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  CHAPTER 1

  THE RITUAL

  ‘Curses,’ the old woman spat, clutching a half-finished letter in her bony fingers.

  She glared at Mr Bumbler. His dead body lay slumped across the grand writing desk in the drawing room of Chronicle Manor. Dusk light passed through the puzzle trees in the garden, casting eerie shadows on the portraits of his ancestors, shrouding their eyes from the foul scene.

  Bumbler’s pen was clasped in his podgy fingers. His head was twisted awkwardly, his jowly cheek pressing into the desk’s burgundy leather. His startled eyes were fixed on a cut-glass tumbler. In it, the dregs of a dark-brown spirit slowly congealed. It had been laced with poison.

  Outside on the window ledge, a flock of crows watched their mistress, Grizelda, with beady eyes. She pulled her cloak around her skinny body and re-read the letter for the third time:

  Grammatax, old friend,

  I have completed the report into the strange happenings that you asked me to make for Blotting’s Academy; the report of disappearances and missing characters.

  I have discovered that recently there has been an increase of activity along the fault line beneath the Central Chasm. I am afraid, dear friend, that our fears have been justified. Part of the fault line, the dark pit we call the Abyss, has been activated once more.

  But I have also heard there is movement in Alethea. My sources tell me that the Storyteller is preparing to set in motion the long awaited plan. They say, old friend, he believes that she will return – and when she does, the darkness of that pit will be closed forever.

  The old woman looked up, her eyes dark. It wasn’t possible; Bumbler had to be wrong. Even the meddler, the Storyteller, wasn’t able to make such a thing happen. She lowered her head and continued to read.

  Keep your eyes peeled at the Academy, Gram, especially in the Department of Quests. My sources tell me that his plan depends on two children, Apprentice Adventurers...

  There the letter stopped, punctuated by a scrawl where Bumbler had collapsed.

  The old woman cursed again. If only she had waited a little longer before administering the poison. She knew enough, though. The Abyss was under threat and with it, her livelihood.

  Grizelda was one of the few who dared to mine the Abyss for its great bounty. She served its lord in return for access to its treasures. She’d made sacrifices to keep herself alive and nobody was going to spoil her party.

  It’s time for a gathering, she thought to herself, crumpling the letter in her fragile fingers. It’s time for the ritual.

  Silently, the Abyss waited.

  It was the next day and Grizelda moved slowly through the marshlands of Ersatz, her rough cloak dragging through the water, making it slurp. Her gnarled fingers and spindly body mimicked the wizened Barb Bushes that spotted the marsh. Above her head, her crows circled the empty sky.

  Grizelda was tracing her way to a barren circle about a mile from the coast. This was the place, beneath a dead tree, that the Abyss plunged endlessly downwards.

  She was not the only one heading towards the circle that evening. From a different direction, Knot lumbered through the marsh. He was a mountain of a man, with slabs for feet and a boulder head. He had known the old crone all his miserable life. She had nursed him from birth and in return he had served her, acting as her mule and muscle man.

  He lurched from side to side, as if his weight might catch him off-guard at any moment and send him toppling into the muddy swamp.

  Reaching the edge of the circle at opposite sides, the two figures stopped. Grizelda bowed her head, her eyes sly with mockery. Beside her, in the grass, there was a rustling. She looked down to see the long body of a snake slither towards her feet.

  ‘There you are,’ she cackled.

  Knot, who was glaring from the other side of the circle, watched as another figure stood up from the tall grass. It was a slender lady, dressed entirely in green. He bared his yellow teeth.

  ‘Melusine.’ Grizelda nodded at the new arrival.

  ‘Grizelda. Shall we?’ Melusine hissed, stepping onto the dead circle.

  ‘Shoes!’

  ‘Of courssse, so sorry,’

  Melusine slipped off her green slippers and left them at the edge of the circle.

  Grizelda and Knot followed suit, taking off their shoes and stepping onto the circle of death.

  The three figures moved towards the centre. In front of them the Abyss opened, a jagged rupture in the ground, an unnatural well. By its side the dead tree pointed skywards. It had been stripped of all but one of its branches, the remaining one jutting

  out over the hole. Tied around the branch was a thick rope, which dangled down, falling into the blackness and disappearing from sight.

