stretched out to the horizon, glittering in the early morning sun. Gryff slunk between the rock pools, away from the cave, before leaping down to the sand.


Then the noise came again, shivering the air like a sheet being ripped in two. It was louder this time, closer, and its echo hung in the cove. A cluster of seagulls on the highest crags launched themselves into the sky, white arcs carried out over the sea. As if pulled by invisible strings, the rest of the gulls followed, leaving the cliff face still and grey. Only the grass and sea thrift moved, fluttering in the wind.


Still Gryff watched, waiting. And then his fur prickled. There was a shadow out of place behind a clump of grass – something dark shifting among the rocks. Then it was gone, lost in the gorse and bracken that spread down one side of the cliff face and partly obscured the path zigzagging towards the sand. But the air felt different somehow, as if it might shatter into pieces at any moment. Gryff’s muscles stiffened.


Gathering speed, he ran across the beach, past a wigwam of washed-up driftwood, round a battered rowing boat, on towards the rocks at the other side of the cove which cut into the sea and closed the bay in from the rest of the coastline.


On the furthest rock stood a girl, her long, tangled hair as black as the tip of a jackdaw’s wing. She drew herself up and the wind roared in her ears, rippling through the old swimsuit she was wearing and clinking the gold boxing fists that hung around her neck on a chain.


‘You won’t manage it,’ said a boy, treading water just beyond the rocks. ‘You’ll slip and mash your head.’ A strand of seaweed had twisted itself round one of his sticking out ears. He shook it off and turned to the boy in the sea beside him. ‘Alfie, you tell her. She’s mad to try this!’


Alfie squinted against the sun, his jay feather earring flapping against his neck. ‘Sid’s right, Moll. Just get a move on and jump in like we did; all this hanging around is making us cold.’


Moll wrinkled her nose and shuffled down to the edge of the rock. The sea slapped against its marbled base before foaming over the limpets and splashing up on to her anklet. She looked across at Alfie and Siddy and tried to raise one eyebrow to show she meant business – but when both started wriggling she flared her nostrils instead.


Siddy rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t expect anyone to come and mop you up when you go back to the cave with cuts and bruises. Mooshie’s still tempered up because we put seaweed in her hammock.’


Married to Oak, the head of the camp, Mooshie was in charge of cooking meals and tending to injuries; she was like a mother figure to the rest of them. It hadn’t been wise to provoke her with seaweed, Moll knew that, but it had been necessary. Because, in Moll’s eyes, Mooshie had offended the Tribe – the secret gang comprising Moll, Gryff, Siddy and Alfie that was dedicated to breaking rules and causing havoc.


Moll shrugged. ‘Mooshie should’ve known better than to force us to eat sea slugs – hardly surprising the Tribe rebelled. I’d say she was lucky it was just seaweed we punished her with. It would’ve been eels if I’d had more time.’ She steadied herself on the rock, then looked up and smiled. ‘Watch and learn, boys. This is exactly the kind of behaviour the Tribe needs to see more of.’


Alfie, half amused now, flicked the water from his fair hair and kicked up his legs so that he was floating on his back. ‘There’s not a chance you’ll pull off a somersault into a dive; your last four jumps have been bellyflops.’


Muttering a last-minute prayer to the sea spirit in charge of crash landings, Moll bent low. Out of the corner of her eye she glimpsed Gryff hastening across the rocks towards them, but, thinking nothing of it, she gripped her boxing fist talisman for luck and launched herself into the air. The tuck that was meant to follow never did. Instead, Moll’s legs punched out at extraordinary angles, her arms flapped like a demented bird and she plunged belly first towards the sea. There was an almighty slap, the loudest one yet, as Moll’s skin smacked into the water.


She surfaced with a scowl, hair plastered across her face, then raised a fist, ready to take on Siddy and Alfie’s abuse. But it never came.


Gryff’s growl cut a channel through the waves towards them. ‘Urrrrrrrrrrr.’


Moll, Siddy and Alfie met his yellow-green eyes. Then they heard it too: a noise from the cliffs, curdling the air, like silk tearing again and again. But there was no movement among the rocks – just a wall of ragged stone and gorse staring back at them.


‘What – what was that?’ Siddy asked.


