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Dedication

For those who have the strength to be kind,

even when the world is not.
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1 Room Zero – Entrance Chamber

The skeleton was sleeping in the snow, its tea-stained bones scattered like freckles across a pale face.

You do not belong here.

It was the first thought the boy recalled having. It tore through the fog of his memory like lightning in a storm.

You do not belong here – in this cold place – with me.

‘You can’t sleep there.’ The boy crouched before the skeleton. ‘You’ll catch your death.’ He shook a bony shoulder, but it didn’t wake. Instead, the skull separated with a hollow clunk and rolled towards his feet.

‘Ah!’ He scooped it up. ‘Can you teach me how to do that?’ He tested his own neck, rolling it experimentally. Sadly, his head didn’t disconnect, not even a little.

He held the skull before him. ‘What’s your name?’

Without moving, it spoke in a high raspy voice, ‘MY EXISTENCE IS AGONY. WRATHFUL FLAMES. A FIRE THAT NEVER GOES OUT. TEARING FLESH FROM BONE. MELTING MUSCLES TO—’

‘I think Skully suits you wonderfully.’ The boy nodded, satisfied. ‘I’m . . .’

Who was he?

He was human. Definitely human. He also instinctively knew he was a boy. He tugged a clump of his hair. He remembered now – it was long and blond and resisted any attempt to be tamed. His mane was the natural predator of brushes and combs. Also, he was short for his age, which was eleven. Last birthday he ran out of fingers.

But when he tried to recall who he was, there was a great gaping hole where a name should be. It wasn’t that he had forgotten his name, but that he was sure he never had one to forget.

Skully’s cavernous sockets observed him, expectant.

‘I’m a friend,’ the boy said, and knew it to be true.

‘THERE ARE NO FRIENDS IN THE PERNICIOUS FIRES OF EVERLASTING . . .’

He cradled Skully to his chest.

‘I do not feel the pain,’ it said softly, ‘when you hold me like that.’

‘Good. Are you a girl or a boy?’

‘I am a skull.’

‘All right. I’ll get you out of here.’

One problem – he had no idea where ‘here’ was. He appeared to be standing within a narrow chamber. The boy only had to take five big steps from one wall to reach the other side, where there was a tight archway.

He wiggled his toes, cold against the dusting of snow.

There was no ceiling he could see even when he craned his neck. The black stone walls extended up into endless darkness. Twirling snowflakes glimmered in the muted grey light.

‘Hello?’ His voice bounced off the walls, echoing back: Hello? Hello? Hello?

He couldn’t remember anything about his life that could tell him how he got here. When he tried to delve into his memories, it was like flicking through a book and catching the odd word, whispers and snippets, but nothing that came together to form a sentence.

Maybe he had fallen and hit his head. Was he clumsy? He felt like he was clumsy.

He squeezed through the archway out of the snow-laden room and into the next.

The scent hit him first. Chalky, but also smoky. Like a fire left to burn down to the cinders. It made him think of old books.

This room was bigger and there was another archway out of it. He carefully balanced Skully atop a lectern so he could explore the treasure trove of curious objects piled within. There were dulled and broken blades; a golden chalice caved in on one side; the remains of a marble statue – a woman, though she was missing her head. He found books beneath her, but the pages were blackened and unreadable, crumbling to powder in his hands. He set them aside, coughing at the great plumes of dust.

It wasn’t until he dug deeper beneath the oddities that he found the bodies.

Most were skeletons, like Skully, but some still had flesh on their bones. He leaped away, dread crawling in his gut.

A voice in his head who was not Skully said: ‘Fear is bad. Find the good.’

‘Fear is bad. Find the good,’ he repeated like a mantra.

There was nothing to be afraid of. These people were probably lonely, like Skully. They just needed a friend. He could be that friend.

The dread retreated from the back of his throat.

‘Look!’ He swept up Skully so they could see. ‘More friends!’

‘I do not think they are our friends.’

‘Don’t be rude.’

As the boy glanced across the chamber, he caught his reflection in the shards of a shattered mirror.

He wore overly long white robes, the neckline and cuffs embroidered with shimmery silver thread. But from the waist down the fabric was stained crimson red.

Blood.

The dread returned in a blaze, tearing through his body. His limbs trembled furiously.

‘Fear is . . . bad. Find the . . .’ The words stuck.

It was wrong. There was something very wrong about this blood. Something terrible.

The ground shaking.

Glass smashing.

A voice he knew, screaming.

And hands. So many hands upon him, until—

His right hand darted to the left – tugging and tearing at the soft skin around his thumb. He delved into the pain, like submerging himself in ice-cold water, and ignored the blood and all the horrible thoughts that came with it.

The bad feelings faded until they were only a distant headache. The flashes of memories blurred and silenced.

This was fine. He just had to smile. Smile and everything would be okay.

He focused on smiling, not on the blood. Or the unfamiliar dark chamber. Or the fact he was utterly alone.

‘You’re not alone,’ Skully said.

He hugged them to his chest, his breaths escaping in white mist. ‘It’ll be okay. It’ll be okay.’

A crunch behind him. Followed by a new voice: ‘Depends on your definition of “okay”.’

He turned.

There was a girl standing in the archway, and she did not have eyes. Instead, two amber spheres filled her eye sockets.

As she spoke, the walls seemed to tilt and twist. ‘I will not hesitate to destroy any foe that stands in my path. So speak. Quickly.’

The boy licked his dry lips, then he leaped towards her. ‘I’m so glad to meet you! I thought I was alone. Well, not alone. I have Skully. But now you’re here and look at your eyes! Are all people’s eyes like that or just yours?’ He took a great gulping breath.

Her mouth opened and closed silently.

The girl was clearly older than him, and completely, fascinatingly different. Where he was short, chubby and pale, she was taller, thinner and dark, with deep brown skin and a head of tight black curls.

‘The spheres in your eye sockets look like amber,’ he said.

‘They’re not spheres. They’re more shell-shaped.’

‘Amber comes from very old trees,’ he continued rapidly. ‘The resin seeps out then gets really hard. Sometimes you have whole forests of trees oozing with the stuff, then it ends up in rivers then seas and—’

‘What in the Gods’ divine names are you ?’

‘I’m not sure. A boy, I think? But I know about trees and flowers. Apparently.’ The words had tumbled out effortlessly. And as he poked and prodded the recesses of his mind, he unearthed more delightful nuggets, like how hawthorn flowers – sometimes called quickthorn, or thorn apple – were a symbol of hope, and could be eaten to help the heart feel better. ‘You’d probably need to cut the thorns off first though,’ he muttered.

The girl snatched his robes, yanking him close. ‘I don’t give a flying feck about trees.’

‘You should. They’re essential to—’

‘I just woke up in this godsforsaken hellhole. Tell me where I am before I crucify you.’

‘It’ll be hard to crucify here. No trees to cut—’

She thrust him away. ‘Who’s Skully? Is he the mastermind who put us here? Speak. Slowly.’

He hopped from foot to foot. ‘Skully’s my skull. They’re not the mastermind of anything, apart from dislocating from their body.’

Her face flooded with horror. ‘What?’

‘I’m not sure who the mastermind is.’ He tapped his chin. ‘I don’t even know who I am, where I am, or how I got here. How about you?’

Her breath caught. ‘You’re lying.’

‘I don’t think I know how to lie.’ Lying sounded as if it required a lot of forethought and critical thinking that he wasn’t sure he possessed.

‘Do you think I’m some kind of eejit? Trying to get me to lower my guard while playing the fool?’ Her throat bobbed. ‘I’ve been hearing voices like yours for hours . . . days. You’re just a trick. You can’t be . . .’ She backed into the wall. ‘You’re not—’

He slipped his hand in hers, interlocking their fingers. Then he placed her palm against his face. At first, it remained there, cold and still. Then it moved – fingers tracing his chubby cheeks, thumb brushing over his button nose, glancing through unruly hair.

‘You’re real.’

‘You’re just like me!’ He went to throw his arms around her, but she thrust her palm out and did an excellent job of winding him.

‘I’m nothing like you, peppy.’ She winced, nursing her ears. ‘But I did wake up in this pit of doom missing my memories too.’

‘That’s great!’ He hopped from foot to foot.

‘No need to be so nauseatingly happy about it.’

He froze. Why would he be unhappy ? Apart from the bodies and the blood . . .

Strong hands. Cruel hands. Hands around his—

He picked furiously at his fingers.

There was nothing about this place that made him think it was bad. He’d already made two friends here, after all.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

‘Don’t have one.’ She seemed sure, like him, it wasn’t that she had forgotten her name. It was that she had never had one to forget.

‘Oh! We should name each other!’ He darted around her.

‘For the love of—’

‘Amber!’ he said, marvelling at the way the light reflected off her eyes like liquid gold.

‘If we’re using defining traits you should be “the-reason-
gags-were-invented”.’

He chewed his lip. ‘It’s a bit long.’

She fell into silent thought as he paced around her form. She was dressed in shades of gold and yellow. A high-collared tunic over leggings, with sleeves held tight to her arms with silken ribbons.

But no blood. Not a drop of it.

‘Hop,’ she said. ‘Because since I met you, the ground hasn’t stopped shaking from all your damn leaping about.’

‘Hop.’ He tried it on for size. He liked it. He liked it a lot.

‘It suits you, Bunny.’

‘Glad you agree!’

‘Agree with what?’ Amber said.

‘Skully likes my name,’ Hop replied.

Amber paused. ‘Do all inanimate objects talk to you?’

‘So far, just Skully!’ Hop stared at her. She hadn’t reacted to the blood at all. ‘So . . . do your eyes work or . . . ?’

‘Maybe I should scoop your eyes out and replace them with solid amber and ask how well you see.’

‘Uhmm . . .’

‘No, Hop,’ she groaned, as if she had uttered those two words a thousand times before. ‘I’m not sure I ever could see, or if this is a new delight to add to my growing list of very recent annoyances.’ Her hand balled into a fist at her chest. ‘Everything is . . . dark. My memories. This place. Everything.’

Hop snatched her hand. ‘That’s okay! I’ll describe it to you. First there’s the corpses . . .’

Something was moving in the piles of bones. He crouched before them, dragging a grumbling Amber with him. He shifted a ribcage and unveiled a skull. The jaw creaked open, and a chunky black spider crawled out.

Hop opened his hand and the spider scuttled on to it. It filled his entire palm. ‘Are you stuck here too, Miss Spider?’

‘Spider?’ Amber yelped, staggering away.

‘A really big cute one, with long – Why are you cowering against that wall? She’s friendly, look.’ He thrust the spider towards her.

‘Get that away from me or I’ll break your legs.’

‘Okey-doke!’ He placed it on his shoulder.

Amber was still pinned to the wall. ‘I may not remember shite. But my very soul knows this – spiders are not cute.’

Just as Hop was about to disagree, the ground trembled.

‘Can’t you stay still for one moment?’ Amber said.

‘I am still.’

‘Look down, Bunny.’

Where there once was stone, there was instead a writhing black blob, spindly legs and thick round bodies squirming over the tops of his bare feet.

The floor was spiders. Only spiders.

‘What is that?’ Amber asked.

Hop cleared his throat. ‘It’s nothing.’ Interesting. So, he could lie.

‘Nothing? Hop, the ground’s moving.’

It wasn’t only moving, the great mass of twitching bodies was growing rapidly higher, like a black bog filling with water. It had already reached his calves.

‘Let’s go to the next room.’ He tucked Skully under his arm.

‘Something’s crawling up my leg!’ Amber slammed her palm against the wall, but her hand was engulfed by tiny wriggling bodies in seconds. She shrieked, shaking her arm. ‘It’s spiders, isn’t it? It’s godsdamn spiders!’

‘There might be some spiders, yes.’ Hop offered his hand, brushing his palm against the back of hers.

Her hand twitched away.

‘We need to move,’ he said.

She breathed out shakily, then her hand fell into his.

Hop led her through the tight archway, edging out sideways so he wouldn’t crush the spiders on the walls.

The next room was far bigger, with multiple entrances leading into it. Probably the central chamber.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t spider-free. The scuttling noise was thunderous. Thousands of bristly legs scraped against each other.

Amber threw her arm over her ears with a wail.

‘If you’re scared, just whistle a tune and—’

‘How has nobody murdered you yet?’

The spiders were waist-high now, so densely packed it was difficult to push through. One crawled up the back of Hop’s neck; another sneaked into his sleeve. He liked spiders. They were good for gardens, considerate little caretakers, but even he considered this a tad much.

Amber clung to him. ‘I can’t see anything. So you have to get us out of here, do you understand me?’

‘I will. Promise.’

He gazed over the shifting sea. There was nothing here at all, other than endless spiders streaming in from narrow archways. Amber’s hand trembled in his.

Fear is bad. Find the good. He had to be the good to fight her fear.

Going into another room wouldn’t work. They needed to escape. To go somewhere the spiders could not follow.

‘We need a door,’ he said softly. ‘Please give us a door.’

A pump of white light. At first, Hop thought he had imagined it. But then there was another. A soft pulse. Like a heartbeat.

He pushed towards it, using Skully to carve a path.

‘I am not a shovel.’

‘Sorry.’

The spiders were everywhere. Hop wished he was wearing something more substantial than a robe. They tickled his bare legs. And other places.

He focused on the pulse of light and dragged both himself and Amber towards the source. As she staggered on the uneven ground, he nestled her closer.

‘A door.’

It was carved directly into the rock. It wasn’t large or grand. It looked more like a chalk drawing hastily scribbled by a child. But the outer edge was ringed in luminous silver. That was the source of the light.

‘Where?’ Amber demanded.

‘Straight ahead.’

She charged forward, yanking Hop so forcefully he was almost submerged. As they drew closer, red swooping letters gleamed above the door.

‘There’s writing: “Humans only. Opens once”,’ he read out loud.

‘Jury’s out on you, Sergeant Sunshine, but I’m human, and once works just fine for me.’ But as she moved towards the door, there was a new sound: a distant whining, muffled by the scuttering of spiders on spiders.

Hop craned his neck. There it was again – a high, desperate whine. Distinctly human, and distinctly scared.

‘I think there’s someone else here.’

‘What?’

‘Someone’s trapped out there.’ He moved towards the noise.

Amber jerked back, still clutching his hand. ‘Don’t you dare.’

‘They’re trapped and they’re scared.’

‘I’m scared! And I’m not being suffocated by spiders! I’m opening it.’ Her free hand ran over the door, plunging down into the black sea. ‘There must be a handle or something.’

‘Amber—’

The door swung open. Wind whistled through the doorway, fluttering Hop’s hair. Something smelled like . . . cinnamon?

Like biscuits bundled in a sheet. Hidden in a lap. Munched under cover of darkness.

Words echoed in his memory: ‘Don’t leave a single crumb. Our secret.’

‘Come on!’ Amber leaned against the door, holding it open. Beyond, there was blackness as thick as ink, but the spiders didn’t pass through. Humans only.

The whining grew louder.

‘I’ll be quick,’ Hop said.

‘No, you won’t,’ she said. ‘You’re going to leave me. You’re not going to come back.’

‘Why would I do that?’

‘Everyone leaves.’ Amber turned away, facing the darkness beyond the door.

Hop rubbed her cold fingers. ‘There’s someone out there who needs my help. I’m not going to leave them, just like I’m not going to leave you.’

Her hand tensed.

‘I need you to stand here and keep the door open. Then we’ll all go through it together, okay?’

She didn’t turn to face him. The spiders were at her neck, rising by the moment. ‘What if I go through by myself? Let it close behind me? It only opens once. If you leave me now, I’ll go through, and you’ll be stuck here. I swear I will.’

He grinned. ‘Of course you won’t.’

As he released her hand, the rising sea engulfed him fully.

Spiders flooded into his mouth. He tried to spit them out, but only managed to invite more inside.

This was fine. Everything was fine. Find the good.

‘Why don’t you sing a nice song?’ Skully suggested. ‘Even if just in your head?’

He waded through the squirming mass, holding his breath. It was darker than night, and the sound was like constant rustling paper.


Mary, Mary, quite contrary.

How does your garden grow?



He followed the cry. It cut through the noise like a dandelion seeking a crack through stone. ‘With silver bells and cockle shells . . .’

His lungs ached for air. He reached out blindly, begging his fingers to find something that wasn’t spiders.


And pretty maids all in a row.

And pretty maids all in a row.



He touched something hard and substantial. He tucked Skully safely under his armpit and lowered his body, fingertips groping at features. Soft skin. Long hair. He found their shoulders and held them to his chest. A fast heartbeat fluttered against his. They were little. Littler than him.

As he tucked their head under his chin, small hands grasped his back. Legs locked around his waist. Their whines almost sounded like words, like ‘Help me’.

I’ve got you. I’ll get you out.

He tightened his grip and waded back with his mystery bundle.

Amber was exactly where he had left her, just as he’d known she would be. He only had to follow the sound of her furious ranting to return to the door.

As he nudged her shoulder, her arm swung around his neck, wrenching him close. ‘I hate your guts, Hop.’

She shoved him forward, and all three fell through the doorway together.
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2 Respite Room

Hop landed with an oof on to something very hard. Amber had a softer landing; she was currently on top of him.

‘O Gods!’ She leaped off him. ‘They’re on me! There are spiders everywhere!’

Hop lay on his back, clutching Skully to his chest. There was a hole in the ceiling. A perfect circle of midnight blue, speckled with gleaming stars. It was like looking out of a porthole to the starlight sea beyond.

‘Hop! Get off your arse and get them OFF ME.’ Amber’s foot jabbed his ribs.

Hop crawled to his feet. ‘There’s nothing on you. “Humans only”, remember?’ The spiders in his mouth had streamed out the moment they passed through the door.

He swung his arms, smirking. ‘You waited for me.’

‘Shut up.’

‘You care about me.’

She scowled. ‘What level of hell are we in now? Describe it.’

He wasn’t sure he could.

It was a kitchen. Maybe. Or a library. It was overflowing with so many clashing items it was everywhere and nowhere all at once.

There was a stove glowing deep orange and emitting a wonderfully spicy cinnamon scent. But there were also books – ancient curling tomes bound in colourful leather in teetering stacks taller than Hop. He tried to read the spine of the nearest, but it was written in letters he didn’t recognize.

Shelves covered almost every inch of wall. They were overloaded with trinkets. A deep purple crystal the size of Hop’s fist sat beside a porcelain doll with twin pigtails, a handful of golden coins was stacked next to a rusted key, and there were rows upon rows of jars. One jar was full to the brim with wriggling earthworms; the next contained a single white fish with gaping eyes, swimming in circles. Hop went from jar to jar, uncovering the surprises within from live mice and snails to crabs and beetles.

‘Whoever lives here really likes animals.’

‘As long as it’s not spiders.’

‘Don’t tell her about the spider jar,’ Skully whispered.

Hop didn’t.

The room was a perfect circle. A curved bench with fluffy cushions and blankets hugged the wall, nestled neatly beneath a bay window. The window itself looked out on to that same starlight ocean.

Most remarkable of all was that he felt safe. It was as if strong but gentle arms were wrapping around him.

‘This place is . . .’ He sighed softly. ‘. . . like waking up inside a marigold.’

‘Helpful as ever.’

‘It’s better than the last—’ His heart lurched. He had been so transfixed by the room he hadn’t realized the person he had saved from the spider chamber was nowhere to be seen. He rushed back to the door they had entered through. ‘We have to go back!’

‘You’re a funny guy,’ Amber said through gritted teeth. ‘A funny, funny guy.’

A new voice spoke, deep and feminine: ‘You’re perfectly welcome to go back through.’

Hop turned.

It was an owl – speckled brown feathers, tufts of fluffy ears, sharp black talons and a curved beak.

But there were also several things very non-owl-like about her.

Number one: she was wearing clothes – layers of woollen robes with tassels and golden embroidery.

Number two: she was bent double over a walking stick.

Number three: she towered over Hop. He had to crane his neck to gawp up at her.

Where had she come from?

Her saucer-like eyes were not the usual owl-yellow, but the deep dark blue of galaxies, of the starlight sea enveloping this room.

‘Your eyes are the loveliest I’ve ever seen,’ Hop said.

Wing feathers brushed Hop’s chin, turning his head. ‘Blond curls, green eyes, chubby cheeks. Pretty, of course. But predictable. Are there no surprises left in the universe?’ Though her voice cracked with age, she punctuated every word with purpose, like the strike of a knife against stone. ‘And even worse . . . No. This won’t do at all. What an impossible turn of events. I can’t imagine anything worse.’

‘What?’

‘I am sorry to be the one to inform you, but I’m afraid you are a child,’ she stated, as if announcing a terminal disease.

‘Hop, what’s happening exactly?’ Amber asked.

‘I’m talking to a human-sized owl with lovely galaxy eyes.’

She crashed into a pile of books. ‘PLEASE BE JOKING.’

‘No joke!’ Hop said cheerfully. ‘I know some people call birds pests and they can ruin gardens, but her feathers are wonderfully soft! And I love the speckled pattern across her crown, especially the way it makes her look like she’s really irritated! Amber! She’s turning her head all the way around! Skully can do that too!’

The owl’s wing jerked back. ‘Has nobody ever told you that you witter like an oxygen-starved imbecile?’

‘I don’t think so. But I can’t remember anything. So maybe.’

‘Words are a gift that should be used sparingly and with purpose. Not thrown about as if they are infinite.’ Her beak twitched. ‘No. This won’t do at all. Please go back to the previous room and perhaps I shall allow you to return once you have completed at least one round of puberty.’

Amber’s fist slammed against the wall. ‘I don’t know who the feck you think you are, but the only way I’m returning to that torture chamber is bound and gagged. And trust me, you’d be losing handfuls of those pretty feathers in the process.’

Hop wrung his hands. ‘She didn’t mean that.’

The owl’s head swivelled between them. ‘Several things, young mistress. First, I am the appointed caretaker of this place. Secondly, it is not a torture chamber, it is an entrance chamber.’

‘An entrance chamber where you drown your guests in spiders?’

‘Spiders, was it? If only you had brought some with you, I could have replenished my pantry.’

Hop glanced at the jars.

‘Which of you is foolish enough to fear spiders?’ the owl asked.

‘That’ll be Amber!’ Hop said.

‘Then what occurred is entirely your own fault,’ she said to Amber. ‘You exposed a weakness. A fear. The room simply reacted to it.’ She looked to Hop. ‘Do you not have any fears, young master?’

He shifted. The stiffness of his robe brushed against his legs.

The sudden scent of blood. A sharp metallic taste.

He focused on the beautiful galaxy outside, not the terrible memories fighting for dominance. ‘N-no. Fear is bad.’ Hop glanced behind him. ‘You say that as if the room is alive.’

‘You are observant as well as wittering. This is not a place where people can simply wander. That room is designed to deal with those who find themselves here.’

‘Deal with them?’

‘Exterminate them. It is a kindness. Better that than to wander this place.’

‘But it didn’t “exterminate” us?’ Hop said.

‘No.’ She swept a wing before her. ‘You asked for a door, I obliged.’

‘That was you?’ Hop beamed. ‘Thank you . . . um . . . do you have a name?’

‘Dolores.’

‘Dolly!’

‘Dolores.’

Behind Dolores a shape dashed in and out of the dark corners. A tiny child. A girl with matted masses of long red hair. Her hand reached up from beneath the table, seized a silver spoon and then vanished.

Ah. Could that be whom he had saved from the entrance chamber?

Hop snickered as the girl’s head poked out beneath the plaid tablecloth, huge blue eyes sweeping over the room.

‘Here’s the situation,’ Amber said. ‘We’ve lost our memories, and we’re not going back in the spider room. Are you the mastermind?’

‘My master created this place. I am simply looking after it for him while he is otherwise occupied.’

The girl groped the top of the table. As her fingers brushed a spoon, it slipped and crashed to the floor with an almighty CLANG. She vanished beneath the table.

Dolores whirled around, feathers puffing. ‘OUT WITH THEE. I INVOKE UPON YOU THE NAME OF MY MASTER. THIS IS A PLACE OF CALM AND RESPITE. YOU SHALL NOT LINGER WHERE YOU ARE NOT—’

‘It’s only a little girl,’ Hop said, tugging Dolores’s cloak. ‘And you’re scaring her.’ He placed Skully on top of the table, then reached beneath. ‘You’re the one who asked for my help, aren’t—?’

A sharp pain. He yelped and drew his hand back. There were two tiny teeth marks in his skin. ‘She bit me.’

Amber threw up her hands. ‘Bollocks to that. Get rid of her, owl-lady.’

‘It’s okay.’ Hop swept up the fallen spoon and waved it near the table. ‘You’re just scared, right? You don’t really want to hurt me.’

‘Many things here wish to hurt you,’ Dolores said. ‘They would like nothing more than to listen to your screams of agony.’

Hop wiggled the spoon. ‘Come out and you can have the spoon. I won’t hurt you. Neither will they.’

‘I made no such promise,’ Dolores said.

‘Nor I,’ Amber agreed.

The girl edged out of the darkness. She was pale, with an adorable dimpled chin. Her lips were chapped, and her collarbones pressed against her skin. Ragged clothes hung loosely from her starved frame. The skin across her arms was scarred and wrinkled, pink mottled with white; the pattern almost looked like butterfly wings.

‘She’s been burned,’ Dolores commented. ‘Those are old scars.’

The girl seized the spoon and disappeared it into a canvas sack at her side. The bag clinked suspiciously.

‘My name’s Hop. What’s yours?’

In answer, Hop was pummelled by an array of cutlery and coins.

The girl dashed across the room. As she leaped for the door, Dolores brandished her stick towards her. The girl hung in mid-air, bare feet dangling.

Dolores sighed irritably. ‘Not sure how this one got through. I’ll toss her back where she belongs.’

As Dolores swept her stick across the room, the girl moved with it.

‘No!’ Hop leaped up. ‘Wait!’

Dolores turned to him, the girl hanging suspended beside her. ‘There are rules here. Rules that must not be broken. You asked me to open a door, so I did. I invited you and the belligerent young mistress in. This one was an uninvited tagalong.’

The girl swiped uselessly at Dolores, arms too short to reach.

‘I’ll look after her!’ Hop cried.

Dolores’s eyes flickered over the child with thinly veiled disgust. ‘This one stole from me, bit you, then attacked you with cutlery. She has besmirched this sacred place of repose.’

‘Sure. But she’s here because of me. She’s my guest. So please put her down.’

Dolores sighed, lowering the girl. ‘She is to return every single spoon she swiped.’

The girl scurried behind Hop, using his legs as a shield.

Hop took her hands and lowered to her level. ‘Don’t worry, you’re safe now. What’s your name?’

She didn’t attack him, but she didn’t answer either. She stared, as if trying to decide if he was more bunny or beast.

‘I’m eleven, and Amber’s . . .’

‘Fourteen.’

‘How old are you?’

She stared.

‘Maybe five? Or six? You’re small so it’s hard to know. Why are you here? Do you remember anything? We both lost our memories and—’

Her hands started moving strangely. She tapped her fingers against her palm.

Hop stared. ‘Uhhh . . .’

Frustrated, she threw down her hands and opened her mouth wide, displaying the sharp teeth that had nipped him. But instead of a tongue, she only had a short stub of pink flesh.

‘I don’t like it when you go quiet, Hop,’ Amber said.

Hop’s gut squirmed.

Fear is bad. Find the good.

Maybe . . . she hated having a tongue? Perhaps she bit it off herself.

‘Bunny, say something.’

‘She hasn’t got a tongue,’ Hop said.

‘What?’

‘Not to worry! I can talk enough for both of us!’

‘“Not to worry”?’ Amber stormed over. ‘Says the boy with all five senses intact. This can’t be a coincidence – first my eyes, and now her tongue. Hey, birdbrain, does your master like mutilating people?’

‘Depends.’

Hop was pretty sure he was fully intact, so if Dolores’s master had hurt the two girls, why not Hop also? Maybe this wasn’t his handiwork? Perhaps something else had happened to them?

Hop reached for the girl, but she flinched. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll look after you. First, you need a name.’ He took in her small form. ‘Little. I think it suits you wonderfully.’

Little uttered one word, half formed and clumsy. She had to attempt it a few times before Hop could guess at her meaning. ‘Are you trying to say “daddy”?’

She nodded.

‘You have a . . . daddy? Is he here too?’

She shook her head.

He jumped up. His burst of energy sent her dashing away, wedging herself between the oven and a stack of books. ‘I’ll get Little to her daddy. Show me the way out, please.’

Dolores preened her wing feathers for an overly long time. ‘Sit. We must speak.’

Hop led Amber to a chair, then sat beside her.

Dolores moved to the cooker; when she turned back around, she wielded a tray of cinnamon cookies. ‘I have infinite knowledge of the cosmos, of all the universes and galaxies that have existed, do exist, and will exist, and I find cookies to be the most pleasing aspect of all.’

‘Agreed!’ Hop grabbed one. It was satisfyingly crunchy on the outside, but soft and squishy inside. It was, he decided, the most delicious thing he’d ever eaten.

Dry crumbs coating his tongue. A quirk of a smile.

Then that voice in his head again. The same one that told him to find the good: ‘Apologies. It seems flavour is an unknown quantity to the cooks here.’

Dolores leaned on her stick. ‘You said you possess no memories at all. Are you quite certain?’

Hop had some hazy memories. Good ones, like kind words and biscuits. But also others that were not good at all. Strong hands. Raised voices.

Hop swallowed a lump of cookie. ‘No. No memories.’

‘Absolutely,’ Amber said firmly.

‘That is unusual. This place thrives on memories. It is made of them. I see no reason why it would take them.’ She rubbed her chin with her wing. ‘Of course, it could be the result of shock or trauma.’

‘I don’t have any trauma,’ Hop said.

There was a long silence.

‘Or someone has intervened,’ Dolores said. ‘And for whatever reason, does not wish you to remember something I suspect may be of great importance. Perhaps you went digging somewhere you were not supposed to.’

‘To be fair, that does sound like you,’ Amber said.

Hop didn’t argue. He did like digging.

‘But as I say, this place is made of memories – the walls are carved from them, the floors are laid with them. So I dare say, if you linger here long enough, you’ll regain them. Memories have a way of finding people here.’

Hop glanced down at his robes. A flash of red beneath the table.

Laughter. Cruel and spiteful.

When he glimpsed that blood all he felt was fear. Fear with no good at all.

That was not a memory he ever wished to find him.

‘We need to get out of here,’ he said. ‘T-To get Little to her daddy.’

‘This is no mere house you can enter and exit at will,’ Dolores said. ‘This place has many names. But the most appropriate for your unique minds would simply be . . . the labyrinth.’

‘A maze with doors,’ Amber said through a mouthful of cookie.

‘A maze!’ Hop leaped from his chair. ‘Are we here to play a game?’

‘It is no game,’ Dolores said, her voice deep.

‘Then why are we here?’

The silence hung heavy. He thought Dolores would not answer; then finally she spoke: ‘Because you did something terrible. And someone wants you to suffer for it.’

The word was a blade through his gut. It echoed deep within from a locked box of memories. A voice so dripping with hatred it was impossible to comprehend how someone could loathe him enough for it to twist their words so.

Suffer. Suffer. SUFFER!

‘Young master.’ Soft feathers clasped his hands. ‘I seldom find a purpose for self-destruction. It’s a waste. And I immensely dislike waste.’

He had pulled at the skin around his thumbs so furiously blood speckled both hands.

He tucked them behind his back and forced a smile. ‘That can’t be right. We’re not capable of terrible things. We’re children.’

‘Nevertheless, you are here. And escape is not possible through some back door.’

‘But we must escape.’ He clung to the word like a life raft at sea, as if it was carved into his very soul. Escape. He had to escape.

‘My master only created one way out of the labyrinth – the Bone Door.’

‘That sounds bloody horrendous,’ Amber said.

‘Where is it?’ Hop asked eagerly.

‘The path to the Bone Door is perilous. If I were you, I would not seek it. Instead, you may stay here with me. This is a safe house between the rooms. Linger here and your memories may return to you. I will bake you cookies and—’

‘No,’ Hop said strongly. ‘We must escape. We will find the Bone Door. Tell me how.’

She stiffened. ‘It lays beyond four rooms. Four doors. You must locate these doors and pass through them to find the Bone Door.’

‘We already did one,’ Amber pointed out, still chewing her way through the cookie tray.

‘That was the entrance chamber, young mistress. It doesn’t count.’

‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

‘I can do it. I found the first door! I’m good at finding things!’ Hop said. He’d already found Little, after all.

‘Finding the doors will be straightforward but unlocking them is another matter entirely. They will not open until you satisfy all the requirements. Each room will set you a task. A mission of sorts. You must complete it, then go through the door before you run out of time.’

‘What kind of mission?’

‘I cannot say, but they will be fiendishly difficult, and most likely impossible for your immature brain to comprehend.’

Amber turned in her chair. ‘What happens if we fail?’

Storm clouds moved in Dolores’s galaxy eyes. ‘The consequences, if you do not escape in time, will be unpleasant. There will be no cookies. No safe rooms with delightful owls to tend to you. There will only be nothingness, and your souls eternally seeking an escape you will never find.’

Hop pressed his palms to the table, breathing deeply.

‘I’m with you, Bunny,’ Skully said. ‘Where you go, I follow.’

He glanced at Amber. ‘What do you think, Amber?’

She leaned back in her chair. ‘I’m used to nothingness. Besides, you’ll need someone to make sure you don’t skip off a cliff or something.’

‘That’s right – we can do it!’ Hop grinned. ‘Together we can do anything!’

‘Now see here.’ Dolores swept towards him, her stick striking the floor. ‘I understand you lack basic common sense due to what I can only assume is some sort of horrendous head injury, but do try and employ some. My master designed these tasks. He is wise, and powerful. But mercy is not often one of his virtues. You should stay here. We will regain your memories. Perhaps then, when you are older, you will be more equipped to make a decision that won’t end in your eternal damnation. Once you accept, there is no turning back. You must complete the first mission, or you will fail.’

Hop licked his dry lips. Even sitting here, in this pleasant room, he felt his memories creeping up on him, like shadows lengthening at his heels. ‘But I have to escape.’

Her wing rested upon his shoulder, warm and soft. ‘Escape is not the only option. Often, it is not even the best one.’

As he shifted, the red of his robes flashed from beneath the table.

The glint of a knife.

A scream.

Then silence. Terrible gut-wrenching silence.

No good to be found there. And none here either, waiting for that awful memory to gain strength and clarity. He could outrun it. Leave it in the dark where it belonged.

He clenched his trembling hands into fists. ‘We’re going to find the Bone Door. We’re going to escape. I accept your master’s task.’
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3 Respite Room

Not even Dolores’s cookies could coax Little out of her hiding spot. Hop wished he had more shiny items to tempt her with, but Dolores forbade him from sacrificing any more of her belongings.

It wasn’t until Amber warned her that she’d be left in there with Dolores for eternity that the girl scurried out, seeking sanctuary behind Hop’s legs.