  Knot, Melusine and Grizelda reached the edge of the Abyss and stopped. There was a tiny sound.

  Snicker, snick.

  Something buzzed upwards from the dark. An insect. Recognising it, the three figures stepped backwards, fearful of the creature’s deadly sting. It flew past them and disappeared into the grey sky. Grizelda looked up, her eyes dark.

  ‘Well, we know what we’re here for. Let’s get on with it.’

  ‘Firssst, let me see Bumbler’s letter,’ Melusine hissed.

  Grizelda glared, but then reached into her cloak, pulled out the crumpled paper and handed it over.

  Melusine scanned the words.

  ‘He believes she will return? Impossssible. She’s gone. There is no way the princess can return.’

  ‘I share your scepticism, but we cannot take any risks. And remember, even if that old fool is right and the princess does return, she belongs to the Abyss and we have the right to claim her. We must prepare for all eventualities.’

  ‘And what is thisss about children?’ Melusine scanned the letter again. ‘Two children – Apprentice Adventurers?’

  ‘How do I know? The old fool died before he finished it.’ Melusine shot Grizelda a daggered look. ‘Such incompetence.’

  ‘I remind you,’ Grizelda replied, with an air of fake respectability, ‘that I was the one who obtained the letter. If it had been up to you, we would have no idea of the situation at all. Because of me, we know we need to focus our attention on the Academy – on Apprentice Adventurers from the Department of Quests, to be precise. But we’re wasting time,’ she spat, dropping the act. ‘Let’s get on with it.’

  Taking a deep breath the old woman let out a guttural, rasping word. It was the first word of a ritual that had been spoken many times around the Abyss. Melusine and Knot joined her, their voices lagging lazily behind. Together they sounded like a discordant choir, their dirge echoing across the Marsh of Ersatz.

  ‘To the Abyss, I come.’

  A low gust of wind rustled through the grass.

  ‘With darkness, one.

  I take from the thief what is rightfully mine. I take as my master, unquenchable thirst.

  I descend to the emptiness that consumes. I return with the power to snare the prey.’

  The ugly sound of the three rose, a savage hunger filling their voices.

  ‘That I may feed. That I may rise.

  That I may rule from the heights and possess and consume. To emptiness,’ they cried, as if toasting victory.

  ‘To darkness, To absence,

  To the Abyss.’

  They stopped, the echo fading. Nothing in the marsh moved. Deep inside the pit, a mass of Shadow Grubs writhed and crawled across one another.

  Eventually, there was a shudder, and slowly a whisper rose from the hole. The whisper spilled over the edge of the pit, blowing like death-sand across the surface of the circle. As it reached its edge, the grass withered and died and the circle grew a little bigger.

  ‘Knot,’ it whispered.

  Knot knew exactly what to do. Greedily, he reached out and grabbed the rope. With a swing, he leapt into the centre of the hole, the tree creaking under his weight. Wrapping his legs around the rope, he slowly lowered himself down and disap- peared.

  Again, an insect buzzed upwards and escaped across the drab marshland.

  The women waited and watched.

  After a while, Knot’s white knuckles appeared again, clutching the rope. He strained, dragging his great weight upwards. His face was gaunt, sucked dry of its blood, his lips pale. The layer of Shadow Grubs that lined the walls of the Abyss had been fed. Knot stepped onto the ground and the rope swung back.

  The whisper rose once more, calling Melusine next, and then Grizelda. One after the other, they descended into the blackness of the hole.

  The sinking sun turned the marsh dirty orange.

  When Grizelda finally re-emerged, like Melusine and Knot before, she looked sickly with pallor. Reaching into her cloak, she withdrew her hand and slowly opened her fingers. In her palm lay a number of small, shiny black pebbles.

  Knot let out a low, half-witted grunt. He too reached into his pocket, but instead of pebbles, he produced some old frayed pieces of string. Smiling, Melusine held out her hand for the others to see. In it was a blood-red apple.

  ‘Good;’ Grizelda croaked, her voice weak, ‘pebbles, string and an apple. The sacrifice has been made and we have what we need. Now we must stop the apprentices from playing their part – whatever it is – in the Storyteller’s meddlesome plan. We must protect the Abyss at all costs.’

  With that, the old woman turned and left the circle of death, the crows wheeling above her head as she moved back across the Marsh of Ersatz.

