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This book is for anyone who has ever

fought a monster, whether lurking inside

you or beyond, out there in the world.



‘Of the many classes of Ogre encountered in the Badlands, the Berserker or Wédorcnéus is considered to be particularly fierce. As with all types of Ogre, together with its appetite for human flesh, it displays acute aggression and great strength.’

‘Unlike other types of Ogre, the Berserker is not indigenous to the British Isles. Originally, these creatures were bred in captivity by the Viking tribes of Scandinavia and brought over on sorties to Britain (circa 793 AD onwards) to fight alongside their fiercest warriors who were also the Berserkers’ handlers.’

EXTRACTS FROM

The Badlander Bestiary

Pocket Book Version
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Jones stopped. He’d felt safe enough creeping down the path in front of the cottage, in the dark. But now the moon had reappeared from behind the clouds, the world was relit with a soft silver light meaning he was much more likely to be seen.

He kept trying to focus on what Maitland had promised, that he wouldn’t come to any harm. But that was less easy to believe now they were actually here. Scared to go on, Jones looked behind him, to where his Master was hiding, hoping to be beckoned back.

Maitland stepped out from the granite porch concealing the front door of the cottage and stood on the path, big as a boulder in his greatcoat. He said nothing. His craggy face remained hidden below the peak of his baseball cap. And Jones knew right away Maitland wanted him to go on, however bright the moon, because this was his big night. This was his big test. Without saying a word, Jones wrapped his overcoat tight around him, and crept on obediently down the path, the flagstones in front of him sparkling in the moonlight.

A tall wooden fence took over from the whitewashed wall of the cottage. When Jones came to a door, he lifted the latch without a clink and nudged it open far enough to see a lawn ahead of him, a patio to his right. Carefully, he stepped forward and peered round the door. His breath caught in his throat like a fishbone when he saw someone standing away to his left, in the centre of the lawn.

It was a man, naked from the waist up, with his back to Jones, his shirt and sweater folded in a neat pile beside him on the grass. Maitland was right. Arkell, the man they’d been following, had come to this quiet, secluded garden in the countryside to moon-bathe.

Jones had observed Arkell for just a few days. It had been quite easy. Jones had gone into Arkell’s corner shop and bought sweets from time to time. He’d dilly-dallied in the street outside, juggling a football between his feet, or kicked it against a wall, counting out the seconds, the minutes, and then the hours. In fact, Jones had done so well at pretending to be an ordinary, lonely boy that Arkell had started taking pity on him, inviting him in to pass the time between customers, offering him free sweets from the big plastic pots that lined the shelves and were frosted white on the inside with sugar.

Sometimes, Arkell had asked about Jones’s family and he’d enjoyed pretending to have one, inventing a younger sister called Jane with a giggly laugh, and a mother with dark, shoulder-length hair who used lavender soap. His father wore his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows and only ever drank strong brown tea from his blue-striped mug.

But, all the time they were talking, Jones would be taking mental notes of anything that struck him as odd about Arkell, and quickly began to notice the telltale signs Maitland had taught him to recognize: a bulbous tongue and excess spittle. Foul breath. Hair that grew a little too thick around each low-set ear. But it was mostly Arkell’s eyes and the sadness he saw in them that gave the man away. Jones knew the loneliness that came with being different to other people too.

Maitland listened carefully to everything Jones reported back, deciding it was worth following Arkell one night, when the moon was bright and almost full, to confirm their suspicions. And now here they were.

Jones stepped back quietly from the door, pulling it to. He was fully aware all types of shapeshifters could change without needing a full moon as long as they kept themselves charged with moonlight.

Maitland was already standing beside him. Even though Maitland was a big man he moved silently and often reminded Jones it was a trick the boy would have to learn. The stubble on Maitland’s face looked silver in the half-dark. The scar on his left cheek shone red and sore. His grey eyes sparkled as they always did at a time like this.

‘Is he bathing?’ he whispered. When Jones nodded, Maitland grinned, as if he’d known Arkell’s secret all along. ‘There must be something about this spot. We need to be careful. Whenever there’s one shifter bathing . . .’

‘. . . there’s usually others too,’ recited Jones in a tiny voice, and Maitland nodded, pleased. But then his face sharpened again.

‘Now remember,’ he whispered, ‘he’s not a man, not any more.’

Jones nodded and reached a shaking hand into his overcoat pocket for his catapult as Maitland drew out an old-fashioned revolver. Neither of them seemed the slightest bit surprised when the gun spoke quietly too.

‘You sure the boy’s ready, Maitland?’

Maitland just nodded and stared at Jones, jabbing a finger towards the door. ‘We’ll be right behind you. Make your first kill and tomorrow you’ll be ready for your Commencement.’

A second passed.

Followed by another.

And then another.

Jones didn’t move. He knew what he wanted to say. He wanted to tell Maitland he wasn’t ready for his Commencement because he didn’t want to be a Badlander at all. Ordinary people fascinated him. The way they lived. The things they owned and used. He wanted to be like them. But telling Maitland face to face was difficult, much harder than lying in bed at night and imagining it.