‘I do hope you know what you’re doing,’ Dolores said.

‘Not even a little!’ Hop said confidently. ‘But we’ll work it out.’

Her beak twitched. ‘Indeed. Well, I won’t send you out completely defenceless.’ She motioned to a bulging backpack. ‘It’s filled with basic provisions: food, ropes, knives and such. With a bit of luck, you’ll survive long enough to starve to death.’

Hop slipped the backpack on. There was also a bundle of leather straps that went over the front of his chest, ending in a strange sling. ‘What’s this for?’

‘For that rotting carcass you carry.’

‘She’s not so sweet-smelling herself.’

Hop nestled Skully neatly in the sling. They hung at his chest, facing out. ‘Perfect!’

‘I thought it wise to allow you two free hands to fight off your foes.’

Amber’s head snapped towards Dolores. ‘What kind of “foes”?’

She tapped her cane on the floor. ‘The task you have undertaken may be impossible, but my master in his infinite generosity has permitted me to bestow a gift to aid you. I will provide the item that your heart cries out for. Your deepest desire to assist you in your quest.’

‘Oh, grand.’ Amber rubbed her hands. ‘Heavy weaponry.’

‘That is not your greatest desire.’ Dolores levelled her eyes at Hop. ‘Let’s get some new clothes, shall we? For everyone.’

Hop’s desire to be rid of the blood had overwhelmed everyone else’s. He felt a little guilty, but a greater part of him just wanted it gone. If he didn’t see the blood, that memory might stop triggering.

His body felt hot and tingly all over. Like dipping cold limbs into a warm bath.

The white robe soaked with blood was gone. Instead, he wore black leggings and sturdy leather boots with lots of shiny buckles. A forget-me-not-blue shirt sat beneath a half-tunic/half-cloak knitted from rainbow wool. Best of all was an overly long red scarf, tied snuggly around his neck. It felt like being hugged. Or very gently strangled.

He spun in place, marvelling at the colours. ‘It’s perfect! It’s wonderful! It’s wonderfully perfect.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t want you to die of hypothermia before you attempt the mission.’

‘Am I dying of cold then?’ Amber tugged at her clothes. The ribboned outfit was gone. She now wore a loose-fitting long-sleeved shirt and shorts, with a sleeveless topaz-blue dress over them, edged in gold.

‘No,’ Dolores said. ‘Yours will allow you to run freely while he serves as prey.’

‘Gotcha.’

Even Little’s rags had been replaced by a yellow tunic with puffy brown shorts. Hop wished that the sleeves were long enough to cover up her butterfly-wing scars, though. Seeing them made his heart ache.

‘I chose a bright colour for Little. I suspect you may have reason to “locate” her.’ Dolores hobbled to the door and then pressed her cane to it. ‘Master, the quest has been accepted.’

All at once the room darkened.

Little drew closer to Hop’s legs, trembling.

A spear of silver light pierced the blackness. The door flashed with an array of symbols, strange and unreadable. Then, finally, two words formed.

‘“The Ancients”,’ Hop read. ‘What does it mean?’

Dolores did not turn. ‘My help for you ends here. To assist you any further would disobey my master’s orders. You are on your own now.’

‘You’re not alone.’

‘I’m not alone,’ Hop repeated. He linked his arm through Amber’s.

As he drew closer to the door, a great heaviness pressed down upon his chest. His hairs stood up on end.

‘Remember, this place may be made of memories, but I assure you, what you experience beyond this door will be as real as I am. It can harm. It can hurt. And it can kill.’ Dolores’s voice echoed. ‘If you do not complete the mission within the time limit, then the door will not open. If you do manage to complete the mission and open the door, you must pass through before your time expires. It will not open again.’

The door swung open, blasting Hop with a gust of savage wind. Then a tug, in his core, pulling him closer to the door. The place beyond was urging him in. It was eager. It hungered.

‘You have until the moon is full. Good luck, children.’

‘Wait!’ Hop called, gritting his teeth against the pull of the door. ‘How will we know what the mission is?’

If Dolores answered, he did not hear. Long fingers of wind snatched his arms and pressed into his back. He lost Amber’s arm and his footing all at once. Then he was falling, falling, falling into the pitch-black darkness.
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The pain came first.

It eclipsed everything. Stole the sight from his eyes. Silenced the thoughts in his head. White-hot agony. Fire lashing up his left arm. The flesh was being torn apart, stripped and flayed from the muscle and bone beneath.

A flash of light. Then hands. Hands upon his shoulders, a distant voice. ‘Hop! Hop!’

Amber’s sunray eyes gleamed above him.

The pain in his arm eased to a distant throbbing. He was lying flat on something soft.

‘What’s wrong? Why are you screaming?’

‘My arm. Was it torn off? Set on fire?’

Amber’s hands ran down his shoulders. ‘Don’t be daft,’ she snorted, though the concern didn’t leave her voice. ‘You’re holding it to your chest.’

He edged it out gingerly, wincing as he pulled back his sleeve. His arm beneath looked completely normal, until he turned it over.

It was on fire. Maybe. Tracks of molten light tore through the skin of his underarm. They pumped with a white glow, just like the door in the entrance chamber. But these were not random cuts, they were letters.

‘There’s something written in my skin.’

‘What is it?’ Amber’s fingers brushed the lines.

‘“Claim the golden egg.” ’ So that was their mission. Hop touched the writing. It didn’t feel as if it was on fire. But there was something else, a round outline glowing at his wrist. ‘There’s also a ball?’

Amber’s fingers traced the strange mark. ‘That’s not a ball. It’s a new moon. The prickly bird said we had until the full moon. That’s our clock. Once that fills up it’s game over. You okay to stand?’

‘See, you do care about me!’

She yanked him up. ‘Just get up and tell me where we are.’

They stood within an ocean of green. Green was Hop’s favourite colour. He had not remembered that until now. Tall uncut grass stretched out in every direction, over endless rolling hills and dense forests. He couldn’t see a single wall. No stone structures enclosing them. Just woodland growing wild, fast rivers pouring into frothing waterfalls, and far in the distance through shifting fog, the dark outlines of mountains.

The wind brought a scent with it. One that pricked at Hop’s mind. Earthy and sharp, with sweet dewy undertones.

Memories stirred.

Burying his nose deep into the soil. Sniffing at the lingering scent on his fingers when nobody was looking.

Nature. Plants. Life.

It smelled like life.

He threw his arms wide. ‘Everything’s green and growing. We’re not in a room, we’re in a whole world ! It’s HUGE!’

‘And we have to find one lousy egg in it. Grand.’

Hop looked for Little, assuming she would be leaping through the heather. Instead, she was kneeling in the grass, staring horrified at a snowdrop. She touched a petal, shrieked and sprinted back to Hop.

‘What’s wrong? Haven’t you ever seen grass before?’

She gaped in all directions, clinging to Hop’s legs.

‘What’s she doing?’

‘Hugging me. I think she likes me.’

‘Right, if she’s hugging you this place must be fecking horrendous. Let’s get the golden egg and get out of here.’ As Amber strode away, Hop sighed.

‘It really is very beautiful,’ Skully said. ‘But beautiful things are not always as they appear. Careful, Bunny.’

* * *

The sun was setting when Hop spotted the people.

He hadn’t been looking for people. He had been looking for flowers. He was already mentally cataloguing the ones he spotted – a powdery pink bloom of common centaury on a damp woodland ridge, red campion which was more pink than its name implied, and a meadow of red clover that Little had screamed at non-stop.

He had been trying to tell Amber all the properties of red clover when figures dashed through the forest. They streamed out from all directions, cloaks fluttering behind them, faces masked by long hoods.

‘Amber!’ Hop gripped her arm. ‘There’re people. All running in the same direction.’

‘You sure? I can’t hear or feel them.’

She was right. Hundreds of pounding feet sprinted through the grass as silent as falling leaves.

One passed near him. Beyond the hood, there was only darkness and two large glowing orbs.

‘Are they actually human?’ Amber asked, gripping a long branch she had been using to navigate.

The silence was concerning, he had to admit. And the glowing eyes distinctly non-human, but Amber didn’t have eyes and she was just lovely.

‘They’re human. Different kinds of humans but humans, I’m sure. Maybe they know about the egg?’

Amber seized his arm. ‘Not that I doubt your flawless judgement, but how about we follow them at a distance just in case there’s the slightest chance they want to viciously murder us?’

‘People don’t just murder people.’

‘They do. That’s exactly what they do.’

With Little trailing them, Hop took Amber’s hand and crouched low, following the figures through the trees. Some were tall, some so small they clutched the cloaks of the larger ones so they would not be swallowed by the grass. They spoke with strange soft noises like whispers of the wind.

Finally, they broke out into a clearing. The grass had been cut here, and so had the trees. Six stumps stood in the centre.

Hop’s heart ached. It was a terrible thing, to cut a tree to the stump.

The cloaked figures huddled in a tight circle around the stumps, then a tall person stepped forward, dressed in an emerald cloak. All the glowing eyes swivelled to them.

They spoke, lyrical syllables drifting together so it sounded more like a song. The words were so hushed and the winds so wild they were mostly stolen before they reached Hop. But he caught one word: ‘Offerings.’

‘More people are moving forward,’ Hop whispered to Amber as they stood at a distance. ‘They’re holding bundles.’

Six people grasped cloth parcels. They placed them atop the stumps. The bundles made them look less like felled trees, and more like altars. Maybe they were apologizing to the trees for cutting them down. What kind of gift could you give to a tree? Hop liked shortbread, made with lots of butter and plenty of clotted cream.

‘Bunny.’ Skully uttered his name like a warning. ‘We should leave.’

A bundle moved. Not a trick of the wind. It squirmed.

The six figures stood still and silent.

‘What’s happening?’ Amber asked.

The people’s long sleeves darted into the depths of their cloaks in unison. Together they drew blades.

The bundle moved again. Another began to wail. Then, from the bundle nearest Hop, a tiny hand reached out.

‘Bunny—’

The knives fell together. Six hollow thuds as the blades plunged into the bundles and stuck firm into the wood beneath.

The wail was cut short. The bundles stopped moving.

A dull noise echoed in Hop’s ears, as if he were hearing underwater. He couldn’t drag his eyes away from the stillness of the bundles, from the dark red liquid seeping through the fabric.

A voice in his head, solemn and strange: ‘They will never forgive you for this, you understand. They will not forget.’

Then another: ‘Good.’

Pain tore through his skull. The ground rocked. Hop gasped and fell into Amber, who crumbled under his weight.

The figures scattered into the wind, cloaks fluttering as they fled in all directions.

‘What the hell, Hop?’ Amber struggled out from beneath him.

Hop focused very hard on a rather lovely cowslip, sprouting like a patch of sunshine. Cowslips were called that because they usually grew in manure. Wonderful things out of something slightly less wonderful.

Find the good.

‘Hop! What did they do? Did I hear a baby crying?’

No. No babies in those bundles. It had been shortbread. Just shortbread and jam and nothing else.

‘You know what you saw.’

Hop’s gut lurched. That voice was the same one that had called something terrible ‘good’ in his memory. It had weight to it, this voice. It pressed upon his chest, stealing the air from his lungs as he stared at the cowslip’s yellow petals.

‘I didn’t see anything,’ he said dully.

‘What’s that?’ Amber turned to him.

‘You saw what they did. You saw those blades fall. You know what was really in those bundles.’

Hop went cold. The earth seemed to tremble beneath him. ‘There weren’t any babies. He’s lying, Amber.’

‘Who’s lying? That skull you talk to that nobody else can hear?’

‘My words are for you. You with your golden curls. What a beauty you are. How almost perfectly formed. Yet so fragile. So very breakable. Look at me, my sweet little Buttercup.’

Hop’s body moved against his will, forced him to see.

A tall masculine figure loomed over him. His form shifted and pulsed, his white edges blurring like a shadow. A curtain of midnight hair fell beside his features, which were pale and sharp like cracked bone. There was no warmth in his ice-coloured eyes. No goodness. Just hunger. The same ravenous hunger that had pulled Hop through the door to this room.

Hop closed his eyes. His hand leaped to his thumb, opening the healing wounds, pulling at the scabs. He leaned into the pain.

‘Hop.’ Amber took his hands. ‘That’s not Skully you’re hearing, is it?’

‘No,’ he whispered.

‘I heard voices too. In the entrance chamber.’

‘What did they say?’

‘A load of bollocks. And when people talk bollocks, there’s only one thing you should do.’

‘She knows nothing. She does not know about the dead children.’

The words ‘dead children’ speared through his chest. He bent double, avoiding looking at the stumps. There weren’t children. He had not seen children in those bundles. Just shortbread. ‘What should I do?’

‘You tell them to fuck off.’

Hop closed his eyes tighter. ‘I . . . I would quite like it if you were to go away, please, Mr Shadow-man.’

‘Yeah, away with you, Shadow-prick.’

Silence.

When Hop opened his eyes, the man with the icy gaze was gone. It was silent. Just the wind whistling through the leaves, and a single yellow cowslip.

‘Did it work?’

‘You’re amazing, Amber.’ But as she smirked, a shiver travelled down the nape of Hop’s neck. When he turned, he swore a pale shape crept behind him, twisting out of sight.
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Little sat on the grass surrounded by the bundles. One was cradled in her lap. It might have been a sweet scene if her hand wasn’t buried wrist-deep in the fabric.

‘Don’t do that!’ Hop cried.

She ignored him and delved inside, plucking out a tiny braided bracelet, pocketing it swiftly.

‘Stop that!’ Hop picked the cowslip and thrust it in her face. ‘Look at this. So shiny and yellow, like gold!’

Little shrieked, scrambling away as she clutched the bundle in red-stained hands.

Red.

From the jam on the shortbread. That must be it.

The ground swayed beneath him. Hop steadied his feet.

‘Hop!’ Amber called. She was standing before one of the stumps, her palm pressed on its top. ‘These have something carved into them. Are there any clues about the egg?’

There were rough shapes carved into the wood, encircled by words in a language Hop couldn’t read.

‘I think this one’s a sun?’ He ran his hand over the circular design.

‘Mine feels like a flower.’

He nearly knocked Amber sideways as he bounded over. ‘It’s a lily! They don’t grow well by themselves; they need friends, at least four or five to encourage each other!’

‘Are any of them eggs?’

Hop checked the last four, describing them to Amber. One was shaped like a raindrop, the next a mushroom; there was also a leaf (a field maple, he reckoned), and – strangest of all – a snake eating its own tail.

Hop tapped his chin. ‘Maybe we have to get an egg from a snake? Do snakes lay eggs?’

‘You know all about the most random plants and you don’t know if snakes lay eggs?’

‘That’s right!’ Hop swung his arms. ‘That’s why I asked. That’s how you learn things.’

A tremendous shudder swept across the earth, throwing Hop atop the snake stump.

‘What is that?’ Amber yelled. ‘Earthquake?’

‘Look up,’ Skully said.

Hop thought that he had imagined the ground shaking earlier, that the people had fled because they spotted him.

But that didn’t make sense. He was cute and squishy and not at all scary.

No. They had fled because the ground had trembled, and they knew it was no earthquake.

Several hundred feet away an immense being walked across the earth, its head brushing the clouds. At first Hop thought it a mountain, its flesh carved from the same coarse rock. But mountains did not move. They did not have arms and legs and a single gigantic eye in the centre of their foreheads.

‘Tell me what’s happening,’ Amber yelled. ‘Be honest this time.’

‘It’s a really tall man-mountain with one big eye. It’s closed though. Maybe he’s sleepwalking?’ Hop squinted. For one incredulous moment he thought the man-mountain was wearing a hat. ‘Oh. He has horns too, long and pointy.’

Amber went very quiet.

‘Amber—’

‘I’m processing.’

The beast thudded in the distance, the ground trembling with every movement. Then it stopped. The world went completely still. Even the wind seemed to calm.

It opened its eye. A flash of glowing red, then all the trees it looked upon fell like cut wheat. The grass blackened and died. That terrible red eye bled the life of all it glimpsed upon in the space between breaths. There, then gone.

Hop’s limbs stiffened. Fear is bad. Fear is—

The giant’s head snapped towards him.

‘Run.’

Little was already fleeing, dashing between the high grass. Hop grabbed Amber’s hand and ran. ‘Don’t look back! Don’t look at its eye!’

‘I think I can manage that!’

The cover of the forest wasn’t far. Hop crashed into the undergrowth, nettles biting at his ankles as he crouched. He bundled Amber under his arm and waited, deathly still. The trembling continued, the trees rattling around him as the beast carved its way through the land. Red light flashed overhead. Dust rose around them, catching in Hop’s throat. He resisted the urge to cough.

After several increasingly uncomfortable minutes, the shaking lessened. Hop risked a glance – the mountain had turned away, rock arms swinging as it went to wreak destruction elsewhere.

‘I think we’re okay.’ Hop sat back, breathing heavily. Little peeked out of a nearby bush.

Twenty feet away, where the monster must have looked with its destructive gaze, the trees and bushes were completely black, as if they had been dead for a thousand years.

Amber scowled and fussed with her hair. ‘Oh, we’re grand. We have an unknown amount of time to find a golden egg we have no idea about or we’ll be locked in here forever, and the only people we’ve met did something so obviously fucked up that you won’t even talk about it.’

‘They just gave offerings.’

‘And now we’ve also got to make sure we don’t get squished or obliterated by a giant walking mountain.’ She threw down her arms. ‘Knowing our luck, that thing’s probably got the egg strapped to its fucking back.’

She was scared. That wouldn’t do.

Hop plucked a little white flower. ‘At least we have daisies.’

‘If you say one more thing about flowers—’

‘The name comes from “day’s eye” because of the way they open up at dawn. As long as we have daisies opening up and showing all their flowers, then we still have dawn. Even if it seems dark and hopeless, it can’t be that bad.’ He brushed the flower to her cheek. ‘As long as we have daisies.’

‘Why are you so obsessed with flowers?’ Amber grunted. ‘I’d get it if it was dogs or birds or something exciting that moves. Ach, flowers, really?’

‘Flowers are exciting!’ Hop said. ‘They have to deal with all the same problems as animals – finding food, reproducing, avoiding being eaten – but they have to do it all while rooted to one spot. The fact that they can’t move is what’s so special about them! They’re living incredible lives, only on a different timeline. People just have to be reminded to look at them.’

A rustle to his right. Little dashed by in a flash of yellow, crouching behind him.

They were not alone.

A figure stood between the trees, half shrouded in shadow. All Hop could make out in the dying sun was a strange, bent shape, leaning to one side. A flutter of dog-eared fabric.

‘Hide,’ Skully commanded.

He leaped up. ‘Hi! Nice to meet you. My name’s Hop, this is Amber, and the small one is Little. What’s your name?’

The person did not respond. They stood, swaying silently.

‘Are you hurt?’ Hop stepped forward.

Click click click.

They came in a rhythm, those clicks.

Click click click.

Constant. Like the ticking of a clock.

‘Is that your voice?’ Hop tried to replicate the noise, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth.

The setting sun drenched the forest in soft amber light, lifting the shadows from their form.

It was a being of two halves. The right, with the threadbare cloak, was rotted away. Grey sloughs of flesh shifted over white bone. Maggots writhed beneath paper-thin skin. Empty drooping flesh where an eye socket should be. A gust of wind freed a piece of limp skin. It fell and stuck to the cloak.

The left side was as fresh and pink as a newborn baby. Unblemished and perfect, naked as the day it was born. The only thing it was missing was a face. Red blooms of rose petals burst from the flesh, like a protrusion of crimson scales.

‘Hop,’ Amber said, her voice low. ‘The air’s gone cold.’

It was quiet too. Even the insects had stopped buzzing.

Click click click.

With each noise, their head moved to the right, click click click, turning and twisting downwards, like the hands of a clock.

Click click click.

Their head turned completely upside down. The rotting eye socket hung open where a mouth should be.

Hop forced a smile. ‘That looks painful. Maybe I can help. Let me come a little closer.’

Click click click.

‘Don’t!’ Amber cried.

He froze.

The creature raised its head to the air, like a dog sniffing prey on the wind. Then it lunged. It ploughed straight into Hop, flinging him aside. He hit the ground, chest first, losing all the air in his lungs.

‘Get off!’ Amber shrieked.

The thing was upon her. One rancid bone hand wrapped around her wrist, pinning her to the ground.

Hop tried to move, but his lungs burned. He fell back on the moist grass. ‘Little . . . Help!’

She stood still, eyes wide and unblinking as she watched the beast.

‘Feck off me!’ Amber thrust her foot against its chest. As it staggered back, she scrambled through the fallen leaves.

The creature was close behind. It scuttled on all fours, head to the earth, tracking like a bloodhound.

‘It’s blind . . .’ Hop said. ‘Amber, I think it’s blind!’

‘So am I!’

Hop threw a rock at the creature’s head. It ricocheted off but the monster didn’t even flinch.

Amber’s palms slammed against a tree. She climbed, scrambling madly for footholds. But a skeletal hand locked around her ankle.

‘Get away from me, creep!’ She clutched on to a branch.

‘Leave Amber alone . . . please!’ Hop finally summoned enough energy to rise to his feet.

Snap. The branch broke. The beast seized Amber, holding her above the earth by her throat as she kicked and flailed, desperately tearing handfuls of its rotting cloak.

Clickclickclickclickclick.

The head spun rapidly, then a great gaping hole opened in the centre. Endless rows of sharp white teeth spiralled into darkness.

Amber screamed.

As the beast yanked her towards that horrifying mouth, Hop lunged for her leg. ‘No! Not to eat!’

The beast pulled back, dragging Hop across the slick earth.

‘Little! Grab her other leg!’ Hop screamed.

Little snapped out of her daze, eyes flickering to those rows of knife-like teeth.

‘Little—’

She ran in the opposite direction, shimmying her tiny body down a rabbit hole.

The creature opened its mouth wider. It smelled like rotting carcasses. Like flowers gone to mulch. And something else. Hot and red.

Blood.

Hop gagged. Amber’s leg slipped through his fingers.

A wet noise. A snap. A scream.

Amber’s hand was buried inside the beast’s mouth. Crimson blood dripped down the rose petals.

Its blood or hers?

Amber pulled her hand out with a guttural scream. She was missing a finger.

Hers.

The creature stilled. It raised its head as the blood ran down its cheeks, then a long black tongue unfurled, lapping at the drops. Savouring.

Hop wrenched Amber’s leg, and this time she came free. Hop pulled her into his arms, but she was hysterical, waving her arm and spraying blood everywhere.

‘We need to hide!’ Hop staggered up, dragging Amber as she leaned heavily into him. Little had escaped down a rabbit hole. A hole big enough for her. But too small for the beast.

Hopefully it would fit them too.

‘Come on, Amber, inside, quickly.’ He guided her down, helping to push as she shimmied her body tearfully inside. She fit. Just. But Hop was rounder than her.

A moist gurgle.

‘Quickly, Bunny!’

Hop forced himself down the hole, twisting his limbs so he would fit.

Almost.

When he tried to wiggle his bum down, it wouldn’t budge, no matter how he tried to shift it. He was stuck.

Click click click.

He clawed at the dirt desperately. Just a little further. Just a little—

Clickclickclickclickclick.

Amber’s bloodied hand reached for his. With one almighty tug he finally squeezed through the hole, landing on top of Little and Amber.

The narrow hole led into a wider space below, about as long as he was tall. It was cramped, so he couldn’t stand, but there was enough space for him to shimmy his body around to look up out of the hole.

Click click click.

The shadow of a shape.

Sniff sniff.

Hop lay beside a shuddering Amber, holding her hand in his, trying to stop the flow of blood.

As she wailed, the creature’s head snapped towards the hole.

It wasn’t deaf then. But the only voice it cared about was Amber’s.

‘Shh . . .’ Hop placed his hand over her mouth. ‘It’s okay. It’ll be okay.’ He stroked her hair and kissed her forehead.

Her sobbing quietened.

The beast rushed around on all fours, tongue lolling as it snuffled at the entrance of the hole. It was almost as if it was following a very particular scent.

Blood. Amber’s blood.

Hop wiped his hand, wet with Amber’s blood, on a rock nestled in the dirt. Then cast it out of the hole. It flew and landed with a distant thud.

The creature reared up and then scuttled away, vanishing between the trees, quick and silent.

‘Good throw, Bunny.’

Hop lay frozen beside Amber, his hand cupped over her mouth. He waited until the forest breathed again. Until birds tweeted and insects chirped. Until life returned. Only then did he remove his hand.

Amber shuddered furiously.

He wrapped his arms around her, pressing their foreheads together. ‘It’ll be okay.’

‘It ate my finger.’

‘I promise. I swear . . . I’ll get you another finger. I’ll get you ten fingers. Twenty! How many fingers do you want?’

She buried her head in his shoulder, shaking. Maybe that was the wrong thing to say.

Amber made a strange hiccupping noise. She wasn’t crying. She was laughing. She pulled back, wiping her nose and smiling softly. Her smile fit her face so wonderfully that the thought of life without it left Hop feeling utterly bereft.

Something soft brushed his cheek.

A daisy. The same one he had pressed to Amber’s face earlier, a little crushed but still good. She had kept it.

‘I’m glad,’ she whispered. ‘So glad it was you I found in that entrance chamber.’
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‘Smoke.’

Skully’s panicked tones woke Hop from a deep slumber. He opened his eyes to darkness.

A woody, pungent scent attacked his nostrils. As he gasped, tendrils of hot smoke clawed at his lungs.

‘Get your arse up!’ Amber shook him hard. ‘There’s a fire!’

‘I can’t see a thing!’

‘My heart bleeds for you.’

‘Little?’

‘Couldn’t find her. Think she abandoned us.’

‘She wouldn’t—’ He coughed furiously.

‘She would. Now follow me.’ Amber climbed over him, jabbing him with sharp elbows and knees as she squeezed through the narrow hole.

Hop’s eyes were streaming by the time he shifted his body through the tightly packed earth. Sweat stuck his curls to his forehead.

Sudden blazing sunlight dazzled his vision. It was morning already.

A high-pitched scream.

‘Amber? Little?’ He staggered to his feet.

‘Don’t mo—’

He took a step.

The world spun. Everything twisted upside down. The earth was beneath his head and the sky at his feet. He was flying. Granted, he was upside down. But he was flying.

‘I can fly!’

‘Wrong.’ Amber was beside him. But she wasn’t flying and, now he realized, neither was he. They were suspended by ropes wrapped around their legs. They dangled from a tree like apples. She tried to swing her body to untie her legs but couldn’t reach.

Something came into view below. At first, Hop thought it was an animal due to the thick grey mud caking its skin, but it was a girl wearing clothes, of a sort – dried-out animal skins held together with messy stitching. Her mud-brown hair was chopped at uneven lengths. Maybe she’d attacked it with a knife.

Also, she didn’t have a face. Or rather, the face she had was the hard bark of a tree. A rough, flat brown circle with dark holes for eyes and a jagged slice of a frown, fixed and unmoving, even as she spoke.

‘Ooooooh!’ Her high-pitched voice echoed through the trees. ‘Look how big these rabbits are, brother!’

A figure slunk out of the trees as if he had been birthed by the forest. He wore a robe of woven grass sprouting flowers and mushrooms, and layered lengths of animal fur. His hair was long and matted, woven with twigs and shells. His face was like his sister’s, but instead of a frown, it displayed a constant grin.

‘What’s happening?’ Amber asked. ‘Who are they?’

‘We’ve been strung up in a tree by these siblings. They have lovely hair and no faces,’ Hop said.

‘WHAT?’

‘You see?’ the girl exclaimed. ‘I told you I could smoke ’em out if I lit a fire the other end of the hole! I said I’d get you food and I did! I’ve got us two juicy rabbits!’

The boy stared very hard at Hop.

‘Get away from us, monsters!’ Amber’s body swung wildly as she punched the air.

‘Look at that rabbit go! I love it when they wriggle. Makes the meat firmer.’ The girl withdrew a sharpened stone knife from her belt and approached Hop, running the blade beneath his chin.

His body went cold, but he pushed the fear down. Find the good. This had to be some sort of misunderstanding. They didn’t really want to eat him.

‘Hi.’ He gave an upside-down wave.

‘Hi. Would you prefer to go in a stew, or served up as steaks?’

Hop thought it over. ‘Neither, I think. If that’s okay?’

‘That’s a pity.’ She tapped the knife against his chin. ‘Because it’s gotta be one or the other.’

‘Sister,’ the boy slurred in a sleepy murmur. ‘I don’t think they’re rabbits.’

The girl cocked her head at Hop. ‘You’re not a rabbit?’

‘I don’t think so. Though Skully likes to call me “Bunny”. But my actual name is Hop!’

‘Hop!’ Amber hissed. ‘Can you interrupt this nice wee chat to, I don’t know, attack the monsters who have tied us up in a tree and plan to eat us?’

Hop looked at his hands, and then at the girl with her unmoving face. Maybe he could grab the knife. But then what? He didn’t have it in him to attack anyone, let alone creatures whose one fault was being hungry. Everyone had to eat.

The boy shuffled closer. ‘They’re humans.’

‘Thank the Gods, finally someone with sense,’ Amber said.

He poked Hop’s stomach with a sharp stick. ‘This is better. They have more fat. They will serve us for many meals. Especially the blond one.’

‘Hey!’ Amber snapped. ‘Don’t be cruel.’

Hop didn’t find it cruel. He was rounder than Amber. There was more of him to eat. That had to be a positive?

‘I’ll do the cutting,’ the boy said, whipping open his robe to reveal an impressive array of spiky objects nestled within. Maybe he was responsible for his sister’s haircut. ‘But first, we will need fire.’

‘Yay! Fire!’ she squealed as they hurried away to gather sticks and twigs.

‘Didn’t you already make a fire the other end of the hole?’ Hop asked.

‘That’s aaaaages away!’ she said.

‘Hop,’ Amber hissed. ‘Stop helping our captors and do something. I can’t die here. Not like this.’ A sheen of sweat shone on her forehead.

His own fear flickered like a distracting fly around his head. He could ignore it. He was good at that. But he wasn’t good at ignoring Amber’s.

There had to be a way out of this: he just had to find it.

The siblings stacked the firewood strangely, each holding one branch and balancing them together in perfect unison. There was no reason to stack firewood like that. Unless . . . ‘What are your names?’

‘Don’t have any,’ the boy said.

‘Of course they don’t!’ Amber snapped. ‘Monsters don’t have names.’

But Hop didn’t have a name either, not until Amber gave him one.

‘Do you only have one hand?’ he asked. ‘Both of you?’

‘Uh-huh!’ The girl leaped up and waved her left arm, of which the wrist ended in a brown stump.

‘Wow!’

‘You think that’s awesome? Check this beauty out!’ She plucked off her right leg from below the knee with an audible pop.

‘Please tell me that noise wasn’t what I think it was?’ Amber groaned.

‘She took off her leg!’ Hop said. ‘Incredible.’

‘Thank you!’ She bowed and almost toppled over, then clicked her leg back on. Now Hop was actually looking at it, it seemed obvious it wasn’t a flesh leg. It was mainly white, compared to her brown skin, with shiny parts that looked like metal. It was also smeared with black charcoal drawings.

‘What’s on it?’ Hop asked.

She thrust her leg forward. ‘This is a human-eating lizard chasing a screaming woman. She’s pregnant so it’s killing two in one go! And this is a unicorn lit on fire! And these are all skulls, like the one strapped to your chest.’

‘Their name is Skully,’ Hop said.

‘Maybe I can wear Skully on my head like a badass hat.’

‘Get me away from her.’

‘My brother’s missing both too. But the other way around. His right hand and left leg. It’s good cause it means we can still hold hands when—’ Her voice snagged. ‘H-He’s the one who likes to hold hands.’ She glanced to her brother, who was bent over the firewood. In the pits of darkness, Hop could have sworn he saw a flicker of emotion. It almost looked human.

‘Fire’s ready,’ the boy said.

She dashed behind Hop, and then sang merrily as she sawed the rope holding him up: ‘Cut the throats, take out guts, suck the bones and wear the skins! That’s the way to have din-dins!’

Hop landed in a tangle of limbs. Before he could scramble away, the girl leaped on top of him, pinning his wrists with her legs.

‘Hold still,’ she said. ‘This won’t hurt. Much. Probably. I don’t know. Our other meals only squealed for a minute or two. Five max.’

‘Apart from the first,’ the boy said, bringing a blade to Hop’s throat.

‘Apart from the first,’ she said solemnly.

‘Wait!’ Hop said. ‘Before you slice me, can I see your faces?’

They glanced at each other.

‘We don’t know what you mean!’ the girl said. ‘These are our faces!’

Hop smiled. ‘I know you’re human. I saw your eyes when you spoke about your brother.’

She recoiled. ‘I’m a mighty—’

Her brother slipped off his mask, staring at Hop with the one eye that was not covered by his masses of hair. He was a child, younger than Hop but older than Little.

The girl sighed and removed her mask too. Their features were remarkably similar: the same soft brown skin; the same long curved noses, sunken cheeks and chapped lips.

‘You don’t have any names, and you’re missing body parts.’ His lingering fear vanished. Here was his answer. Here was the good. ‘I think you’re trapped in this labyrinth just like us. How old are you?’

They looked at each other. Maybe they could communicate without speaking. They were twins after all, he was sure of it.

‘Ten,’ they said together.

‘It must’ve been scary, waking up here without your memories,’ Hop said.

‘Memories?’ the girl asked.

‘The blackness,’ the boy said emotionlessly. All his words were uttered in the same monotone. ‘The nothing. The great screaming oblivion.’

‘Exactly!’ Hop said. ‘So you see, you shouldn’t eat us. We’re like you. Amber and our friend Little are both missing body parts too: eyes and tongue. And none of us have any memories either, or names!’

‘Which part are you missing?’ the boy asked Hop, curious.

‘None,’ Hop replied at the same time as Amber said, ‘Brain.’

Hop was pretty sure that was a joke. He was the only one of them not missing any body parts. Why was that? He supposed that was a good thing. But for some reason, it made him uneasy.

‘Did Dolores give you a mission too?’ Hop asked.

The boy lifted an eyebrow. ‘Who?’

‘You didn’t meet the uptight old owl?’ Amber asked.

‘In the room that smells like cinnamon?’ Hop added.

‘No. We just woke up here a couple of months ago, no mission,’ he said slowly. ‘That’s all we can remember.’

‘Maybe it’s different for everybody, or you failed your mission and forgot?’ Hop mused. ‘Either way, we should work together.’

‘What do you think, brother?’

The boy stared at Hop, unblinking. ‘Everyone needs to eat.’ His blade drew closer.

‘Wait! I can get you more food! I’m on a quest to get Little and Amber out of here.’

‘Little? Is that the skull on your chest?’

‘No! The skull is Skully. Little is a little girl. She doesn’t speak though. But Skully does.’