  In the darkness of the Abyss the Shadow Grubs writhed, fat with new blood. With a snicker snick, another Shadow Beetle buzzed upwards and disappeared into the fading darkness.

  On the other side of the island, the Storyteller watched as Grizelda, Knot and Melusine left the Abyss. He stared into the crystal pool at the centre of the banqueting hall of his castle, Alethea. In its waters he could watch any of the island’s stories unfold; he could follow their twists and turns. He closed his eyes. In his hand was a silver cane, straight as a die and balanced perfectly. He held it out, its tip hovering just above the churning water.

  ‘It’s time,’ he said.

  There was nobody else in the castle, but the Storyteller knew he wasn’t alone. Somewhere, beyond the Un-crossable Boundary, someone was with him.

  He couldn’t explain how, but he knew they were there. Sensing energy pulsing through the silver cane, he opened his eyes. Shining in the crystal pool were two faces – a boy and a girl.

  Surprised, he laughed. ‘Of course – it’s perfect.’

  The girl’s hair was a scribble of black, her features rounded like a question mark. The boy’s eyes were sharp. He was thin and gangly.

  An exclamation mark, the Storyteller thought.

  In turn, he looked into their eyes. ‘You are now members of Blotting’s Academy, the place where all Story Characters make their first mark, where they undertake their training. You are Apprentice Adventurers from the Department of Quests.’ He whispered into the pool. ‘Your quest is to find me. Bring her back, and as you travel, you will come to know yourselves.’

  Slowly, he lowered the silver cane and touched the surface of the crystal pool.


  CHAPTER 2

  THE SPECTRE OF SCRIBBLER’S HOUSE

  The girl awoke with a start. Throwing off the bedcovers, she leapt to her feet and looked around. She felt as though she’d overslept. Had nobody called her?

  I’m late, she thought, although she wasn’t exactly sure what for. She peered around the room. For a moment it looked empty, hung with shadows.

  What? Where’s everything gone? She blinked, and the blurry outline of her furniture appeared.

  I must be tired! Now, where are my glasses?

  She looked down to see the fuzzy shape of some thick, black spectacles appear on the bedside table next to her. Reaching down, she picked them up.

  These must be mine, but I can’t remember... Putting them on, the room came into focus.

  Ah yes, definitely mine.

  Standing in the middle of the bedroom she looked around again. This was definitely her room; she knew that. It was part of a bigger house that had many rooms. Hanging on the wall was a picture of the house. It was a quaint, white building, lined with glowing windows. Below, “Scribbler’s House” was written.

  Ah yes, Scribbler’s House, the girl repeated, with a smile that made her feel warm inside.

  There was her bed hugging the corner of the room, and her chair. Beside it, flung into the corner, her bedclothes now lay in a heap. Opposite the picture of Scribbler’s House, was a pinboard. From it, a poster read “MISSING” in stark red letters. A picture of a small tabby cat stared out with big, green eyes.

  ‘You’re a cutie, aren’t you?’ the girl said, going to examine the poster more closely.

  “Have you seen Scribble, the house cat?” the poster read. “All sightings should be reported to Miss Dotty, the school secretary.” There was a tiny scraping sound behind and the girl turned round, half expecting to see Scribble the house cat scratching the skirting board. But there was nothing.

  Suddenly, a loud knock made her jump. Quickly, she ran to open the door.

  An older student with long, dark pigtails spoke shrilly as she poked her head around the frame:

  ‘Come on, or we’ll be late.’

  ‘Late for...?’

  ‘The First Word Welcome, dozy! It’s your first day at the Academy! You haven’t even done your hair yet. You look awful!’

  ‘Oh, I’ve only just...Sorry, have we met?’

  ‘What a silly question, I’m Head Girl, aren’t I? Here, use this.’ Her new friend thrust a hairbrush into the room. ‘And don’t forget your name badge.’ She pointed at a bookmark-shaped label that was proudly pinned to her own tunic. It read, “Mythina, Head Girl.”

  The door banged closed, leaving the first girl alone again. Staring down at the brush, she suddenly felt sick with nerves.

  My first day!

  Outside in the corridor she could hear the sound of giggling, running and high-pitched conversation.

  Quickly, or you’ll miss out, she thought, anxiously.