The sea around Moll felt suddenly cold and she narrowed her eyes at the cliffs. ‘I don’t know but it doesn’t sound right. We should get back to the cave and—’


‘The seagulls,’ Alfie interrupted. ‘They’ve all gone . . .’


‘And – and the gorse,’ Siddy stammered, pushing dark curls back from his face and straining his own eyes towards the cliffs. ‘It’s rotted through!’


Moll blinked several times. Siddy was right; the gorse lining the path down the cliff face wasn’t green with bright yellow flowers any more: the bushes were bare, a dull grey-brown, like clumps of rusted wire. Moll flinched. Mooshie had taught her about the plants, herbs and weeds down in the cove and how they changed with the seasons. But no plant shed its flowers and leaves this quickly – and gorse didn’t lose its flowers in autumn. Something was amiss.


It was then that the cliff face started to move. A swarm of black shapes crawled out from behind rocks and withered gorse bushes, spreading down the cliff like spilled ink. The creatures called to one another in low, crooning hoots.


‘Owls in the daytime?’ Moll whispered in disbelief. ‘Dozens of them . . . and they’re black!’


Gryff’s hackles rose. Moll’s shoulders tensed. She knew a bad omen when she saw one; every gypsy did. She glanced to the rocks for her catapult, then realised she’d left it in the cave.


The birds sprang from the cliffs into the air as one, swarming together in a darkened throng, before flying towards the rocks jutting out into the sea.


Moll, Siddy and Alfie kicked backwards, away from the cove.


And the owls loomed closer, just twenty metres away now, a curtain of black closing over the sea, their calls deep and hollow. They were larger than ordinary owls and their enormous wings beat towards the children above scaled talons. They drew nearer still and Moll gasped as they massed high above their heads in a pulsing cloud. Then a bolt of black screeched before plummeting down, its hooded yellow eyes fixed on Gryff.


‘Watch out, Gryff!’ Moll screamed.


The owl splayed its razor-sharp talons and Gryff leapt aside, narrowly dodging them. Shrieks from above juddered against the wind, but the owl raced on, swiping at the towel on the rocks and ripping a large scrap of material clean off. The bird circled upwards to rejoin the others.


‘Jump, Gryff!’ Siddy roared.


‘But – but he hates the sea!’ Moll cried.


Owl after owl dropped from the sky. Gryff sprang across the rocks, snarling and spitting, avoiding their clutches by a whisker. They spiralled upwards again, black stains blotting out the sun, calling together in ghostly hoots.


‘Run, Gryff!’ Moll shouted. ‘You’ll outpace them on the beach—’


An owl swivelled its disc face round, blinking narrow yellow eyes at Moll, then it bulleted down, straight for her. Moll ducked beneath the surface and, without a second’s hesitation, Gryff leapt from the rocks and plunged into the sea after her.


Underwater, the sea muffled the owl screeches, but Moll kicked deeper, away from the talons that scratched at the surface. Gryff clawed through the water towards her, bubbles spraying out behind him. Sensing the wildcat’s presence, Moll twisted round, her breath caged inside her, and opened her eyes. Her heart surged. Gryff could have outrun the owls on the beach; Moll knew the speeds he could reach. But he’d followed her – as he always did – into the deep unknown. They swam on together, pulling themselves through the water after Alfie and Siddy.


But, above the surface, a dark shape followed.


Moll reached out to Siddy and Alfie, her eyes bulging, her chest ready to burst if she didn’t take a breath. Alfie pointed upwards and both Siddy and Moll nodded; they’d have to brave the owls for air.


They kicked up, fingers stretching towards the sparkling surface, but the second they broke the water they met with a wall of sound. The owls shrieked and a cluster broke free, nosediving towards Gryff and the children. They drank in a lungful of air, then shot down beneath the surface, hauling themselves on through the water.


The sea was darker and deeper now and the sandy bottom had sunk out of sight. Small fish darted away, melting into the depths beyond, but still the children kicked for all they were worth, back towards the safety of the cave at the far side of the bay. Moll glanced at Gryff beside her, his grey-black striped fur moving with the sea’s pull, his paws working as fast as they could. She blinked at him, her head throbbing as the last of her breath seeped from her lungs. One more breath and I think we’ll make it, Gryff.