‘Right . . .’ The twins exchanged a long look.

‘Anyway, I have to find the Bone Door. And to do that I need to complete some missions. See the writing on my arm? That’s the first one.’ As Hop glanced at it, he noticed a curved section of the moon had filled in with white light overnight. A crescent moon. Time was ticking. ‘Once I finish all the missions and find the Bone Door we can escape this place. If you don’t have a mission then you can’t open the door and get out. You need my help, and there will be loads of food outside.’

Hop had vague memories of it. Buttery heels of soda bread, steaming mutton stew and spiced apple cake.

The sister smirked. ‘Why would we leave for other food when food is talking to us now?’

‘For feck’s sake!’ Amber raged, swinging overhead. ‘Think with your brains if you actually have them, or do you want to stay in this hellscape forever?’

‘Hey!’ the girl snapped. ‘This is our home!’

‘It’s really pretty. You have the most beautiful flowers,’ Hop said. ‘But also I think maybe this place is not all flowers and prettiness. We’ve seen what lives here. We met one yesterday. It hurt Amber.’

The boy’s knife dipped. ‘What did you see?’

‘A monster. Half rotting and half fresh. It moved silently then attacked us. It tried to eat Amber.’

‘It did eat me! It got my finger.’

‘I had to use her blood to distract it.’

The boy’s hair fell forward, hiding his face entirely. ‘Another.’ He dropped the knife and reached for his sister’s hand.

She held it strangely, her sleeve draped over her palm.

‘You’ve seen it too?’ Hop asked.

‘Not that one,’ she said. ‘Another like it. It looked like it was on fire, its bones crumbling to ash as it moved.’

‘A tracker,’ the boy said. ‘A haunt, we call it. Because it follows you like a ghost. It . . .’ He retrieved the knife and clutched it, as if a haunt would emerge from the trees that moment.

The girl glanced at her brother.

‘It hurt him, didn’t it?’ Hop said.

She winced and nodded. ‘I had to use his blood to draw it away too . . .’

Hop realized then; she didn’t really care about food for herself. What was it she said when she first found them strung up? ‘I said I’d get you food and I did.’

This girl cared about her brother.

Hop’s chest warmed. ‘If you want to get him to safety, you should come with us. We can find the Bone Door together.’

The pressure on his wrists lifted. ‘Will it . . . be safe outside the Bone Door?’ she asked.

‘Of course! There’re no monsters there.’

‘How do you know?’ The boy’s eye dug into him.

How did he know?

He must have come from beyond the Bone Door, and he remembered only happy things. Secret biscuits, a distant chime of a bell that made his heart sing, and someone’s fingers lacing through his hair.

Other hands, holding him down. A scream. The clash of metal.

He shook his head, blinking the bad memories away. ‘I just know it’s good out there. It’s filled with wonderful things.’

The girl gripped her brother’s hand. ‘You promise? Cross your heart and stab out your eye and eat it?’

‘If I’m wrong, you can eat me.’

She grinned. She was missing her front teeth. Her tongue shot out, licking at the bare gum. ‘You got yourself a deal, rabbit!’ Finally, she released him.

‘If there’s anyone that needs stabbing on the way . . .’ the boy said, his knife vanishing into his cloak. ‘Point me at them.’

Hop shook both their hands.

They froze. The girl stared down at their touching palms.

‘Not supposed to.’

‘Can’t touch,’ her brother added. ‘Can’t ever touch skin to skin.’

But they were not pulling away. The girl stared at their hands with fascination. A twitch of a smile lit up the boy’s face, like sun through a cloud.

Hop felt fleeting power in that touch. Something he did not understand.

‘Do not,’ a deep voice said. ‘Do not ever do that again.’ A white shape flickered behind the twins. The Shadow-man.

Hop yanked his hands back. ‘Sorry. Sorry.’

‘You’ve gone pale,’ the boy said in his monotone. ‘Even more so. Did the skull say something traumatizing?’

‘No!’ Hop waved his hands.

‘It’s not just Skully that only Hop hears. There are other, less nice voices,’ Amber said. ‘Are you okay, Hop?’

‘It’s fine!’ He laughed. ‘It’s great. Everything’s great. You two need names!’

‘Why don’t you name them after you cut me down?’ Amber yelled.

As the boy hacked at Amber’s rope, Hop stared at his palms. He had only touched his skin to the twins’. But they had reacted as if he had done something incredible. Something powerful.

‘You do not possess power.’

The Shadow-man in all his terrible shifting edges loomed before him. Not solid like Amber or the twins. Not there. Not really there. He was like frost on a glass, or steam rising from boiling water. Hop only had to wave his hand and he would dissipate into the wind. Hop had power after all. And what was he, except a shadow?

But as those ice-blue eyes bore down upon him, Hop’s body went cold and still, and he felt as powerless as a bunny before a wolf.

‘So, what do you think?’

‘Huh?’

Amber was on her feet and the twins were staring expectantly.

‘Our names,’ the girl said. ‘I want something super badass or disgusting. I want people to vomit when they hear it.’

When Hop looked back, the Shadow-man was gone. He pushed himself up. ‘You’re wild, and intense. And wonderfully noisy! I think you should be Storm.’

She cackled. ‘I am the storm! I am lightning! And thunder! And rain! And a bit of vomit!’

He turned to the boy. ‘I saw you smile when I took your hand. It was so delightful I think I want to remember it forever. It was like a sunrise. You should be Sunny.’

He nodded. ‘That works. One day the sun will explode and kill everyone.’

‘I would have gone for “Loud” and “Creepy”, but I guess that works.’ Amber patted down her clothes. ‘So, we’re teaming up with our cannibal captors now?’

‘Yup! We need their help. We haven’t got a clue about this world.’ He turned back to the twins. ‘But you know the land, right? And all the things that live within it?’

‘Aye! Nobody better!’ Storm jabbed a thumb at herself. ‘I could capture any beast. Slay any enemy. Set me at them!’

‘We need to find a golden egg.’

Her grin lost its fire. ‘Oh. Right. Grand.’

‘What is it?’ Amber asked.

‘Nothing, just . . . thinking about the ripping, and the chewing and the tearing limb from limb in absolute agony. It’s gonna be AWESOME!’

‘The what now?’ Amber drew back.

‘Many things have eggs.’ Sunny spoke darkly. ‘But only she has golden eggs.’

‘She?’ Hop asked.

‘Yes. She.’ He did not elaborate.

‘Can you take me to her? I could ask if I could borrow an egg?’

The twins pressed their heads together, muttering; Hop heard only: ‘We are faster. She will feast on him first.’

They turned back to Hop. ‘I have the best news. We’re gonna help you! With absolutely no strings attached and no leaving you to die.’ Storm rocked on her heels.

‘Thank you!’

‘One question.’ Sunny dipped his head towards Hop. ‘Do you speak dragon?’
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It wasn’t until Hop and Amber had followed the twins for a good twenty minutes, and it became clear they no longer planned to eat them, that Little emerged from whatever hiding place she had been tracking them from.

Hop grinned. ‘I knew you hadn’t abandoned us!’

But Little was too busy eyeing Storm to indulge in a heartfelt reunion.

‘Sorry,’ Hop said. ‘I think Little’s a bit scared of you.’

Storm raised an eyebrow. ‘Is she now? What’s she doing?’

‘Hiding,’ Hop said as Little pinned herself behind his legs. ‘And shaking.’

‘Like actually shaking? Yes!’ Storm punched the air. ‘She’s totally scared of me.’

‘Congratulations,’ Amber said dryly. ‘You’re the scourge of six-year-olds.’

‘The scourge . . .’ Storm repeated. ‘Is it too late to change my name?’

In Hop’s opinion, Storm was the furthest thing from a scourge. Despite their artificial legs, she and Sunny raced through the forest, barrelling over fallen trees and through sodden leaves. If one stumbled or fell, each had the uncanny ability to catch the other before they hit the ground. So they skidded down the steep hills, Storm howling with delight, and when they discovered Hop’s flower obsession, led him through meadows of marigolds. When he exclaimed, ‘It’s like the sun is hugging me!’ Sunny asked Amber if he was ‘for real’, to which she responded, ‘Unfortunately, yes.’

It wasn’t until the sky turned the orange hue of scarlet pimpernels that Hop realized where they were heading. The mountains were silhouetted against the dying sun, their peaks obscured by circling grey mist.

‘We’re going to the mountains, aren’t we?’

‘You got it.’ Storm threw her arm around his neck, gagging him. ‘That’s where she lives.’

‘Why do you keep saying “she” like that?’ Amber asked. ‘We know she’s a dragon – you said as much. What’s so special about her?’

‘We should find somewhere safe,’ Sunny said. ‘Before it gets dark.’

They passed what Hop thought looked like lots of good resting places for the night, but the twins were meticulous – ‘Too open’; ‘We can’t see behind us’ − until eventually they decided on a hollowed-out fallen tree, cut in two. It was a squeeze but all five of them managed to snuggle inside, with their backs to the curved bark.

Hop rubbed his hands together. ‘I wish we could light a fire! Maybe sing some songs and—’

‘No fire,’ Sunny said. ‘You light fire. Things see fire. Things see you.’

‘And no singing. For the sake of my eardrums, no singing,’ Amber added.

Instead, Hop handed out the last of Dolores’s raisin-bread rolls that she had packed in his bag. Somehow, they were still a little warm.

When he passed one to Amber he paused. ‘Your finger. It healed already?’

She held up her hand. The wound had almost completely closed, just a raw red mark remained. ‘Still aches but feels a heck of a lot better.’

‘The haunt took a bite out of you so that means it wants your blood. Only your blood,’ Sunny said without emotion. ‘No matter where you go, or how far you run, it will always follow. You’ll never be free of it. Just like the one that has a taste for me.’

‘Swell . . .’ Amber hugged her knees to her chest.

Hop touched her arm. ‘It’ll be okay. We’ll just keep running.’

A crunch from the forest. Storm jumped up, pulling out a bow and arrow.

Hop’s heart leaped into his throat. Not again. Not now.

The leaves rustled. Heavy footsteps. Clonk clonk. Clonk clonk.

Sunny nocked an arrow and pulled the bowstring taut.

Hop peered into the darkness, and it peered back. An eye. Silver in the moonlight. The form shifted, and a head appeared, followed by a brown fuzzy snout, and above it, two great antlers. They were glowing, flooding the earth with soft white light.

The bowstring quivered.

‘Wait!’ Hop dashed forward.

The animal emerged from the trees.

It was huge. Hop’s head only reached the top of its four legs. An elk.

‘Don’t move,’ Skully warned.

Hop reached out his hand.

‘Why do I try?’

‘Hey!’ Storm cried. ‘I think I know what this is.’

‘Spit it out,’ Amber said.

‘We found cave paintings drawn by the people who live here, that’s how we knew about the golden eggs, but this features in lots of them. An elk with glowing horns!’

‘We call him the Lord of the Forest,’ Sunny said. ‘Protector of the trees and the wilds.’

Hop smiled. ‘I love the wilds too. And trees. That makes us friends.’

‘They also drew him gouging out someone’s intestines,’ Storm added. ‘So this should be good.’

‘Step back, Bunny.’

But the elk was moving towards Hop, the half-moon reflected in those dark orbs.

‘You are a beauty,’ Hop breathed. ‘And beautiful things can never be bad.’

The elk’s gaze was upon him, searching for something. Hop felt, for the first time since he had woken up in this strange realm, recognition.

‘Step back, Bunny,’ Skully repeated, more firmly.

The elk bowed his head and placed its velvety snout in Hop’s palm.

The forest twisted and lurched. Sights and smells charged through his mind.

Trees aflame.

A neck sliced open. Frothy blood gurgling from pale lips.

The clawing scent of ash. Ash falling from the skies. Ash in the wind. Ash in his mouth.

And a comforting warmth in his chest.

‘BUNNY!’

Hop snapped back to his body. The quiet dark of the forest returned. The elk was gone.

Hop stood still, his heart heavy with a feeling he did not recognize.

The things he had seen were terrible, and yet that warm feeling lingered in his chest. Why?

Hop swallowed the lump in his throat. Behind his back, he drove his thumbnail into his palm. The pain erased all the bad images. There were no trees burning. No ash. No strange warm feeling in his core.

‘What happened?’ Amber asked.

‘He was showing me all his favourite trees!’ He laughed. ‘I think he likes me.’

A breath tickled his ear. ‘Little Buttercup. Dear. Sweetness. You know what you saw in those eyes, and it was not fondness.’

He wouldn’t look. Refused to look. The voice was in his head. The Shadow-man was not real. The Shadow-man had never touched him. Never hurt him. It was a trick.

He hurried back to the tree, wedging himself beside Amber.

‘Bunny.’ Skully sounded very tired. ‘I do wish you’d listen to me at least some of the time.’

‘Sorry.’ Hop hugged Skully to his chest.

Storm sighed happily. ‘It’s great when Hop goes bonkers and talks to his imaginary friends.’

‘I am not imaginary.’

‘We don’t have time to discuss how strange Hop is,’ Amber said. ‘We only have until the moon becomes full to get the egg. How many more days is that?’

Hop checked his arm; the moon shape had progressed not only in the sky, but on his arm too. It was half full.

‘Two days until the moon is full,’ Sunny said.

Amber swore.

‘It’ll be okay!’ Hop said, offering the rest of his bread to Little. ‘We must be close now. We’ll get the egg and find the door, no problem.’

‘Aye! Right! No problem.’ Storm nodded hard. ‘Apart from the two, maybe three massive, big problems.’

‘Are you finally going to tell us about this bloody dragon who lays golden eggs?’ Amber asked.

‘She is no mere dragon, she is the great wyrm.’ Storm leaped to her feet, flinging her arms wide. ‘She has the body of a snake, but two hundred feet long. She feeds upon any who dare disturb her slumber. Her realm is here, there and everywhere, in great tunnels carved through the core of the earth. But her home is within the heart of the tallest mountain. In a deep dark cavern where no sunlight has ever fallen, and all who have wandered there have never returned.’

Silence.

‘It sounds lovely,’ Hop said.

‘It is not,’ Sunny said.

‘I’m sure if we just ask her nicely—’

‘Not nicely!’ Storm said, kicking out her real leg. ‘Oh no. Never nicely. We have to fight and bite and kick and stick her with arrows.’

‘And knives,’ Sunny added.

‘And knives!’

Hop clutched Skully. ‘We’re not going to hurt her.’

‘Then she will hurt you.’ Sunny removed his leg, sighing as he massaged the stump.

‘Stab and twist. Stab and twist.’ Storm mimed, thrusting out her hand. ‘If I can just get on to her neck I reckon I could bite through the scales.’

‘We are not attacking her,’ Hop said. ‘We’ll find another way.’

‘How far are these mountains?’ Amber asked.

‘A day’s walk. But that’s not the problem you should be worried about.’ Storm blew her nose loudly on her sleeve.

‘Whatever it is, we can handle it,’ Hop said. They had to handle it. Escape was the only option. Safety for Little, Amber, Sunny and Storm, and away from the Shadow-man and his lies.

‘The quickest path to the mountains is through the marshlands.’

‘Marshlands have lots of plants,’ Hop said. ‘Like water mint and yellow flag iris. Baby froglets hide inside them.’

‘Awesome,’ Storm said, and then gobbed a mouthful of spit at the ground. ‘These ones are haunted.’

Amber spluttered. ‘Please be having me on.’

‘Nope. We tried to get across when we first got here and the people got really scared. They started waving their arms and . . . anyway, they drew us some pictures and that’s how we learned about the wyrm and the haunted marshes.’

‘We should go around them if you enjoy living,’ Sunny said. ‘It’ll only take another day.’

‘We don’t have another day. Besides, ghosts are just people who have died. And people aren’t scary,’ Hop said. ‘We’ll go through the marshes.’

Sunny’s one visible eye observed Hop. ‘Your funeral will be memorable.’

A great flutter of wings filled the sky, drowning out the moon so completely that they were plunged into total darkness. The forest filled with the squawking wails of a thousand birds, discordant and broken. It sounded like howling. Like screaming.

Little nestled into Hop’s side. He reached for Amber’s hand and gripped it hard.

They waited, frozen and clinging to each other as the racket of wings thundered overhead. The darkness shifted and undulated across the sky.

Hop closed his eyes and thought of fields of marigolds and the sun on his face.

Finally, the screaming of the birds faded.

Storm let out a long breath.

‘What the feck was that?’ Amber demanded.

‘Notbirds.’ Sunny said the words close together so they formed a single word. Notbirds.

Storm popped off her artificial leg. ‘Apparently, they gobble up the souls of anyone who crosses their path. That’s what they hunt – human souls. And when they capture your soul, you become part of the flock. A thousand human souls seeking out the next to sate their hunger.’

Sunny gripped his knee. ‘The only way to escape once they have your scent is to give them another soul.’

A shiver crawled down Hop’s back. ‘Nobody would ever do that.’

‘Oh, they would,’ Storm said, swinging her fake leg wildly. ‘We saw a man throw a child at the flock once.’

‘We have to help them,’ Hop said, leaping up. ‘Free them.’

‘We have bigger issues than demon-birds, Hop. We barely have the time to save ourselves, let alone a whole flock of souls,’ Amber said.

‘The angry one is right,’ Storm agreed. ‘Even if we do go through the marshes, we’ll have trouble getting into her home. There’s a heavy boulder across the entrance. Someone tried to lock her in, I think.’

‘Someone wise,’ Sunny added.

‘She found a way out through the rivers and streams.’ Storm mimed with her leg, slinking it through the air like a snake. ‘But unless you can hold your breath for a really long time we need to use the boulder entrance.’

‘We can move the boulder!’ Hop clenched his fists. ‘Together, if we all push, we can do it!’

Amber breathed deeply. ‘The power of friendship isn’t going to help us against a boulder. We’d just be wasting our time.’

Hop glanced at the half-moon on his arm. Time. The one thing he didn’t have much of. ‘Then we’re going to need some help. Do you know anyone we can ask?’

Storm and Sunny exchanged a long look.

‘No.’

‘Nobody.’

‘There must be somebody. There is always someone willing to help people.’

Amber sighed. ‘Yeah, but that person is you, Hop.’

Storm glanced at her brother; he shook his head, but she was nodding emphatically.

‘What is it?’ Hop asked.

‘What about instead of loads of weak people, we get one really strong one?’

‘Who’s that strong?’

Storm smirked, flicking her uneven hair from her eyes. ‘A giant.’

A chill passed over Hop’s body. ‘We saw a giant . . .’ The beast with one eye, who killed all living things it looked upon.

Storm thrust her artificial leg towards him. ‘All we need to do is capture that giant, drag it through the haunted marshes, force it to move the boulder, then somehow take an egg from the queen of wyrms without hurting her in any way – all in the next two days.’

Hop grasped the foot of her fake leg, shaking it. ‘We can do it.’

‘Let’s go net ourselves a giant!’ She threw her head back and howled to the sky like a wolf.

Hop giggled and did the same. Howling and laughing and not thinking about how you fling a net over a giant the size of a mountain.

Amber’s head fell into her hands. ‘We’re dead, aren’t we?’

‘Almost certainly,’ Sunny said, poking at the earth. ‘But the fun bit will be finding out which part of the plan kills us first.’






[image: ]

7 Room One – The Ancients

Hop didn’t really know what a giant’s abode would look like, but when Sunny and Storm led them to where they had ‘tracked him’, Hop definitely knew he was not expecting this.

It was remarkably small. Crafted from stripped logs and bound by lengths of twine. The house looked more like a cottage Dolores would bake cookies in than the home of a fearsome beast terrorizing the land.

‘You’re sure he’s inside?’ Hop said, peering through the long grass. ‘It seems a little . . . small?’

Storm lay on her tummy, fingering the net they planned to throw over the giant. ‘He curls his massive body up and fills every inch of the place. I saw it with my own eyes!’

‘Did you actually see that?’ Amber asked.

The twins exchanged a quick glance.

‘Yes.’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Well, Storm and Sunny seem certain,’ Hop said, satisfied. ‘So what now?’

‘We should storm the house,’ Amber said. ‘Surprise the gobshite.’

‘Never enter his realm,’ Sunny said darkly.

‘He’ll turn you to dust before your hand touches the door. We have to face him on human soil,’ Storm said.

A chill shuddered down Hop’s spine; he shuffled closer to Little, who was so tightly wound she was barely breathing. ‘Then what should we do?’

Sunny fingered a blade. ‘We wait. And pray to the Gods we spot him before he spots us.’

Hop discovered he wasn’t very good at waiting. He watched the house for a few minutes but then became interested in a millipede scuttling through the mud. He didn’t know a whole lot about millipedes apart from they were good for gardens because they ate dead plants. He was feeding it a brown leaf when Sunny announced, ‘He wakes.’

A scuffling noise came from the tiny house, followed by a scratching and creaking, as if the building was struggling to contain the mass inside.

The door of the shack swung open to darkness. Something shifted within. A shape so large it completely obscured the inside of the house. Long limbs emerged from the doorway. Feet. Legs. A body.

‘There he is!’ Storm’s voice quivered. ‘The fearsome giant.’

He was tall for sure. And large too. But he was covered in normal flesh, had two eyes, and was certainly not the man-mountain Hop had seen obliterate an entire forest with his single eye. He wore a faded shirt and a short brown hooded tunic a tad too small for his bulky frame.

‘This isn’t the giant,’ Hop said.

‘What?’ Amber flinched.

‘Yes it is!’ Storm pressed. ‘Just look at him, I’ve never seen a human so tall in my life. He’s as tall as a mountain! Ten mountains!’

‘He’s barely six feet. What mountains is she looking at?’ Skully muttered.

Hop blinked. ‘He’s not that tall, but the one I saw was. With one huge eye—’

‘YOU THOUGHT WE WERE GONNA CAPTURE EXPLODEY-EYE-MAN?’ Storm shrieked.

‘Quiet,’ Sunny hissed.

Storm continued, gaping at Hop. ‘With a net and a few arrows? You’re crackers! I love it!’

‘If this isn’t the giant, then whose house is this?’ Amber demanded.

Storm sniffed loudly. ‘His hands can still crush skulls; his feet can still cause earthquakes.’

‘Hair the colour of fire.’ Sunny watched the man as if observing a scorpion. ‘He speaks in grunts and is always glaring.’

All those things were kind of true. His hands were very big, as were his feet. But he held them awkwardly. As though he wasn’t comfortable with his own size. His hair was sort of red, though more like a dark auburn. Like autumn leaves.

The last one was definitely true, though. He was glaring. His eyes were slits as he looked over the grass.

Storm ducked her head. ‘We need those big hands to move the boulder. We’ll spear him in the leg. Then throw the net over him. In one . . . two . . .’

‘We should leave,’ Amber said. She had gone very still. ‘It’s not worth it. We’ll move the boulder ourselves. Or find another way.’

‘Amber,’ Hop whispered so the twins couldn’t hear. ‘This person is tall, maybe like six feet, but I’m not sure he’s actually a—’

‘He is a giant,’ Storm said.

‘Whisper quieter,’ Sunny added.

‘Three!’ Storm drew out her bow. Sunny pulled back the bowstring while Storm nocked the arrow in place.

A flurry of movement. Quick footsteps. When Hop looked back to the house, the giant was no longer alone.

Little was there. Little who was terrified of flowers. Little who screamed at daisies and hid from all humans was hugging the ‘giant’, who stood as rigid as an oak tree.

It was tender and open and nothing like anything Hop had seen from her. Because it was the first time she’d trusted anything.

She trusted him.

Hop pushed Storm’s arrow down and leaped up. The long grass whipped his legs as he ran.

The giant spun towards Hop, Little still clinging to him like a limpet.

Hop stopped before him, breathless. ‘Hello there!’

Despite the glare, the giant had a friendly sort of face, with a long nose and pale skin covered in wonderful freckles that made Hop’s chest ache. He wasn’t all that much older than Hop. Maybe Amber’s age?

‘Sorry to surprise you but I think we got the wrong idea and Sunny and Storm got mixed up but Little obviously likes you and she never likes anyone so I already like you too and anyway my name is Hop! And I know you’re not a giant. You’re just really tall, right? So . . . what’s your name?’

The boy-giant observed him, brow furrowed.

‘Oh yeah. They said something about you not being able to speak.’ He hopped from foot to foot. ‘But that’s okay! Little can’t speak either, not really, because she doesn’t have a tongue. But we get on just fine. If you like you can spell out the letters for me, or I can—’

Sudden pressure on his throat. The ground slipped away beneath his feet. Hop was dangling again, except not from a rope this time.

The boy-giant’s hands were clasped around his throat, squeezing and squeezing.

‘Breathe, Bunny!’

Hop tried but failed. His lungs burned for air. Spittle leaked from his mouth as the strong hands twisted tighter.

The freckled face before him swayed. His vision dimmed. Lights swam around him, like so many fireflies.

A voice in his head, belonging to the same person who had given him secret biscuits, the same person who’d told him to find the good: ‘Promise me.’

‘But—’ His own voice, small and desperate.

‘You will not get close to anyone. You will never let anyone touch you. Promise me.’

‘I promise, Father.’

The pressure released. Hop crashed to the ground, coughing furiously. His throat burned with every breath.

Where was he? What had happened? He had broken a promise, of that he was sure.

‘You’re safe. You’re alive. It’s okay. You’re okay,’ Skully soothed as he gasped. ‘We’ll do it together. One breath in.’

Hop breathed in slowly.

‘Then out.’

Hop released the breath.

‘Better?’

‘Better,’ he croaked.

The boy-giant was on the ground too, rubbing his head as Amber stood over him brandishing her stick.

‘Surprise, you absolute bollocks,’ she spat, thrusting her stick forward. ‘You will not touch him while I still draw breath.’

Little clung at Amber’s back, trying to drag her away.

‘W-Wait . . .’ Hop croaked.

With two high-pitched howls, the twins exploded from the grass, flinging the net over the boy-giant.

‘Hold on . . .’ Hop staggered to his feet.

Little desperately pulled at the net, gnawing it with her teeth.

‘D-D-D . . .’ The boy-giant released a strange noise. Half-formed syllables that caught in his teeth.

‘Hold him steady while I crack his skull in two,’ Amber instructed the twins.

Little shrieked and fell upon the boy’s chest, shaking her head repeatedly. The boy gaped at Amber, blue eyes wide.

‘Don’t!’ Hop grasped the end of her stick. ‘Don’t hurt him!’

She swung towards him. ‘Have you lost your fecking mind?’

‘He’s scared. You’re terrifying him.’

‘I don’t give a flying shite if he’s scared,’ she snarled. ‘He should be scared. Release my stick now.’

Hop shook his head. ‘He’s not a giant. I think he’s just a kid. A scared kid. Like us.’ He turned to the squirming boy beneath the net. ‘Are you a giant? You can shake your head.’

‘Or nod,’ Sunny said.

The boy glared, silent. Something about his expression made Hop’s head tingle. Shifting memories slipped through his fingers like silk.

‘I don’t think he’s dangerous.’

‘Ach! You don’t think anything’s dangerous,’ Amber said. ‘And it’s gonna get you killed one day.’

Hop swallowed hard. ‘Fear is bad—’

‘He tried to murder you. He would have murdered you. Or did you miss that part?’

The boy had stopped struggling but was still trembling. Even his lip was quivering. The shaking of his body did not match that constant glare.

That tingle of memory again, swift and persistent.

Blond hair falling before narrowed eyes, and that same precise, unflinching voice:

‘Someone is moving my possessions. Find the blasted things would you, boy? I can’t read a word without my glasses.’

‘Glasses . . .’ Hop spoke slowly. ‘He’s not glaring, he’s squinting!’ Hop finally released Amber’s stick and hurried to the boy. ‘Where are your glasses?’

‘I love it when Hop goes crazy,’ Storm said wistfully.

Little tugged Hop’s hand, and then pointed to the boy’s trousers.

Hop darted his hand through the netting and reached into the boy’s trouser pocket. He retrieved a pair of round, slightly bent glasses.

‘I found his glasses!’ He beamed at Amber.

‘Hooray,’ she said dryly.

‘That’s why he was glaring. He’s not mad or scary. He just couldn’t see.’

‘You underestimate how few shites I give about this psycho’s glasses.’

Hop addressed the boy instead. ‘If they were in your pocket, why didn’t you just put them on?’

The boy turned his face away, auburn hair shifting.

Hop’s stomach dropped.

There were ugly, oozing wounds where his ears should’ve been. Crusted over with dirt and black scabs.

‘Amber . . .’ Hop said softly. ‘He doesn’t have ears.’

Her hands fell to her sides. ‘No fucking way.’

One person with a missing appendage was strange, two was remarkable. But five? That was no coincidence.

This boy was trapped here, just like them.

No wonder he hadn’t responded to Hop’s questions. No wonder he hadn’t reacted to Little’s swift footsteps. He wasn’t mute. He couldn’t hear.

‘You can let him out of the net now,’ Hop said to the twins. ‘He’s one of us.’

The twins released the net.

The boy-giant scrambled to sit up, his chest rising and falling with quick breaths.

Hop wanted to tell him what Skully had told him, about breathing in and out. He also wanted to tell him that he wasn’t alone.

But how could he communicate with someone who couldn’t hear him?

He took the boy’s large hand in his small one and squeezed.

The boy flinched but did not draw back. Hop summoned all that secret power he had felt when he had taken the twins’ hands, and rubbed his thumb along the boy’s rough, calloused skin in a way that he hoped said: You’re safe now. You’re with us.

He breathed in one huge breath, then let it out. The boy copied him.

‘Good job, Bunny.’

The twins watched him curiously while Amber stood at a distance, arms stiff at her sides.

‘Those wounds need cleaning.’

Hop hunted through the supplies Dolores had packed in his bag.

‘Do it with water first. Then wrap them up to stop infection.’

Hop followed Skully’s instructions. He washed the boy’s wounds with water, cleaning out the worst of the mud and dirt. Little sat by Hop’s side, biting her lip.

Once he was finished, Hop wrapped a bandage around the clean wounds and tied several knots. Next – glasses.

‘Can you cut me off a piece of the net, please?’ he asked Sunny.

He sawed off a length of twine and handed it to Hop.

Hop tied one end of the twine to one of the arms of the glasses, then placed them on the boy’s head. Once they were balanced on his nose, he tied the other end to the remaining arm.

‘There we go! Much better.’ The glasses softened his face and brought out the red in his hair. ‘They really suit you. Has anyone told you how lovely you look in them?’

The boy wasn’t squinting any more. His light-blue eyes observed Hop as one would a rabid dog that had offered his belly to rub.

‘I know you can’t hear me. But my name’s Hop,’ he said the words slowly, pointing to himself. ‘Hop. Hop. Ho—’

‘Ca-Ca-Can hear a little,’ the boy said.

Hop leaped up. ‘Ahhh!’

The boy cringed.

‘Sorry! So your ears do work! Maybe it was all that mud and stuff blocking them? And you can speak as well.’

‘Not very well,’ Amber muttered.

‘My words get ca-ca-caught,’ he said, gulping in tight breaths between the sounds. ‘It’s like I have . . . have . . . have . . . a net in my mouth.’

‘Me too!’ Hop clapped. ‘Well, actually no. The opposite. I’m like a stream overflowing and you need more water. Maybe I can give you some of my water?’

The boy stared, utterly confused.

‘Why so silent?’ Amber said. ‘Is Hop really that terrifying, giant?’

‘We probably shouldn’t call you that,’ Hop said. ‘How old are you?’

‘Four-Four-Fourteen.’

‘The same age as Amber!’

Amber didn’t look pleased about this. She crossed her arms at her chest with a ‘hmph’.

‘You’re really tall. I think that’s why Sunny and Storm mistook you for a giant. They didn’t mean anything by it, I swear.’

Storm grinned her gappy smile and Sunny stared unblinkingly beneath his curtain of hair.

‘If you’re thinking it was us that threw rocks at you a few days ago, it wasn’t and we have no idea what you’re talking about,’ Storm said.

‘Is that why you thought he was a giant?’ Hop asked. ‘Because you threw rocks at him and he got cross and was squinting, looking for where you were?’

The twins glanced at each other.

Hop leaned towards him. ‘I know you’re not a giant. Little trusted you right away.’

The boy’s lips quirked up.

‘And I think Skully likes you too. Skully is the human skull strapped to my chest.’

The boy’s lips quirked down.

‘Hop hears voices,’ Storm whispered loudly. ‘But he’s harmless so we just go along with it.’

‘I don’t think you’re frightening at all.’ Hop smiled. ‘But I bet other people do. That’s why you got scared of me, right? You thought I’d attack you?’

‘Scared?’ Amber scoffed. ‘He’s almost twice your size.’

‘You were afraid, weren’t you?’ As Hop leaned in closer, the boy drew back. ‘Because people usually try to hurt you. Because you look big and scary but . . . you’re not.’

‘He is big,’ Storm said.

‘And scary,’ Sunny added.

The boy looked down at his trembling hands. As Hop took hold of them, the boy’s hands closed softly around his. There was nothing of that sudden strength Hop had felt before. He was as gentle as a baby bird.

‘Fear is bad. You can’t let it win. You have to find the good instead,’ Hop said, squeezing his hands. ‘I’m not going to hurt you. And neither are the others.’

The boy’s gaze locked with Hop’s.

‘Well, what’s your name then, brute, if we’re to be best buddies?’ Amber asked.

‘It’s okay if you don’t have one!’ Hop said. ‘We don’t remember our names or pasts or anything at all.’ Well, that wasn’t strictly true. He remembered ‘Father’. But now wasn’t the time to linger on that.

‘You d-d-d-don’t remember anything?’ His voice was soft for such a hulking body. ‘Me neither. Just woke-woke-woke up without . . .’ He gestured to his ears.

‘How strange that the first thing you do when you see another human is strangle them,’ Amber said.

‘I didn’t . . . mean to . . . I thought . . .’ As his words failed, his hands moved, fingers tapping and making strange shapes.

Hop clutched his hands. ‘It’s okay! Sometimes I think strangling me is the only way to get me to stop talking!’

A flicker of a smile passed the boy’s lips. He looked at their interlocking fingers, his cheeks flushed.

For all his strength and size, Hop thought him more an orchid than an oak.

‘We’re going to get out of here,’ Hop said. ‘I need to find the Bone Door and once I do we can escape. People won’t attack you on the outside. I promise. But we can’t get there without you, big brother. Will you help?’

‘You need me?’

‘You’re the most important part.’

The boy’s cheeks flushed deeper pink. ‘I ca-ca-can try.’

Hop thought about a name, examining the crouching, awkward boy. He was gentle, and sweet, but completely unaware of his own strength. He needed a name that reminded him of that.

Also, he looked like he would give great hugs.

‘Bear! You should be called Bear.’ Hop helped Bear to his feet. He towered over Hop even with his awkward slouched posture. Little took Bear’s hand, beaming up at him as if he was the most marvellous creature she’d ever encountered.