Maitland’s grey eyes were hardening.

Jones looked away. All he had to do was push open the door and take one clean shot with his catapult. It would be impossible to be normal after that, though. Jones heard other thoughts inside him too. Arkell had been kind to him in the shop. The man had offered him sweets from the jars. He’d listened to the boy’s every word like a friend.

The crisp sound of tyres over gravel broke the awful silence. A light swept up from the road, around the bottom of the curving driveway, drawing a bright stripe across the fence beside it.

Maitland moved quickly, pulling Jones back down the path into the shadows beside the cottage. A succession of thoughts flashed golden inside the boy. The people who lived in the house were returning home . . . Arkell would be disturbed . . . he’d leave . . . because there’d be no sense in revealing himself if the garden was a secret bathing spot. Jones felt a weight lift from his shoulders as he realized there’d be no opportunity to make his first kill tonight. It meant his Commencement wouldn’t happen tomorrow either.

When Maitland peered round the corner wall of the cottage and began cursing under his breath, Jones took a peek as well. His heart sank. There was no car. It was just a girl, about his age, on a bicycle, cycling awkwardly over the soft, pebbly drive, a single headlamp lighting her way. And then, as if to keep her spirits up, she started to whistle a shaky tune, making Maitland curse more loudly.

Moments later, the thatch above Jones and Maitland crackled as something landed on it. They heard a low growl. Footsteps pattered along the roof of the cottage.

Maitland grabbed Jones by the shoulders. ‘What can moon-bathing do?’ Jones blinked. ‘Come on! What?!’

‘Hungry,’ whispered the boy. ‘It makes ’em hungry.’

‘So what about now?’ asked Maitland. ‘Are you ready now?’ But all Jones could manage was to shake his head ‘no’, making his Master mutter something under his breath.

Arkell dropped from the roof, landing on the driveway in front of the cottage. As he stood up, the man was already changing. There was a crackling in his ribcage as his chest expanded. Black hair was sprouting across his back and shoulders. The tip of a white tusk glinted in the moonlight.

‘Maitland,’ hissed the revolver. ‘Forget the boy. Arkell’s an Ogre, a Berserker class. We need to go to work, now. Finish this job ourselves.’ But Maitland just stood there, glaring down at Jones. He didn’t flinch even when he heard the bicycle braking and sliding in the gravel, then clattering onto the driveway.

‘We’ll talk about this later,’ growled Maitland as the girl began screaming. And then he ran out of the shadows back down the path while the revolver yelled at him to pull the trigger, announcing it had already selected the right bullet tipped with mistletoe and rowan.

Jones stood in the dark, cursing himself, wondering what Maitland would say when this was all over. Then his mind unlocked and he ran, following in the footsteps of his Master like a good apprentice should, his catapult in one hand, a silver ball bearing pinched between the fingers of the other.
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Ruby was still screaming as she stood up and backed down the drive away from her bicycle, its front wheel ticking round. When her breath finally gave out, she stopped, astonished now by what was happening in front of her.

Lit by the yellow beam of the headlamp stood a half-naked man, his shadow looming large on the white wall of the cottage behind him. At least, he had been a man because, now, he was changing very quickly into something huge. His lower jaw had already shot out like a drawer, revealing a large U-bend of sharp white teeth, a short tusk protruding on either side. His brown shoes suddenly popped like Christmas crackers as two bulbous, hairy feet appeared with thick nails unfurling into points. The legs of his trousers grinned before splitting across two large grey thighs.

Ruby could hear one part of her brain yelling: that’sabloomingogretrollmonsterthingy. The other half was shouting that creatures like this only existed in books and films and nightmares. With all the commotion inside her head, she was not sure what to believe. Or think. Or even do. So she was rather glad when a rather more normal-looking man came running down the path beside the cottage, an old baseball cap pulled down over his eyes and his black greatcoat flapping behind him. His arm was raised. And he was holding something in his hand.

A gunshot rang out and the creatureogretrollthingy howled.

The noise brought Ruby to her senses, shrinking all the noise in her brain to one quiet and simple idea: slide off your backpack and turn round as quietly as you can. Her second thought was much louder and more to the point: RUUUUUUUU-NNNNNN!

Maitland swore. He’d misjudged his shot in the dim light of the bicycle’s headlamp and only nicked the Ogre. The gun had been right. Maitland could see from the telltale markings and its size the creature was indeed a Berserker class, a Wédorcnéus, of the type bred centuries ago to fight ferociously in battle and gifted with the special quality of speedy healing too, meaning a clean head shot was required to put it down.

‘Gebíed mé glæm,’ muttered Maitland and he conjured out of white sparks in the palm of his hand a ball of bright light, which he flung into the night sky. As it floated above the cottage like a tiny sun, illuminating the driveway below, Maitland could see blood, black as oil, glistening on the Ogre’s thigh, the bullet wound already healing. Maitland took aim again and fired.

Splinters flashed from the top of the wooden fence on the far side of the driveway. Maitland had missed completely, this time.