Moll surged upwards, surfacing next to the others, and gasped the air hungrily. Owl squawks clattered in her ears, then the birds thundered down all together. Moll caught the yellow glint of one owl’s eyes, saw its talons spread out towards her face, then she plunged beneath the surface again.


She’d only taken one stroke when she heard the scream and, though it was stifled by the sea, Moll knew who it belonged to. Siddy. She swerved back up to the surface to find Gryff lashing out with his claws; they clashed against grappling talons and wings. Alfie was trying to drag Siddy under the waves, but Siddy was choking on water, his face scrunched up in pain at the sight of the bloodied cut across his forearm.


‘Get him down!’ Moll shouted to Alfie, beating through the water towards the two boys. ‘Just a few more strokes and we’re there!’


Together they dragged Siddy beneath the surface while Gryff swung wildly at any owls that came close. And then they were all underwater again, Moll and Alfie heaving Siddy on. The sound of the owls grew fainter as the sandy seabed rose back into sight. Clumps of seaweed swayed below them and the children kicked harder, water-blurred eyes seeking out the rocks that shielded the camp’s cave.


A couple more strokes and the barnacled boulders rose up before them. A crab scuttled out from a dark hole that was a metre wide and high, tucked just below the surface of the sea. Then the creature slipped beneath the seaweed as Alfie and Moll pushed Siddy up towards it. The shallow water carried him into the hole and, one by one, Alfie, Moll and Gryff followed. Moll felt the last of her breath ebbing away as they swam into the tunnel, and then, moments later, the rocks above them opened up slightly.


The children’s heads burst through the surface, spluttering water and gulping the air back into their lungs. Dark, wet rock arched just above them and water slopped against the sides of the tunnel, draining with a loud sucking noise as the tide pulled back. But the owls hadn’t followed; this was a place only Oak’s gypsies knew about.


Siddy glanced at his arm and moaned.


‘Quick,’ Alfie panted, turning to Moll. ‘Get him inside.’


They pushed Siddy further along the tunnel. Moll’s knees knocked against the rocks beneath her and they scraped at her skin, then the tunnel veered left, inland for a while, and before long the scalloped rocks above them widened, opening up completely to reveal a large cavern.


They called the cave Little Hollows and it spread out before them now, its marbled roof curving grey and silver far above the sandy bottom. Candles flickered on every shelf of rock jutting from the sides of the cave, lighting up the dried lemon peel, shards of mirror and horseshoe nails that the gypsies had balanced on ledges and in fissures as good-luck omens. And a fire crackled in the middle of the cave, its smoke curling upwards, seeping away through unseen cracks. It had been the gypsies’ base for two weeks, ever since Oak had left his son, Wisdom, in charge of keeping the clearing and the other gypsies in Tanglefern Forest safe and a smaller group had broken off to hide from the Shadowmasks.


Here in Little Hollows, Cinderella Bull, the camp’s fortune-teller, had taught the Tribe about the sea spirits and mer creatures lurking beyond the cove – about kelpies, sirens and mer ghosts. Mooshie had shown them how to spear mackerel, pot lobsters and cook seaweed, and she’d pointed out which herbs could be used and which ones to avoid: nettles worked in tea, but poppies from the fields above the cliffs would knock you out cold. And Oak had showed them where the currents were at their strongest in the bay and the best spots for diving.


The Tribe had flourished in the cove – the sea was something new and full of adventure – and Moll was almost able to forget that back in the forest only a month ago the Shadowmasks had used hounds, poison and fire to hunt her and Gryff. But now their threat was all too real.


Panting, Alfie and Moll hauled Siddy up on to the slabs of rock that spilled down from the tunnel into the cave. Gryff clambered out after them, his eyes alert for help.


Dripping with water, Moll stepped over the collection of home-made fishing rods – their lines strung from nettle fibres – and jumped down into the cave. Siddy rocked his arm and whimpered and Moll glanced at the sheets tied back by colourful ribbons from the four alcoves at the far end of the cave.


‘Mooshie!’ she called.


A woman’s plump face poked out from an alcove: two dimpled cheeks framed by a purple headscarf and a sparkling brooch at the neck of a shirt. Glowering, she raised a tea towel in her ringed hand and stormed towards the fire. ‘I thought I told you lot to use the beach entrance; that tunnel’s dangerous! You’ll—’ Her words were cut short as she noticed Siddy. She bustled closer, her colourful petticoats bouncing round her ankles. ‘What happened?’ she asked, her face suddenly pale.