‘So, what do you think, big brother? Do you like your name?’ Hop asked.

Bear opened his mouth, but whatever words he was trying to utter were caught by the net in his mouth. So instead, he wrapped his arms around Hop, sweeping him off the ground and burying him in the pumping warmth of his chest.

Hop was right. He did give great hugs.
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Hop and Bear chatted non-stop on the journey to the marshes.

Well, Hop chatted non-stop.

Bear listened to every word, twisting his bandaged non-ears towards Hop to better hear him. He tripped over twice because he was unable to take his eyes off him.

Hop had never felt so extraordinarily special. And he was willing to expend every ounce of effort to make Bear feel the same way. They foraged a small lunch of berries, nuts and dandelions, which Hop insisted were edible. However, only he ate them: Bear nibbled a corner of a dandelion leaf and winced.

‘So, what do you like, big brother?’

Bear looked away, shrugging.

‘Maybe you can’t remember. We’ll remember together.’ So began hours of Hop pointing to things and asking if Bear liked them, which mainly resulted in more shrugging.

Eventually, Bear stopped with a quiet ‘Oh.’

They had reached the marshes.

The scent hit Hop first. It was like dead leaves, if they had been left too long in some dank and awful place to rot and decay. The grass was not the vivid green of the fields. Nor the warming amber gold of the autumn forests. It was a brownish-yellow green, growing in clusters of uneven tufts. There were trees, but they were all hard sharp edges, brown leafless blades. The water was a sickly grey shade, half solid, unmoving and completely opaque. A thick grey sheet of fog drifted over all, so dense Hop could not see far beyond his own feet.

‘Are you sure this is a good idea, Bunny?’

‘I’m not su-su-sure . . .’ Bear said hoarsely.

‘You hear Skully too?’

He blinked. ‘No. I’m just not su-su-sure about this.’

‘Wise boy.’

Little pressed her face against Bear’s legs, shutting her eyes tight.

Amber planted her hands on her hips. ‘Though it pains me to agree with the would-be murderer, the stench of this place is giving me major “do not enter” vibes.’

Storm poked the earth. ‘Of course, I’m not afraid of anything! I’m all for the creepy haunted murder bog but I guess if you’re too chicken then we can go around or maybe just away from the murder marshes and never look back. Or whatever.’

Sunny tilted his head. ‘Is that screaming?’

There was something that sounded very much like screaming. A high-pitched wail echoing from all directions.

Every instinct told Hop to avoid this place and its decay. But his father’s voice was louder: ‘Fear is bad. Find the good.’

Fear would not win today.

‘We can’t go around,’ Hop said, glancing at the moon on his wrist – only a sliver remained unfilled; by tomorrow night it would be full. ‘We don’t have the time. We need to cross the marshes tonight.’ Then tomorrow they could get into the mountain, claim the egg from the wyrm and find the door and escape.

‘Are you sure?’ Amber asked.

Hop glanced at his friends. He had to get them out of here. He had made too many promises to risk them over some gloopy marsh.

Besides, the Shadow-man was so clearly birthed from this room, with its giants and monsters and notbirds. He was just another horror this place had spawned, and maybe once Hop escaped it, the Shadow-man would be stuck here, just as the spiders had been in the entrance chamber, unable to torment him further.

‘We’re crossing it tonight.’ As he stepped forward the ground shifted. It was spongy and unsteady.

‘Did I just feel the ground move ?’ Amber asked sharply.

‘A little,’ Hop admitted. ‘But it’s just earth and grass and water. There’s nothing to be afraid of.’

He ignored the fact that this was marshland, and that it should be full of flowers. Cinquefoil, bog-rosemary, even heads of cottongrass. He ignored the fact that there was nothing alive growing here.

The others reluctantly followed. He offered his hand to Amber, but she batted him away, using her stick to navigate.

When Bear joined them, the ground dipped.

‘The giant’s gonna sink us!’ Storm wailed.

‘Maybe we sh-sh-should split up?’ Bear suggested. ‘In smaller groups so we don’t si-si-sink?’ He shyly glanced at Hop. ‘We could go together, little brother?’

‘No,’ Amber said coldly. ‘Bear’s the biggest and Hop’s the fattest; if you go together you’ll both sink. Bear should go with Little instead.’

Sunny winced. ‘Brutal.’

‘Hop isn’t fat,’ Bear said.

‘It’s okay!’ Hop waved his arms. ‘I am!’

‘I’ve been with Hop since the beginning.’ Amber jabbed her thumb at her chest. ‘You think just because you had a nice wee chat with him, you’re best friends now?’

Bear’s cheeks coloured.

Storm let out a low whistle.

The Shadow-man’s deep voice snaked around Hop. ‘This place will break these people. They are already fractured, jealous, selfish. You should abandon them, Buttercup. You’ll live longer.’

Hop’s chest tightened.

‘Let us go together, across the marshes, sweet thing. Just you and me. I’ll protect you.’

‘No!’ Hop stepped between Amber and Bear as they looked up in shock. ‘We’re all friends here, right? We should stick together. The fog’s so thick we’ll lose each other if we split up. We should walk in a line, hold each other’s hands—’

‘Or stumps!’ Storm added.

‘Or stumps. So we don’t get separated. Okay?’

Amber scowled. ‘Bear should go at the back if you’re at the front. So we spread out the heaviest.’

Hop led the procession, with Amber’s hand in his, followed by Storm, Sunny – who without a free hand placed a knife between his teeth – then a subdued Bear and finally Little, who refused to leave his side. Storm and Sunny held hands in the way they had before, their sleeves pulled over their palms so the flesh wouldn’t touch.

‘You are a fool,’ the Shadow-man snarled. ‘This place will be the death of you. Obey me, or you will lie within this bog for a thousand years, your soft white skin slipping from your bones as it rots.’

Hop ignored the thundering in his chest and tested the spongy ground gingerly before moving. Several times he came across earth that was too waterlogged or unstable and had to shift direction. Storm and Sunny could navigate well, but they were a little more unsteady on their feet and he didn’t want to risk them falling in.

The night grew dark. The moon drenched the marshes in silver light, making the fog glow an eerie pale shade. Enough to see. Just.

Something moved in the mists. A long, thin form scuttling in and out of sight.

Hop staggered to a stop, his breath catching.

‘Hop?’ Amber said.

‘It’s fine!’ He squeezed her hand. It was probably the Shadow-man again, mocking him.

Two whispered words: ‘Not me.’

A gentle splash, like something slipping in or out of the bog.

Hop backed into Amber’s legs. More long, tall shapes darted through the silver mists. Surrounded. They were surrounded.

‘They are coming.’

Hop couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t think. He couldn’t . . .

‘Remember what I told you. Fear is bad. Yet you’ve let it win.’ His father’s voice. Not in his head but echoing all around him. ‘Disappointing.’

‘Amber, did you hear that?’

She was still clutching his hand, but she turned in place, as if catching words on the wind. Words he could not hear. ‘Quiet!’ she snapped to the silence. ‘I did it to help him . . . I never wanted him to . . .’

He clutched her shoulders. ‘Can you hear—’

A yell down the line. Bear had broken off, hands over his bandaged ears, face pale and glistening with sweat.

‘I’m trying . . . trying my best!’ he cried. ‘Why is it never enough for you? Why am I always a d-d-disappointment?’ His head jerked to the side erratically. Just like Amber, it was as if an unheard voice was tormenting him.

Hop ran to him. ‘Big brother, the voices aren’t real. I think it’s the marshes. There’s something—’

Bear shoved him hard. Hop landed painfully in a clump of grass. ‘Monster! It’s your fault!’

‘You bastard!’ Amber stormed to Bear. ‘Don’t go near Hop. Don’t you touch him. Don’t you even look at him.’ She swung her stick in a wide arc, slamming it into his knees. Bear howled, clutching his leg.

‘No,’ Hop yelled. ‘Stop fighting! Please!’

‘This is your fault,’ his father’s voice whispered. ‘You gave in to fear and look at what it has brought. Destruction. Chaos.’

Memories flashed.

A knife in his hand.

Blood. So much blood.

Someone screaming.

‘I didn’t . . .’ Hop’s neck bobbed. ‘I didn’t mean to.’

‘You made a promise to me.’

That’s right. He had promised. ‘Father?’ He squinted into the fog. It was thick now, so thick he could barely see the others. It seemed to move, to shift around them, filling the spaces where their linked hands had once been.

Then a shape. A tall man with long hair, blond like Hop’s. He stood at a distance, too far to see features, just the glint of moonlight on half-moon glasses.

‘Father, is that you?’

‘You’ve broken your promise a thousand times,’ Father said.

‘Get away from my brother!’ Storm’s voice. The sound of something ripping.

The fog was everywhere. Hop could taste it, rancid on his tongue.

Someone was screaming as if they were being eaten alive. A child.

‘Little?’ Hop dragged himself on to his knees. This was all his fault. His fault. He had been weak. He had given in to the fear and everyone else would pay for it. If only he had been good. If only he had been strong maybe his friends would be safe.

‘You know what needs to happen, boy,’ his father said.

Hop knew. He had to be punished. He had been very bad.

He rose. ‘I’m coming, Father.’

His father moved and Hop followed, stumbling through the thick whiteness.

Someone close was saying, ‘Bunny, please listen to me. Please. Do not follow that man. He is not who you think. Bunny. BUNNY.’

But his father was calling and he always listened to Father. ‘A little closer.’

‘Yes, Father.’

His next step didn’t reach the ground. He walked into a nothingness that eclipsed everything.


‘Father!’ His name is on Hop’s lips, though he does not recall shouting it. There is only the darkness and a deep aching fear.

But it is a darkness he knows well. He can map the size of the space with his body. If he lies flat and stretches, he can touch both walls with the tips of his fingers and toes.

‘Father!’ He screams his name instinctively. Like a tic. Though he is sure Father cannot hear him. His screams are heard only by the darkness.

Tears linger on his cheeks. They burn like lava, these terrible tears. Sinful tears. Tears are bad.

He wipes them away, rubbing so furiously his cheeks throb. Get. Them. Gone.

He’s already picked his fingers and thumbs to ruin. It did not work this time. The tears won, so he deserves the darkness.

He is sure there is a way out of here. His father told him about it the first time Hop gave in to weakness, the first time he put him in this place – a secret way that brings the light.

His head pounds with the exhaustion of crying. His throat is raw from sobbing and screaming a name that cannot be heard.

He claws at his eyes. Stop. Crying.

Smile. Smile. Smile.

That’s it. That’s the key. Smile.

Smile and Father will bring the light.

He wipes his face until there’s no trace of the tears apart from the throbbing in his eyes.

He sits against the wall and tries to remember what Father told him.

Sadness is a thing you can put in a dark, locked box. Just like misbehaving boys. You have a choice, always, whether to cry or not. You have a choice if the darkness gets to feed that day.

Fear is the same. Jealousy, anger, hatred. They are all bad. They can all be beaten. You just have to find the good.

He presses the heels of his hands to his head. Do not think about it. Do not think about—

Her eyes upon you. The way she hates you. Hates you without knowing you. Hates you for what you are. For who you are.

Do not think about her blood still caking the soles of your shoes.

‘Boy.’ A voice from beyond. ‘Do you have something for me?’

A strip of light fills the tiny room. It’s so bright he cannot see his father’s face. Just a halo of golden hair.

‘Yes, Father.’ His voice does not tremble. You cannot tell he has cried. He is exceptionally good at this part.

‘Show me.’

With all his effort, he forces his lips into a smile.





Hands – gripping his back, holding him to a chest. Soft, quick words. ‘They can’t take you. I won’t let them.’

‘Father?’

It was not Father’s face looking down at him, but Amber’s, hands anxiously running over his body, searching for wounds.

He was lying in her arms, sopping wet. She was soaked too, her hair drizzling water over him.

What had happened? He had followed his father. Then there was that room. The dark box. Dolores had said memories had a way of finding people here, and Hop had walked right into one. That had been a true memory. He was sure of it, by the way it settled around his bones so comfortably. His father had locked him in a dark place until he smiled.

But he was sure now, so sure that man was not the same one he had followed through the marsh. That person had led him into the water, and Father would never do that.

He touched her arm. ‘I’m okay, Amber. I think I fell in the water, and you fished me out. You saved me.’

Her skin was bone cold. ‘Not yet.’

Mist enveloped their forms; strange shapes moved in the darkness. Whispers rose around them, and they did not belong to his friends.

‘Father will be disappointed.’

‘Blood all over your shoes.’

‘Your fault.’

‘Remember the red on your robes?’

‘What did you do?’

‘Monster.’

‘Monster.’

‘MONSTER.’

Hop drove his thumbnail into his palm and focused on the pain. These voices weren’t real. They were false, just like the mirage of his father he had followed.

‘Dead because of you.’

He twisted his nail deeper.

‘How many others?’

Deeper.

He forced himself to think of other things. Like the way Father’s hair glowed gold in the light.

He focused on smiling.

The whispers drifted.

‘I will fix it,’ Amber said breathlessly.

Something was standing over her. A thin, grey, spindly creature, like a human mixed with a stick insect. It had no face, just two white hollows for eyes.

Its blade-like fingers twitched around Amber’s head. The mist moved in response, seeping into her nostrils, through her ears, her mouth.

That creature was the thing creating the voices. The one who had masqueraded as his father to lead Hop into the water. It was feeding on their fears.

Hop pushed himself up. ‘Amber, listen to me. You need to fight against the voices. You have to ignore them. They want you to be afraid. Focus on something good. On something happy.’

The creature shifted, summoning the mist to her eye sockets.

She whimpered.

He rubbed her freezing hand. ‘Can you feel me? I’m here. I’m with you. Focus on my voice. Focus on me.’

‘Hop?’

‘Yes. You saved me. I would be dead if not for you.’

‘I saved you?’

The creature reared back with a scream that was not one voice, but several at once.

‘That’s it!’ Hop exclaimed. Her hope, her happy thoughts were hurting it.

‘Tell me . . . about daisies,’ she whispered.

‘Daisies are two flowers in one. The white petals are one flower and the yellow cluster in the middle is another.’ The more he spoke the quicker the fog slid off her, until, finally, the creature retreated with it into the mists.

‘Amazing!’ Hop leaped up, dragging her with him. ‘You did it!’

‘What did I do exactly?’ She rubbed her head.

‘We have to find the others.’ He squinted through the wall of grey fog. ‘Where did they go?’

‘I heard your voice fading away so I followed you and . . . I knew if I didn’t get you back your eejit arse would drown.’

He tried to waft the fog from his face, but it was useless. It seemed to be drawn to him.

Amber squeezed his hand. ‘Why don’t we go to the mountain alone?’

‘What?’

‘We were fine by ourselves before. Other people, they just let you down.’

‘They won’t let us down. They’re our friends.’

A scream. Close. Very close.

‘Little.’ Hop dived into the mist.

She was steps away, clawing at the butterfly-wing scars on her arms as that same creature – or perhaps another – loomed over her, weaving the mists around her, like a painter with calm brushstrokes.

Hop crouched, pulling her hands away from her arms. She’d scratched them bloody.

‘I need you to think about something happy. Ignore all the whispers and bad feelings in your tummy.’

She screeched, trying to pull away.

‘Think about your daddy,’ he said, resting his forehead against hers. ‘Daddy will be waiting for you. He’ll want you to be a big girl. And not cry.’

She sniffed loudly, but the wailing ceased. Her head rested on Hop’s shoulder, her heartbeat fluttering against his chest.

He rubbed her back. ‘Can you smile for Daddy?’

She drew back, face red and raw, but then she smiled. Shy and awkward and utterly adorable.

Hop poked her nose. ‘I love that smile.’

When he looked up, the creature was gone.

The others took longer to find. Hop staggered through the marshes, clutching Amber and Little, focusing on the happy thoughts and ignoring the terrible whispers nipping at his heels.

He found the twins next. Storm guarded her cowering brother, waving a knife wildly at anyone who approached, eyes unfocused. She didn’t seem to notice the spindly creature summoning mist around her.

Hop nearly got stabbed eight times before his cries of ‘Your brother’s safe. Think about when he smiles’ finally hit home, and her love for Sunny beat back the fear.

Then Storm crouched next to her brother as he sobbed and shook. She whispered, ‘You’re safe, it’s just a nightmare, and we’re together,’ until finally the spindly horror released him and vanished into the fog.

‘That’s everyone,’ Amber said.

A distant yell.

‘Not everyone.’ Hop dashed through the stinking bog, the earth shifting around him.

Bear was curled into a ball as the faceless thing loomed over him. His entire body was enswathed in mist. As the creature’s fingers twitched, the mist pumped.

Hop knelt before him, grasping his shoulders.

‘Bear, listen to me. Whatever you’re hearing isn’t real. Apart from my voice. That’s real.’

He rocked back and forth, muttering the same two words. ‘I’m nothing. I’m nothing.’

‘You are not nothing.’ Hop gripped his shoulders. ‘You hear me? You are not nothing.’

‘Useless. Pathetic. Weak. That’s what sh-sh-she thinks of me.’

‘Just because people say those things doesn’t make them true,’ Hop said. ‘It’s what you do that’s important. You can show them who you really are.’

Bear stopped rocking.

‘I need you to push away the bad thoughts. I need you to lock them all in a dark box and throw away the key. Focus on the good things. Only the good things.’

The creature convulsed and Bear wailed, crumpling in on himself. ‘I’M TRYING MY BEST!’

Hop swallowed hard, looking around. Apart from his friends standing at a distance there was only that terrible fog, and the stench of rot. ‘Like sunrises. And hugs from those who care about you.’

‘Don’t have any.’

‘Then what do you love, big brother?’

The boy wheezed. ‘Reading,’ he said as if he were admitting to a murder.

A bloom of heat unfurled in Hop’s chest. ‘What kind of things?’

‘Books where the heroes beat the bad guys.’

‘Think about those heroes. Imagine you’re the hero, Bear.’

Bear closed his eyes. His chest settled. The mist sank. With one great exhale, the monster drifted away.

Bear blinked, staring at Hop, as if suddenly realizing he was there. ‘Wh-what happened? What did I s-s-say . . . ?’

Hop bounced to his feet. ‘You did it all by yourself! You beat the monster and saved the day. Just like a hero, big brother!’

‘Also Hop helped a lot.’ Storm hurled a gob of spit into the water. ‘He kind of did everything actually. That was amaz-ing, giant-slayer!’

‘It was nothing.’ He laughed. ‘I think those things feed on our fear and sadness. I just helped you focus on the good things instead. So they had nothing to feed on.’

‘How did you learn to do that?’ Sunny asked, one dark eye fixed on Hop.

Overhead, the mist was shifting, and a glimmer of star-filled sky bled through. ‘My father taught me.’
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Hop’s ‘focus on good things and smile’ mantra made the remaining journey through the marshes far smoother. The fog seemed to lift, and the outline of the mountains came back into focus. Those snow-capped peaks meant the golden egg. They meant escape.

But the growing darkness made him think of other dark places. It made him think of forbidden tears. And Father.

He had a father. Someone who helped him push away all the bad feelings. Someone who would do anything to make Hop the best person he could be. Someone who cared.

His father was waiting for Hop outside this strange place. He had to be.

The ground grew more solid. The stench of decay drifted, and the fresh earthy aroma of dirt and grass returned.

They had made it through the marshes alive and smiling.

‘We did it! We slayed the marshes! Take that, marshes!’ Storm kicked the earth, sending up a spray of soil.

‘I really didn’t think we’d get through,’ Bear said.

‘We’re stronger than you think. And the marshes weren’t so bad.’ Hop rocked on his heels.

‘Speak for yourself,’ Amber muttered, wringing out her curls.

A tiny orange light hovered before Hop’s nose. ‘Hello, little one.’ He poked it. It twirled around his head, then sped off into the distance.

‘We’re being attacked!’ Storm bellowed. ‘By wee orange demons!’

There were more glowing lights, bobbing and dashing between them.

‘Fireflies,’ Bear said softly.

Sunny perked up. ‘Are they really on fire?’

‘No.’

‘Shame.’

The fireflies drifted past the children and streamed downhill, like a river of gleaming golden water.

Little released Bear’s hand, gaping slack-jawed at the insects.

Hop knelt before her. ‘They’re very shiny, aren’t they? Should we follow them?’

Amber whacked her stick on the ground. ‘Absolutely not. We don’t have time.’

‘We do. We have all of tomorrow.’ Hop observed his companions. ‘We should rest here and carry on to the mountain tomorrow. Everyone’s exhausted, it’s pitch black and we can’t light fires without drawing the notbirds. It’s safer for us here, and aren’t we owed a little fun?’

Amber frowned. ‘Sure, but you’re suggesting we follow the strange glowing insects in a place where everything so far has tried to kill us.’

‘Hell yes, we should!’ Storm removed her leg, clutched it to her chest, then rolled down the hill, screaming and laughing.

Her brother followed at significantly less volume.

Bear gagged. ‘I’m not do-do-doing that!’

‘Come on! After all we’ve been through, we deserve fireflies.’ Hop lay on his stomach at the top of the hill and rolled down. The fireflies dashed in and out of view as he twirled, ghostly streaks of gold across the darkness.

He landed at the bottom, half strangled by his scarf and his heart thudding happily.

‘That was not pleasant for me,’ Skully said, still strapped to his chest.

‘Sorry.’

The world was alight. Thousands of fireflies hung in the air like floating candles, spreading across the hills and over the valleys. Luminous flowers and mushrooms sprouted from the ground, pumping with white light.

Pleasant shivers ran down Hop’s arms. ‘I . . . I don’t know what flowers these are.’

The petals were like gardenias, and they smelled a little like honeysuckle. But they were not those flowers. They were something different. Something new.

Warmth bloomed in his core. How wonderful it was to know there were still new flowers to discover.

‘Are you okay?’ Bear stopped beside Hop after a careful walk down the hill.

Hop nodded.

‘We should go, right? It’s not sa-safe.’

Hop rose and dragged Bear into the cloud of fireflies. Storm whooped as she leaped, attempting to catch the insects without much success. Sunny appeared to be trying to jab at them, with even less success. Little was far better at it. She sat still, holding out her hands. They drifted to her, landing in her red hair and lighting it up like flames.

‘No need to be afraid.’ A firefly settled upon Hop’s finger and he held it up to Bear. ‘If you’re scared of everything, you’ll miss so many beautiful things.’

Bear’s cheeks blazed. ‘How can you be sure it’s safe?’

‘I’m not! But most things that look scary usually aren’t! So I just assume everything is friendly. I haven’t been wrong yet.’

‘I found something!’ Storm burst between Bear and Hop. ‘You gotta see this!’

Hop followed her through the thickest swarms of fireflies. She stopped before a door.

A door in the middle of a field.

It stood completely upright, though there was nothing behind it. Its glowing edges were entwined with thick roots, sprouting luminous flowers, and it looked old, very old. The dark wood was cracked and split all over. The fireflies seemed drawn to it, buzzing around the door in a golden haze.

There was no doorknob or knocker. And as Hop ran his hands over it, a gentle heat pumped forth. ‘This is our door. The way out. It’s got to be.’

‘Well, what are we waiting for?!’ Storm charged at the door, crashing into it with an almighty thud.

The door didn’t move an inch.

‘It won’t open yet. Not till we have the egg.’ Hop pulled back his sleeve and gestured to the message. ‘Once we claim it, we’ll take it back here. Amber, do you think—’

But Amber was not near the door, or amongst the fireflies. She was still sitting atop the hill, and she was not alone. The Shadow-man stood beside her. His dark hair fluttered strangely as he watched Hop from above.

Hop climbed the hill, breathless by the time he reached the top. He glanced from the Shadow-man to Amber. She couldn’t see him or hear him. But the way he loomed over her made Hop feel sick. ‘Leave her alone,’ he whispered.

The Shadow-man’s ice-blue eyes stared back. The silence was far, far worse than any of his words. He took a long, deep sniff of her hair.

‘Stop—’ The word had barely left his lips when the wind blew and took the Shadow-man with it. Hop shuddered.

‘Shadow-prick again?’ Amber grunted.

‘Yeah.’ Hop nodded numbly, sliding down beside Amber. Her head hung low, eyes closed and lips pursed. When Hop reached for her hand she pulled away.

‘Sorry. I forgot you can’t see the fireflies. But I can describe them for you?’

She didn’t reply.

‘It’s like the sky’s on fire,’ he said. ‘But in the most wonderful, magical way, as if the stars have fallen and are hovering all around us. And the flowers are glowing. They’re lit up from within. And I have no idea what flowers they are! They must be rare. Maybe Father will know.’

She turned sharply. ‘Who will know?’

‘I forgot to tell you: when I was in the water, I remembered all about my father. Well, some things. He’s got yellow hair like me. And I think he used to bring me biscuits too.’

She stilled.

‘Do you remember anyone? A mother or a father?’

‘No.’ The word was a blade.

‘Everyone has a mother or a father, right? Or we all have someone out there who cares about us. I’m sure you’ll remember soon, and then we can get you back to them.’ His father’s smile flashed in his memory, a rare thing, as sweet and precious as the treats he brought Hop.

She opened her eyes. They shone like molten lava in the glow of the fireflies. ‘There’s nobody waiting out there for me.’

‘You don’t know that. If you just try and remember—’

She scowled. ‘I have some memories, you know.’

Hop edged closer. ‘You do? Like what?’

‘I don’t remember parents or friends, or anyone who was ever kind to me. But you know what I do remember? Sitting alone for hours. People passing around me like ghosts, unwilling to touch me or even speak to me. I remember being alone.’ She dug her heel into the ground. ‘So memories can piss off, for all I care. I don’t want them. I don’t need them. And neither should you.’

Hop leaned back. ‘Some memories are very bad. But my father is a good memory.’

‘What makes you so sure? Or do you just think everyone’s good, even if they try to strangle you?’

Ah. So that’s why she was angry. This was about Bear.

‘Bear was just scared. He needs my help.’

‘Some people don’t deserve help,’ she said. ‘And most will let you down even if you do help them. Once they’ve got what they want they’ll betray you or leave.’

She had said something similar in the entrance chamber, when Hop went to rescue Little – that he would abandon her. That everyone abandoned her.

But at some point, she had come to trust Hop, and now Bear was here and Hop was instantly drawn to him. Probably all Amber could think about was that she would lose Hop.

That she would end up alone again.

‘I meant what I said in the marshes: we should go together to the mountain. Leave him,’ she said.

‘Amber—’

‘He’s dangerous. I heard you struggling to breathe when he strangled you. Heard your last breath rattle . . . I almost lost you,’ she whispered.

Hop laid his hands on her clenched fists. ‘If you’re asking me to abandon someone who needs me, then . . . you might actually end up losing me.’

Her hands stiffened.

‘I want to help him. And Little. And the twins. I need to. I feel it here.’ He pressed her hand to his chest, the one missing the finger. ‘Please don’t make me choose between you.’ A prickling in his eyes. Tears. He couldn’t cry. Tears were bad. He bit down on his tongue and the tears receded. ‘I know you’re scared of being alone. But Bear needs me, the same way you do. There’s enough Hop to go around.’

A trembling breath shuddered from her lips. ‘What do you see in him?’

‘Someone afraid. Someone who thinks the world is out to get him, but despite all that is gentle and sweet. I want to show him how strong he really is. That the world is wonderful, and so is he.’ He ran his thumb along the back of her hand. ‘I want to show that to you too, Amber. The world is full of so many kind people.’

Her throat bobbed. ‘How can you know who’s kind?’

Hop smiled. ‘You have to give them a chance.’

Silence hung between them, broken only by the distant chatter of the twins. Then, finally, she shifted towards him. ‘For you, Hop, I’ll give him a chance.’

Hop wrapped his arm around her. ‘Thank you.’
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Propped up against the door, Hop awoke to a chill in the air. The moon on his wrist glowed white; only a crescent was missing.

Tonight would be the full moon. They had one day to claim the golden egg and bring it to the door.

He hadn’t slept well. He could have sworn he heard voices from the marshes, begging him to help them. But he couldn’t think about that: he had to be positive. ‘Good morning!’

‘We have to take on a wyrm today, how can you be so chipper?’ Sunny yawned as he slipped his prosthetic leg on.

‘You’ve met Hop, right?’ Amber muttered. She had stayed up all night keeping watch with Bear. That was progress.

An unfamiliar voice spoke: ‘I presume you are the ones responsible for this door appearing.’

An old woman stood beside the door. She observed them with an icy glare and a downwards curl of the lips. Her cloak was snow-white, the edges encrusted with frost. The whole thing moved as one, more solid ice than fabric. Blue icicles hung from her hair, her ears, even her lovely long nose.

Hop thrust out his palm. ‘Hi! My name’s Hop and this is Amber and – mphhh.’ A hand muffled his mouth.

‘How about you don’t give strangers my name, huh?’ Amber hissed.

‘I have countless names, little one.’ Her voice cracked as she addressed Hop. It was like the breaking of ice. ‘Cailleach Béara, the Veiled One, Digde, Milucra, Brónach, Queen of the Little Sun, the Hag of Storms. I am all these things and also none. For I am an echo of what once was. A memory of a thousand souls made flesh.’

Hop pushed Amber’s hand away. ‘Sure, but which is your favourite?’

‘You can call me whatever you wish.’

There was one word that jumped to mind: Granny. He had no strong connection to it, but the word did make him think of kind old ladies. ‘How about Granny? I think they give children sweets.’

‘I can offer no sweets, only the wisdom of ages.’

‘Oh.’ Hop’s shoulders slumped. ‘Well, I’m sure that’ll be fine.’

The others were all staring at him; even Storm had gone silent.

‘I think my friends are intimidated by you, but you seem just lovely to me, Granny. The wrinkles around your eyes when you frown are so pretty.’

‘They are right to fear the winter.’ An ice-cold gust cut through them, nipping at Hop’s bare skin. ‘Thus, they are right to fear me. For it is I who commands it. When the green things sleep it is I who holds dominion over them. I who lays claim to all the creatures of the wild and cold places. I who decides which shall live and which shall perish in the storms of winter. They are right to fear.’

‘Still. You seem lovely.’

‘You are also correct, little one. For it is also I who thaws the rivers and melts the snow with my tears. It is I who keeps the green things secret and safe beneath my great cloak. I who protects the wolf, the red deer, the goat and the salmon. It is I who protects all life.’

Hop clasped his hands. ‘Then please can you protect my friends? We’re going to visit the mighty wyrm.’

Her eyes darkened. ‘She lives in the depths of the tallest mountain. Few who wander there return. And those who do are quite changed. But it is not only she whom you should fear. For all your courage, there are things that even bravery cannot overcome. Things that lurk in the dark. You have seen a few here already, yes?’

‘The long-fingered creatures in the marsh,’ he said. ‘And the one-eyed giant?’

‘Balor. He is one of the monsters that stalk this land.’ The creases in her forehead deepened. ‘They crawled out of the darkest parts of the ocean, from deep in the pits of the earth. They are all the destructive parts of nature in physical form. Chaos, darkness, drought. They plague this land and all who live in it.’

‘That’s terrible,’ Hop breathed. No wonder the people at the tree stumps had fled Balor.

‘They are the natural way of things. Nature exists in balance. I bring the chill of winter, but also thaw it. For souls to experience joy, they must also feel the sting of hunger, the darkness of night, the deaths of their loved ones. The monsters are part of that balance. If we rid ourselves of them, the world will become off-kilter, and those forces must go somewhere.’

‘But the people here can’t live like this. I saw some; they seemed terrified. They seemed . . .’ An altar. A red stain. A cut-off cry.

‘You saw the sacrifices.’

No. Not sacrifices. Offerings. Jam and shortbread and nothing more.

‘To sacrifice the life of a child to save oneself is a terrible evil. It upends the balance of nature.’ Her words were sharp. ‘They have been doing it each month for one cycle of the sun, hoping that their cries will be answered. That something more powerful than monsters will save them – Gods.’

‘There must be another way to stop the monsters.’

Her eyes clouded. ‘There are countless. But this is the one they have chosen. And I have seen where it will lead them.’

‘You can see the future?’

‘I can see the present. A thousand different presents at once. In one of these presents the sacrifice is answered. The God-folk walk the earth.’

‘The God-folk?’ The word spurred something in Hop. A memory too buried to unearth, even if he wanted to.

‘The great forces of the universe made flesh. I see their ascension. I see them in their golden armour. The dawning of a new age. With their godly gifts they vanquish the monsters.’

‘Great!’

Her tone sobered: ‘And they vanquish all that is wondrous.’

Hop swallowed. ‘Not all, surely.’

‘All that is wondrous. The monsters are banished, along with all magical beings. The reign of the God-folk begins. One power exchanged for another. Such is nature’s balance.’

Hop shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Granny. But I don’t think that’s right. Bad things don’t need to happen for good things to. They just don’t.’

Her icy stare chilled him. ‘If only the great powers of the universe agreed with you, springtime child. A little advice – the deeper into the earth you travel, the greater the dark powers grow. They give that wyrm strength. But they will give power to other things too.’

‘Like wha—’ A great flurry of white wind smothered his words. When it settled, Granny was gone, her warning ringing in Hop’s ears.

The others were staring at him.

‘Don’t worry. We’ll find the egg and be out of here in no time.’

The twins exchanged a quick glance.

Amber cleared her throat. ‘Err . . . that woman . . . she wasn’t speaking like we speak.’

Hop shrugged. ‘I think it’s cos she’s old and stuff.’

‘No.’ Her voice lowered. ‘She was speaking a completely different language.’

‘She was?’

‘Mmm. And judging by everyone’s gormless expressions, I’m gonna bet that, like me, they couldn’t understand a godsdamn word of it.’

Hop lost the breath in his lungs.

‘And here’s another thing, Hop. You were speaking it back. Fluently.’

* * *

On their short walk to the mountain, Hop relayed what Granny had said. Well. Most of it. He skipped the parts that made his gut feel funny. The things about balance and death.

‘So yeah, brave heroes come and defeat the monsters! That’s pretty much it.’

‘That’s really all she said?’ Amber asked. ‘Because she sounded like she was delivering a terminal diagnosis.’

Hop swung his arms. He didn’t need to trouble them with all the nasty bits. That would just scare them, and what good would that do?

‘You speak a language none of us do,’ Sunny said. ‘And you’re not missing body parts. Why do you think that is?’

Hop’s gut twisted again. He had no idea. But he didn’t like anything that separated him from his friends. ‘There must be a good reason.’

‘If you feel left out, I can cut something off you?’

Hop declined.

‘Does your language have a name?’ Storm asked. ‘Because, if not, I think we should call it Hoppish.’

Hoppish it was.

They reached the mountain sooner than Hop expected. As much as Granny had warned about it being a source of dark power, the mountain, unlike the rotting marshes, seemed a source of life. It was layered in verdant green grass, crystalline streams and moss-covered rocks. Even though there was a wintry chill, white blooms of edelweiss with their star-shaped flowers sprouted at the base.