‘Maitland!’ shouted the revolver. ‘What’s wrong, man?’

But all Maitland could manage in reply was a long, low gurgle as he dropped to the ground under the weight of a second Wédorcnéus, which had leapt from the roof and landed on top him, one of its tusks impaled through his neck.

Jones knew instantly that Maitland was going to die and that living to see the morning was now up to him alone. He started running again down the path towards the driveway, raising his catapult and slotting the silver ball bearing into the rubber sling. When he was close enough, he stopped and pulled back the sling until his elbow locked.

He could see Maitland’s lips moving as the Ogre stood over him, its huge jaws opening to finish him off. But, sensing the boy, the creature suddenly looked up. When it roared at him, the saliva strung between its bloody tusks shimmered like a string of pearls.

Jones forced himself to look deep into the Ogre’s yellow eyes, then fired.

The ball bearing arrowed like an icicle and struck the beast in the centre of its large forehead, disappearing into the skull and leaving behind a neat dark hole. The Ogre collapsed instantly onto the driveway beside Maitland, twitched and then lay still.

Ruby had seen Maitland’s second shot splinter the top of the fence beside the driveway. The bullet had fizzed past her ear and brought her skidding to a stop. Looking round, she saw the man in the greatcoat pinned beneath a second ogreytrollythingy. But, when she realized the first one was striding across the driveway towards her, she willed her legs to turn her back round so she could carry on running.

It only half worked, because, as her right leg moved, the left one held firm, making her skid round in the gravel. Ruby’s arms windmilled as she tried staying upright. But she failed dismally at that and toppled backwards just as the creature leapt for her. A blast of hot, filthy breath parted Ruby’s long black hair down the centre as the beast soared over her head and crashed into the fence beyond.

Landing on the driveway with a crunch, Ruby lay blinking and frightened. A shooting star skimmed briefly across the night sky. And then a voice inside told her she’d be vanishing too unless she started running again. She sat up just in time to hear a nasty growl as the ogretrollthing pulled itself free from the broken fence.

‘The cægggggg,’ whispered Maitland, the words turning to air as he struggled to speak. ‘The keeyyy!’

Maitland’s neck was hot and slippery with blood, and Jones fumbled with the silver chain around it. Eventually, he found the clasp and opened it. A silver key, hooked through its eye, dangled below the boy’s shaking hand. Maitland had never discussed the key required for Jones’s Commencement. So here was a moment. Here was something that had never happened before.

Blood clambered up the sides of Maitland’s teeth as he smiled, eyeballing the body of the dead Ogre beside him, and tried to say something. But all he managed was a little nod. Jones laid his hand on Maitland’s arm, gripping tighter as though the world was about to break apart and send them spinning into space.

A long, slow breath crept out of Maitland’s lungs. The power in his body faded. And the night pressed in around Jones, creeping black fingers into his throat, forcing his eyes to fill up with tears.

‘JONES!’ shouted the revolver, lying on the gravel beside the dead man. ‘You need to finish off here. You need to look sharp, boy, just like Maitland would have done. Or else you’re going to be joining him.’

Jones wiped his eyes and managed a small nod. He became aware of a low growling off to his right and looked up to see Arkell, still in his Ogre form, towering over the girl. She was doing her best to crawl down the driveway towards the road. But, each time she moved a few metres, the creature grabbed her ankle and dragged her backwards, until suddenly it seemed to tire of the game and picked her up by one foot, making her scream.

Jones slotted another ball bearing into the sling of his catapult and picked out a point on the Ogre’s large head.

The silver ball disappeared like a tiny shooting star.

Nothing for a heartbeat . . .

. . . and then a terrible howl. The Ogre dropped the girl and swung round to face Jones, a red groove shining along the left side of its head, but already healing fast. Jones cursed and fumbled for another ball bearing in his overcoat pocket as the creature that had been Arkell a few minutes ago thundered towards him.

Ruby pushed herself up onto her elbows just in time to see the boy fire another ball bearing. The ogretrollthing landed at his feet in a spray of gravel and lay there twitching, and then its body became still. For a brief moment, there was nothing but silence. Then Ruby began to hear simple sounds. A breeze rattling the leaves of an old oak tree standing over the road . . . the drumming of her heart telling her she was still alive . . . the boy’s black boots kicking the beast to check it was dead as the catapult wilted in his hand.

Then Ruby’s eyes clicked shut on their own and the last thing she heard was the back of her head hitting the gravel.

Jones stood over the unconscious girl, her black hair gathered around her on the gravel, and watched her breathing, knowing he still had work to do. Aiming another ball bearing at her forehead, the catapult began to creak as he pulled back the sling.

But his arm stopped as she groaned and opened her eyes, and he looked down into them.

‘Do it, Jones!’ shouted the revolver, still lying on the gravel. ‘It’s for her own good. She’ll make forhwierfende if she’s been bitten. You know how it works with shifters and the curse they can spread.’

The girl’s face twisted up, and she tried to shrink away as she realized what was about to happen.