Moll glanced back towards the tunnel. ‘I think Darkebite’s back.’
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Mooshie knelt before Siddy by the fire, dabbing his arm with a dressing she’d mixed from woundwort leaves bound in wetted cotton.


‘Will he be OK?’ Alfie asked. He sat down on a stool carved from driftwood, then reached for a blanket and wrapped it round himself.


Mooshie nodded, but she didn’t look up from what she was doing; her cures required her absolute attention. Moll stood by the fire, letting its warmth burrow inside her bones, and felt suddenly glad to be among the familiar jumble of objects Mooshie had made to sell up at Inchgrundle, the fishing village a few miles along the coast: lobster pots made from washed-up rope and twine, woven then bound round hazel, and wooden flowers carved from elder.


‘Owww,’ Siddy moaned as Mooshie pressed down the dressing.


Moll bit her lip and watched as Gryff prowled further into the cave, away from the cluster of people. He stopped before the alcoves, shook the seawater from his fur, then hissed as a dribble snaked into his mouth. Moll hurried over to him.


‘Thank you for jumping in after me,’ she whispered. ‘And for beating the owls away from Sid.’


Gryff grunted, then spat seawater on to the sand. Moll smiled and ran a hand over his back. She didn’t need to bend down to touch the wildcat – he was large and she was by far the smallest in Oak’s camp – but Gryff had singled Moll out as a young child and he’d been by her side ever since; he’d left the northern wilderness to help her fight back against the Shadowmasks, he’d let her – and only her – touch him for the first time just over a month ago and he’d never let her down. And yet Gryff was no pet. He was secretive, often solitary, and as Moll faced him she felt his wildness and sensed the fierce courage buried inside him.


She glanced behind her to ensure she was out of Mooshie’s earshot. ‘I saved you some of the cod we fried up at breakfast,’ she told him. ‘It’s in our alcove.’


Gryff wrinkled his nose, sniffed and slunk off into the furthest corner of the cave.


Little Hollows was shaped like a giant’s hand. Four narrow alcoves at the far end of the cave, like enormous fingers, where the gypsies slept in hammocks bunched high with patchwork quilts, pillows and cushions; the central cave, like a huge palm, where they cooked around the fire and ate; and the tunnel leading into the cave, like a long, crooked thumb, an access point the Tribe had discovered when Moll and Siddy had dunked Alfie in the water there as the last part of his initiation into the Tribe. But the only place Gryff went when he was inside Little Hollows was Moll’s alcove – slinking in now and again to ensure she was safe or to devour the leftover food she had sneaked for him.


Moll walked back to the fire, the light from the flames dancing up and down the cave walls around her. Alfie was holding a bandage in place over Siddy’s arm while Mooshie busied herself over a rock near the tunnel where dozens of jam jars had been arranged, each one filled with herbs.


Moll plucked at her swimsuit. ‘I’m so sorry, Sid. It should’ve been me this happened to – not you.’


Siddy tried to smile, but it was more of a grimace and Moll just ended up feeling even worse.


Alfie looked up at her. ‘It’s not your fault, Moll. We all know that.’


Moll sat on a stool, her nails dug hard into her palms. ‘There’s enough anger inside me to defeat an army or – or – bring down a mountain.’


Mooshie hastened back over. ‘Or get you into a serious amount of trouble with my tea towel.’ She sprinkled small purple flowers inside each fold of Siddy’s bandage. ‘Lavender. It’ll soothe the pain and calm your nerves.’ She looked at Moll then Alfie. ‘What happened out there?’


Alfie fiddled with the knot of black horsehair hanging around his neck. It was his talisman – a lock of hair from Raven, his stallion cob, who now roamed the heath above the cliffs. ‘It was fine at first,’ he said. ‘We were just waiting for Moll to bellyflop off the far rocks.’


‘I was diving, Moosh,’ Moll muttered. ‘Teaching the Tribe a thing or two about somersaults.’ She buried her feet in the sand. ‘Then we heard noises – ripping, tearing sorts of sounds.’ Moll noticed Mooshie’s hand hover over the bandage. ‘And these owls came out of nowhere and bolted down towards us so we dived underwater and swam to the cave.’ She looked into the fire. ‘It felt like witch-doctor magic, as if the Shadowmasks had found us at last. I kept thinking the owls would swarm together and become one of them – like the bats did with Darkebite back in the forest – but they never did . . .’