  Rushing to the mirror, she stopped. Something didn’t feel right this morning. It felt like an itch that she wasn’t able to scratch, or a slightly wonky picture. She tilted her head to one side, thinking that maybe that would straighten things out but then caught a glimpse of her reflection, gormless in the mirror. She shook herself and started to pull the brush through her unruly, thick, black hair.

  Again, a scraping sound disrupted her thoughts. In the mirror, she caught sight of a movement in the corner behind.

  Turning around, she peered at the place where the movement had been, but there was nothing there, just a dark patch of shadow. She stared into the gloom, but still there was no movement. Hesitating, she turned back to the mirror and continued to brush her hair.

  Hanging on the wall next to her, she noticed a red tunic. She put it on . It had a gold emblem stitched into it – a book with a quill in the centre. Above it the words “Blotting’s Academy” were stitched in fancy lettering. Looking at herself, she felt strangely proud. Her hair fell slightly out of place and she sighed, deflated. Carefully, she brushed it back into position.

  What’s going on? Normally all this beautifying would wind you up. You like your hair to be a mess! Oh, I feel all at sixes and sevens. She raised her hands to her head and ruffled her hair.

  An image shot through her mind – a child caked in grime, hair matted and tangled, huddled in the dark corner of a cave.

  The girl stumbled backwards, caught off-guard by the force of the impression.

  She froze for a moment and tried to bring the image back to mind, but it was hazy and wouldn’t form clearly.

  What was that about?

  The scraping sound disturbed her again. Snicker, snick.

  Jumping, the girl span round. The noise had been louder than before. But still the room appeared to be empty. She leaned forwards, peering into the corner again. She could have been mistaken, but the shadow seemed to have spread. She shivered.

  Can’t have .

  Morning sunlight was streaming into the little bedroom. She looked at the shadow again. What was casting it? She glanced around but couldn’t see what was.

  There was running in the corridor outside.

  What am I doing? she thought, irritated by her daydreaming.

  Come on now, what was it Mythina said I needed? She paused, thinking. Of course, my name badge. A sudden panic rose from the pit of her stomach.

  ‘My name!’ she said aloud, looking around helplessly. She’d forgotten. She’d forgotten her own name! How on earth could someone forget their own name? Her heart beating fast, she ran to the desk and scrabbled under a blank scroll of parchment. She lifted a notepad and there underneath, face down, was her own bookmark-shaped label. Picking it up, her hand trembling, she turned it over.

  ‘Scoop,’ she read aloud, exhaling a loud breath. ‘Of course, what’s wrong with you this morning, Scoop? It must be nerves. Now let’s have no more of this silliness. Come on, or the others will have gone.’

  She headed into the corridor to join her friends. As Scoop left, she glanced at the empty corner again. The shadow looked even bigger.

  And weren’t my bedclothes there earlier? she thought to herself.

  I must have seen it wrong.

  Putting it out of mind, she dashed along the corridor to where she could hear her new friends talking and laughing.

  ‘Watch out, or the spectre will get you,’ Mythina was saying to a little girl with a round face. The young girl was looking nervous.

  ‘There’s no such thing!’ one of the others butted in.

  ‘So is,’ Mythina replied. ‘It’s what’s making everything go missing – haven’t you seen all the posters?’

  ‘Yeah, but...’

  ‘But nothing, it’s the Spectre of Scribbler’s House. I know. I’m Head Girl, aren’t I? Everyone knows it.’

  Suddenly, a boy with a bedsheet over his head jumped out from a doorway and made a ghostly wailing noise. The round- faced girl screamed, her cheeks turning bright purple. Laughing, Mythina ran around the corner and thumped noisily down the stairs to the front door. Scoop followed with the others. Reaching the front door, they opened it and stepped out into the...

  As the girls walked out of Scribbler’s House they stopped. For the briefest of moments, almost too short to notice, it was as if they had run onto a blank piece of paper, upon which the world had not yet been drawn. Then, before they could blink, there it was – fluffy white clouds on a clear blue sky and in front of them, along a little track, the outskirts of the village.

  ‘What was that?’ Scoop asked, nervously.

  ‘It was déjà vu,’ Mythina replied, puffing herself up to sound clever. ‘That’s when you have an odd moment, like you’ve seen something or done something before, even though you haven’t.’ It wasn’t quite like that, Scoop thought, although it definitely was an odd moment .