‘Please,’ she whimpered. ‘Stop.’

Different thoughts hurtled through Jones’s brain as he looked down into two blue eyes full of fear.

‘Are you hurt?’ he asked, his arm trembling with the catapult ready to fire.

‘I don’t—’

‘Did it bite you?!’

‘Go on,’ shouted the revolver. ‘One little scratch from a shapeshifter, that’s all it takes!’

Jones studied the girl, deciding she was about his age as he looked for any cuts or bites, warning signs she might be able to make forhwierfende and shapeshift into an Ogre, albeit a small one.

‘Jones!’ shouted the revolver again.

Suddenly, a connection sparked somewhere deep inside Jones’s head and he pulled the catapult all the way back and fired.
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The ball bearing pinged off the gravel beside Ruby’s head, making her cry out.

‘Stand up,’ ordered the boy, his catapult already reloaded. ‘The next one won’t miss.’

Ruby kept her eyes fixed firmly on him as she stood up slowly, gravel falling off her like drops of water. Something dark wormed through her guts and she wanted to be sick.

‘Follow me,’ continued the boy, walking backwards across the driveway towards the cottage, keeping Ruby in his sights as she followed him. He was no bigger than her. His lean face was grubby. The dark rings under his eyes made him look older than he surely was. ‘Stop there,’ he barked. Ruby halted in the middle of the driveway, which was still well lit by the ball of light the man in the baseball cap had thrown into the sky. ‘Look up at the moon,’ he instructed. ‘I need to see if it does anything to you. That way we’ll know for sure if you’ve been cursed or not.’

Ruby could see the moon above the roof of the cottage. It was bright and almost full. But, although she did as the boy asked, her eyes kept darting to the ball of light floating above the driveway. Her mind was busy, trying to process how the man had done such a thing before he’d been killed, and then a shudder rippled through her as she remembered that too.

‘You’ve got no guts, boy,’ shouted the revolver. ‘What’s the point in hanging around, waiting for who knows what other evil to turn up? What do you think Maitland would say about that?’

‘Maitland ain’t here no more,’ replied the boy, who was staring at Ruby as if he knew exactly what she was thinking: How on earth can a gun like that talk?

‘After all the time he spent teaching you to be a Badlander,’ continued the talking gun. ‘I mean . . . you’re his apprentice . . . whaff ifff somefing . . . ’

The voice became too muffled to hear any more as the boy back-heeled a mound of gravel over the revolver and allowed himself a grin. Ruby noticed his crooked smile and a set of slightly browned teeth. When he looked back at her, he was serious again. She wanted to ask about the talking revolver and the ball of light, but she was wary of the loaded catapult creaking in his hands.

‘What’re you doing here?’ asked this odd, raggedy boy dressed in an overcoat that was too big for him, the sleeves turned up.

‘Running away,’ said Ruby quietly. ‘I was going to sleep here tonight. The people that own the cottage only come for weekends and holidays. I saw them leaving this morning with their car packed when I was on the school bus. I can’t stay with my foster family any more.’

The boy frowned. ‘I know what a school bus is. But I ain’t ever heard of a “fozzter” family.’

‘Foss-ter family,’ corrected Ruby. ‘One you stay with when things aren’t right with your real one.’

‘What’s wrong with yours?’

Ruby chewed her cheek for a moment and wiped away a curl of black hair pasted to her brow. ‘Sometimes, parents aren’t happy with the kids they get. Life isn’t always like those cheesy family shows you get on TV. But I suppose you know that,’ she said, glancing over at the body of Maitland, an icy shiver rattling through her. ‘Look, what—’ Ruby stopped and shivered again, her lips squeezing themselves into tiny white lines. ‘What the bloody hell is going on?’ She grabbed her arms around herself more tightly to try and stop shaking.

The boy dug at a spot in the driveway with the toe of his boot and then cleared his throat. ‘You’re in shock cos you’ve been involved in a supernatural event,’ he said. It sounded to Ruby as if he was trying to sound like an authority on the subject now the man in the baseball hat was dead.

A sudden rasping sound made Ruby’s heart jump. But it was just the gun shaking off the gravel the boy had covered it with. The revolver spat out a stone that pinged off the frame of Ruby’s bicycle lying nearby.

‘Jones, we need to juice the bodies and leave. Now! Before anything else turns up.’

The boy nodded. ‘The gun’s right,’ he said to Ruby. ‘It’s dangerous staying here any longer. You got lucky,’ he said, lowering the catapult. ‘You can’t have been scratched or bitten, else the moon would’ve done something to you by now if you wasn’t human no more.’

Ruby blinked and said nothing. There were so many questions filling her head she didn’t know what to ask. And for a girl like Ruby Jenkins that was an entirely new experience.

When Jones knelt down beside Maitland, it seemed as though the dead grey eyes were staring right at him, as if the man was blaming him for what had happened. Jones whispered that none of it was his fault. But he wasn’t sure he believed it. His hands trembled as he bent forward and whispered that Maitland had been the best Master he could ever have hoped for and that he would always remember him.