He touched a silky petal. ‘Amazing! Edelweiss usually only grows in the highest points in summer. And here it is, right near the ground in winter!’

‘We have hours before we’re fucked,’ Amber said. ‘Can we have the wildflower lesson later?’

‘The boulder’s here!’ Storm yelled. ‘Thank me later. Or now. Thank me now.’

Just as Storm said, the entrance to the cave was blocked by a huge boulder, double Hop’s height. Even spreading his arms, he couldn’t touch both ends.

Bear stood at a distance, as if afraid the boulder would dislodge and crush him. Little gestured towards it eagerly.

‘You wa-wa-want me to to to . . . ugh!’ He groaned; then his hands twitched, one tapping against the other.

‘That’s right! You’re going to move it.’ Hop yanked Bear’s hands, but he didn’t budge.

‘Put those muscles to some use for once,’ Amber said.

‘We’ll be locked in this room forever and probably get eaten alive by something if you don’t,’ Sunny said, though he didn’t sound particularly concerned.

‘Look at you, you’re a whole giant!’ Storm added helpfully.

‘I’m not a giant!’ Bear’s voice cracked. ‘I’m just a kid.’

Hop released his hands. ‘You’re right. You are a kid. We’re all kids. But that shouldn’t stop you. The most amazing people I know are kids.’

‘You just don’t get it!’ Bear’s voice rose. ‘I’ll mess it up! I mess every-every-every . . . I mess it all up.’

A sharp crack. Amber had struck her stick against the boulder. ‘Listen up, wimp. If it wasn’t for Hop I would have beaten you to death with my stick, or left you in the marshes, or knifed you in the night.’

‘Amber, please,’ Hop whispered.

She continued: ‘But Hop wants to help you. Because he sees something there worth helping.’ She jabbed her stick in Bear’s direction. ‘So, sure, you can let your fears control you. Or maybe instead . . . listen to him.’

Bear looked at Hop. ‘You really think I can do it?’

‘I do. Give it a push.’

Bear straightened and moved towards the rock.

‘We’ll help!’ Storm yelled. ‘My muscles are pretty big too!’

Hop joined them, followed by Amber, and Little, her tiny hands upon the stone.

‘We’ll do it together,’ Hop said, looking at Bear. ‘On three.’

Bear caught his gaze, nodded, then placed his hands atop the others’.

‘One. Two. Three!’

They pushed. Hop’s feet skidded in the mud. ‘Push!’ he cried, his muscles already stinging. ‘Keep pushing!’

Bear yelled out. Then slowly, the rock began to shift. As it gained momentum, Hop lost his footing and landed in the dirt, followed swiftly by the others. Then it was just Bear alone, pushing the rock, muscles straining as the rest of them watched.

Once the entrance was clear, Bear looked back at them. ‘Did I . . . ?’

‘You did it!’ Hop leaped up. ‘I knew you could!’

Bear marvelled at his own hands, as if only just discovering they existed. ‘I did it! I actually did it!’

‘Well done. I guess Hop doesn’t entirely talk shite.’ Amber gave Bear an awkward pat. ‘Let’s get inside this damn mountain and claim ourselves a golden egg.’

* * *

The inner mountain was a maze of tunnels and caves, so narrow they had to walk single file, and the ceilings so low both Amber and Bear had to crouch to avoid banging their heads.

Sunny managed to light a torch, but even that struggled to penetrate the thick blackness. Hop led the way. He ran his hand along the moist, slick wall, following the tunnels.

‘I can barely see a thing!’ Storm stamped.

‘How terrible for you,’ Amber replied dryly.

Hop could deal with the darkness. He had sat in enclosed dark places before.

‘You sat there and screamed.’

His breath caught. The Shadow-man had followed him here.

Amber jabbed his back. ‘You’ve stopped.’

His pulse was racing but he focused on his father’s words: Fear is bad. Find the good. He pushed on, shuffling as the tunnel grew so narrow it felt as if he were being devoured. It didn’t smell of anything. Even the air was still. If the marshes were decay, then this place was nothingness.

Hop wasn’t sure which was worse.

‘Buttercup . . .’

He froze. Amber crashed into his back. ‘Again, Hop?’

‘I see you.’

Hop’s skin went cold and clammy. The voice seemed to whisper directly in his ear.

‘I smell you.’

‘Hop?’

‘Probably the skull’s saying something to him,’ Storm said. ‘I love this part. What’s the skull saying, Hop?’

‘I feel you.’

Hop turned swiftly, but there was nobody there but his friends. ‘You don’t hear that?’

‘We never hear any of your imaginary friends,’ Sunny said.

The Shadow-man wasn’t here. He wasn’t real. This was just fear. And fear was—

Fingertips travelled down his spine.

Hop jerked back. ‘We have to get out.’

‘But we just—’

‘You can’t escape me.’ A white face emerged from the darkness, lank black hair swaying like dead leaves.

‘We have to leave!’ He tried to squeeze past Amber but she grabbed his arms.

‘We need to get that egg or we’re stuck here forever, remember?’

He heard her words, but her voice was muffled, as if his ears were stuffed with cotton.

‘I tried to be nice to you. I tried to help. But now I think it’s time you and I spoke. One on one.’ The Shadow-man reached towards him.

‘No!’ he screamed. ‘No no no!’ He spun around and fled into the darkness, his own name ringing in his ears.

‘Run away! Run run run away! You are so very good at that,’ the Shadow-man snarled.

‘Stop it! Quiet!’ He threw his hands over his ears, but it didn’t help.

‘There are some things you cannot outrun.’

He staggered, gripping on to the slick wall. The voice was everywhere, chasing him down every dark turn.

‘Leave me alone!’ Hop dashed, hands outstretched as he ran.

‘Oh, poor little one, angel child, precious boy,’ the voice called mockingly. ‘You are mine. You belong to me. No amount of smiling will change that.’

Hop’s foot caught on something. He crashed to the ground in a tangle of limbs, pain stinging in his ankle. He scrambled on the rocks, backing into a wall.

He tried to think of something good. His father’s hair. The way dandelions danced in the breeze. The crumbly sweetness of biscuits.

‘It won’t work.’

Hop shook his head, blood pumping in his ears. ‘You can’t hurt me. You’re just a shadow.’

Silence. The drip drip of water hitting stone.

‘Am I?’

Cold fingers wrapped around his leg and tugged hard. Hop fell forward on to his chest, screaming as he was dragged backwards, deeper into the darkness. Something sharp tore his cheek.

‘You see, Buttercup. You never really had any choice at all.’

Hop shrieked as he was slung against the wall. His forehead cracked against the stone. He tasted blood.

‘You are mine.’

Hands on his face, tearing at the wound. Sudden white-hot pain.

‘Your body. Your thoughts. Your very soul. All mine.’

Fingers slid beneath his shirt, clutched at his stomach, long nails digging into the softness.

‘Every terrible thought you have placed in that dark box. They have fed me.’

‘Please!’ he sobbed, writhing against the wall. ‘Please, no!’

‘Let’s open it up, shall we?’

‘No!’

‘Just a peek.’

The darkness of the tunnel vanished. Images flickered through his mind.

A woman dead, her body crushing him with her limp weight.

A man set alight, screaming as he burned.

A child strapped to a table sobbing ‘Please, no’ as he brought a bloodied golden blade to their skin.

And strongest of all – a scent. Smoke mixed with something bitter and metallic.

There was something unspeakable about that smell. He would claw his own nose off to escape it.

‘Make it stop,’ he gasped.

‘I can. Just let me in.’

A sword gleaming in the sun.

A woman glaring at him with loathing as sharp as the blade that cuts her down. Her blood seeps into the cobblestones. Her final words echoing: ‘Suffer. Suffer. SUFFER!’

‘I’ll do anything! Just make it stop!’

‘Bunny.’ Skully’s voice. Louder than the Shadow-man’s. ‘I’m going to sing a song, and I need you to help me.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Yes, you can.’ Then Skully sang sweetly:


‘On the wings of the wind o’er the dark rolling deep,

Angels are coming to watch o’er thy sleep.’



Cold, clammy hands closed around his neck.

‘I can’t breathe!’

Skully was still singing.


‘Angels are coming to watch over thee,

So list to the wind coming over the sea.’



Hop knew these words. He knew this song. ‘“Hear the wind . . . blow, love . . . hear the wind blow.” ’

‘You’re so good at this, Bunny!’ Skully sang again: ‘ “Lean your head over and hear the wind blow.” ’

The images in Hop’s mind blurred. The terrible scent drifted. Instead, he thought of snow. And bells. And singing. ‘“Hear the wind blow, love. Hear the wind blow.” ’

The grip around his neck loosened.

He and Skully sang the next line together: ‘“Lean your head over and hear the wind blow.” ’

Hop opened his eyes to darkness and silence. He wiped the tears on his cheeks. He had given in to the fear entirely. Father would be so disappointed.

‘You did well, Bunny.’

No, he hadn’t. He deserved the darkness now.

Blood ran down his forehead and pattered on the ground. He didn’t have the energy to wipe it.

Granny had warned him. She said this place could give power to other things, and it had given true shape to the Shadow-man. It had given him hands to snatch and grab and tear.

‘Hop!’ Amber’s voice, high and desperate. ‘Can you hear me?’

‘Amber?’

She came running, her stick tapping against the walls. She fell to her knees beside him, Sunny’s bobbing light casting a glow over her panicked face.

‘Hop, it is you, right?’

As he took her hand, she relaxed immediately.

‘Did anyone see the Shadow-man?’ he asked, looking to the others behind her. ‘He dragged me. He must be close.’

‘Is he another imaginary friend?’ Storm asked.

Hop ran his hands over his throat. ‘He was down here. He grabbed my neck and my stomach.’ He pulled up his shirt to reveal red claw marks across his belly.

‘Hop . . . your hands,’ Sunny gasped.

Hop looked down. His palms were glistening with blood.

He was bleeding from his forehead. But he hadn’t wiped the blood once. He hadn’t touched the wound at all. So how could there be so much blood on his hands, even crusted beneath his fingernails?

Sunny’s next words echoed in the darkness. ‘I think Hop did it to himself.’






[image: ]

11 Room One – The Ancients

The tunnels had pickled Hop’s mind.

He cleaned his hands, bandaged his head, and when the bad thoughts came he picked at the wounds on his stomach and focused on the pain. No good would come from lingering on dark things.

He needed to get out of this room. Escape the darkness and the Shadow-man with it.

He checked his wrist. The glowing moon was still there. They had time to complete the mission.

The tunnels widened and the air became hotter. After the shuddering cold they had endured for the past few hours, the heat felt like an assault. The walls and ceilings seemed to dip inwards.

Sunny held up his hand. ‘Listen.’

A distant trickle of water. A slow-moving current.

‘The rivers all flow from the mountain,’ Storm said. ‘That’s how the wyrm gets out and does all her mass-murdering.’

‘You didn’t mention the mass-murdering before,’ Amber said.

Storm shrugged. ‘I thought it was implied.’

Amber rubbed her head. ‘Just one wee detail. Do you actually have a plan as to how we’re going to deal with this enormous, probably very angry dragon?’

‘I’m going to ask her nicely,’ Hop said with confidence.

Amber clicked her tongue. ‘Right. The Hop special. And when that goes disastrously wrong, what’s our back-up plan?’

‘I’m not going.’ Bear’s voice was small, but firm. He sat on the ground, clutching his knees to his chest.

Hop rushed to him. ‘What do you mean? We need you!’

‘We needed him to move the boulder.’ Storm shrugged. ‘But I don’t think he’s gonna be much good with a dragon.’

‘He’s shaking.’ Sunny stared at Bear’s trembling form. ‘She’ll see him and know we’re weak, and tasty.’

‘He’s right,’ Bear said miserably.

‘Just give me a minute with him.’

Reluctantly, Amber and the twins moved aside. Little knelt beside Hop, clinging to Bear’s arm.

‘You’re wasting your . . .’ Bear grasped for the last word, but it slipped between his fingers.

‘You are never a waste of time,’ Hop said. ‘We need you in there. I need you in there.’

Bear’s head dipped. His breaths came quick and shallow.

‘Breathe slowly, remember?’ Skully said.

‘You need to breathe slowly.’ Hop squeezed his hand. ‘In and out.’

Bear tried, but the breaths got stuck.

‘You thought you couldn’t move the boulder, remember? But you did! You can do anything, big brother.’

Bear tore his hand away. ‘You think it’s that easy? I move the boulder and I’m just c-c-cured?’ His eyes swam with tears. ‘I can’t-can’t-can’t beat this fear! It always wins.’

Hop studied him – the shaking, the hot clammy skin, the tears rolling down his cheeks.

‘Pathetic . . . right?’ Bear said miserably.

‘Nu-uh! You’re amazing.’

Bear tilted his head towards him. ‘You’re making fun of me?’

‘I don’t think I’ve ever been as scared as you are now in my entire life. You’re afraid all the time.’

Bear stared. ‘Thanks?’

‘So, every time you have to do something, you have to fight that fear. You have to fight that battle over and over again. I think you’re the bravest person I’ve ever met!’

Bear wrung his hands. ‘You really want me in there?’

‘Yes yes yes! And I’ll make you a promise now: even if you beg me to, I’m never going to leave you. You’re stuck with me!’

Bear’s mouth twitched. ‘You’re not like I expected.’

Hop’s heart stuttered. Bear was so traumatized by his time here he expected everyone to be cruel. ‘You and Amber aren’t that different. People are kind. I’ll show you.’ He stood up and held out his hand. Bear grasped it. His breathing had settled: another battle won.

The others were waiting outside an archway. ‘Look, everyone. Bear is here!’ He clapped.

‘Shouldn’t clap,’ Sunny whispered. ‘She sleeps.’

As Hop looked through the entrance his heart dropped.

Inside was a cavernous space with huge pillars leading up to a high ceiling of cragged rock. The water that half filled the place seemed to cast its own light. The blue-green hue coiled around the columns and rock faces, throwing shifting shapes across the walls.

The temperature soared as he stepped within. Sweat pooled in the nape of his neck. The scent was strangely fresh, like a sea breeze, though there couldn’t be much air down here.

The wyrm’s body was the same blue-green as the water. And there was a lot of body. It dipped in and out of the surface. The parts he could see were covered with iridescent scales, and she was long and legless, like a giant snake. Her head was lizard-like, with two sharp curling horns and a mane of seaweed hair.

Just as Sunny had said, she was asleep. Her snores rumbled so deeply the water trembled, dust falling in showers across the cavern.

A tug at his arm. Little pointed insistently to a far corner.

There was a rock nest and nestled inside was one small golden egg, about the size of Hop’s hand. The wyrm’s thick body almost completely entwined it. She was sleeping so deeply, perhaps she would not wake if Hop was to sneak over and snatch it.

‘You want to steal it.’

‘I don’t!’ Hop said, spinning around. ‘I don’t want to steal it.’

‘Nobody said you did,’ Sunny said quietly.

‘What a grand idea!’ Storm said, but then lowered her voice at her brother’s shushing. ‘Far better than asking her nicely, which, let’s be honest, would end with us missing even more pieces. We could creep quietly up to the egg. Well . . . Sunny and I couldn’t, we have these noisy legs. And Amber couldn’t, she’s blind, and Bear couldn’t, being a coward and all. That leaves you – Hop.’

Sunny nodded. ‘And of all the ways to die, dragon attack is the most memorable.’

The cavern creaked and moaned with the wyrm’s snores. ‘But it’s stealing.’

Not just stealing. Stealing a child. And that thought was so abhorrent it made his skin crawl.

‘Don’t pretend you don’t want to,’ the Shadow-man said in his head. ‘I know all the terrible urges you feel.’

No. He didn’t. A fleeting thought controlled by fear – how much easier it would be to step between her body and slip the egg from the nest. ‘We can’t. She’s a living thing and you shouldn’t steal people’s babies. I’m going to ask her.’

‘Hop,’ Amber said sharply. ‘Are you sure about this?’

‘I know what you really are. Monster.’

The wyrm had given him no reason to fear it. She hadn’t attacked him or anything. If he assumed she would hurt him, he would be as bad as the twins had been with Bear. Throwing rocks at a cowering boy because they were scared. ‘Yes. I’m sure. You stay here.’

‘Fine. But please don’t get yourself eaten.’

‘I’ll try my best!’

Hop shuffled around the lake to the other bank, where the wyrm’s head was snoozing outside of the water. There wasn’t a lot of room on the winding paths, so he had to press his body to the wall, gripping the crumbling rock so he didn’t fall in.

‘You’re right,’ Skully said, ‘nobody should steal children from mothers, but I don’t know many who would willingly give up their offspring either.’

The wyrm still slept soundly as Hop reached her. Blasts of hot air sent his scarf fluttering behind him.

He was also very near the egg. So gold and shiny.

‘Tempting, isn’t it, Monster?’

No. He did not have to steal or sacrifice children to save his friends. He was not like those people with their offerings on the tree stumps.

Hop’s hand trembled as he reached towards her. No need to be afraid. This would go fine. It had to.

He tapped the wyrm on her head. ‘Sorry to wake you, but I’ve got something really important to ask.’

The wyrm snored.

He poked again. ‘Excuse me.’

The wyrm stirred. Her great body shifted, scales contracting as her head rose off the bank. Her seaweed mane sprayed Hop with warm water. Then her eyes fixed upon him.

They were ice-blue. The same shade as the Shadow-man’s.

Every word lodged in his throat.

‘You have entered my chamber.’ The wyrm’s voice rumbled with age, but there was a sultriness to it. A confidence. Hop understood her perfectly. It seems he did speak dragon. ‘You have woken me from my sssslumber.’ The ‘s’ sound dragged out, her forked tongue lashing against sharp teeth.

‘Yes,’ he said finally. ‘I did both those things.’

‘You therefore wisssh to be devoured.’

‘No!’ He held up his hands. ‘I’m not here to fight. I just want to talk. My name’s Hop. Do you have one?’

His skin prickled as her gaze passed over him. Those eyes seemed to be searching for something. Whatever she found seemed to convince her to not immediately eat him. ‘Sssome call me Caoránach. I am the mother of all monstersss and devilsss.’

‘Nice to meet you, Caoránach.’

‘You have come to the wrong placccce.’ She lowered her head, white teeth flashing. ‘Leave and take your many soulsss with you.’

He avoided glancing back at his friends, across the lake. ‘You really are very beautiful, Caoránach,’ he said, smiling brightly. ‘Your scales are such a fetching colour.’

‘Your human idealsss of beauty are irrelevant. Sssay why you have come, sssoul-bearer.’

‘Careful,’ Skully said. ‘Think about what you’re asking of her.’

He was asking her to give up her young. Flattery wouldn’t be enough.

‘For millennia I have ruled. I have feassssted. But there is a change in the air. I feel it in my bonesss. The ssscales are unbalanced. A great reckoning is coming. And it is sssouls like you who have brought it about. Why ssssshould I not kill you where you sssstand?’

Was this what Granny had talked about? The God-folk coming, to purge the world of all monsters. Including this one?

How must that feel, to be the mightiest monster in the land, unchallenged and fearless, and then suddenly to know something even greater than you approaches?

She was scared, and he knew fear. He could use this. ‘I can help you. The God-folk are coming because of what the people are doing to their . . .’ He couldn’t say the word ‘children’. His memory had taken those corpses and turned them into jam and shortbread. ‘Because of what the people are doing. But I can find a way to stop them.’ He wasn’t sure how, but that could be worked out later.

Her blue eyes glittered. ‘And what do you asssk in return?’

Hop took a step closer. ‘Give me your egg, please.’

She reared back, her body wrapping around the nest. ‘You come to ssssteal my young.’

‘I’m not stealing. I’m asking.’

‘And I am sssaying no.’

‘But I promise I’ll find a way to stop what they’re doing and—’

‘You would sssooner stop the tides,’ she hissed. ‘You would sssooner stop the sssun from rising and the planet from ssspinning. Do not make promises you cannot keep. Essspecially not with me, sssoul-bearer.’

The moon was still glowing on Hop’s arm, but he felt the weight of seconds pressing down upon him. ‘Please, I need that egg to save my friends.’

She looked behind her, at his friends standing by the entrance. ‘Friendsss? These are your friendsss? How ssssweet.’

Hop didn’t like the hungry way her eyes devoured them. ‘I promised them I’d get them to safety.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I care about them.’

Her head snapped back to him. A glint of teeth. ‘I will allow you to take the egg.’

His heart soared.

‘For a pricccce.’ Her mouth twisted into a mockery of a smile. ‘I will give you my young, for one of yoursss.’

‘I don’t have any young. I’m eleven.’

‘The young you have brought with you. I will have one of thosssse. I care not which.’

Hop’s body went cold. ‘My friends? I can’t—’

‘Take or leave it.’ Her tail hit the water, spraying the others at the far bank.

‘Hop!’ Amber called from across the lake. ‘What’s going on?’

‘She wants to swap it for one of you. We’ll find another way,’ Hop yelled.

‘We’re nearly out of time. We get the egg now and maybe make it to the door, or we don’t and we’re stuck here forever.’

‘I’m not going to sacrifice any of you,’ he said.

‘Use your head for once. This is just the first room. I’m going to bet the other missions will be harder. We need strong people. A weak link could doom us,’ Amber said.

The twins were both looking in the same direction – at Bear.

The boy stared down at the ground, shoulders slumped.

Hop’s heart ached. ‘You want to leave Bear here?’

Silence.

‘You sssseee?’ The wyrm’s mane swayed back and forth. ‘They underssssstand. Weakness is a disssssease.’

Only Little seemed to care; she tried to take Bear’s hands, but they drew together at his chest. His body appeared to be sinking in on itself. He believed so ardently that he was weak, and the others had just confirmed it.

‘You know it makes sense. The wheat must be separated from the chaff.’

He’s already wasted so much time. Bear had to be comforted at the boulder, and again in the darkness before the cavern. How many lives will it cost? He is the weak link.

Hop realized, with a start, that those thoughts were not the Shadow-man’s, but his own.

‘It’s okay,’ Bear said, though he didn’t raise his head. ‘I know what I’m wo-wo-worth.’

‘Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.’

Hop had made promises to everyone. He’d promised Little he would reunite her with her daddy. Promised he’d get the twins out so they’d never go hungry again. Promised he would never abandon Bear or Amber.

He had made so many promises.

Caoránach was right. He shouldn’t make promises he couldn’t keep. Maybe the Shadow-man was right too, and Dolores. Perhaps he was a person capable of terrible things.

He turned to Caoránach. ‘You can have him.’

‘Which one?’

‘The big one.’ He pointed across the water.

As she turned, her body loosened around the nest.

Hop leaped across her long, slithery back and landed with a thunk in the nest. He snatched the egg and stuffed it beneath his shirt.

‘Run!’ he screamed, climbing back over the nest. ‘RUN, BEAR!’

Caoránach’s head snapped back to Hop. Her eyes flew to her empty nest. ‘Thief! Sssstealer of children! Hunter! Dessstroyer!’

He sprinted across the bank, rushing for the wall.

Caoránach’s tail ploughed into him, sweeping him off his feet. He slammed into something hard. Tremors sparked down his body. Then he was falling through space, spinning over and over.

He clutched the egg to his chest and thought of his father.

The water hit him like a blade of ice. His entire body throbbed as he plummeted down into the depths of the lake.

He tried to move but he wasn’t sure how. He had no idea how to swim. He hadn’t forgotten. He had never learned.

The lake bed was glowing; a constant blue-green haze of light surrounded him. And it was strangely warm. For a moment, Hop almost felt peaceful.

A thunderous noise echoed above.

His lungs burned for air.

A yank on his scarf.

He turned, forcing his aching legs to kick.

Bear appeared beside him, paddling in the water. Bear, who had hyperventilated at the thought of entering this cavern, had dived into the water for him.

The larger boy grasped hold of his scarf and swam up, dragging Hop with him. Hop tried to kick, but he was so tired he barely shifted. The scarf tightened around his neck. Hop tried to wave his arm, to get Bear to stop before he ended up strangling him, but he was too weak to move.

A large form slammed into the water, sending them tumbling sideways, spinning out of control.

Hop’s leg caught in something, almost yanking his knee out of the socket. As he struggled to free himself, he realized what it was – seaweed hair. Connected to a spiked head, and a great gnashing mouth.

Caoránach’s sharp teeth nipped at him as he grasped desperately at his leg, trying to unravel the knotted seaweed mess.

A sharp jab of pain.

Then blood in the water. So much blood. Everything turned red.

Caoránach reared up suddenly, as if distracted. The motion let Hop shimmy his leg loose. He was free. But Bear was nowhere to be found.

Darkness edged around his vision. His lungs screamed for air he could not give them.

The egg was warm against his chest, pumping a fast heartbeat to Hop’s slowing one.

Hands upon him, lifting his head. A glimpse of gleaming amber orbs where eyes should be. Their foreheads met, then her lips were on his.

Amber released a breath, pushing it into his lungs. A tiny thing, but he took it, was unable not to.

It bought him seconds. Seconds where Amber’s hands fell slackly from his face, and her head tilted back. Seconds where the water moved strangely. Swirling and dancing and then pushed away as if by a great unseen force. Hop and Amber crashed to the lake bed, suddenly absent of water. He gasped for precious air while she lay still in his arms. Breathing. But barely.

The others were there too, dotted around him and drenched to the bone.

They were inside a bubble of air at the bottom of the lake. Water continued to flow beside, behind and above them. But it did not breach their perfect bubble.

Bear and Sunny were both standing, though the former was hacking up water. Hop slung Amber’s arm over his shoulder, her head slumping on to her chest.

‘What is this? And where’s Little?’ Hop asked.

‘Forget that, we need to go! Now. Like now now or we die now now!’ Storm yelled. ‘Can this weird bubble move or—’

At her words, her brother stepped forward, and the bubble moved.

‘Uh. Yeah. Like that,’ Storm said.

Hop dragged Amber to her feet; if they didn’t keep within the bubble they’d be sucked back into the watery depths. Amber wouldn’t survive that.

Hop staggered along, Sunny leading the way as the bubble carved a perfect path through the water.

‘Where did this bubble come from? Skully, did you see anything?’ Hop asked.

‘No. If I had arms I would shrug.’

The bubble approached the far bank, and with a bit of climbing they managed to scramble on to solid ground.

Behind him, Caoránach thrashed against the rocks as she tried to reach them. In her rage, she seemed to have dislodged more rocks from her chamber. The archway they entered through was littered with them. They could still squeeze through, but her? Probably not. Hopefully not.

‘You cannot esssscape me, sssstealer of children!’ Dust rained down. ‘You are plague! Hunter! Killer! Ssssoul-stealer.’

Hop scrambled through the archway, cradling the egg with one hand and dragging Amber with the other.

‘It issss in your nature! Darkness callssss to you. You cannot esssscape it!’

Only when Hop could no longer hear her cries did he stop running.

He laid Amber against the wall. Her breaths were shallow.

Small hands appeared at her cheeks, rubbing warmth into them. Little.

‘You’re so fast,’ he said. ‘And quick and clever, do you know that? You’re a survivor.’

Her face scrunched up happily.

‘What was that bubble thing?’ Storm asked.

‘I’m not sure, but it saved our lives,’ Hop said.

‘Did you see anything, Sunny? Brother? Helloooo?’ Storm waved her hand in front of Sunny. He stood completely still, his head hanging listlessly. ‘We need to get out of here before—’

Sunny’s head snapped up, his eyes wide and staring. They flicked over everyone – Storm before him, Bear trembling as he cleaned his glasses, Little and Amber on the floor –then finally they fixed upon Hop.

Sunny’s face never betrayed much emotion, but the way he looked at Hop was so strange it made him shiver. An upturn of the lips, something unnatural moving behind his eyes. He did not look like Sunny.

‘Are you o—’

Sunny leaped upon Hop, smashing him to the ground. His hand slammed into Hop’s throat, instantly winding him. His fingers dug into the flesh and squeezed.

Hop kicked, but it was like trying to move ten Bears at once. Sunny was impossibly strong for a boy with only one arm who was smaller than Hop.

‘Traitor,’ he spat, lips curling back from his teeth. ‘Traitor. Trai—’ Sunny was wrenched back, his one hand still grasping madly for Hop’s neck.

Amber’s legs were wrapped around his waist and Storm’s arm around his throat. The three of them hit the floor, but Sunny was still writhing and screaming, foaming at the mouth with every ‘Traitor!’

Bear rushed to Hop. ‘Are you okay?’

Amber had pinned Sunny to the ground and was muttering in his ear as he raged.

Storm staggered back, watching her twin in horror. She looked so odd stripped of all her toothless smiles. ‘What’s wrong with my brother?’

Sunny’s body went slack. The last ‘Traitor!’ died on his lips.

Storm tore Amber off him. His eyes were closed, his limbs lifeless. ‘What have you done? You’ve hurt him!’

‘I hurt him ?’ Amber spluttered. ‘What class of eejit are you? He tried to kill Hop!’

Hop touched his tender neck. If it wasn’t for the stinging pain, he wouldn’t believe that had happened.

‘Sunny?’ Storm shook him.

‘Relax,’ Amber said. ‘I only knocked him out. Though he deserves worse. Gods, are you all off your fecking rockers?’

Sunny mumbled incomprehensibly, his legs twitching.

‘Here, sit.’ Storm helped him up.

Amber pounced protectively before Hop. ‘Think very carefully about what you do next.’

Sunny blinked groggily as he stared at them – Storm almost weeping, Little with her face buried in quivering hands, Bear kneeling beside Hop, and Amber breathless and vengeful.

And last of all, Hop.

‘You’re bleeding,’ Sunny said, in his normal calm voice. ‘Your leg.’ There was a deep gash across Hop’s shin. Must have been where Caoránach had bitten him. ‘But at least you got the egg, and nobody died a horrible death yet.’ He flashed that sunshine smile. ‘What would we do without you, Hop?’
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12 Room One – The Ancients

They moved through the tunnel in silence, boots scuffing and water leaking from clothes. Hop was sandwiched between Amber and Bear, who both appeared unwilling to leave his side, and Little, as usual, stuck to Bear’s.

Storm was abnormally withdrawn and quiet. She clung to her brother.

Hop tried not to look at Sunny. He appeared to have no memory of what had occurred between him and Hop. What had prompted such a sudden change in him?

In truth, what scared Hop most was the look of utter loathing on Sunny’s face. Because it was familiar. He knew that expression. He must have done something terrible, been someone terrible to be accustomed to such hatred.

Was that why he was here, being punished? Was he truly a monster? Was that why his own body was intact, and the others’ were not? Had he done something to them?

‘Traitor. Traitor. Traitor.’

He picked at his thumbs, peeling back the quick of the nail. The pain was like gasping a mouthful of air after being submerged – moreish.

‘Are you okay, little brother?’ Bear asked.

His hands sprang apart. ‘Of course! We got the egg.’

It was nestled safely in his backpack. He tried not to think about how he had got it – by giving in to a terrible urge.

He checked his arm and gasped.

‘Don’t tell me we’re out of time?’ Amber asked.

No, the moon was still missing a slice; it must not be sundown yet. But where the message ‘Claim the golden egg’ had been etched there was instead an ornate glowing key. And Hop had seen only one door in this whole room. ‘We have to get back to the door. I think I can open it. We claimed the right egg; we just need to get through the door in time, then we’re done!’

‘If we don’t get eaten on the way,’ Sunny said.

As they approached the exit of the mountain caves, Bear staggered backwards into Hop. Dust and rubble rained down.

‘What’s that?’ Amber clutched the wall.

Bear clung to Hop so tightly he struggled to breathe. ‘You don’t think . . . the wu-wu-wyrm?’

‘No. She’s stuck in her chamber . . . I think,’ Hop said.

A tremor swept beneath their feet.

‘I would leave the small, enclosed space if I were you,’ Skully said.

Hop hurried to the entrance, dragging Bear with him. A shower of dust drowned Hop, blocking his vision and sticking to his wet clothes. He wiped his eyes with his scarf and stopped.

They were outside. But the place they had entered from had luscious fields and wildflowers. The earth here was dead and grey, as if turned to ash by some great fire.

‘We must have come out the wrong way.’

Sunny emerged. ‘Impossible. There’s only one way in if you’re avoiding the rivers and streams.’

A creeping dread curled around Hop’s gut. He grasped a handful of ash at his feet, and it trickled between his fingers like sand. Warm. It was still warm.

This was the same place they had entered. But utterly changed.

‘This is where we came in.’

‘What?’ Bear gaped. ‘What happened?’

An almighty blast tore through the ground, throwing Hop forward. He landed painfully on his chest, ashes rising like smoke around him.

He coughed furiously as he staggered to his feet. When the ashes finally settled, his fear spiked.

Balor, the man-mountain, had returned. That one terrible eye was cracked open, carving gaping holes through the earth. It was Balor then, Balor with his awful life-leeching eye who had turned this world to ash.

But there were two new figures clad in blazing gold flying through the air towards Balor. Hop shielded his eyes as he tried to look upon them. One was encased in fire, hurling great blazing balls at the giant’s eye. The other was uprooting trees with a flick of the hand, casting their mighty bulks at his back.

Could these be the God-folk? Come to save this land, to destroy all the monsters that plagued the people? Had their awful sacrifice been answered?

Balor swung his arms. He seemed clumsy compared to the elegant speed of those golden beings. They danced around him with ease. As fire and earth came together, his end was inevitable. He crashed to the ground so heavily even the mountains trembled.

‘Hop!’ Someone shoved into him, sending him sprawling.

A sharp crack followed by a thunderous thud. A chunk of the mountain landed where he had lain only seconds ago.

Bear was above him, white terror dancing in his eyes. ‘We sh-sh-should . . .’

‘Go,’ Hop agreed.

The sun was sinking behind the horizon, flooding the ground in amber light. It almost looked as though it was on fire.

Maybe it was.

The others gathered around him. He counted the heads – one, two, three, four, five, six, including Skully. Time to go.

As he moved, more golden figures appeared overhead, swooping lower as they rained down destruction on Balor’s remains.

Sunny fell into him, gripping his head. ‘Can’t you feel . . . the pressure?’

‘Hop, keep your arse moving!’ Amber tugged his hand.

Hop took one twin under his arm as Amber took the other. They walked hand in hand through the wasteland, the ground shifting beneath their feet. Behind him, the booming crashes of more shards of the mountain falling to the earth. Before him, the sun, sinking lower and lower.

A flash of light. A sheet of ice-cold rain fell upon them, filling up the cracks Balor had carved through the earth.

Hop tried to look for the fireflies that had swarmed the door yesterday, hoping they’d guide him. But he couldn’t spot them anywhere. Perhaps they had fled.

Finally, he spotted the only shimmering light in this dying world. The beckoning glow of the door. Escape.

‘Do you hear that?’ Amber gasped.

A fluttering of wings, growing louder and louder, and in the distance, a noise that sounded like screaming.