  Scoop wondered whether to challenge Mythina, but decided better of it.

  Looking out of the window, just above where Scoop and her gaggle of friends had gathered outside Scribbler’s House, was a boy. His name was Fletcher. He was wearing the same red tunic, which hung awkwardly from his skinny frame, but unlike Scoop, he was on his own. As those around him busily tried to make new friends, outdoing one another with practical jokes, loud stories and raucous laughter, he was in a thunderous mood and had let everybody know it.

  Fletcher was a straight-to-the-point sort of person. He knew that he was the sort of boy who didn’t mince words, and he didn’t mind that it made him disagreeable to live with. The problem was, as he’d pointed out to the boy in the next room in an angry exchange, he didn’t know exactly how he knew these things about himself in the first place. He had tried to explain what he meant, but the other boy had just muttered something about everyone feeling a bit weird on their first day.

  ‘It’s nothing to do with it being my first day,’ Fletcher had said, angrily, ‘the problem’s not with me, it’s with all this,’ he had waved his hand around, irritably. ‘Where’s it come from? I can’t remember! I can’t remember anything before this morning. Can you?’

  On waking up, it had felt to Fletcher as if the whole world had been created in that moment. It wasn’t just that he had no memory; it was as though he had been picked up and dropped into completely alien surroundings. He had racked his brains, frantically trying to recall his past, but his mind was blank. All that he was aware of, somewhere deep below the surface of his heart, was a gnawing sense of anger; an anger he couldn’t place. He ran his fingers across his scalp and looked at his pupils in the mirror. He looked fine and, considering his situation, felt well. And so he had concluded that the problem was not just with him; something else was going on, something bigger than just him. What irritated Fletcher was that nobody seemed to agree.

  ‘There’s nothing wrong with me,’ he’d spat at his neighbour.

  ‘I’m thinking perfectly clearly – it’s all of you that are ignoring the facts.’

  The boy had made an excuse and slipped away to join some lads who were planning to drop Gush Bombs on those in the lower rooms.

  Fletcher sat on his bed and pondered the dilemma, finding himself looking at a poster that had been pinned to his notice- board. From it, the innocent eyes of a young lad with freckled cheeks looked out. Above the boy’s head the word “MISSING” was printed in glaring red. Underneath, the poster read: “Have you seen Archie Squiggle? He was last seen at Mr Snooze’s Bedtime Story Slumber Shop, in the village of Bardbridge. Archie’s parents are offering a reward for his safe return. Any information of his whereabouts should be taken immediately to Miss Dotty, the school secretary.”

  Fletcher felt for Archie.

  ‘It seems we’re both lost,’ he thought aloud.

  Fletcher left his room and wandered around Scribbler’s House, his insides churning. The posters were everywhere: missing lunch boxes, missing furniture, even the house warden was missing. Fletcher peered nervously about the corridors. He would obviously have to be careful.

  To his surprise, everybody else seemed to be treating the disappearances as a game. All around were whispers of a phantom – The Spectre of Scribbler’s House – supposedly the explanation for the strange phenomenon. Fletcher overheard a group of students talking in hushed tones about how they’d seen it lurking in the basement. As he passed by, another student was talking excitedly about how he’d seen it appear in one of the upstairs windows. There were the cries of make-believe phantoms, followed by high-pitched squealing, around every corner. Fletcher was irritated. He didn’t buy any of it and he wasn’t going to fall foul of whatever was happening.

  He stopped next to a window and looked out. It was a beautiful morning and as the sunlight warmed him, he felt the stillness of the day washing his irritation away.

  In front of him, on the window sill, a pile of fliers and brochures had been left for the new students. Fletcher thumbed through them. There were tours of the local village, information about bands that were playing at the Wild Guffaw Inn, and a pamphlet written by Mademoiselle Belle about the local flora and fauna. At the back of the pile was a plain, hand-written notice that said “BEWARE” halfway down. It caught Fletcher’s eye. He pulled it out to look more closely.

  SENIOR LEVEL RESEARCH PAPER

  The Shadow Beetle: Habits and Habitation.