Mooshie twisted the amber ring round her thumb three times, a habit she’d got into when she wanted to thank the sea spirits for keeping her loved ones safe. ‘The owls were just messengers,’ she said quietly, ‘part of the magic Darkebite and the rest of the Shadowmasks are conjuring to find you and Gryff. We knew this would come – that sooner or later they’d find you. They’ll know for sure that you and Gryff have left the forest now.’


Mooshie picked up a penknife from a wooden box by her feet and used the blade to cut Siddy’s bandage. ‘You were lucky, Sid. This’ll heal quickly once the herbs start working, but it could’ve been a lot worse.’


Siddy huddled inside the blanket. ‘Where’s Hermit?’


‘Cowering in your flat cap. He’s been in there all morning.’ Mooshie stood up, walked round the fire to the other side of the cave, then stooped beneath the colourful pinafores, shorts and shirts dangling from a washing line fastened into the cracks. She unpegged a flat cap and brought it over to the fire.


‘Hermit!’ Siddy cried, reaching inside the cap and stroking the crab’s shell.


Hermit was Siddy’s latest pet. He had an earthworm too, called Porridge the Second (Porridge the First had rather unfortunately been eaten by a cockerel in the forest earlier in the year), but he had failed to show any sort of enthusiasm for beach life so Siddy had been forced to leave him behind. The Tribe had organised a farewell ceremony though – they’d dug up a few more worms to keep Porridge the Second company and carved messages into an oak tree for him: ‘Keep Wiggling’ from Siddy, ‘Cheer Up’ from Alfie and ‘Don’t Get Squashed’ from Moll, which Siddy thought pretty morbid given the parting was so emotional anyway. And then Hermit had come along – a crab who was terrified of absolutely everything, even his own pincers, which meant that more often than not he spent his days scampering backwards into his shell.


Moll watched as Hermit stuck out one trembling pincer towards Siddy. ‘I’m so lucky I ended up with a wildcat,’ she told herself.


Siddy pretended not to hear. ‘What were the ripping sounds we heard, Moosh? Before the owls came after us. Like – like paper tearing . . .’ His voice trailed into silence and Hermit, catching a glimpse of his own pincers, shot off Siddy’s knee and clattered into a lobster pot.


Alfie nodded. ‘What kind of bird makes a sound like that?’


‘Birds made from dark magic, I’d wager,’ said a voice from one of the alcoves at the far end of the cave.


Cinderella Bull’s hunched figure hobbled towards them, the gold pennies on her shawl jangling together as she walked. On approaching the fire, she lifted up a fortune-telling ball and held it out between fingers sparkling with rings.


‘I’ve seen it, Moll – just seconds ago.’


Cinderella Bull was the oldest gypsy in the gang and her visions from the crystal ball were never wrong. ‘Darkebite appeared in the form of a bat when you encountered the witch doctors in the forest. Only a Shadow Keeper can take the form of a nocturnal animal and curse and command night beasts. It seems Darkebite is a Shadow Keeper who sent cursed owls to find you and Gryff – to wound you so that the other Shadowmasks had time to gather close with their Soul Splinter.’ She paused. ‘My vision was of Darkebite meeting with a figure – another Shadowmask perhaps. They’re on to us now.’


Moll faced the words straight on, but her heartbeat quickened. No one had mentioned the Soul Splinter – the deadly shard of ice that held the Shadowmasks’ souls and had killed her parents ten years ago – since the small group had left the forest. Some things were best not talked about.


Cinderella Bull’s voice dropped. ‘Those ripping noises – it’s just as the Bone Murmur foretold . . .’ She beckoned with a crooked finger and Moll knew better than to ignore the fortune-teller’s command.


She stood up with Alfie, leaving Siddy under Mooshie’s watch, and followed Cinderella Bull to the cave wall beyond the washing line, near the rocks that masked a gap out on to the beach. There, written by Moll in messy chalk, was the Bone Murmur, the words of the old magic read in the Oracle Bones and handed down to Moll from her ancestors:




There is a magic, old and true,


That shadowed minds seek to undo.