‘Shouldn’t we call the police?’ asked the girl, making him start. ‘Or the army?’

Jones shook his head. ‘Ordinary people ain’t supposed to know about any of this. It’s the way things are. What we call our “Ordnung”. The rules we work to.’

‘Right. So what the hell’s a Badlander then?’ blurted out the girl.

The quiet burnt Jones’s ears as he studied her, knowing there had to be lots of questions whizzing round her head. He knew if Maitland had still been alive he’d have used magic to make this girl forget everything she’d seen because secrets were supposed to be kept. But Jones didn’t know how to do such a thing so he was going to have to explain things even though he was more interested in talking about televisions since the girl had mentioned them. He’d seen them, blinking through the curtains of houses at night when he and Maitland had been out hunting creatures. But whenever he’d crept up close to a screen in a person’s home all he’d observed was his own reflection in the black glass.

He took a deep breath before telling the girl what she wanted to know.

‘Badlanders fight creatures ordinary people don’t believe exist. Ones they think are just made out of imagination and locked in the pages of books. Well, they ain’t. They’re flesh and bones and blood too. And the Badlands is where we hunt them.’

‘And where’s that exactly?’

‘On the edge of ordinary people’s lives most of the time. Like now, at night, when they’re normally fast asleep, or perhaps in the heart of a big forest or a deep valley where they never go. But sometimes the Badlands can be right under people’s noses where they don’t suspect a thing. There’s all sorts of creatures living there,’ said Jones, thinking of how he’d talked to Arkell in his shop as customers came and went. He pointed at the dead Ogre lying beside Maitland. ‘Monsters like that have been around as long as us and there’s always been humans rooting ’em out. Some of ’em became the first Badlanders after the Anglo-Saxons came here from Europe, bringing what they knew about hunting. The earliest monks taught ’em things too when they arrived. Badlanders got trained in monasteries till they set up their own secret order.’

‘How old are you?’

Jones blinked. ‘ ’Roundabout twelve. I don’t know for sure, not like ordinary boys. I ain’t like them,’ he sighed as he reached into the pocket of his overcoat and drew out a small plastic pot and prised off the lid. Taking a pinch of fine brown dust, he sprinkled it over the body of the Ogre that had killed Maitland. White vapour corkscrewed into the air with a hiss as the creature’s body began to dissolve. Moments later, there was nothing left except for white foam, like the curd left by a wave on a beach. Jones kicked through it, sending oily bubbles floating into the air, popping as they rose.

The small silver key weighed heavily in Jones’s pocket as he went about disposing of the other Ogre’s body.

It had seemed, in the moments after Maitland had died, he had no choice but to honour his Master’s wishes and go through with his Commencement. It was what Maitland had been preparing him for, for as long as he could remember. And it was the reason Maitland had been so desperate to give him the key after finally seeing Jones make his first kill. It would unlock everything the boy would need to go on learning about being a Badlander and carry on his Master’s legacy.

But then, as Jones had looked down at the girl pleading for her life, another version of his future had started playing out inside him like a dream. With Maitland gone, he had an opportunity to become what he desperately wanted to be, an ordinary boy. And he knew the girl lying at his feet could help him. His decision to wait and see if she’d turn into an Ogre had already paid off. He hadn’t known about foster families. He was already wondering how he might be able to find one with the girl’s help. Surely, he thought, I’d be first in the queue for a family, seeing as I don’t have no one, now Maitland’s gone.

Something dark tiptoed down Jones’s ribs, making him shiver, because it was difficult to accept his Master was dead. But there was something else too, nagging at him. Even now, disobeying Maitland and not going through with his Commencement seemed wrong. He kicked through the white foamy remains of what had once been Arkell and then walked over to Maitland.

The boy prodded Maitland’s body with the toe of a boot.

Maitland ain’t coming back, thought Jones to himself. No way. Not even with the magic he knows.

‘Was he your dad?’ asked the girl gently.

Jones shook his head. ‘He was my everything. Grew me up from a baby after he found me in a cardboard box on the steps of a church one night.’ Jones bit his lip. ‘I weren’t born a Badlander. No one is. You have to be taught how to be one. Badlanders find apprentices however they can.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Jones.’

‘I mean your first name.’

‘Maitland only gave me one name, so I’d grow up knowing I was different from normal people. Picked it off the first shopfront he saw after he found me. At least I ain’t called Jones the Greengrocer,’ he said, using one of Maitland’s jokes, summoning his best, crooked smile to go with it. But the girl didn’t smile back. Her face looked pale and small in the moonlight. Jones figured she was probably still in shock. Or scared. Or both. He decided he was going to have to work very hard at making friends with her if he was going to learn more about how to become an ordinary boy.

‘You look cold,’ he said, taking off his overcoat and draping it round her shoulders, opening up the collar to keep her neck warm.

‘Thanks,’ she said.