  Little is known about the reclusive Shadow Beetle. The population has recently seen a rapid growth and so the Department for Overcoming Monsters is undertaking specific research into these dark insects. Shadow Beetles, as their name suggests, live in the shadows – or more accurately, they are shadows. They have no substance. Because of this they reflect no light. They are thieves, shadowy stealers that feed on words, which for an Island made of stories is a particularly dangerous habit! They erase meaning and turn all they consume into nothingness, leaving little piles of blankness in their wake. This means that they are very difficult to spot and even harder to catch. They do, however, become visible on contact with water.

  BEWARE

  The Shadow Beetle is extremely dangerous – its sting can be deadly. If you spot one, please do not attempt to catch it. Fill in the report form on the back and return it to the Department for Overcoming Monsters so that the insect can be caught and tested through dream analysis.

  Form? Fletcher thought, derisively. If they think I’m filling in a form they’ve got another thing coming. If I find one of these insects, I’m going to get it analysed myself. I can’t trust anyone else.

  Fletcher folded the paper and put it in his pocket. He glanced at a “MISSING” poster above his head, his thoughts drawn to his missing memory. Frustrated, and more than a little nervous about the situation, he began to walk down the stairs towards the front door of Scribbler’s House.

  As Fletcher stepped into the air, something fell to the floor by his feet. It was a small, purple balloon, an unused Gush Bomb. He picked it up. Above his head, leaning from the window, was the boy from the next room. In his hands was a green balloon, which bulged with liquid. Behind him, another lad was pointing towards a group of girls who stood in a huddle in front of Fletcher. If there was one thing that irritated Fletcher more than not remembering where he’d come from, it was this sort of immature behaviour.

  Scoop and her friends were still talking about the Spectre of Scribbler’s House. Apparently, the Apprentice Fantasticals from the house next door, particularly those from the School of Horror, had said it could only be seen in mirrors, or in rooms where the temperature dropped below freezing. As they talked, Scoop became aware that she could hear a little scraping sound behind her ear.

  Snicker snick. Snicker snick.

  That’s odd, she thought, feeling something tickling her back. She reached across her shoulder to scratch the itch.

  Without warning, someone grabbed her arm and pulled her roughly across the path. Shocked, she turned. It was a boy with a thunderous look on his face.

  ‘What you doing? Get off!’ Scoop snapped, shaking herself free and rubbing her arm. As she did, there was a splosh behind her. She span round. On the floor where she had been standing was an exploded balloon and surrounding it, a pool of water. She looked up to see two faces duck behind a window frame, sniggering. She felt herself turn red with embarrassment.

  ‘That’s a Gush Bomb,’ Mythina said, loudly. ‘If it had hit you, it would have made you speak what’s in your mind – you wouldn’t have been able to stop yourself. You’d have been spilling a stream of consciousness for the next minute.’

  Lucky that didn’t happen, Scoop thought, aware of all the annoyances and insecurities that were flowing through her. Realising that the thunderous boy had just saved her from a drenching, she turned to thank him. As she did, he suddenly ran to where the Gush Bomb had landed and began to jump furiously up and down on the spot. His cheeks flushed and his hair flew about his face. It was quite a sight. The girls stared in amazement, smirking at each other and not hiding their giggles.

  ‘What are you doing?’ Mythina said with a sneer. Fletcher didn’t reply but continued to jump.

  ‘Perhaps he’s an Apprentice Clown!’ Mythina pointed, laughing. ‘Where are your big shoes, clown boy?’

  Fletcher ignored Mythina completely. After a moment, he stopped jumping and stepped back. On the floor, in the pool of water under his feet, lay an insect – a big black beetle.

  ‘I know what you are – visible on contact with water,’ he muttered, under his breath.

  Its skeleton was so well-armoured that Fletcher’s jumping hadn’t squashed it completely, but it was definitely dead. Smiling, Fletcher reached down and picked it up.

  ‘Urgh!’ A few of the girls stepped backwards in disgust. Fletcher held the insect between his thumb and finger and stared at it for a moment. Then he raised his head, walked straight passed Mythina and strode off, without a word.

  ‘Where are you going?’ Scoop called after him, still shaken by her close encounter with the Gush Bomb and thankful for being saved from embarrassment.

  ‘To the Academy,’ Fletcher replied, turning but continuing to walk, backwards. He held up the dead insect, its broken wings dangling limply. ‘I need to find somewhere to analyse this – with dream analysis. I think it’s what’s causing the disappearances.’