They’ll splinter the souls of those who hold


The Oracle Bones from Guardians of old.


And storms will rise; trees will die,


If they free their dark magic into the sky.


But a beast will come from lands full wild,


To fight this darkness with a gypsy child.


And they must find the Amulets of Truth


To stop dark souls doing deeds uncouth.





For a while, Cinderella Bull said nothing, and Moll listened to the sea murmuring beyond the cave, then the fortune-teller pointed a gnarled finger at one of the lines: ‘If they free their dark magic into the sky.’ She paused. ‘The ripping noises you heard, that was the air tearing, thresholds opening up. The Shadowmasks’ dark magic was pouring in from the Underworld.’


Moll blinked at Alfie, started to say something, decided against it, then mumbled, ‘Are you sure? Because I get things wrong the whole time and—’


Cinderella Bull put a hand on Moll’s shoulder. ‘I’m sure, Moll.’ She slipped her crystal ball into the pocket of her pinafore. ‘Though we may not see them, there are worlds out there beyond our own. Our ancestors believed in a world where the old magic lies, where one day our souls will go to rest. We call that place the Otherworld.’


Alfie glanced at Moll, who shrugged. She’d never heard anyone talk about different worlds before.


Cinderella Bull went on. ‘They say that in the Otherworld the wind spirit whispers life into mountains so huge they’re lost amid clouds where griffins roam – and there’s talk of unicorns living behind thundering waterfalls and seas filled with mer palaces.’


Alfie squinted at Cinderella Bull. ‘And the other place – the Underworld?’


Cinderella Bull lowered her voice. ‘A place where dark magic brews. Though no one can be sure, there are rumours of werewolves stalking rotten forests and giant spiders that crawl through tunnels.’


Moll groaned as she thought of the seaweed she’d dumped in Mooshie’s hammock recently. ‘I’m bound to end up there.’


Cinderella Bull ruffled Moll’s hair. ‘The Shadowmasks’ magic is gathering strength. We thought we had you safe, but those owls managed to track you – they could only have been conjured from the darkest corners of the Underworld.’ She pointed to another chalked line on the cave wall and read the words aloud: ‘And storms will rise; trees will die . . . If we don’t stop them opening these thresholds, our lands will be destroyed.’


Alfie gasped. ‘The cliffs – when we looked up and noticed the owls, we saw the gorse and bracken had died!’


Cinderella Bull nodded gravely. ‘So it has begun already. And, as long as Darkebite holds the Soul Splinter, the Shadowmasks will have enough power to open these thresholds. It’s time to look for the next amulet.’


Before anyone could reply, there was a moan from one of the alcoves at the far side of the cave. They walked back to the fire and looked up as an old man, bent over like a coat hanger, came staggering out towards them. He was wearing a spotted bow tie, a pair of maroon swimming trunks and socks pulled up to his knees. But that wasn’t the strangest thing about him: he also had a lobster pot wedged round his middle.


Mooshie let her head fall into her hands. ‘Yet more madness before noon?’


Hard-Times Bob, Cinderella Bull’s brother, was the last addition to the group of gypsies hiding in Little Hollows. According to him, he’d been chosen to come along because he had ‘the strength of ten men’ and could ‘floor a Shadowmask with a single punch’. According to the others, he’d come along because Mooshie was the only one who knew how to cure his hiccups (a side effect of his dislocating various limbs to entertain other members of the camp) and keep him out of trouble.


He shot them all an embarrassed smile between rows of broken teeth. ‘I heard Siddy hurt his arm so I thought I’d dislocate some limbs and shove myself through a lobster pot to cheer him up.’


Mooshie sighed. ‘If you carry on like this, Bob, I’ll have to send you back to the forest to stay with the rest of the camp.’ She smoothed her petticoats. ‘Cinderella Bull, you’d better call upon the sea spirits for protection in the cove – and we need to make a plan once Oak is back from Inchgrundle.’


Moll and Alfie exchanged looks. Neither said anything, but they knew what the other was thinking: the Dreads from Bootleggers Bay, just up the coast from Little Hollows – a notorious smuggler gang who hauled boatloads of gin and whisky into Inchgrundle and who set upon anyone who stumbled across their path. Every journey made to Inchgrundle for supplies meant a journey past the Dreads. Oak knew how to fight – he could toss a knife blind and still hit a target – but these smugglers were lawless thugs, hungry for violence.