Hop froze as Sunny slurred into his neck, ‘Notbirds.’

The flock burst out of the darkness.

Hop made it one step, two, before he was swallowed by the swarm. The birds were everywhere, the flutter of wings and the constant desperate howling of lost souls seeking another to feast upon.

He fell to his knees and thrust his hands over his ears, Sunny slipping from his grip. But it wasn’t enough to block out that terrible screaming.

‘Not my soul,’ he whispered, closing his eyes. ‘You can’t have it, you can’t—’

The world fell oddly silent. He could no longer feel the brush of feathers or scrape of talons. He opened his eyes.

The birds were still there, inches away from his face, black beaks open, wings spread. But they were frozen in midair. A piece of rock, fallen from the mountain, hovered in the distance. Dust hung suspended.

Everything was frozen.

It was as if time itself had been paused. Was this the power of the God-folk? Whatever it was, right now more time was exactly what he needed.

A noise speared the silence. Desperate, heaving gasps. Amber clutched the ground, sweat pouring from her brow.

Hop went to her, taking her hand. ‘It’s okay. Time has stopped. We can make it.’

‘Run, Hop. Through the door before it starts again and the sun sets.’

‘Not without—’

‘NOW!’ She pushed him so forcefully he toppled backwards.

A high-pitched wail from above. Fire rained down from the sky. Flashes of gold descended to the earth. Five blazing figures moved amongst them, unleashing hell upon the frozen notbirds. The beasts crumbled to ash.

The frozen time had not touched them. That meant only one thing – they had frozen it. God-folk. They had to be. And their actions had stopped Hop and his friends’ souls becoming part of that ghastly flock.

The God-folk darted away, gold streaks tearing across the blackening sky.

His friends were scattered, lying where they had fallen. They writhed, gasping for breath.

‘Leave us!’ Amber said.

‘As if.’ Hop pushed himself up, his injured leg throbbing. He moved through the muted silence; raindrops, dust and tiny rocks hung suspended all around him, floating in time and space. Little was curled into a trembling ball. He bundled her in his arms, her small hands linked around his neck, like the first time he had rescued her.

As he weaved to the door, he noticed black dots all over the floor. Only when he looked closer did he realize what they were. Dead fireflies.

Balor had truly purged this world.

Only a slice of sun remained, peeking over the horizon. As soon as this pause in time ended, they would be drowned in darkness. Then it would be too late.

He stopped before the door, shifting Little to his other shoulder, then he pressed his palm against it.

‘I’ve done it. I’ve claimed the golden egg.’

The key on his arm blazed with light.

A distant click. All the light bled from the door, then it swung open towards him.

Beyond there was only a black void. But he forced Little through it as she screamed and sobbed and reached for him.

‘I’ll be there soon. Promise.’

He grabbed both twins at the same time. One under each arm. They could barely walk as he dragged them through the ash fields.

They fell through the door together.

Bear wasn’t hard to find, as big as he was. He was on all fours, wheezing. His wide eyes stared through Hop, fixed on the golden figures blazing across the sky.

With difficulty, Hop helped him stand and lugged him through the door.

Hop staggered to Amber, his leg begging for rest. Every time he took a step it felt as if something was tearing. His head was heavy too, a distant pounding in his skull.

He didn’t dare fall to his knees beside her. He wasn’t sure he would be able to stand again.

‘You never know when to give up on a person, do you?’ she croaked.

‘No.’ As Hop wrapped his arm around her waist, her body slumped weakly into his and time finally moved again.

The dust fell, the rocks scattered, the rain poured, Hop’s ears exploded with fresh noise. As the sun finally sank behind the horizon, the moon showed its face.

Except it wasn’t the full round shape of the moon he had been imagining. It was shattered. Shards of silver light hung in the black sky, like so much broken pottery.

His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. His heart hammered furiously.

‘Bunny, you have to move.’

He forced his legs forward. But the night was growing all around them, and it was impossible to navigate the darkness by the light of a shattered moon.

‘I can’t see the door.’ Fear leaked into his voice. How long did they have? Minutes? Seconds before they were trapped forever in this dying world?

Amber mumbled into his shoulder. ‘Sorry . . . couldn’t . . . last . . .’

‘I can’t find it!’ He couldn’t cry. Wouldn’t cry. The door was here. It had to be. He waved his hand blindly, but it met only thin air. ‘Fear is bad. Find the good,’ he whispered.

‘“Fear is bad”,’ the Shadow-man’s voice mocked in his head. ‘Is this what “Father” taught you? Pathetic. Fear is not bad. Fear is power.’

‘No. Fear is . . . Find the . . .’ A small sob escaped his lips. What good was there to find in a world of ash and darkness? ‘Help me, Father. Someone. Anyone. Please!’

A soft white glow speared the darkness. A shape was moving towards him – the elk, its antlers pulsing with precious light.

Here it was – the good. He never should have doubted.

Hop laid a hand on its coat, gripping the silky soft tufts between his fingers. ‘I need the door. I need to . . .’

The elk moved, weaving through the devastation as overhead the sky cracked and sizzled. Finally, the door was before them – a black void, as though a slice had been cut out of the world.

Hop rubbed the elk’s snout. ‘Thank you.’

A sharp ring sliced the air. Everything turned red. Blood sprayed Hop, in his mouth, ears, nose; the taste of it coated his tongue.

The elk gurgled as its head slid off its body. It slumped to the ground, blood pumping from a gaping neck wound. A figure stood behind it, swathed in gold, a bloodied sword in his grip.

It burned to look upon him. Hop’s skin and blood and organs blistered with heat. The pain kept him rooted, seizing his limbs and holding them in place, as though it demanded acknowledgement.

The God seized Hop’s wrist, and the world tilted.


This is a familiar scent. A scent you know better than your own. Better than roses and well-thumbed books. Better than that fleeting scent of a mother. It is the scent at the start of everything, and at the end.

Blood.

It enters you with every breath. There is no escaping. Better to lean into it. Better to embrace it.

Blood.

And you’re only spilling more of it. With each thrust of the sword gripped in trembling hands. With each slice through skin. With each gurgling groan. More blood. Until you’re soaked in it.

Blood sticking clothes to skin. Blood clogging ears. Whimpers and moans in the red fog. Blood in your eyes. In your mouth.

You are acquainted with the taste of it.

At what point did that happen? When did the taste of blood become more familiar than sea air, than tea, or freshly baked bread?

With a plunge of your weapon and a final rattling breath it’s over. You’re alone, amongst the rivers of blood and mounds of flesh. So covered in the stuff you are almost indistinguishable from the dead yourself.

The difference is as thin as the edge of your blade.
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13 Respite Room

Hop awoke to blinding light and someone nibbling his scarf.

Dolores was bent over him, beak nestled in his neck.

He was lying in a bed. A real bed. Not the forest floor or the inside of a tree trunk. It was lusciously soft, and he was suddenly very sure he had slept in a bed like this, with white fluffy pillows and crisp sheets, for a large portion of his life.

Soft sunlight streamed in through a wide window, blanketing the room in a golden hue. In the corner stood a desk, overflowing with parchment and half-full pots of ink. Beside it was a bookcase, packed with leather-bound books with peeling spines, and succulents in tiny, adorable pots nestled between them. An array of different animal skulls hung from the ceiling. It could have been creepy, but the way the sunlight enveloped them and how they were so lovingly hung felt more like a tribute than grisly trophies.

It was, he decided, a wonderful room.

Dolores crunched on something in his scarf. ‘Got it.’

He shifted. ‘What are you . . . ?’

She darted away, eyes swirling with galaxies. ‘Oh, splendid, you have not yet abandoned your very mortal coil. There was a beetle on you. I relieved you of it.’

He sat up groggily. It all came rushing back – the golden figures, the door. ‘Did everyone—’

‘Yes, thank you dearly for sending so many uninvited and noisy guests to my abode.’

‘They’re all here? They’re safe?’

‘Five children,’ she said gloomily, ‘tumbled into my living quarters and interrupted my dinner. The amber-eyed miss dragged you through. I was sure you were a corpse. You continue to surprise me.’

Amber had saved him. Of course she had.

‘They’re my friends. They’re locked in here too. I have to get them to the Bone Door.’

‘Perhaps you should worry about yourself first. You didn’t have a heartbeat, you know, when you came through that door.’

At her words it all came back. That horrifying scene of death. Of a blade striking over and over. The need to kill, a hunger impossible to sate.

When the God had touched him, he had fallen into a memory, though it did not feel like his own. Not like the dark space with Father, every inch of it so familiar he could map it with his body. These recollections were ill-fitting, like wearing someone else’s shoes.

Whoever’s memory it was, it was too terrible to look at. Under the covers, he scratched nails into his arm, sank into the pain and then forced a smile. ‘This room is amazing. Is it yours?’

‘Oh heavens, no. I am an owl, you see. I do not rest horizontally as you peculiar beings do.’ She waved a wing. ‘This is my master’s room. It is the only room with sunlight. I prefer gazing out upon the endless vastness of eternities. But he likes that blazing gold ball. Each to their own.’

‘When was he last here?’

‘A very long time ago.’

Hop sat back in the bed. ‘We did it. We completed the task and escaped the first room!’

He did not tell her what excited him most – that escape surely meant no more Shadow-man. He had never seen or heard him before that room, so hopefully he was stuck in that dead world where he had been spawned.

But others were locked in that world of fire and ash with him.

‘The room – the people in it – they’re not real, are they? It’s all made up?’

Dolores preened her feathers. ‘This place is built on memories. That room houses the oldest memories. You can trust what you saw, as far as you can trust memories.’

‘I can barely trust my own memories.’ He sighed. ‘But it can’t be real. The world in that room was dead when we left.’

‘New worlds bloom every day, young master,’ she said. ‘Destruction and rebirth. The two are connected. They are a circle.’

‘You sound like Granny. She kept going on about balance as well.’

‘Then this “Granny” sounds very wise indeed.’

He gripped the bedsheets as her words returned to him: ‘They vanquish all that is wondrous.’

Just like the elk, Granny would probably be gone now too. ‘I saw these golden beings. These God-folk. They defeated the monsters, even saved us from the notbirds.’

She stared expectantly.

‘But they also killed things that were not monstrous at all. And no good person would ever kill another living being.’

‘Is there a question mark at the end of that sentence?’

He picked at the blanket across his knees. ‘Were they good or bad?’

She gave him a look that felt familiar. As though he had asked something very stupid. ‘You speak as if they must be one or the other.’

Obviously, they had to be. There were good things like sunrises, daisies and Skully, and there were bad things like a moon shattering, trees falling to ash and the Shadow-man. And the worst of those things was what the golden people had brought – death.

Hop looked at his arms. They were soaked with blood.

This blood was probably from the elk, but this was not the first time he had woken covered in it.

He had given in to one terrible urge when he chose to steal the egg. Had he given in to another to end up soaked in blood when he first awoke in this labyrinth?

‘When you found me . . .’ The words tumbled out. ‘The blood . . .’ Whose was it?

‘Young master?’

The three words pounded in his skull. He needed to ask. But then he would know, and what if the answer was terrible?

He knew it was terrible.

Better to not know. Better to look away. What good would it do him to know something terrible?

He clasped his hands. ‘Where’s the bathroom?’

* * *

The bathroom was so much more than a bathroom. It was gleaming white with rows of deep porcelain baths with shiny silver taps. There were shelves stacked with neatly labelled bottles filled with bright liquids – sunshine yellow, shimmering gold, even one with all the colours of the rainbow. Hop sniffed a few – mountain air, apple pie and a roaring fire.

He picked a deep-green one that smelled like a dewy wood and emptied it into a bath. As the taps ran, he stripped out of his blood-soaked clothes and placed Skully aside.

‘You can come in too, if you like?’

‘Being submerged is not a pleasant sensation.’

Based on recent experience, Hop had to agree.

He hurried to turn off the taps as mint-green bubbles flowed over the side, then sank into the pleasantly warm water, enveloped by the scent of the forest.

The cut on his leg still throbbed, but the water seemed to soothe it. He ducked his head under the surface and washed the dried mud and blood from his hair.

When he scrubbed his arm, he found only bare white skin. No glowing message. He was safe for now. No fire raining from the sky. No Shadow-man. No blood.

Then he heard the crying.

He peeked his head over the bubbles, checking the other baths. He hadn’t heard anyone enter but he had been very distracted by the colourful bottles.

All the baths were empty, except one. The water was midnight black, and Storm sat within, head resting on her knee as she hiccupped and wept.

He had to blink several times to check he hadn’t imagined it. She looked so small, so fragile without that beaming, manic smile.

‘Storm? Storm!’

Her head shot up, bloodshot eyes widening. ‘Hop! I was just . . . just laughing! That’s it! Laughing about how dull this place is! So white and boring, right? It would be so much better if the tiles had drawings on them, like people being beheaded! Or riding giant lizards!’ Her smile was too wide. She clearly wasn’t as used to forcing them as Hop was.

Only one person could affect her this much.

‘Is this about Sunny?’

His words shattered her. She crumpled inwards and howled. ‘I was looking for somewhere to cry where nobody would see me! Do you know the giant owl woman’s got a room just filled with dead squirrels? It was . . . awesome . . .’ she sobbed. ‘Ach. But now you’re here and you tell everyone everything. So now I have to kill you so my fearsome reputation isn’t ruined.’

‘I won’t tell anyone! I promise!’

She blew her nose loudly. ‘Amber’s going to be so angry at me for killing you! You can pick how you die. Drowned in the bath? Or shall we make it badass and impale you on something?’

Hop understood not wanting to cry; what he didn’t understand was crying but not wanting anyone to see it. Tears were bad whether people saw them or not.

‘Impaling, right?’

Hop stared as Storm wailed. She had hidden this side from everyone, even her brother.

Storm had been protective of Sunny from the start; it wasn’t that she didn’t want people to see her cry. It was that she didn’t want him to see her cry.

‘I won’t tell Sunny,’ Hop said softly.

Her head shot up. ‘If he finds out I’ve been crying he’ll freak out. He’s a wimp, you know. Not as bad as Bear – obviously I would’ve had to slit his throat if he was like Bear. On the outside he seems all emotionless and stabby, but deep down he’s soft.’

So, she had to be strong. And strong meant no crying.

‘He hasn’t remembered, you know, not even a little bit about what happened in the mountain.’

Hop’s body tensed. Sunny’s face, twisted with hatred, flashed in his mind.

‘Traitor. Traitor. Traitor!’

‘That wasn’t my brother,’ she stated. ‘He only carries all those knives cos he’s scared. He wouldn’t actually hurt you. That wasn’t him.’

A lump formed in Hop’s throat. He knew who it might have been. If the Shadow-man had managed to invade Hop’s mind, then what’s to say he couldn’t have taken control of Sunny too? That would explain why he went straight for Hop. He preferred that option to the alternative, that Sunny had remembered something, and that Hop actually was a ‘traitor’.

‘I think something took over his body,’ Hop said.

‘But who? Once I get my hand on them, I’m gonna tear out their eyes and put them on skewers!’ She punched the black water.

‘It doesn’t matter. Whoever it was . . . I think they’re gone now. Sunny will be just fine.’

‘He better be. Else it’s skewer central.’ She knuckled her nose but it wouldn’t stop streaming.

Hop gathered a handful of bubbles and attached them to his chin. ‘Do you like my beard?’

She snorted.

He grabbed more bubbles, creating a moustache and sideburns. ‘How about – ah!’

With a splash, Storm hauled herself over the side of his bath, drowning Hop in a bubbly wave of green.

‘Where’s your other leg?’ Hop asked.

‘It got wet in the dragon’s lair, plus it was kinda beaten up anyway, so Dolores is fixing it.’ She glanced away, pausing. ‘If I tell you something, you have to promise to keep it between us?’

‘Promise.’

‘That’s not the first time Sunny’s acted weird. Not as bad as that. But when we were first here, every night Sunny had nightmares. It took ages to calm him down. But Sunny swore it wasn’t nightmares, that whatever frightened him really happened.’

Hop swallowed hard. ‘What were the nightmares about?’

‘He said he felt like he couldn’t move, like his body was held down with ropes or something. He remembered wanting to escape. He was crying and begging, but nobody would listen. In fact, people were cheering.’

Hop gnawed his lip.

‘Then there was a blade. A shiny golden blade. It sawed through his skin, through muscle and bone, cutting off his hand. He screamed like crazy. Swore he could actually feel the knife cutting him. I think that’s why he carries so many blades, why he tries to scare people away.’ Her face fell. ‘Sometimes when it’s dark and quiet, his screams come back to me.’

Hop stared at the bathwater, turned brown from the blood.

He had seen that image too, in the mountain. A child strapped to a table, and a golden blade in his hand. Was it Sunny’s blood he had been covered with when he woke in the entrance chamber?

‘I’m sure it was just a recurrent dream,’ he said.

‘Sure! But he wouldn’t go to sleep for days until I promised that I would bite off the ears of anyone who tried to hurt him. That’s not what happened to Bear, I swear!’

‘Sunny’s lucky to have you. You’re lucky to have each other.’ Hop’s heart ached at his own words, as if that sentence had unlocked something very deep and hidden and real. An aching loneliness.

He reached for Storm. Their fingers locked. The touch of her flesh eased the ache, like water on a wound.

She seized but didn’t pull away.

‘I will get you out. Both of you. You will never hear him scream like that again. I promise.’

She stared down at their hands. ‘Ever since I woke up, I knew I wasn’t supposed to touch anyone. Not skin against skin. I was sure something super terrible would happen if I did. Like the sky would crack open.’ Her brows knitted together. ‘But when you hold my hand, nothing bad happens. The world doesn’t explode and my guts don’t fall out of my bum. Instead, I feel like . . . well, probably what you feel like all the time, Hop, you wee dote.’

He cocked his head to the side. ‘What do you mean?’

‘When you hold my hand, it feels like everything’s going to be okay.’
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14 Respite Room

Once they were scrubbed and dressed in warm laundered clothes Dolores had prepared for them, Hop and Storm joined the others in the kitchen. As promised, Storm’s leg was waiting for her, recovered from the damage and rust of the last room’s adventures.

The table was heaving with food. After surviving on what they could forage for the last couple of days, Hop had one mission – stuff himself to bursting.

He helped himself to a thick heel of toasted soda bread slathered with melted butter, a spoonful of colcannon with velvety mashed potato, and left just enough room to squeeze in a slab of cake, rich and fruity with raisins and cinnamon.

‘Dolores,’ he said through a moist mouthful. ‘You were sent by the Gods.’

‘True as that may be, your praise for this meal should be directed at your large and awkward companion.’

Bear sank into his seat, blushing profusely.

‘You cooked all this?!’

‘Yeah.’

Storm smacked her lips. ‘Sorry about the whole agreeing to sacrifice you to the dragon thing. For what it’s worth, you’re far lower down my list now.’

‘I would also regret your death,’ Sunny added.

Bear gnawed his lip. ‘It’s okay.’

‘Not really,’ Amber muttered. ‘It was cruel. I’m sorry too.’

Hop scooted closer. ‘When did you learn to cook like this?!’

‘Years ago.’

Amber’s head tilted towards him. ‘You remember?’

Bear clutched the table. ‘Not fully . . . just . . . just . . . just bits are coming back.’ He would be as red as the berries in the cake soon.

Hop wanted to keep saying things to make him more red. ‘Cooking is such an act of love. It completely suits you, Bear.’

The redness reached his neck. ‘Love?’

‘You go through all this effort just to fill someone else’s stomach. Just so they can enjoy a moment of yumminess. Only those with a lot of love to give would dedicate so much time into cooking that love into pies and cakes, right?’

‘Gods, won’t you show the boy some mercy?’ Amber said. ‘I can feel the heat pumping off him from here.’

‘Keep going, Hop.’ Sunny watched Bear avidly. ‘I want to see if he pops.’

‘Guts all over the table!’ Storm screamed, spraying cake crumbs.

Dolores tutted. ‘I’d rather you didn’t. I just cleaned.’

Little was too busy to help Bear, dashing between people’s plates, pocketing any crumbs.

‘You should eat some, Dolores,’ Hop said.

‘No, thank you.’ She turned up her beak. ‘Besides, you already brought my dinner.’ She gestured behind her. Sitting in a giant egg cup was the golden egg. Hop had forgotten about it, what with everything.

‘I do love how the first task had the bonus of providing me with a snack.’ She rummaged in a drawer, removing a small hammer. ‘Just requires one hard—’

Before the hammer plummeted, Hop flew out of his chair and snatched the egg. The hammer slammed into the egg cup, smashing it to pieces.

‘Now then!’ Dolores’s feathers ruffled up. ‘That was my favourite egg cup. What is the meaning of this?’

‘You can’t eat it!’ Hop hugged the egg to his chest.

‘Caoránach is the mother of monsters. Every terrible creature you encountered in that room was birthed from an egg like this. Letting me eat it is the best thing you could do for the world.’ Dolores’s galaxy eyes fixed upon it. ‘Also, I am rather peckish.’

Hop backed away. ‘I took this egg from its mother. The least I can do is make sure it’s not sacrificed just to fill someone’s belly.’

Dolores leaned forward on her stick. She suddenly seemed very large. ‘Whatever is inside that egg is no good thing. It is a creature of darkness and sooner or later it will break free, and you will be the one who has unleashed it. Hand it over and spare the suffering.’

Hop clutched the egg more tightly. The heartbeat was weak, but still fluttering. The being inside had been deemed a monster before it was even born. And Hop had taken it from its mother. It had nobody in the world to protect it.

No. That was wrong.

It had him.

‘You say it’s a monster, but it’s not even born yet. How do you know? It deserves a chance to live and choose for itself what it is.’

Dolores observed him, her eyes alight with nebulas. ‘It seems you are decided. On your golden head be it.’

‘Please don’t tell me I have to share my sling?’ Skully said.

Hop made room in his freshly replenished bag for the egg, slotting it between bundles of bread and flasks of water.

‘It appears I must retire to the squirrel room to procure my dinner,’ Dolores said.

Storm met Hop’s eyes, mouthing, ‘Told you! ’

‘But before I do, gather your things. Your door is ready.’

A sheet of silence fell over the room; only Little moved, gathering the leftover food.

‘Already?’ Bear asked.

‘Indeed. Now, the second door.’

The room darkened at Dolores’s words. A blade of light speared the darkness, and the door appeared, carved into the wall as if it had always been there. Swirling shapes and letters moved across it, too quick to read. Finally, they slowed and formed three words: ‘The God Times’.

‘The God-folk aren’t inside, are they?’ Hop asked. ‘It’s not the world we just left?’

‘Do you wish to accept the mission or not?’ Dolores said, skipping over his questions.

‘You mean we have a choice?’ Amber asked.

‘Of course, young mistress. You will be given the same choice after every room. You can wait here and eat your friend’s dubiously delicious cake, or you can go through the door at your peril.’

Hop thought of Storm, soothing a screaming brother in a strange and dangerous land, and of Sunny collecting knives, arming against his own nightmares. He had to get them out.

‘We’ve defeated a dragon. We can face whatever this room throws at us.’

‘Do you accept?’

Hop clenched his fists. ‘Yes.’

The door swung open. That same savage pull gripped hold of him, dragging him closer to the doorway. It was even more eager than last time, like an animal that had tasted blood and sought out the feast.

‘You must complete the mission and go through the next door within the time frame,’ Dolores’s voice rang out as the door tugged him closer. ‘Failure to do so will result in the door becoming non-functional and your being trapped inside.’

That wouldn’t happen. He had a thousand promises to keep, and many dear friends to save.

Hop stopped fighting the pull. He leaned into it, and the next room swallowed him whole.
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15 Room Two – The God Times

Sparks of agony tore at Hop’s flesh like fire. His vision went white. He hit the ground, writhing. His forearm skin felt as if it was being flayed from the bone.

Then hands, two pairs – small and big. Little and Bear holding him.

‘Breathe, little brother,’ Bear said. ‘You have to breathe. Slow. Remember?’

He breathed. In and out. In and out.

The pain ebbed away until only a distant tingling remained.

‘I’m okay. It’s just the mission getting carved in my arm.’ He took Bear’s hand and was hauled to his feet.

The others were vaguely horrified – apart from Storm, who looked delighted.

‘If Hop’s finished being burned alive, can someone describe what horrors await us here?’ Amber said, grasping a new, shinier cane which Dolores must have given her. ‘It smells like shit.’

It did smell like shit. But it didn’t look like it.

They were surrounded by rolling fields. Not the wild forest and marshes of the previous room. This was purposeful, cultivated. Humans were stamped all over this land.

Shoots of golden wheat grew in one field and tall green stalks of maize in another. The grass was neatly trimmed, most likely by the fluffy white sheep and cows grazing upon it. Hop suspected they were the source of the scent. Manure.

‘Manure is used to help make the soil healthier! To grow more things. The scent of manure is the scent of life.’ Hop sighed happily.

‘Then life stinks,’ Amber said.

Cobblestone paths weaved between the fields, leading down to little stone houses with thatched roofs, gathered in tight huddles.

Hop could hear something that sounded like music and laughter. It drifted over the fields, warming a part of his soul he wasn’t aware had been cold.

He had expected the ‘God Times’ to be terrible. Fire and destruction. But this seemed the opposite.

This couldn’t be the same world he had just left. Such abundance couldn’t possibly bloom from all that death.

Hop picked a daisy and thrust it beneath Amber’s nose. ‘They have daisies here. I think everything’s going to be okay.’

She took it wordlessly, her fingers closing around the stem.

‘Whose arse are we kicking this time?’ Storm punched the air.

Hop checked his arm. The white glowing letters were back, carved into the soft flesh of his underarm. He read out loud: ‘“Bring me the moon.” ’

Silence.

Storm exploded with laughter. Bent over double as she clutched her ribs.

Amber was more direct: ‘The mastermind wants the fecking moon ?’

‘How are we meant to do that?’ Bear gasped. ‘We c-c-can’t reach the moon. Even I can’t reach the moon!’

The message was clear as day – ‘Bring me the moon.’ Dolores had tried to eat the egg; maybe she would also eat the moon. Maybe this whole thing was one long quest to bring Dolores dinner.

At his wrist, instead of a moon there was an hourglass. Tiny beads of sand were already pouring from the top to the bottom.

‘I think we have until this hourglass fills up.’ He showed Sunny. ‘How long do you think that is?’

They waited for several minutes while Sunny watched the movement of the sand inside the hourglass, counting under his breath. ‘I can’t say for sure, maybe three days?’

‘Three days,’ Amber said dully. ‘To capture the moon.’

‘There has to be a way to do it!’ Hop said. ‘Or we wouldn’t be given this mission. If we have to get the moon to open the door, then we’ll get the moon. Together we can do anything.’

‘I’m all for the power of friendship.’ Amber massaged her temples. ‘But it only really works for moral shite, not defying the laws of nature.’

He grabbed her hand. ‘Onwards! To the moon!’

Hop didn’t have a clue how they were going to complete this mission. But he figured if he kept saying ‘moon’ a lot, something would come to him. Eventually.

For now, he decided to follow his heart, and the music. Only good things came from such beautiful music. So, he picked a path towards the houses it seemed to be coming from.

As they weaved downhill a gaggle of young children passed by. They giggled and shrieked, running on filthy bare feet.

The music grew louder. A steady drumbeat and the high melodies of fiddles and flutes. And voices. So many voices singing together.

‘I know this song,’ Skully said as Bear hummed to himself.

The path led them past a watermill, and around the adorable houses, with their gardens of blooming red roses and orange carnations. The music wasn’t coming from the houses though – each of them was empty. As they turned a corner they discovered the source: the streets were full of people. Old men playing instruments as women danced hand in hand, their brown skirts flying about their feet. Older children chasing each other while younger ones rode on their fathers’ shoulders. Hop only caught snippets of lyrics, of ‘green fields’ and ‘sunrises’.

The noises and colours were so different from the cold grey place they had left. There was no death here. Only life. Even the people looked more real, with arms and legs and smiles. Not cloaked with glowing eyes. Not that Sunny seemed to have got the message; his hand was buried in his cloak, likely grasping something pointy.

‘Aren’t you the sweetest thing?’ A pink-faced woman pinched Hop’s cheek. ‘Those chubby cheeks! That golden hair! Just adorable.’

‘I am adorable,’ Hop agreed. ‘Why’s everyone dancing?’

‘The God-child has been born.’

‘God-child?’

‘Forget your worries for a bit, my wee dote. Dance in the sun and live in this moment.’ She ruffled his hair and dashed away.

‘You were speaking Hoppish again,’ Sunny said, staring. ‘They all are.’

Hop hadn’t noticed. He’d slipped into that language without realizing. ‘They’re celebrating the God-child’s birth.’

‘Oh, grand. The God-child’s birth.’ Amber nodded. ‘And what the feck is that?’

Bear shifted his glasses. ‘Are you s-s-saying one of those things, those golden glowing God-folk, gave birth?’

‘No. That world died, remember? This has to be a different world, maybe with different Gods?’ Gods who did not kill indiscriminately. Gods whom their people sang and danced in celebration of.

A bell rang out. The voices and fiddles fell silent.

Hop tugged an old man’s sleeve. ‘What’s happening?’

‘We have to go to the square,’ he said, removing a young girl from his shoulders. ‘For the ceremony.’

The people left their instruments and moved through the streets in a tight procession. Hop followed, clutching Amber’s hand so she wouldn’t get lost in the bustle.

They didn’t have far to go. They followed the winding paths into a large empty space, surrounded by buildings. The ground was well-trodden dirt, and there was nothing apart from a well and a raised stone platform in the centre.

Something uneasy stirred in Hop’s gut. This place and the roar of the crowd poked at his memories. A child with a face like Sunny’s strapped to a table, begging for mercy, and a bloodied blade grasped in his hand.

No. That wasn’t his memory. It couldn’t be.

The ringing ceased. A silence, like a held breath, descended over the crowd as they parted. People fell to their knees like cut wheat, foreheads pressed to the ground. The wind carried words Hop couldn’t catch – they sounded like whispered prayers.

A woman appeared. Long and thin and willowy. Her hair was a snow-white sheet, as pale as her skin. She drifted through the parting of the crowd, her silken robe barely moving. She clasped a bundle swaddled so tightly Hop could not see within. But the exhausted wail of a baby rang through the square. It sounded as though it had been crying for a long time.

A man bowed his head. ‘Praise be, God-child.’

‘Praise be.’

‘Merciful child.’

The white woman’s eyes fixed on the stone platform.

A figure had alighted it from behind. The sun hit his chest armour, illuminating him with a golden hue. But then the clouds shifted, and it was only a man draped in metal.

He was impressively tall, taller than Bear, taller than anyone Hop had seen, with long curly hair the colour of tree bark falling to his shoulders, and a thick beard to match. His body was tree-like too, all solid muscles and thick legs. Even his face could have been carved from wood, high rugged cheekbones casting shadows.

The woman removed the child from its swaddling, holding it out to the man.

‘The God-child is born.’ Her voice was like the wind, lilting and insubstantial.

The baby hung between them, pink legs kicking as it shrieked.

‘How long ago?’ If her voice was the wind, his was a whetstone. Jagged rocks grinding together.

‘She was born just before the sun breached the sky. The hours have been eight, no more.’

The man swung to face the child, revealing a long sword nestled inside a leather scabbard at his side.

‘Do you think they’re Gods?’ Sunny said.

Hop wanted to say no. Because as tall and broad as the man was, he was still a man. Still skin and bones, with ruddy cheeks and speckled arms. Not wreathed in gold and flying across the sky. But there was something about both of them that he could not quite place. The way they moved, the way they spoke. It was as if they were wearing skins that didn’t belong to them. As though, if they were cut, they would bleed gold.

The man held the child awkwardly before him, as if he were clutching a fistful of manure, not a newborn.

‘I have heard your celebrations in the street. I have heard your singing and your revelry.’ His words were not booming, but they filled every part of the silent square.

Nobody moved. The silence cut like a blade.

The woman’s pale eyes were upon him. ‘The people celebrate the birth of the God—’

‘I know what they celebrate, and it is not the God-child’s birth.’ He tossed the words like arrows.

The baby screamed.

Hop didn’t understand: the people had been celebrating the child’s birth, hadn’t they? What else was there to celebrate?

The man glared down at them. ‘Your arrogance grows. After all I have given you. After all I have sacrificed. Who was it who answered your people’s pleas and came down from the heavens over a thousand years ago to purge this land of the monsters that plagued it?’

‘You,’ the crowd said together.

Hop’s breath caught. That story was too similar to what he had witnessed in the last room to be a coincidence. If what this man said was true, then he was God-folk, and this was the same world, but over a thousand years later. That same world which had died in fire and ash. When you scorched the earth, nothing green could ever grow again. So how could something so alive come from such devastation?

Dolores’s words returned to him: ‘New worlds bloom every day.’

‘Where would your loved ones be, where would your accursed mortal souls wander, if not for me?’

‘For us,’ the woman corrected.

‘For us.’

Hop glanced over the crowd. All they had done was celebrate. What was so terrible about that?

‘If you do not wish to benefit from the protection of the God-folk, that is your choice,’ the man said. ‘I can leave. Leave your souls to suffer. Your children’s souls. Is that what you wish? I will make it so.’

A woman fell to her knees: ‘Have mercy.’

Others joined her.

‘Mercy.’

‘Forgive us.’

The man watched them, sighing, as if the whole thing was quite tiresome.

The woman frowned. ‘The God-child.’

He cleared his throat. ‘On this day, a God-child has graced you with her birth. She will walk among you, and if she deems it so, she will grant you mercy.’

‘Hail to the God-child!’ the people chanted. ‘Hail to the God-child!’

Amber tugged Hop’s arm. ‘What’s he say – oof!’ Her hand slipped out of Hop’s as a figure darted between them – a black cloak, quick feet and a flash of silver. A blade. He was running for the platform. Towards that man and all his power. Someone was going to get hurt.

Hop moved on instinct, to put himself between the man and the blade. He tackled the figure, and they landed in a sprawl of limbs. The blade skidded across the ground.

‘What are you doing?!’ A boy’s voice, cracked like broken glass. ‘Get the feck off me!’

Hop held down his squirming limbs. ‘You can’t just run at people with knives.’

Silence.

The figure beneath him stilled.

The baby had stopped crying. Instead, it spluttered strangely. The man was still holding the child aloft. Except, one powerful hand was closed around her little neck.

Hop thought of other cries cut short.

Of children upon altars.

Of knives. And blood.

The baby stopped spluttering. Her body hung limply.

This wasn’t happening. Not again.

A sudden, ear-splitting cry. The baby was alive, howling and howling.

‘Thank the Gods,’ Hop said.

‘Yes,’ the boy beneath him spat. ‘You can thank your Gods.’

As the crying continued, the sun shifted, moving fast behind clouds. Too fast.

Night fell. It swept over the man on the platform, turning his armour from gleaming silver to dull plate. It was as if a sheet had been pulled over the sky itself.