  Mythina tutted.

  ‘But what about the Spectre?’ Scoop shouted.

  ‘Oh, that – that’s all rubbish.’ Mythina tutted again, loudly.

  Turning, Fletcher strode away. Scoop’s heart was beating fast. She wanted to follow him. She wanted to know more about the insect he’d caught. Was that what had been making the scraping noises? She looked at her friends and then back to the departing boy, but she knew that she was too embarrassed to leave them and run after him.

  Maybe I’ll see him at the Academy, she thought, frustrated with her lack of courage. Looking along the path, she watched as Fletcher walked through the gate at the end of the track and disappeared from sight.

  In Alethea, high in the Mysterious Mountains, the Storyteller watched Fletcher and Scoop in the crystal pool.

  Lowering the silver stick, he gently stirred the surface of the water, trying to gauge what he should do next. As the water bubbled and churned, his clarity grew.

  He acknowledged his invisible ally beyond the Un-crossable Boundary.

  Stilling the silver cane, he whispered, ‘Ride, Auracle, to the village with speed. It is time to announce the good news.’

  At once, wind whistled through the Alethean pass and something rode out from the tower. Below, the ground thundered and around, a gale blew. Looking down from above, it looked as if it was a storm beginning its journey across Fullstop Island – a white star spinning at great speed. Slowly, it moved towards the village of Bardbridge, home to Blotting’s Academy. The people of the village had no idea what was going to hit them. Later, they would find out.


  CHAPTER 3

  AN OLD ISLAND RHYME

  Scoop was still feeling embarrassed as she and the other girls headed away from Scribbler’s House. At the end of the track from the house was the gate through which Fletcher had just vanished. Beyond it, a road crossed in two directions. In one direction, a number of thatched cottages lined the way to the village. As they neared the gate, Scoop peered along the road, hopeful to see Fletcher, but he was nowhere to be seen. Instead, she saw a stream of strangely assorted characters heading passed her, away from the village. Some were Academy students dressed in their red tunics, and others were obviously islanders or villagers. There were tradesmen and women: a baker, her apron and cloth-cap covered with flour; a cobbler, half-finished shoes hanging around his neck, and a man carrying an axe. A woodcutter , Scoop thought.

  A group of students passed by: A boy with a hunched-back and thick tufted hair was watching a pale lad who seemed to be able to detach his hand from his arm and still make his finger wiggle. They must be from the School of Horror, Scoop smiled. A young lady rode passed, sitting side-saddle on a white horse, her golden slippers sparkling below her red tunic. As the horse trotted off by the hedge beyond its hooves, Scoop could swear there was a rabbit in a blue waistcoat. She thought she saw it bow courteously and then disappear into the bushes. Blinking, she looked back to Mythina.

  ‘Where are they off to?’ she asked, turning to the direction in which the crowd was heading; but before anyone had the chance to reply, she saw for herself. The road leading away from the village curved back, disappearing behind Scribbler’s House. Rising up beyond the cosy student dwelling, towering over it, were three enormous rock-towers. From Scribbler’s House, the towers hadn’t been visible, but from here the quaint dormitories were dwarfed in their shadows. Scoop had never seen anything like them before. They weren’t man-made but natural. The rock was dark and ridged, with tufts of grass and moss growing out of the cracks. The towers looked like someone had reached out of the sky and peeled back the ground like a banana skin.

  ‘They look like frozen giants,’ one of the girls said.

  ‘Yeah, I can see that,’ another agreed. ‘It’s like they’re arching their backs, straining to look at the sky.’

  ‘Oh yeah, with their hands on their hips!’ the first girl added, excitedly.

  ‘They are the Trichotomic Rock Cluster,’ Mythina interrupted.

  ‘The what?’ The first girl looked bemused.

  ‘The Trichotomic Rock Cluster – Trichotomic means three. They surround the opening to the Central Chasm. The Academy’s built around them. The Hall of Heroes is in one of the towers – that’s where the First Word Welcome is.’

  ‘We’d better head in that direction then, hadn’t we?’ Scoop said, not wanting to hang around in case the boys with the Gush Bombs caught up with them, and secretly hoping she might catch up with Fletcher. She opened the gate.
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