‘Oak always comes back,’ Alfie said quietly. ‘The Dreads are no match for him.’


Moll nodded, but, as she slipped off towards her alcove, she felt her body tense. She stooped beneath the sheet and went inside. A clutter of sea treasures lined every ridge: starfish, shells, pebbles and washed-up glass bottles. And a storm lantern containing a single candle glowed, illuminating the strange symbols of the Oracle Bone script Moll had chalked on to the walls to try and remember them: triangles resting on prongs, eyes inside squares, circles dashed through with lines. The sandy floor below the hammock was strewn with clothes and at the far end, beside a scattering of fish bones, lay Gryff.


His yellow-green eyes flicked open, as if he’d sensed Moll’s presence. ‘Brrroooooo.’


Moll loosened the ribbon that tied the sheet back from her alcove and the material hung down over the entrance, shielding them from sight. She smiled at the wildcat’s greeting, then walked over and sat down beside him. ‘We’ll get the Shadowmasks back for hurting Sid.’ She was silent for a moment, then she glanced at her catapult on a ledge and a coil of anger flexed inside her. ‘And for taking Ma and Pa away and forcing us from the forest. They won’t get away with it.’


Gryff curled his tail round Moll’s ankle and purred.


A voice sounded from beyond her alcove – deep and soft – and Moll breathed a sigh of relief. Oak was back from Inchgrundle; he’d made it past the Dreads.


Moll listened as Mooshie told Oak what had happened. The gypsy leader said nothing, as was sometimes his way, but he was taking it all in – planning, assessing, thinking of the next steps. Moll waited quietly, then the sheet covering her alcove lifted and Oak stepped inside. Back in the forest, before Moll had learnt about the Bone Murmur, Oak would have knocked on her wagon door and asked if she wanted to go tracking for animals or climbing the biggest trees. But all that had changed over the summer . . .


Oak took off his wide-brimmed hat, set it against his waistcoat and ran a hand through his dark hair. ‘Moll, we’ve put it off for as long as possible so that Cinderella Bull could teach you how to read the ways of the old magic.’ His eyes glinted in the candlelight, almost as black as the obsidian stone set in his ring. ‘Now it’s time you threw the Oracle Bones.’


Moll’s heart fluttered. She was the Guardian of the Oracle Bones and this was what she had wanted, what she had been practising for every evening since they’d moved to Little Hollows. But, now the time had come to throw the bones, Moll’s stomach was a knot of nerves.


Oak looked her straight in the eye. ‘If we’re going to destroy the Shadowmasks and their Soul Splinter, we need to know where the next amulet is.’




[image: image]


Outside the cave that night, a ship moved along the horizon, pushing silently through the sea below a sky pricked with stars. But, inside Little Hollows, every candle had been snuffed out and the gypsies gathered round the fire on stools.


In a large circle around them lay the good-luck charms Cinderella Bull had laid out to protect the ceremony from evil: acorns, hedgehog bristles, horseshoes bent into circles, fox teeth and thorns. Water slopped against the tunnel walls and the only other sound in the cave was the drip drip drip coming from the drinking-water contraption Mooshie had set up.


Cinderella Bull sat with her eyes closed, beside a battered chest she’d hauled out of her alcove with Hard-Times Bob. She bent her head low and from her cracked lips there came a murmuring. The fire flickered into the darkness and, moments later, Mooshie began to hum, her head dipped, her mouth shaping sounds that seemed to swell and soften, like the ebb and flow of a faraway tide.


Moll felt the magic of the ancient ritual stir deep inside her. She was following in the footsteps of her beloved parents who had thrown the Oracle Bones ten years earlier. Something old and precious began to flow through her veins – a sense of belonging that went back far beyond her understanding, as if the presence of her ancestors was stirring in the shadows of the cave. Moll wrapped the patchwork quilt closer round her nightdress.


Oak and Hard-Times Bob let their palms drop on to the small wooden drums between their knees, their fingers rippling over the leather surface, lending an unknown rhythm to Mooshie’s and Cinderella Bull’s murmurs.
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