The moon emerged – hanging in fractured shards as it had in the last room. The final confirmation. This was the same world.

The man released his hold from the child’s neck. ‘She has awoken, and her name is Darkness.’

‘Hail,’ the people said. ‘Hail, Darkness.’

The boy shifted, freeing his arms. ‘You absolute eejit. Thanks to you everyone’s fucked.’

There were many remarkable things about the boy – like the dark hair that curled at his temples, and the wonderful way his eyes flicked upwards in the corners, as if they were smiling. But the part that rooted Hop to the spot was the bandage wrapped across his face, beneath his eyes and above his mouth, lying flat where a nose should be.

‘What’re you staring at, dope?’

‘You,’ Hop said, his heart soaring. ‘You’re one of us.’
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The boy walked fast. Very fast. Hop struggled to keep pace as he jogged away from the crowd.

‘Can you slow down, please?’ Hop called. ‘I can’t keep up!’

‘You’re not meant to be keeping up!’ the boy snarled. ‘What part of “fuck off and leave me alone” didn’t you understand?’

‘I thought you were joking.’

‘I never joke.’ He swerved around a corner.

Luckily Bear had already run ahead, cutting off the boy’s exit.

The boy staggered to a stop.

Hop rocked on his heels. ‘Do you have any memories? Or did you wake up not remembering anything?’

‘Have I got to gag you?’ As the boy turned to the right Storm popped up, blocking his path with a smirk. When he turned left, Sunny was there, brandishing a sharpened stick.

‘Fuck me, there’s a whole army of morons. Are they all as annoying as you?’

‘No. But look! They’re missing body parts too.’ He gestured as Amber came to a stop beside him. ‘So, I think the best thing would be—’

The boy slammed Hop against the wall, twisting his arm above his head.

‘I don’t know who you are, or why you speak the same language as me. But listen very carefully – I don’t want anything to do with you and your band of freaks. You ruined my only chance to strike a blow against them.’

‘Against the God-folk?’

‘The God-folk.’ The boy turned the word over. ‘Why’d you call them that?’

‘Everyone was calling them God-folk! He called himself God-folk. That’s why I said it!’

The boy stared at him with unblinking eyes. They were as dark as the black sky above them. ‘You speak my language and the people’s language?’

‘It’s called Hoppish,’ Storm said. ‘It sounds really funny. Just another bit of Hop’s awesome weirdness, like all his imaginary friends!’

‘I am not imaginary.’

The boy’s brow creased. ‘You speak both languages . . .’

‘Yes! If you—’ He gagged as the boy grabbed his scarf, dragging him through the dim streets.

‘Where are we going?’ Hop asked.

‘Home. The moron-minders can come too.’

* * *

When Hop tried to think of ‘home’, he saw only his father’s face, and vague shifting memories of a garden. Of the scent of soil. And the chime of a bell.

But ‘home’ for this noseless boy was something entirely different. He dragged Hop down twisting alleys where the houses had fewer and fewer flowers, and finally opened a hatch beneath a building. They climbed downstairs into a windowless basement.

As the boy lit candles, Hop tried to make sense of the space. There was barely anything inside, just a threadbare blanket, bundles of hay and a few cooking implements. The scent of something acrid drifted down from the building above. Hop wasn’t sure what went on up there, other than people seemed to like jumping around as there was a lot of creaking. Judging by the pleasurable moans, they seemed to be having a fantastic time.

‘Can we go up there later?’ Hop sat cross-legged on the stone floor. ‘It sounds like a lot of fun.’

The boy gave him a very long stare, and then glanced at the others. ‘Is he always this—’

‘Yes,’ Amber answered.

‘I think we should stay away from there, Bunny.’

The others had managed to squeeze in, Bear bending his neck so his head didn’t knock against the ceiling. Little was busy investigating the darkest corners, while the twins already looked ready to leave.

‘Ach, this room is depressing,’ Sunny said emotionlessly. ‘Is that why you’re so miserable?’

‘So!’ Hop clapped his hands. ‘I bet you don’t have a name, do you?’

The boy threw his cloak aside; beneath it he was dressed entirely in black. Black shirt, black boots, black trousers. His body was slender and the shade of his skin somewhere between Hop’s and the twins’, a soft light brown. ‘Rule one – we are not here to talk about me. Under any circumstances.’

‘Thistle.’ Hop pointed at him. ‘That’s your name.’

‘Sharp and prickly. Good choice.’ Amber snorted.

‘Will you promise to just shut up if I allow it?’ Thistle crossed his arms at his chest.

‘I will shut up so hard you won’t even believe it! How old are you, Thistle?’

‘Thirteen.’ Thistle scowled. Hop thought the name suited him wonderfully.

‘I’m Hop. The little one’s—’

‘I don’t give a singular shite.’ Thistle refused to sit, and looking up at him was making Hop’s neck ache. ‘The only part of you I care about is the thing in your mouth that speaks their language.’

‘He cares about your tongue!’ Storm shrieked with laughter.

‘You do?’

The tips of Thistle’s ears reddened. ‘Yes. As you promised, try not to move it for ten seconds.’

Hop tried. It was difficult. And itchy.

Finally, Thistle sat. His entire body was like a coiled spring, tense and stiff. ‘This is what’s going to happen, Blondie.’ He jabbed a finger at Hop. ‘You’re going to speak to the people I tell you to and say the things I want you to say. Then you tell me what they say back. That’s it. Even a sap like you can understand that, surely?’

Hop beamed. It was nice to be useful. ‘Of course, I—’

Something flew past Thistle’s head. It clanged to the floor. A candle holder.

Amber lowered her hand. ‘It’s remarkable. You’ve lost all those memories, yet you still remember how to be a prick.’

Thistle stormed to his feet. ‘What did you say, you blind bit—’

The next candle holder whacked him square in the forehead.

Storm cackled. ‘Great shot, Amber! Next time aim lower! Much lower.’

‘Get. Out.’ Thistle rubbed his forehead. ‘I only need him.’

Amber didn’t budge. ‘Let me get this straight. Hop saves your pathetic life, because you were acting like a giant dope, trying to attack a guy radiating do-not-fuck-with-me energy. Then you insult him, drag him to your shithole of a home and force him to be your little language slave. That about the long and short of it?’

Hop waved his hands. ‘It’s okay! I don’t mind. This place isn’t—’

‘Shut up, Hop,’ Amber said.

‘Okay.’

Amber planted her hands on her hips. ‘How about you listen to me ? He isn’t gonna do shite for you.’

‘He already said he would.’

‘If you asked Hop to swallow a mouthful of fire he would say yes if he thought it would make you friends.’

Hop wondered how fire tasted. Probably spicy.

‘Do not eat fire.’

‘If you really need him, then you’re going to have to give us something back,’ Amber said.

Thistle pulled a face like Hop did when he got a stomach ache. ‘What do you want?’ he asked Hop.

What did he want? Well, he wanted to capture the moon. And to do that he needed help. Information. ‘First, I need to know about you. I think you’re the same as—’

‘I am not one of you! Do I look like one of you?’

‘No. You have those really pretty dark eyes.’

Thistle looked as if he regretted ever asking.

‘How did you lose your nose? Tell me the truth.’

He glanced aside. ‘I don’t remember, all right? I woke up without any memory of who I was or how I got to the village from fecking hell. I figured I was an orphan or something. But nobody speaks the same language as me.’

‘No old owl lady setting you quests?’

Thistle stared with disdain. Hop took that as a no. ‘It happened to all of us too, more or less.’ He rose and edged closer to Thistle.

‘What part of you is missing? Your sanity?’

‘No. Well, maybe. We can’t remember anything that happened before – not much, anyway – and we didn’t have any names either. There’s no need to be scared.’ Hop stopped before him. ‘You’re not alone.’

Thistle stepped back. ‘Maybe all this sentimental shite worked on those soft-brains over there, but it isn’t going to work on me. I don’t want to be friends. What do you want from me?’

‘I need you to help us open the door out of here, then we can all escape together. Because this place isn’t real.’

Thistle jabbed him in the stomach. ‘That feel real?’

‘I didn’t say you weren’t real! But this is just echoes and memories. A room in a maze.’

‘If that’s true, then why are we all here?’ Thistle asked. ‘And why are we missing pieces but you’re not?’

Hop rubbed his stomach. ‘I don’t know why.’

‘They all just follow you, without questioning that?’ He glanced at the others. ‘Maybe he’s the sicko who took your memories and put you in this “maze”. Maybe he’s just toying with you.’

‘I wouldn’t!’ Hop pressed. ‘Never! I would never.’

‘We know that,’ Amber said softly, then to Thistle: ‘Stop shit-stirring and answer Hop’s questions.’

‘Fine.’

‘You know about this place, right? You’ve been here how long?’ Hop asked Thistle.

‘Nine months.’

The twins had been in the first room – the Ancients – for a couple of months, whereas only hours had passed for Hop, Amber and Little. Time must work differently in the labyrinth. ‘That’s fantastic! Could the “moon” mean something else here? Not just the moon in the sky? Have you seen any other moons? Maybe a mini-moon?’

Thistle stared at him for a long time. ‘Seriously, is this some kind of joke?’

Hop supposed that would be a bit too easy. He had to cast a wider net; if he got more of a feel for this world maybe he could work out what ‘moon’ they had to claim. ‘If you tell us everything you know about this place, then I’ll speak to whoever.’

‘Fine.’ Thistle dragged the word through his teeth. ‘It’s a shit hole. Made even shittier by the maniacs who rule it.’

‘The God-folk.’

‘All I know is they cause nothing but torment.’

Hop blinked. ‘But we were in a room before this one. We watched Balor – a monster – burn the world to ash. The God-folk defeated him, and now everyone’s celebrating the God-child’s birth. Plus, there are flowers here. If they made flowers grow out of that dead world, they can’t be bad.’

Thistle scoffed. ‘You take naive to a whole other level.’

‘Less insulting. More explaining,’ Amber barked.

‘They have unnatural powers. Control over things no human should, like the power to move mountains, or see into the future.’

‘What about the one on the platform? The one who . . . had the lovely beard?’ Hop skirted around the baby-strangling.

Thistle glared at a far wall. ‘Mastery over death. He can end your life just by thinking of it. Why do you think they all bow to him? They’re terrified. And they’re right to be.’

That didn’t make sense. How could a saviour God also be a God of something so terrible as death?

‘So that’s why you tried to kill him?’ Bear asked suddenly.

‘Him? Fuck no. I was aiming for the kid.’

All the air left Hop’s lungs. ‘You were trying to kill the baby?’

‘Trying and failing, thanks to you.’

‘I just didn’t want anyone to get hurt.’

Thistle raised his chin. ‘It wouldn’t have mattered. If I’d killed that kid my death would’ve been worth it.’

‘Why would you kill a baby?’

‘That thing isn’t a baby. It’s a monster. It has dominion over the night itself. Did you see the way the sun sank the moment it started crying after it was strangled?’

Hop remembered well – that unnatural sheet of darkness. ‘They called it Darkness.’

‘It can control when the night falls. Do you understand what happens to crops when there’s no sunlight? What happens to people when there’s no food?’

Hop wrung his hands. ‘They die?’

‘If only it was just that. Since I woke here that damn God – Darkness – has had complete control, punishing any slight against her with weeks of night. We’re lucky we have any crops at all.’

‘But she was only born this morning.’

‘I don’t mean that version of Darkness.’ Thistle paced. ‘Those “God-folk” wear human flesh. And mortal flesh rots and dies, regardless of what lives inside it. Once it does, they need to find new hosts. Without a human host they become what they once were – forces of the universe. But it takes a special kind of host to be able to house a God. Flesh that comes from a God’s flesh.’

Hop bit his lip. ‘Then that baby . . . was the child of the previous Darkness and a human?’

‘Aye. In body at least. But now it’s just a skin-suit with the same Darkness inside it. The God’s “being” or “soul”, or whatever you want to call it, switches bodies when their children are born. I saw it all happen with another one when I first woke up here. She was a female God, so she had to carry and give birth to her own future body. Weird, right?’

Hop remembered the very human way that baby had screamed and balled its fists. ‘It didn’t seem like a God to me. It just looked like a baby.’

‘It was just a baby, before that beardy fucker brought it out.’

Something had happened. The baby was screaming like a normal baby, then after it was strangled, the sun reacted to her cries.

‘From what I can tell, when they’re born, they are just normal babies. The God’s power lies dormant, but whatever they do at that ceremony, the strangling, it summons the God, wakes it up and puts it in control of the mortal body. They’re like a fucking parasite.’ His fists clenched. ‘If I had stuck my knife in that thing before the God performed the ceremony then maybe I could’ve killed it when it was just human. Then everyone could have lived in a world that isn’t subject to the whims of a God-child.’

Amber pushed away from the wall. ‘So that’s why everyone was celebrating? Not the God-child’s birth, but a day when the sun would definitely rise because Darkness hadn’t been summoned yet.’

Thistle nodded. ‘A single morning when Darkness wasn’t in control of the sun. One last guaranteed sunny day.’

Eight hours since the birth. That is what the woman in white had said at the ceremony. Eight hours where Darkness was not in control. A chill crawled down Hop’s back. The joyous lively scene suddenly felt more like a funeral.

‘How do you know all this?’ Sunny asked. ‘If you don’t speak their language?’

‘The God-folk just love their statues and shrines. They even have this huge tapestry that maps their history and their powers. The rest I’ve seen with my own eyes,’ he mutters. ‘It’s an endless cycle. Once one flesh suit wears out, they make another, pass on to the next and then the God is summoned and lives again. Ready to wreak destruction.’ He spun to face Hop. ‘And you stopped me from putting an end to it while Darkness was dormant. Now nobody will know when the sun will rise. Crops will fail. If you saw the things people do when they’re hungry, when their children are starving, then you’d have driven the blade into the baby yourself.’

Hop’s throat went dry. ‘Surely once it’s older, it’ll realize that the crops need sunlight—’

‘You mistake God-folk for people who care about mortals. They care about power and control. That’s all.’ He sucked in a breath. ‘I hope you like the moon. You’ll be seeing a lot of it.’

Hop froze. ‘Say that again.’

‘I said, I hope you like the moon—’

A giddy thrill unfurled in his chest. ‘Darkness controls the moon. She can summon the moon. She’s basically the God of the Moon.’

Amber groaned. ‘Please, no.’

Hop drew back his sleeve. ‘To open the door we need that God-child. That’s the riddle. Darkness is the moon. If we bring her to the door, it’ll open. That’s gotta be it!’

Silence.

Amber ran her hands down her face. ‘We have to kidnap another demonic offspring?’

Thistle chuckled: a cracked, broken noise. ‘That God-child is in the care of a God who can kill you with a single thought. He won’t let Darkness out of his sight. You are never getting through that door.’

‘We’ll get through.’

Thistle laughed harder. ‘Would you prefer your corpse to be buried or cremated? One time I saw him rip someone’s entire skeleton out of their body. So, you may require some assembly.’

‘We will find a way, right, everyone?’

‘Everyone’ was avoiding looking at Hop.

Thistle removed a knife from his belt, examining the blade. ‘You agreed to help me, and what I need you to do is going to screw your kidnapping plans over.’

‘Why?’

‘You were right – I don’t remember my life before I woke up here. But I know I am not one of you.’ Thistle’s dark eyes flashed in the shifting candlelight. ‘I was created to kill those things. Whoever I am, wherever I came from, that is my purpose.’

Hop swallowed hard. ‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Because when you saw that thing at the ceremony, you saw a child. But from the moment I looked upon that beast, all I felt was hate. I hate everything about that monster.’ He thumped his chest with the palm of his hand. ‘I feel it in the roots of my bones. I feel it in my every waking breath – Darkness needs to die. I’m the one that’s gonna kill it.’ His gaze met Hop’s, so intense the rest of the room faded. ‘And you’re gonna help me.’
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‘Help me.’

Hop bolted upright, wedged between a snoozing Amber and Bear in Thistle’s house. He checked his wrist: about one-third of the sand now sat in the bottom half of the hourglass.

‘Help me.’

He didn’t know that voice; it certainly didn’t belong to anyone in this room. But they needed help.

He grasped a candle. Everyone was sleeping: the twins piled on top of each other like snuggling kittens, and Little curled in a corner. Thistle was sitting against the wall, arms crossed. He looked grumpy even when unconscious.

‘Help me.’

Hop hurried to the hatch; then he unlocked it and nudged it open with his elbow.

The dark streets were blanketed with fog so thick the candlelight barely penetrated it. The building above Thistle’s home was still bustling with life, giggling and singing drifting out beneath the doorway.

‘Help me.’

The voice was quivering, desperate, but cut through all the noise of the night, as if they were sending their pleas directly into Hop’s head.

‘I’m coming,’ he said. ‘I’m here.’

A boy emerged from the mists, his face pale in the orange candlelight. He looked about Little’s age. He was rake-thin, starvation-thin. ‘You heard me?’

‘You were speaking in a lovely loud voice.’ Hop grinned. ‘How can I help?’

‘I lost my sister,’ he said, his voice hoarse. ‘I promised Ma I’d look after her. But I lost her. I’ve looked everywhere.’

‘Well, that won’t do!’ Hop offered his hand. ‘We’ll find her no—’

‘You will only hurt her, Monster.’

Hop froze.

He did not just hear that voice. It was a trick of the wind.

He forced a smile. ‘Was it near here you—’

‘You stole a child from its mother.’

Hop’s hand fell. Blood rushed to his ears.

No no no. Not him. Not here. Hop had left him behind in the last room. He had perished with all the other horrors of that place.

He was not here.

‘Go away,’ Hop muttered.

The boy flinched.

‘Not you!’ Hop laughed. It came out brittle and hollow.

‘You are a plague. You are the monster, snatching children in the night.’

Hop threw his hands over his ears. ‘Shut up!’

‘Your little friend, Sunny, knew it. He remembered something. That’s why he tried to kill you, traitor.’

‘Quiet! Quiet!’

The boy’s eyes widened; he tripped over his own feet as he backed away.

‘Wait!’ Hop called. ‘I want to help!’

‘You do not help. It is not your nature. You only harm.’

Hop’s hand fell to rest atop Skully, but found only empty space. He must have left them in the basement.

‘I think it’s time you remember where all that blood came from.’

Fear licked at his vision, twisting the houses around him into looming phantoms. He needed to get a grip on this dreadful fear. Tame it.

He thought of a small, dark room and forced a smile.

‘Maybe before I got here, I did something terrible,’ Hop said. ‘But it’s not important now. I’m only going to help people. I’m only going to do good things and think good things. There’s no need to remember the bad. There’s no need to remember anything.’

Silence. His bare feet tingled against the cold stone.

The shadows of the night scuttled across the cobblestones, draining from buildings as they merged to form a figure. Hop only saw a glimpse of broad shoulders before he turned away.

‘You can’t make me look,’ Hop whispered. ‘I won’t look at you.’

A cold touch on his shoulder; a sheet of black hair brushed his cheek. Then a face appeared, upside down as it loomed over Hop from behind. Cruel, ice-cold eyes beheld him.

The Shadow-man spoke. ‘You can’t outrun the truth.’

* * *

Hop had run back to Thistle’s home after his late-night encounter. He’d curled up between Amber and Bear, and forced himself asleep by sheer power of will and denial.

When he woke, it all felt like a distant dream. Perhaps he had imagined it all, even the desperate boy he had abandoned. But even now, he felt that dark presence pressing down upon him. He felt two blue eyes watching.

The Shadow-man was here. So clearly he could move through the labyrinth, but surely he couldn’t follow Hop out of it? The Shadow-man did not belong in a world of sun and biscuits. All the more reason to escape through the Bone Door as soon as possible.

Thistle had awoken with the dawn, or what he claimed was ‘dawn’ in this ceaseless darkness. He demanded Hop accompany him to a very long queue. Amber refused to let Hop go without her, so the three of them had come together, Skully in tow.

The queue led to a building. Hop was pretty sure it was the biggest in the entire village. It had two huge turrets either side, a wide arched doorway, and a huge circular window in its heart. It was built from some sort of brown stone, delicately crafted into beautiful sweeping shapes. There were faces carved into the walls, but Hop was too far away to see any detail.

The braziers outside offered both light and warmth. Hop had never really thought how much warmth the sun brought. He was more worried about all the poor flowers.

Hop rubbed his arms. ‘Can you tell us now what you’re planning to do?’

‘No, because you’re a sap and you’ll try and get out of it,’ Thistle said.

‘Maybe we shouldn’t be doing it then?’ Not to mention Hop was pretty sure a dead Darkness would not fulfil the conditions of ‘Bring me the moon.’ Hop needed her alive for them to escape.

Thistle scowled. ‘There’s someone in that building I need answers from. You’re going to say exactly what I tell you, in that “Hoppish” language, and then tell me what they reply with. That’s it. I don’t need your opinion. You’re a puppet. Nothing more.’

‘Does being a gobshite come naturally to you? Or do you work especially hard at it?’ Amber asked.

Hop didn’t think Thistle was a ‘gobshite’, but he did say things that made him appear so. Maybe he wanted people to think he was a gobshite? Maybe Thistle believed he was one. Hop knew what it was like to fear the worst about yourself, but while he fled from that truth, Thistle seemed to cloak himself in it.

‘If you keep staring at me, I’m going to stab out your eyes to match your friend’s.’

‘Okey-doke.’ Hop wrapped his scarf tighter.

‘Oh, there’s a fellow who needs warming up!’ A friendly face appeared before Hop – grinning broadly and covered with freckles. It was a man, or maybe a boy, taller than Bear, with sandy blond hair. He was dressed in a long robe that strained to contain his considerable muscles. He thrust a bowl of something steaming and delicious-smelling beneath Hop’s nose. ‘Here. You have a kind wee face.’

‘You have a kind wee face too!’

‘Sweet mercy. There’s two of them.’ Thistle massaged his forehead.

Amber shifted. ‘They’re speaking Hoppish. You can understand them?’

‘No. But also yes.’

‘I’m Hop!’ Hop said after swallowing a spoonful of warming stew.

‘I’m Shay. I work at the temple.’ He gestured at the building before them. ‘It’s so chilly without the sun, so I figured I’d hand out stew. Can’t have you getting cold before you speak to the God.’

Hop froze, spoon halfway to his mouth. He turned to Thistle, switching from Hoppish. ‘We’re going to speak to a . . . God?’

Thistle swore, and then batted at Shay. ‘Feck off, Muscles.’

Hop pressed the bowl into his hands. ‘Thanks for the food.’

He backed away, waving. ‘You’re almost at the front. Good luck with Providence!’

Thistle tensed. ‘Don’t ask—’

‘I thought you hated the God-folk? Wanted to kill them all?’

A muscle in his jaw twitched. ‘Providence is not just any God-folk. She’s the only . . . somewhat . . . decent one.’

Amber smirked. ‘You do have a heart.’

‘She has the power of foresight.’ Thistle stared at the silk sheet covering the doorway. ‘She offers it up to everyone. Answers people’s questions about their lives, the future. It’s like her vow or whatever.’

‘And she doesn’t speak our language?’ Amber snorted. ‘Some God.’

‘No. She never answers me. But now this idiot’s here.’ He rocked his head towards Hop. ‘You’re going to speak to her. You’ll get my answers.’

* * *

A collision of scents hit Hop as they entered the temple – woody incense mixed with the burning wicks of hundreds of candles dotted all over the floor. Amber coughed behind him – he supposed so many smells would be overwhelming for someone who relied on her nose. At least Thistle wouldn’t have that problem.

The heat was oppressive compared to the chill outside. Maybe this was where the sun was hiding, tethered inside the stone walls.

The room was huge, with a large domed ceiling displaying the black night outside. The moonlight fell in fractured shards on to the white marble floor, making it gleam and glow strangely.

‘You may approach.’

Many attendants dressed like Shay stood either side of a long aisle, which Thistle immediately strolled down, tugging Hop alongside him. He hurried to catch Amber’s hand.

A tapestry hung on the far wall, flanked by countless candles. Hop only managed to catch snatches of it as he was dragged down the aisle, but it must have been the one Thistle mentioned. It showed a figure wreathed in gold descending from the heavens, then that gold pouring into a child.

The heavy silence was broken only by the trickling and splashing of water.

A woman – or God-folk if that’s what she was – lay spreadeagled in a shallow indent in the floor filled with water. Her wet clothes clung to the curves of her body.

It was the same woman who had held the child – Darkness – at the ceremony. But this nymph-like being seemed completely different to that sombre woman.

‘You’re a little young to be visiting me. Or perhaps too old? What is time if not a great prankster?’ Providence said in Hoppish.

Hop was starting to notice the differences between the two languages, especially in the way his own tongue formed words. But he could hear it in Providence’s speech too. Hoppish was more lyrical, lilting. But the language his friends spoke felt sharper; it had a weight to it. A sturdy mountain to Hoppish’s flowing river.

Providence flicked a hand and the room went very still. The attendants froze and silence descended like a blade.

‘Did you just freeze them?’ Hop whispered in Hoppish.

She smirked. ‘Not them. Just time. For a little while. We need privacy.’

Everything apart from Hop and his friends was stuck. The same thing had happened in the last moments of the first room. So this was the power of God-folk.

She twisted, so she lay on her stomach, resting her chin on her hands like a child. But her white robe was turning see-through and showing things that Hop was sure children didn’t have.

‘Look at your feet, Bunny,’ Skully said.

He glanced at Thistle. ‘Are they breasts?’

Thistle looked mortified. Amber’s head fell into her hands.

‘She can’t understand—’ Hop began.

‘Body parts do not define a person,’ Providence said in Hoppish. She swung her legs behind her, the soles of her feet wrinkled by water. ‘I thought you, of all people, would understand that.’

‘S-Sorry. I didn’t think you could understand me. Thistle said—’

‘I have always understood you.’ She pushed herself up, arching her back. ‘Three we may be, but my hand is holding only yours.’

‘Why haven’t you been answering him if you can understand him?’ Hop asked.

Her pale eyes fell upon Thistle. He held her gaze. ‘Don’t you sense it in him? Darkness at his core?’

‘No? His name is Thistle. I like his eyes.’

‘He is broken beyond repair. You should cast him out. Not all things can be fixed.’

‘What’s she saying?’ Thistle asked.

‘She wants to know your question,’ Hop lied.

‘Tell him the truth!’ As she screamed, the glass in the ceiling rattled. She spoke again, lower, barely a whisper: ‘He already knows it. He remembers. The things that happen in locked rooms.’

Thistle snatched Hop’s arm. ‘What’s she screaming about?’

‘Tell him!’ She fell back, writhing in the water.

Thistle’s grip tightened. ‘Tell me what she’s saying.’

‘I—’

She thrust her finger at Thistle. ‘SPLINTERED. CRACKED. BROKEN.’

‘We came to ask a question!’ Hop cried. ‘And you will answer it!’

Providence froze, lank hair hanging limply. A twitch of a smile. ‘Theeeere he iiiiis.’

Something in Hop’s core shrivelled at her demeanour. ‘Isn’t it your vow to answer those who come seeking guidance?’

‘Speak your dark words. But I’ll only answer you. Not him.’

Hop turned to Thistle. ‘What’s your question?’

‘Does Darkness ever get defeated?’

Hop repeated it. Providence swayed back and forth, eyes closed. The shards of moonlight fell upon her, so both she and the water glowed eerily. When she spoke it was in Hoppish, as always. ‘One cannot defeat Darkness. The same way one cannot bottle shadow. But there are infinite realities, and Darkness has tied theirs to mortal flesh. There is a future where the rise of the sun and the fall of the moon is untethered from the God-folk.’

Hop translated.

Thistle leaned forward. ‘Ask her how this reality comes. Ask her how to kill a God.’

Hop opened his mouth, but remained silent. He didn’t want the answer to that question. Not only did killing a child feel wrong, even if it was housing the soul of a cruel God, but he needed Darkness alive to complete the mission. ‘I can’t—’

‘Yes, you can. You will. You’re here to ask my questions.’ Hop’s gut twisted at the hungry expression in Thistle’s eyes. He looked ravenous. He looked eager.

Hop knew what it was like to feel terrible urges – he had given in to his own when he stole that egg. But if he could resist them, then so could Thistle. Together they could prove that goodness always triumphs.

‘I’m sorry but—’ Hop’s arm ached as Thistle yanked him close.

‘You WILL ask her.’

‘You’re hurting—’

‘ASK HER!’

‘Stop it. Let Hop go,’ Amber cried.

Hop tried to free his arm, but Thistle’s fingernails dug in more deeply. ‘Nobody deserves to die for—’

‘They do! They deserve to die! All of them,’ he snarled. ‘You won’t see what’s right in front of you! They’ve blotted out the fecking sun and you still can’t see it. You don’t want to see it. Some people deserve to die.’

A flicker behind him. The Shadow-man stood at a distance, watching Thistle. The smallest mocking smile quirked his lips.

‘Death is evil,’ Hop shrieked. ‘And you’re not an evil person. I will find the good in you. I know it’s there.’

Thistle stilled. Something shifted behind his eyes. ‘You have no idea what I am.’

‘She called you broken. Prove that you’re—’

Hop’s stomach throbbed with sudden pain. His knees crashed against the marble floor.

‘Bunny!’

Pain exploded in the side of his face. Thistle was hitting him.

‘Curl into a ball.’

Hop threw his arms around his head.

‘Shut up!’ Thistle screamed. ‘I’m not broken!’

‘Get off him, you mad bastard!’ Amber grabbed Thistle’s arms, but he struck her across the face and sent her sprawling.

Hop crawled, placing himself between Amber and Thistle. ‘Not her,’ he pleaded, raising his open palms. ‘Please, Thistle. Not her.’ He tasted blood.

Thistle raised his fist; he was bleeding too, from his knuckles.

‘Please stop. You’re hurt.’

Thistle lunged forward and dragged Hop across the floor towards Providence. He snatched a handful of Hop’s hair and wrenched his head back. ‘Ask her, puppet. Ask her how to kill a God.’

‘How do you . . .’

He couldn’t say it. He wouldn’t be a part of anyone’s death. No matter what the Shadow-man said, it was not in his nature.

A soft hand cupped his chin. Providence smiled. ‘You don’t need to speak, sweet one. Why ask a question to which you already know the answer?’
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Shay dabbed a cut above Hop’s eye with a damp cloth. ‘Strange. Maybe we need more alcohol? This should be stinging like a . . .’ He eyed Hop. ‘Like a bad thing.’

‘It’s fine.’ Hop shrugged. It very much wasn’t fine. It was stinging so sharply his eyes were watering. But it was good pain. He could lean all the way into it and not think about how Thistle had reacted. How Hop’s words had snapped something inside him.

Thistle had stormed out, but Hop couldn’t follow because Shay was insistent about getting Amber and Hop patched up. He had led them down a winding staircase into the bowels of the temple, hundreds of feet underground.

Like Thistle’s basement, there were no windows in the room, but unlike Thistle’s basement, there was a roaring fire, and it was crammed with items. While perched on one of the two beds, Hop spotted stacks of old manuscripts and pretty trinkets hung along the walls – necklaces, tiny statues, and bronze and pewter symbols green with age.

‘It’s amazing in here!’ Hop said.

‘Isn’t it? It’s my family’s collection.’ Shay beamed. ‘We’ve served as caretakers of this temple as far back as records go. Over the centuries we’ve amassed all these artifacts. Now it’s just me and my wee sister, but we’ve kept this collection going.’ Shay leaped up. ‘Can I show you my favourite pieces?’

‘He’s saying something annoying, isn’t he?’ Amber massaged her head. Luckily, Thistle hadn’t done much damage to her. Hop had taken the brunt of the beating.

Shay was already tearing items out of drawers and off the walls, loading up his considerable arms. He dumped a bunch in Amber’s lap, to her great annoyance. ‘Which is your favourite of the God-folk?’ he asked.

Hop wrung his hands. He only knew Darkness and Providence. ‘Remind me of their names?’

Shay snorted. ‘You’re good craic, you know that?’

Hop stared blankly.

‘Shite. Did Providence mess with your head? She does that sometimes. Had one guy come out convinced he was a squirrel. He was eating nothing but nuts for weeks.’ He seemed a little pleased at the chance to gush, however. ‘There are six God-folk; they represent the central forces of our universe. First Providence; you know her of course. Her main gift is gazing into the future. Then Darkness, who can influence the moon and sun. Next, Remedy, God of Healing, who can cure you of any ailment. Then we have Earth and Flame; they’re both elemental God-folk. They’re amazing. Earth can do things like tear down mountains, and Flame—’

‘Can hurl fireballs?’ Hop had seen that, in the last room.

‘Right! Then there’s Ichor. You probably saw him yesterday at the ceremony, with Providence?’

Hop sat up. ‘I remember. Mastery over death.’ That is what Thistle had said.

‘Ichor is so much more than that!’ Shay dramatically unfurled a long length of tapestry with intricate stitching. ‘This tells the story of how Ichor led our armies to victory over invading enemies from across the sea!’

Hop squinted at the figure Shay was jabbing. It looked like a woman, long red hair flowing behind her, sword thrust high. ‘That’s Ichor? But he had a beard.’

Shay chuckled. ‘This tapestry displays one of his more feminine forms. But aye, that’s Ichor. He led our island’s armies against the forces which sought to occupy our lands. He slayed demons and dragons and evil men. He’s the greatest general the world has ever known. I would give everything for a chance to fight with him.’ He gulped a deep breath. ‘And here, see how Ichor’s cutting off the enemy’s head?’

A surge of sickness swept over Hop. ‘Yeah . . .’

‘Over a thousand years ago, he completely purged the earth, then used our enemies’ blood to fertilize the land. To make trees grow in scorched earth. To raise crops and forests from nothing. That’s why he’s called Ichor. It means blood, godly blood.’

So that was how this vivid, beautiful land had come to be. Hop had assumed it was Balor, the one-eyed giant, who’d turned the old world to ash. But it was Ichor. He had slain one world and grown a new one in its place. The two rooms were connected. Two flowers bloomed from the same soil.

‘It doesn’t make sense,’ Hop muttered. ‘How could something wonderful come out of something so terrible?’

‘Terrible?’

‘Ichor made this world. But he killed beautiful things to do it.’ Hop thought of the elk. Of Granny. Of glowing flowers. All gone.

‘You think he should have ignored his people’s cry for help? Let the monsters and beasts terrorize them?’

‘No!’ Hop leaned forward. ‘He should have found another way. A way without death.’

‘And what way’s that?’

Hop clenched his fists on his knees. ‘There’s always a way.’

‘Ichor saved us,’ Shay said, holding the tapestry to his heart. ‘Without him we would live in constant fear of monsters you can’t even imagine.’

Hop could imagine very well. He ran his fingers down the mission on his arm. ‘Does Ichor always carry the God-child Darkness around with him?’

‘Of course. Why?’

He had to be subtle. ‘If someone, say, wanted to kidnap a baby God, how would they do that?’