Jones watched her wander over to her bicycle, trying to imagine how best to ask her to come with him. His mouth opened. But then it closed. There was something else he needed to do first. Kneeling down, he searched through Maitland’s trouser pockets until he found a bunch of keys, and then stood up. As he held the small plastic pot above Maitland’s body, his hand was trembling. But it was part of the Rules by which they lived, the Ordnung they were bound by, and Jones knew Maitland would have done exactly the same to him.

As Jones began to tilt the pot of brown dust, he muttered a little rhyme under his breath:


‘Do not be afear’d

It is only the wyrd

That says you must go

From this world that you know.

Do not be afear’d

It is only the wyrd

That wants you to leave

Which means I won’t grieve.

Do not be afear’d

It is only the wyrd

That rules all our lives

And always decides

The length of one’s life

All its joy, all its strife,

So do not be afear’d

It is only the wyrd.’



The dust sparkled as it fell.

The body began to melt.

Something was melting inside Jones too.

And then, for the first time in Jones’s life, Maitland was no longer there to tell him what to do next.

Ruby hauled up her bicycle. The back wheel was bent out of shape and the whole thing wobbled as she pushed it backwards and forwards. She could ride it, just. But where would she go now? She didn’t want to stay in the cottage after what had happened. But she didn’t want to go home to her foster parents either. Her first few weeks with the Taylors hadn’t gone well and Ruby knew she’d be moved on eventually, just like all the other times. She never seemed to settle with anyone, which was why she’d decided earlier that day that it was up to her to find a life for herself, seeing as no one else could do it for her.

She watched Jones standing over a line of foam, which was all that was left of Maitland, wondering who this boy was who’d saved her life. She was grateful of course, but what was she supposed to do now? All her excitement at running away suddenly seemed far less thrilling now she knew about the Badlands, that there were dangerous monsters in the world she’d never imagined to be real. And then, in that moment, an idea slipped into her head as though it had fallen from the night sky. What if she became a Badlander like this boy? Learnt how to do magic? She’d be able to leave the old Ruby behind and start a new life as she’d planned, and there’d be no reason to be scared of any monsters then.

Jones heard a distant howl, which he judged too loud and long to belong to any dog.

‘I have to go,’ he said to the girl. ‘It ain’t safe staying here any longer. There’s something about this place that creatures like.’ He clicked the top back onto the plastic pot and measured his next words carefully, unsure how best to go about inviting the girl to come with him. As he stood there, shuffling his feet, trying to work out what to say, the ball of light that Maitland had thrown into the air sputtered and started to dim.

‘Look, thanks for saving my life,’ blurted out the girl, ‘and then for not killing me,’ she added. Jones smiled and waited for more. But she seemed to be struggling to know what to say, her mouth opening then closing, then opening again.

As they stared at one another, the revolver on the driveway tutted and muttered, ‘Jones, you haven’t made any mearcunga yet.’

‘I ain’t bothered ’bout making a mark for the Ogres I killed.’

‘Why not? They’re your first kills! That makes them important.’

Before Jones could say anything else, the ball of light above them snuffed itself out and disappeared with a loud pop. Jones steeled himself. Suddenly, it felt easier to say what he wanted to the girl, without the light.

‘You can come home with me if you like,’ he said. ‘At least, till you’ve worked out what you’re going to do next.’

‘I’d like that,’ said the girl quickly. ‘Really. As long as you’re sure.’

‘Yeah. I’m sure.’

As their eyes adjusted to the moonlight, the two of them discovered they were smiling at each other.

‘I’m Ruby, by the way.’

Jones nodded as he burst an oily bubble with his boot. Maitland was gone for good. ‘We’re finished here,’ he said and held up the bunch of keys. ‘I’ll drive.’
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The electric-green Volkswagen camper van was a T2 model from 1979. Maitland had restored it with great care after buying it from an old Badlander who had left it sitting around for years. Jones had helped his Master, learning as much as he could, oiling, greasing and connecting the guts of what made the vehicle work. The boy knew far more about engines than other children his age. He could remove the spark plugs and clean them. Fit hoses and test their pressure. Maitland had even taught him how to decarbonize the cylinders by releasing them first and then scraping off the carbon from the heads.

The van’s interior had been customized specifically for their needs. There was a gas stove with four hobs and an oven, a tip-up white laminate table and a large number of cupboards for storage. There was even a sink and a small metal draining board. When the table was folded away, the double seats on either side of it could be pulled out to make a bed for Maitland. Jones slept on a thin mattress laid across the two front seats, usually curled up like a cat after a long day. In the case of a stake-out or a long hunting trip, the camper van was a home from home.

Jones loved it because he was allowed to drive. Using magic, Maitland had charmed the windows and windscreen to make it appear he was driving when Jones was at the wheel. The driver’s seat could be levered up enough for the boy to see the road, and the pedals had all been extended too. Whenever Jones was driving, Maitland could rest, work on concocting potions and charms, or plan ahead for the next eventuality whenever they were out on a job. Being able to drive also meant Jones was useful in any emergency.

It was invaluable now.

Ruby gripped the edges of her seat and swallowed nervously as Jones turned the key and the engine growled into life. He let off the handbrake, selected first gear without a hitch, and then eased out of the field, where the van had been hidden, into the lane.

The headlights bored through the dark tunnel in front of them, an effect created by the high hedges on either side. Occasionally the moon bobbed up in the sky then disappeared again. Ruby’s bicycle rattled from time to time as it rested against the table in the main body of the van next to her backpack.

The boy seemed to know exactly what he was doing as he worked the wheel gently, following the lane’s twists and turns.

To test how hard he was concentrating, and to put her mind at rest, Ruby drew out a stick of gum from the pack in her pocket. But Jones didn’t look away from the road, not even when she unwrapped it, and pinched it into a ‘w’ before placing it in her mouth, and began to chew noisily. Satisfied he was focused entirely on the job at hand, she leant back in the leather seat. So, here she was in a van at the dead of night, being driven by a boy not only about the same age as her, but one who’d also just saved her from an Ogre. It had been a dangerous one apparently. Jones had informed her on their walk to the van that it had been not only a shapeshifter partial to a bit of moon-bathing, but a Berserker class too. Had someone told her anything like this was going to happen before she’d crept out of her foster parents’ house she would have laughed in their face.

Where it was all going to lead she wasn’t entirely sure. But she could imagine the mayhem in the morning when her foster mother saw the empty bed. She knew people would blame her for all the inconvenience that would inevitably follow because that was how things normally turned out for Ruby.

She closed her eyes and placed her hands on her ears. The prickly noise sounded to her as though she was underwater, and in her mind’s eye she imagined that she was swimming in a warm sea with a tropical island all of her own close by. It was a trick she’d learnt for whenever the world seemed too difficult a place for her to deal with, usually when things seemed to be happening that were outside of her control.

Ruby felt a tug on her arm. She pulled her hands away from her ears, allowing the grumble of the camper van’s engine back in. Jones’s eyes were darting from the road . . . to her . . . and back again.

‘You all right?’ he asked with genuine concern.

‘I’m fine. It’s just something I do to shut out the world.’ She chewed her gum and smiled. But it seemed to bounce off the boy right back at her. ‘When I need a time-out.’

Jones thought for a moment and then nodded. He had never heard of a time-out, but he knew exactly what she meant. He gave her another look. ‘How come you never swallow what you’re eating?’

‘Are you telling me you’ve never tried gum?’

When Jones shook his head, Ruby dug out the packet and unwrapped another piece. Keeping both hands on the wheel, Jones opened his mouth like a baby bird as Ruby folded the stick of gum into his mouth.

‘Keep chewing,’ advised Ruby, ‘and don’t swallow it.’

They sat quietly, their mouths cow-chewing round, until a muffled voice broke the silence.

‘Get geee out o’ ’ere.’

Ruby squirmed in her seat and pulled out the gun from the pocket of Jones’s overcoat, which she was still wearing.

‘Jones!’ it spluttered. ‘We need to talk.’

‘ ’Bout what?’ asked Jones between his chewing.

‘About what happens next of course.’

‘Not now. It ain’t the right time,’ said Jones, and the revolver grumbled something under its breath.

Ruby had never held a gun before and she wasn’t sure she liked the feel of it. Its grumbling did little to endear it to her either. So she placed it carefully on the dashboard, the muzzle pointing away from her.

‘How come you couldn’t pick it up?’ she asked, looking at Jones.

The gun laughed, replying before the boy. ‘Maitland put a charm on me. If Jones so much as touches me with a finger, I’ll shoot him with pepper spray. Of course, Maitland never told him to start with, so the stupid boy got into trouble the first time curiosity got the better of him.’

‘I was only young,’ Jones said to Ruby. ‘I only wanted to see how it felt to hold it.’

‘What did Maitland always teach you, boy?’ chuckled the gun.

‘Trust is the cornerstone of any true friendship,’ said Jones as though reciting it out loud in class. ‘Especially for Masters and their apprentices who’ve got to rely on each other in the Badlands.’

‘And it’s a charm that means you can speak?’ Ruby asked the revolver.

‘It’s charmed to do lots of things,’ said Jones. ‘Like firing any type of bullet you want whenever you need it.’

‘And how do things get charmed?’

‘With magic of course,’ snapped the revolver. ‘How else do you think Badlanders survive hunting creatures? They know how to control magic. It’s their greatest secret. Once an apprentice does their Commencement, they’re given the gift of magic, and then they can start to learn how to use it, charms . . . spells, whatever you need. Isn’t that right, Jones?’

‘P’r’aps,’ said the boy, shrugging and saying nothing more.

‘Commencement?’ asked Ruby.

‘That’s why Maitland handed over the key before he died,’ said the gun. ‘So Jo-wheeyyyy—’

Jones swerved the van so hard to the left the revolver hurtled across the dashboard and dropped into the pocket in the door beside him. ‘Bloomin’ fox,’ said Jones without taking his eyes off the road, nimbly jamming a cloth on top of the gun to stop it sliding about, and muffle whatever it was saying.

Ruby sat back in her seat, wondering how different the world would be for her if she could use magic. It would be easy to be rich or have whatever you wanted. Perhaps she’d make her parents want to see her again. She liked the word Commencement. It sounded official and important.

Something in the other pocket of Jones’s overcoat was digging uncomfortably into her hip, and she pulled out a slim red book called:


The Badlander Bestiary

Pocket Book Version



When she flicked through it, all the pages were blank.

‘It only tells you things when you ask it,’ said Jones. ‘You could fill up three or four vans with just the basic books on creatures. There’s a lot that can kill you in the Badlands.’ He pointed to a newspaper cutting from the Independent dated 2009 taped to the dashboard with the headline: The Missing: Each year, 275,000 Britons disappear. ‘It says most people turn up again,’ said Jones. ‘But there’s others who don’t, and now you know the big reason why. That’s why Maitland stuck it there,’ he said, ‘to remind us how important our job is.’

An hour later, when Jones turned off the engine, the thatched cottage loomed in the headlights like something out of a fairy tale. Ruby was asleep, her head on her shoulder, and a curl of black hair hung down over her brow, vibrating as she breathed.

Quietly, so as not to wake her, Jones lifted the cloth off the gun in the pocket of the door. ‘Can you hear me down there?’

‘Are we finally home?’ it muttered.

‘Yes.’

‘Then get the girl to pick me up, boy. There’s enough dust and muck in here to choke me,’ it grumbled.

Jones leant in closer, lowering his voice. ‘You ain’t to talk to Ruby about magic or Commencement or anything else.’

‘Because?’

‘Because none of it matters. I’m not gonna be a Badlander.’

There was a loud tutting. ‘I knew there was a reason you didn’t bother marking your kills tonight. I always thought you’d be a disappointment to Maitland, boy, and now you’re being one after he’s dead. So what about me? What’s going to happen to me?’

But Jones didn’t reply. He touched Ruby’s arm gently instead. ‘Ruby?’

The girl moved. Her eyes were big and slow when she opened them. She’d been dreaming about owning a magic wand and making every day her birthday. ‘We’re here,’ said Jones, pointing at the cottage.
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When they opened the front door, the lamps in the hallway came on by themselves. None of them had plugs or cords. Ruby wondered what else might be different to a normal house.

‘Wait here,’ said Jones as he began walking away from her, ‘and don’t touch anything,’ he cautioned, before disappearing through a doorway at the end of the hallway. Ruby had the feeling she was standing in a well-run antiques shop, or an old person’s house, because the furniture looked so worn and none of it matched. She ran a finger along the wooden dresser beside her. Not one speck of dust. She put down her backpack and quietly cleared her throat.

‘Abracadabra,’ she whispered, twirling her arm and pointing a finger at a lamp on the dresser. But it didn’t switch off. The gun in her pocket started laughing and she knew it must have heard her. Ruby’s face turned red with embarrassment.

‘How about doing something ordinary,’ the gun said through its giggles. ‘There’s a walnut case I’m normally kept in, in Maitland’s study. I’d like to go back there.’

‘But Jones said—’

‘It’ll only take a minute. He’ll only have to ask you to do it eventually because he can’t pick me up.’

‘Yeah, but—’

‘I’ll show you more magic, if that’s what you want?’

Keen to see as much as she could of magic, Ruby took out the gun, heaving off Jones’s overcoat, leaving it in a heap on the red velvet seat of a chair.

‘Go down the hallway,’ said the gun. ‘Then first left and keep going.’

Ruby followed the dark red carpet down the hall, turning left into another long corridor. Light bulbs wearing shades, floating below the ceiling, came on as Ruby walked beneath them, and she smiled.

‘They’re all charmed by Maitland to come on at night when somebody walks past, just like the ones in the hall. But that’s nothing,’ said the gun. ‘Not compared to all the other things Maitland could do.’

‘Like the ball of light above the cottage earlier?’

‘Kids’ stuff!’ exclaimed the gun. ‘There’s all sorts of things you can learn if you become a Badlander.’

‘Me? A Badlander?’ Ruby tried to sound surprised, but her mind was racing, already imagining how good she might be with magic.

‘Oh, no!’ laughed the gun. ‘There’s never been a girl Badlander.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s against the Ordnung. Girls can’t learn magic.’ Ruby stopped, her face wrinkling up as if she’d just bitten into a lemon. ‘It’s tradition, and you can’t change that, can you?’

‘But—’

‘However . . .’ and the gun cleared its throat for dramatic effect. ‘I do have an alternative proposition you might be interested in. You and me could team up anyway. Just imagine it, us hunting together. We’d show all those Badlanders where to stick their Ordnung. We might even become famous if you stayed alive long enough that is.’

Ruby walked on down the corridor. Working with the gun sounded exciting. But, very quickly, she decided it wouldn’t be nearly as good as being able to do spells and charms. Becoming the first girl Badlander to use magic, now that would be something really special, she thought, immediately wondering how such a thing might be possible, given what she’d heard about this Ordnung so far. But she kept it to herself. ‘Can I think it over?’ she said. ‘It was all pretty scary earlier.’
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