Shay’s face flooded with horror. ‘God-folk are . . . Gods! You can’t kidnap Gods!’

‘Who’s kidnapping—’ A girl froze in the doorway. She was so clearly Shay’s sister, with the same blonde hair and solid bone structure, but her eyes were a slate grey where his were soft blue and she looked a few years younger. ‘What are they doing here?’ She stormed to Shay and shook him roughly. She was so slight and he so large it didn’t make much of an impact.

‘They had a tussle upstairs so I cleaned them up. I think he’s hit his head because he’s forgotten how wonderful the God-folk are.’

Amber straightened up. ‘Who’s that? Is she beating him up?’

‘It’s Shay’s sister. And yes. A little,’ Hop replied.

‘I like her already.’

Shay’s sister glared at Hop. ‘You shouldn’t be down here. Providence told me what your friend wanted to ask her. The God-folk can’t be killed.’

‘Don’t worry, Ríona.’ He ruffled her hair. ‘Hop’s a nice lad.’

‘Ríona,’ Hop said. The name triggered something within him. Some familiarity.

‘What?’

He clearly didn’t know her. This place didn’t align at all with the few memories he possessed. This was not his home. But that name settled in his core like a song to which he’d memorized every word. ‘It’s a lovely name!’

She stared. ‘Is that a human skull?’

‘Their name’s Skully.’

‘How do you do?’

She opened her mouth, then seemed to decide against it and instead moved to a pot bubbling over the fire.

‘Shay was just saying about how Ichor protected—’

‘Ach, ignore my brother. He’s obsessed with the old tales.’

‘Sure am!’ He brought out a crescent moon carved from bronze. ‘If you hung this above your door, Darkness would send a shadow to guard your door at night.’

‘Do they still do that?’ Hop asked.

Shay’s smile didn’t falter. ‘Not right now but . . . they can. They will.’

‘You know.’ Ríona’s grey eyes settled upon Hop. ‘You could get your entrails dragged out of your body for implying that the God-folk are doing anything other than their very best for us. For questioning their judgement. Just like that dangerous question you almost asked Providence.’

‘I’m sure they’re great! It’s just . . . I can’t help but wonder about the whole eternal-night-leading-to-mass-starvation thing.’

Shay laughed. ‘We’ll still get sunrises! Just less predictable . . . Darkness knows what she’s doing. I’m sure she—’

‘Is a child,’ Ríona stated. ‘She was summoned too soon.’

‘Too soon?’

‘I don’t see why it needs to happen when they’re newborns,’ she said swiftly.

‘Ríona!’ Shay hissed, eyes dashing about the room as if he expected the ceiling to collapse at her words. ‘Ignore her! My sister’s read every book in this room and gets these wild ideas. I’ve told her: God-folk are infallible. They’re the forces of our universe, in human form, sent to protect and serve.’

‘I’m not saying we don’t need the God-folk.’ She reached into the wall and removed a weighty tome nestled inside. ‘Shay’s right. They’ve protected us. They vanquished the ancient world of horrors, defeated our enemies when they landed on our shores. Even now they do s-serve us.’ She stammered the word. ‘Of course, that power’s needed. But to have it in the hands of a newborn, it seems to me . . . reckless when we may have other options.’

Shay staggered into a wall. ‘Ignore her! She knows not what she speaks.’

‘Hasn’t it always been in the hands of newborns?’ Hop asked.

‘Not always.’ She turned to a page in the book. ‘Read that.’

Hop stared. The parchment had sprawls of loopy writing, but he couldn’t make any sense of it. ‘I can’t.’

‘You can’t read?’

‘I . . . I guess not.’ Though that felt wrong. He remembered reading books about plants, neat writing next to pretty sketches. He remembered the smell of them. Then why couldn’t he read this book? Maybe he couldn’t read Hoppish?

Ríona sighed. ‘When a God-child is born the God-folk’s soul immediately passes to it. My grandmother recorded the birth of the last Providence. As soon as the baby was born, Providence’s old body went limp. As if the life force had been bled out of her. What remained was a shell. A blubbering, rambling slab of muscle.’

Hop decided not to think about that for one moment longer.

‘But the God’s soul isn’t immediately awake. It needs to be summoned in the ceremony. The God-folk’s soul stays dormant until then.’ She pointed to the book. ‘This passage chronicles the twentieth incarnation of Remedy. That incarnation wasn’t summoned when it was a newborn.’

‘Why not?’

‘The previous Remedy was . . .’ She glanced at her brother, who appeared to be fighting off a mild heart attack. ‘He had a lot of love to give. He gave that love to many women in a very short space of time. One second Remedy was walking around and the next he was a drooling mess. The other God-folk knew this meant a God-child had been born but hundreds of children had been born that day, and they had no idea of his proclivities. Because he had produced so many children, it was unknown which of his offspring housed the “dormant” Remedy,’ Ríona said delicately. ‘It would have been the first child born, but common folk don’t keep records of birth dates and times like God-folk do. They don’t have a reason to, and the women were nervous about admitting to sleeping with him. So it was a while until the correct child was found.’

‘They had no idea which child it was?’ Hop asked. ‘No way to tell a God-child from a normal baby?’

She shook her head. ‘Until the ceremony’s performed, the child’s just a child.’

‘And the God-folk don’t like killing children,’ Shay added eagerly. ‘That’s one of their rules. Children are vital for the continuation of our people. Of their people. They couldn’t just gather up all the children and test them.’

Hop thought of children being rounded up. Subjected to the ceremony. A chill crawled down his spine.

Ríona spoke clearly: ‘But before this child was located there was a period where there was no Remedy. The world carried on turning. And people lived and died without calling upon her for help with their ailments.’ Ríona pointed to a drawing at the bottom of the page. ‘That is until fifteen years later. Without warning, Remedy returned.’

Hop studied the picture – a teenage girl surrounded by light.

‘The villagers who knew her said she was a normal girl with no idea she was the child of a God, until one day she changed. Remedy emerged.’

‘Without a ceremony? How?’

‘The accounts don’t say. But since then, it’s all been carrying on as before. Any couplings are recorded to ensure such a thing doesn’t happen again.’

‘Why?’

‘Because she was a bad God of Healing,’ Shay said strongly, sweeping up the book and returning it to the wall. ‘She was human for too long. She was tainted by it. That’s why the God-folk should be summoned when their bodies are newly born and their minds unblemished by human weakness.’

Ríona stood, facing her brother. ‘The record doesn’t say bad. It says different.’

‘Different means bad!’ He threw up his arms. ‘Don’t bother them with this nonsense!’

Ríona looked down, shoulders slumped.

‘I want to hear it, Ríona,’ Hop said softly. ‘What are you thinking?’

‘It just makes me wonder what the consequences would be if we did not summon the God-folk. If the ceremony wasn’t performed.’

Shay ran his hands down his face. ‘It would leave us defenceless. No God-folk to protect our people or our shores. We would be slaughtered.’

‘We don’t know that,’ she said. ‘I suspect the God-folk would emerge naturally eventually. I think that’s what happened with Remedy. It’s unlikely a human body could carry a divine force and it not overpower them at some point. But Remedy’s host survived for around fifteen years without doing so. Maybe if we tracked the God-children but didn’t perform the ceremony, then perhaps we could have a period without the God-folk. A period of calm.’

Her brother gagged. A coin he was fiddling with fell to the floor and rolled.

‘Just a short time!’ Ríona went on. ‘We need the God-folk, obviously. But maybe during this “calm” we wouldn’t have to suffer under the whims of a newborn. We could wait until they’re older. More stable. Maybe we could avoid the whole dying-of-starvation thing.’

‘It’s been this way forever—’ Shay began.

‘Records only start mentioning the ceremony a few hundred years in,’ Ríona said. ‘The same time my brother’s darling Ichor stopped leading valiant charges. Maybe there’s a reason for that? Maybe summoning them so early isn’t good?’

‘Remedy, the one who awoke late, killed fifty people,’ Shay insisted. ‘She refused to heal their plague. How’s that stable?’

Her lips went thin. ‘They were murderers and rapists.’

‘Remedy’s not meant to do that,’ Shay said, appealing to Hop. ‘She’s meant to heal whoever asks. Not pick and choose. The God-folk are equal in their treatment. She was tainted.’

Ríona looked down, blonde hair falling before her pale face. ‘It’s only an idea. For us to take back a little control.’

Shay softly cupped her cheeks. ‘It’s not for us to decide. We must trust in the God-folk’s judgement. They don’t do things to harm us. They are our protectors. Parents to children.’

As they fell silent, a strange sound filled the room. At first Hop thought it was the stew bubbling.

Amber stood. ‘What is that?’

A slithering noise. The sound of something wet rubbing against stones. Something being dragged.

‘Do you hear that?’ Hop asked the siblings.

‘It’s probably just people moving upstairs,’ Shay said.

It didn’t sound like it was coming from upstairs. If anything, it seemed to be coming from behind the wall.

Hop edged forward, following the sch sch sch. He reached the wall and placed his ear against it.

Beyond, he heard breathing. Raspy, deep, wheezing breaths.

He leaped away, knocking amulets noisily from tables as he crashed to the ground.

Everyone winced. Shay forced his sister behind him.

The noise grew louder – great pained breaths, as if whatever lay behind that wall was breathing down Hop’s ear.

‘Do you think it’s the God-folk?’ Ríona gripped her brother’s arm. ‘Did they hear me?’

Shay rolled up his sleeves. ‘That’s no God.’

Then the wall exploded.

Great lumps of stone flew across the room. Ríona shrieked as her brother threw himself upon her, rocks pummelling his back.

Plumes of dust and debris rolled over them. Hop coughed as it coated his throat.

A hand closed around his mouth. ‘Quiet,’ Amber whispered as the dust settled.

The thing that had crawled from the wall was not human, though its upper body was in the shape of one – with arms and torso and head, standing upright and staggeringly tall. But its entire lower half was swathed in shadow darker than black, like no colour Hop had seen before. It was the absence of light.

Instead of legs, it possessed a mess of writhing black tentacles, slithering against the floor. Its head meanwhile was entirely round and silver, with a great crown of pointed spikes jabbing out at all angles.

It could not be of this land. Not of any land. But the way it stopped, head raised as if scenting prey, Hop recognized immediately.

Haunt.

The same breed of creature that had bitten Amber’s finger off, that had chased Sunny down, wreathed in fire.

He could only pray this one was as blind as the one that had attacked Amber.

It moved – tentacles dragging across the floor.

Sch sch sch.

Hop held his breath.

Sch sch sch.

The haunt stilled at his side.

Hop didn’t breathe, didn’t move, as the haunt bent, strange and twisted without a spine. That gleaming silver head inched towards him.

Sniff. Sniff.

Fear is bad.

He tried to think of sunrises. Of flowers that opened with the dawn. His father’s smile.

Unnaturally cold steel touched Hop’s cheek. The coldness of the very depths of hell. It burned.

He bit back a scream.

A tentacle flopped wetly at his cheek, sucking his flesh.

Clonk.

A ladle hit the side of the haunt’s head. ‘Get away from him!’ Shay yelled. ‘You with your . . . tentacles. Begone! This is a godly place.’

The haunt didn’t seem worried about its ladle-wielding attacker. It calmly slid away from Hop, head pressed to the ground, sniffing. Then it reared up with a metallic screech and slithered up the stairs.

Hop fell back against the ground, breathing heavily.

‘What was that?’ Ríona choked.

‘A kind of monster. They eat human flesh,’ Hop said.

Shay lowered the ladle. ‘It didn’t eat your flesh.’

‘They’re picky. There’s one that went for Amber, and another hunted our friend Sunny. I guess that one didn’t like me.’ Hop tried not to take it personally.

‘If it likes blood, that explains why it lapped up the stuff on your face.’ Shay shrugged, as if cannibalistic creatures commonly burst through his walls.

Hop touched his face; then his gut fell. ‘That wasn’t mine.’

Amber’s head jerked up. ‘What?’

‘The blood wasn’t mine. He cut his hand when he punched me.’

‘Fecking hell. Not that prick.’

Hop scrambled to his feet. ‘We need to find Thistle.’
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Hop emerged from the temple at a run, damp with sweat from climbing the stairs. There was no sign of the haunt, no one to be seen at all. No attendants in the temple. No long winding queue. The only noise was the ringing of a bell. The same bell that had rung for the ceremony yesterday.

If everyone was heading to the square, like yesterday, then maybe Thistle had gone there too.

He took Amber’s hand and dashed through the village.

A huge crowd had gathered in the square, just as they had for the ceremony. But this time they looked confused. People half-dressed and woken from slumber or dragged away from work.

This was not planned.

He pushed through the crowd, struggling to slip between the bodies as he sought out Thistle.

‘Steady on!’ Amber tugged his hand.

‘That thing is after him. And Thistle has no idea how dangerous it is. You remember what the other one did to you?’

‘Yeah, no kidding.’ She thrust up her stub of a finger, now completely healed. ‘But has it slipped your mind that the person you’re trying to save very recently beat the living shite out of you? Some people aren’t worth saving, Hop. They just cause you more problems.’

Hop thought it was easy for people who had led happy lives to be good and kind. But people who only knew unkind words and pain had to hold on to the tiny scraps of kindness they were given. They didn’t have any spare.

If Hop ever hoped to get any compassion back from Thistle, he had to keep giving him more of it.

People like Thistle, who were hard and cruel, were the ones who needed kindness more than anyone.

‘I’m going to save him,’ he said. ‘Thistle needs us. He needs me.’

They finally reached the front of the crowd. But Thistle was nowhere to be seen. Instead, Ichor stood upon a plinth, curly hair loose and matted. Behind him was a statue of a woman, her sword thrust high, long hair billowing behind her. It was the Ichor from Shay’s tapestry, who had slain armies and saved her people.

Live Ichor spread his arms and the crowd quietened. The bells stopped ringing. The God-child was still with him, strapped to his chest in a tight sling, as Skully was to Hop’s.

‘I did not wish to call you from your beds,’ he said, his deep voice reverberating. ‘But this could not wait until morning. There is a threat to our lands.’

The crowd gasped. A woman beside Hop cradled her child to her breast.

‘I have felt the stirrings of evil for some time, and now I know my feelings to be true. The ancient monsters are returning. They are crawling out of the dark places I cast them into in my past life.’ Sweat gleamed on Ichor’s forehead. ‘Long ago, your ancestors raised their swords for me. I led them to glory in countless battles. I vanquished all the evil that . . .’ His words trailed. He wiped his brow. ‘All the evil that threatened our lands. I cast our enemies back into the sea.’ His hand closed around the pommel of his sword. ‘To defend our lands now, I must ask you to do the same as your ancestors did before you. I must ask you to ride into battle with me once more.’ His sword rang out as he drew it from its scabbard. It was huge and looked too heavy for a normal person to wield. ‘On this night we will make history as your ancestors did. We will become legends! For our enemies, I bring only one thing – death!’ he bellowed, thrusting his sword in the air. It caught the light of the fractured moon and gleamed silver. The wind sent his hair streaming in ribbons and in that moment he was a mirror of her – his past self, immortalized in stone.

The crowd cheered, ‘Death! Death! Death!’

‘All of age and able body who are not lone parents are to follow me to the edges of our land, in the fields where I won my greatest victory. You are to take up arms with me. You are to . . .’ He staggered forward, gripping his chest. His sword dipped. ‘I . . . I feel their evil presence in my bones. I feel it in every breath. We must hurry. We must . . .’

A great roar rippled through the crowd. People banged pots and pans, distracted as Ichor clung to that statue of his past self; it seemed to be the only thing keeping him upright.

‘Something’s wrong with him,’ Hop said quietly. He looked as though he was in pain. Was that because of the presence of the monsters, or something else?

‘Hop.’ Someone grabbed his shoulder – Sunny, eyes wild.

‘Are you okay? What’s happened? Where’s Storm?’

‘She’s with Bear and Thistle. We followed him from the temple and then . . . then it . . .’ His usually monotone voice shook. ‘But Thistle . . . he’s not—’

‘Take me to him.’



* * *

As they ran from the square, the cheers of celebration were replaced by the sounds of battle preparations. Steel on steel. Hurried conversations. Marching. And a rising chant of ‘Ichor! Ichor! Ichor!’

But Hop couldn’t – wouldn’t – think of that. He could only think of Thistle. Of the life he had to save.

The people had Ichor. Thistle had nobody.

Sunny led them far from the cute little houses and their neat gardens. Hop ran, one hand clasped around Amber’s as they dashed through the rolling fields until they heard a great gushing of water. The crash of waves against a shore. The grass beneath his feet turned to sand, and the great darkness of the ocean, black as obsidian even in the silver moonlight, spread out before him.

Something deep within his chest ached.

There was something about this place. Some memory fighting to surface.

A scream.

Someone pleading, ‘Please, no! Please! Mercy!’

And him having none.

He bit down hard on his cheek. Blood filled his mouth, and like the tide the memory ebbed away.

‘There.’ Sunny pointed.

Hop’s chest seized.

The haunt stood still on the beach facing Thistle. The boy was at a distance, swaying. His hand gripped a weeping wound on his shoulder.

Far behind Thistle, Hop spied the very last thing he expected. Standing upright, pumping white light over the scene, was a door.

Their way out of this room. Locked until he claimed the moon.

‘Hop!’ Storm’s head appeared over a crop of jagged rocks.

Hop hurried over, Sunny and Amber in tow.

Bear and Little were both there too: the former hugging his knees to his chest and hyperventilating, his glasses fogged up; the latter doing an impressive job of burying herself in the sand.

‘It bit his shoulder,’ Sunny said. ‘Looked like it was trying to eat him.’

‘Thistle!’ Hop called. ‘You need to run away! It wants your blood! Only your blood!’

‘I’ve been yelling that at the eejit for the past ten minutes!’ Storm groaned. ‘I tried pulling him, insulting him, hitting him – he won’t move.’

‘Did you try asking him nicely?’

She pulled a face. ‘Why would I do that?’

Sch sch sch.

The haunt edged closer to Thistle, its tentacles carving tracks through the sand.

‘Hey, creep!’ Storm threw a rock. It cracked against the haunt’s head. It sniffed the air, then lowered to the ground, seeking out the rock. ‘I covered a bunch of rocks with Thistle’s blood, and that seemed to distract it. But I’m running low. Do you think it’ll eat him whole or squeeze out his insides with its tentacles first?’

Bear wheezed, rocking back and forth. ‘Please . . . stop . . . saying . . . tentacles.’

‘Deep breaths,’ Hop said. ‘In and out.’

‘What are we going to do?’ Sunny lowered himself behind the rock. ‘I don’t like watching people be devoured. Not this late in the day.’

Hop gripped a fistful of sand.

The Shadow-man’s deep voice spoke in his head: ‘You cannot save him. You can’t save anyone. It’s not in your nature, Monster.’

Part of Hop agreed. He had woken covered in blood, he had stolen a child, and who knew what else he couldn’t recall. Maybe he had been someone terrible.

But he wouldn’t be any more. He would find the good. And that would start with Thistle.

‘Yes, I can.’ Hop moved out from behind the rock. ‘Thistle, can you hear me?’

Thistle’s head hung limply as the haunt sucked the blood from the stone.

‘It’s Hop. I’m here with you. Please listen. You have to run. You can’t just stand there.’

Thistle finally spoke in small, broken tones. Hop felt as if he was hearing his voice for the very first time. ‘Why not?’

‘Because it’s going to kill you.’

Silence. Only the waves crashing relentlessly against the shore.

‘He wants it. Why do you think he was down by the shore?’

Hop shivered as he looked out over the black ocean, as if he was submerged beneath it.

‘I hear drowning is just like falling asleep.’

‘Shut up.’ Hop edged closer to Thistle. ‘Listen, you have to run—’

‘It’s so easy to be you.’ Thistle turned sharply towards Hop. ‘To live in your pretty little head. With all your butterflies and flowers. You have no idea what I see in mine.’

Hop wanted to tell him that he did. To tell him about all the things he pushed away with every strike of pain inflicted on himself – the blood, the Shadow-man, and all the terrible memories circling beneath the surface like so many sharks.

Instead, he said, ‘Just don’t think about it. Focus on the good.’ And in his head his father’s voice. ‘Smile. Just smile for me. There’s my good boy. There’s my happy boy.’

Hop forced a smile, and Thistle’s eyes left him. He removed his hand from his shoulder and let the blood gush.

The monster reared up with a hungry metallic screech. It crashed into Thistle with a wet thud. Tentacles writhed, pinning Thistle to the ground; tiny suckers with rows of sharp teeth dug into his flesh, tearing it open, like fingers in a pie.

And Thistle wasn’t fighting. He wasn’t even screaming. He seemed content. Happy.

It was the first time Hop had ever seen him happy.

‘Bunny, he needs you.’

‘Distract it!’ he screamed to Storm; then he skidded to the ground behind Thistle, wrapping his arms around his shoulders and pulling him with all the strength left in his body.

‘Get off him, you big octopus!’ Storm yelled, throwing fistfuls of bloodied rocks.

Its silver head turned. The tentacles loosened, only fractionally but enough for Hop to tug Thistle out from under the haunt, boots carving into the sand as he dragged him away. The haunt drew back, following a bloodied rock.

Hop needed to get Thistle up, get him out of here while they had a chance. But he was too heavy and his body utterly listless. He lay on his back, motionless in the sand.

‘You need to help me.’ Hop climbed on top of him, tugging his shirt so he could look him in the eyes. ‘You need to stand.’

‘Piss off. You can’t save everyone.’

‘He’s right.’

The darkness before Hop pulsed, and the Shadow-man stepped out. His icy-blue eyes fixed upon Thistle like a man beholding a steak he was about to devour. ‘Some desire death. You should give it to him.’

‘Death is never an option,’ Hop said.

Thistle’s eyes narrowed. ‘It’s my option. You don’t get to decide for me.’

The Shadow-man leaned across Thistle, his mouth inches away from Hop’s ear: ‘You feel them. The fractured parts of him, like broken bones grinding together. You should release him from that pain. It would be a mercy. Pain is so very bad, right?’

‘I know it hurts—’ Hop began.

‘You have no idea. Let. Me. Go!’ Thistle was screaming now, eyes glistening.

A pale finger traced across Thistle’s lips, toyed with his hair. ‘Just a nip of a blade. His skin is so very thin. His veins so fragile. Don’t you want to help him, sweet little Buttercup?’

It would be easy. And Thistle was asking for it. He had a knife in his belt.

Hop had held knives before. He was sure of it. He knew how to cut.

‘No.’ Hop shuddered at the dark urge rising in his gut. ‘No. I’m going to get you out of here. We can escape together. Then everything will be fine.’

Thistle’s next words were as still and cold as the grave: ‘Sometimes there is only one way to escape.’

‘I’m out of rocks!’ Storm screamed.

Hop looked down at his hands, soaked with Thistle’s blood. It was everywhere.

Thistle was wrong. There were other options. There were always ways a person could be saved.

The haunt swung back to them, catching the scent of Thistle’s blood on the breeze. Hop had dragged him only a few feet. Nothing at all really.

The haunt slithered towards them, slow and confident.

‘Hop!’ Amber screamed. ‘Stop being a hero and—’

The haunt reared. With an almighty crack like a thunderbolt, the silver head snapped open and blinding light spilled out. Just like Amber’s haunt with its spirals of teeth, this one was ready to feast.

Hop could see nothing but burning white. He grasped blindly at Thistle’s belt. Felt the cold hard edge of the knife.

There were no rabbit holes to escape into as there had been with Amber. He couldn’t run. Couldn’t hide either. That left one option – he had to mask the scent of Thistle’s blood. He had to cover it with something else.

And he had the perfect thing flowing through his veins.

He plunged the knife into his underarm. He dragged the blade through his skin, slicing through flesh and muscle, all the way from his elbow to his wrist. He did the same with the other, the handle slipping in his blood-slick hand. Then he cast himself upon Thistle, the blood flooding out with every pump of his heart. Coating him. Hiding him.

He didn’t have the strength to speak, so he thought the words instead. He hoped that, wherever the Shadow-man lingered, they reached him. You see? I’ve saved him. I am not a monster.
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Something jabbed Hop’s cheeks. His body was throbbing, his heartbeat pumping in every limb. His arms were half numb, half tingly, like recovering from a bad bout of pins and needles.

‘Quit poking him.’

‘But his cheeks are so soft and squishable!’

Hop pushed himself up. The world briefly spun and his stomach with it.

He was safe in Thistle’s house, and all his friends were staring at him.

‘You reckless arse!’ Amber clipped him across the head. The world spun again.

‘She’s just grumpy cos she got no sleep!’ Storm smirked. ‘She was up all night looking after – mffh!’

Amber’s hand found Storm’s mouth.

‘What happened?’ Hop croaked. ‘Is Thistle safe?’

Bear handed him a cup of water, which he gulped down greedily.

‘Yeah. Your cutting yourself worked,’ Sunny said, dusting sand off his prosthetic leg. ‘The haunt lost the scent and slithered off.’

Bear had turned a funny shade of green. ‘Please never do that again.’

‘I concur.’ Skully now had a distinctive bloodstained hue.

‘You could have died, mush for brains,’ Amber said. ‘And if you had . . . I’d have killed you!’

Hop examined his arms. The skin had already begun to knit back together. There were long pink lines, but the gaping wounds had vanished overnight.

‘Where’s Thistle?’

‘Being a miserable bollocks in the corner. Won’t say a word to anyone.’

Hop dragged himself to his feet, his body strangely floppy. ‘How are your wounds?’

Thistle didn’t look at him.

‘He’s fine. Bear carried his ungrateful arse back here.’ Amber then addressed Thistle: ‘Aren’t you gonna thank Hop for what he did? If it wasn’t for him you’d be octopus food.’

‘No need to thank—’

Thistle flew to his feet and stormed towards him until Hop’s back met a wall. ‘I told you not to save me. Never do it again. Never. Do you understand me, sunshine boy?’

‘I can’t promise that. You’re worth saving.’

‘What part’s worth saving?’ he snarled. ‘The part where I beat the crap out of you? Or the part where I used you for my own gain?’

Hop clutched the wall. ‘All of you is worth saving.’

‘You are such a—’ As Thistle’s gaze travelled to Hop’s chest, his words snapped off. He leaped away, staggering into Little, who scurried into a corner.

Bear had gone very still, like a rabbit spotted by a predator, while Storm was spluttering so many words it was difficult to discern anything other than ‘What-is-that-what-in-all-the-
fiery-hells-is-that?’

They were all staring at Hop. When he looked down, a face stared back.

It was tiny and shrunken, like a baby fresh out of the womb, or perhaps an old man on his death bed. The two kind of looked similar.

But this face was attached to a thick, round, hairy body, with eight spindly legs gripping on to Hop’s chest.

It opened its gummy mouth and screamed a high-pitched wail. A baby’s cry.

‘What the feck is that?’ Amber yelled. ‘Who’s crying? Is that Little?’

Sunny stepped forward, clutching the broken remains of the golden egg. ‘The monster hatched.’

Amber gagged. ‘What in the name of fuck—’

‘What a cute dragon you are!’ Hop patted its soft bald head.

‘Wow!’ Storm grinned. ‘I never knew baby dragons looked like something that crawled out of my worst nightmares! I’m learning a lot on this journey!’

‘Are you mad?’ Thistle clung to the wall, his dark hair falling over his sweat-slick face. ‘That’s not a dragon! It’s some messed-up spider! Kill it!’

‘Maybe we can eat it!’ Storm said eagerly.

‘A leg each,’ Sunny added. ‘And a couple left over.’

‘Please tell me I didn’t hear the word “spider”?’ Amber had frozen.

‘It’s not a spider!’ Hop insisted. ‘It’s just a baby. I took it from its mother. It needs protection.’

‘YOU CLEARLY DID NOT TAKE IT FROM ITS FECKING MOTHER!’ Amber slammed her fist against a wall. ‘Not if it’s a spider.’

‘Didn’t Dolores say Caoránach is the mother of monsters?’ Storm asked. ‘So she could have laid a spider egg.’

‘It’s not a spider! It’s more like a . . . spider-baby.’

‘It has a human face,’ Sunny told Amber, who looked as though she wished to return to moments before, when she did not know that information.

‘It does look a bit like . . . a monster,’ Bear said, as Little hid behind him. ‘Al-Al-Also it’s gnawing your arm.’

Hop ignored the stabbing pain as sharp teeth broke his skin. ‘It’s not Spider-baby’s fault. It was just born this way. It’s only been alive for minutes and everyone has already decided it’s a monster! It hasn’t done anything wrong or hurt anyone.’

‘Apart from your arm,’ Sunny pointed out as blood began to run down Hop’s forearm.

‘Give me a chance. I’ll look after him. Prove he’s not a monster.’ He rested his hand on Spider-baby’s head. It was soft and fuzzy like the skin of a peach. ‘And death’s never the answer. Even if he is a monster.’

Hop dislodged Spider-baby’s teeth from his arm. He had a row of sharp white canines, which could be retracted in and out, like a cat’s claws. ‘I’ll get you some food soon, baby,’ he cooed as it snarled and lunged for his other arm.

What did a spider-baby eat? He seemed to like blood, so that was a start. Hop wrestled the baby into his backpack. As he buttoned it shut, Spider-baby settled inside. Blood and darkness. Two things he liked. ‘I’ll get you more blood and darkness,’ he whispered to the bag.

‘Hop, sometimes you terrify me,’ Amber said.

‘Ummm . . .’ Bear tugged his sleeves. ‘I was going to say be-be-be . . . earlier . . . but when I was helping with Hop’s arm, I noticed the timer.’

Hop flipped his arm over. The bottom half of the hourglass was almost completely full. ‘Less than a day left. We need to get Darkness.’

‘How are we supposed to do that?’ Amber asked. ‘Isn’t she still strapped to a very large God, who last we heard was off on a jolly to kill a load of monsters?’

Hop threw his backpack on; it wiggled. ‘Then off to war we go.’

Thistle pushed away from the wall. ‘You’re serious? You’re just going to go up to Ichor in the middle of a battle and steal Darkness from him?’

‘What choice do we have? He said he felt the monsters rising in the fields where his past self won her greatest victory. Can you lead us there?’ Hop asked Thistle.

‘Why would I help you?’

Hop clenched his fists. ‘I know you don’t trust me. But I think there’s a part of you that hopes there’s more to this world than this place. That there is a way to escape other than death. Help me capture Darkness, and maybe I can open that other way. Please, Thistle.’

His gaze flickered. ‘Well, I can’t exactly turn down the chance of watching you run to your painful deaths. Follow me.’

* * *

Hop kept one eye on the fields before them, and another on the beads of sand dropping down his arm. He had to bring Darkness to the door. There was no other option. If they failed, he’d be stuck here with the Shadow-man whispering terrible things and prodding at memories that should stay hidden.

‘Does everyone remember the plan?’

Storm hurled a gob of spit. ‘I’m going to distract him so hard. Believe it or not, I can be really noisy and annoying when I want to. Also, this will help!’ She unveiled a wooden crossbow.

‘Where did you get that?’ Hop asked.

‘Never you mind, Hoppy-boy.’

‘We’ll draw the all-powerful God who can kill you with a thought away from the crowds by firing on him with the crossbow,’ Sunny said.

‘Where Bear will be waiting, then WHOOP-POW-KALAM!’ Storm thrust the crossbow up. ‘He’ll tackle him to the ground.’

Bear looked peaky. ‘I’m not s-s-sure. He’s really big.’

‘You’ve got this!’ Hop patted his back. ‘Little and I will unstrap the baby while he’s distracted.’

‘I’ll listen out for any other God-folk,’ Amber said, running her cane along the lumpy ground.

‘And I’ll watch your agonizing deaths,’ Thistle added.

‘Great! We all have our roles.’ Hop clasped his hands.

The sky was getting lighter, as if the sun was fighting to break free from her captivity. That had to be a good sign.

The sounds of battle echoed in the distance. The clash of metal on metal. The grunts of men. Something stirred deep within Hop. It was strange, but the closer they drew to the noises, the calmer he felt.

‘Just over this hill,’ Thistle breathed as the sun finally pushed through the fog of night. ‘This sunrise probably won’t last long so—’ He crested the hill, then recoiled as if stabbed.

‘Thistle?’ Hop dragged his throbbing legs up the hill. ‘Are you okay?’

Silence.

Hop followed his glassy gaze to the battlefield below.

The world tipped upside down. All the noise muffled, as if his head was suddenly plunged beneath water. And in the distance, deep laughter.

The Shadow-man was laughing.

Beneath the hill, stretching out as far as the eye could see was a mass of bodies. Corpses.

This field must have been green once. It must have turned brown in autumn. Been covered with white frost in winter.

Now it was only red.

Lumps of flesh. Dismembered limbs. Spots of white bone against raw muscle. It was if someone had cut open the earth itself and all its guts had spilled out.

Bear vomited.

Little had gone still. What scared Hop most of all was not the terror in her eyes, but that she was not looking away. As though she had seen worse.

A strangely salient thought crossed his mind: Is that why you’re so scared of everything, Little? Because you know there are things to be afraid of?

‘The ancients, the monsters . . .’ Sunny spoke low. ‘They’ve killed everyone.’

But Hop could still hear the grunts and cries of fighting. ‘Not everyone. We have to find Ichor.’

‘Remember to breathe, Bunny.’

There was no clean way to pass through the bodies. No neat path to follow. Hop walked ankle-deep in human remains. The blood gushed up and over his boots, moistened his socks.

‘Just keep walking.’

The stench enveloped him like a cloud, strangely familiar. Amber coughed, spitting into the soil, her stick thumping dully against skulls and flesh.

‘There is only one reason you would know the scent of death, Monster.’

Hop forced his thumbnail into the tender flesh at his wrist. He tried to cover the smell with the pain, but it was everywhere and impossible to mask.

Thistle’s jaw tensed. ‘None of these corpses belong to monsters or ancients. They’re all human.’

Then the monsters had won. The villagers hadn’t killed a single one. What manner of hell had descended on this place?

Hop focused on the ring of steel, on the grunts and cries of battle. He clung to that noise like a raft at sea. ‘People are fighting. There’s still hope.’

‘Hope?’ Thistle laughed dryly. ‘We’re standing calf-deep in corpses.’

The sun finally rose, bringing every grisly detail into focus. Pain and horror and so much death.

Fear is bad. Sadness is bad. All of it is bad.

There had to be good here. There had to be.

Hop clenched his fists, blood weeping from his torn wound. ‘We’ve got this.’

The twins were holding hands in that strange, shielded way. Bear had gone completely white, and Amber was breathing through her hand. Only Little seemed to have eased. The child jumped between corpses, searching them for shiny things.

Eventually, the sound of fighting led them to him.

Ichor stood against the horizon, a tall figure clad in silver armour, long hair streaming, a ripple of black against the dawning day. There was a tiny silent bundle swaddled to his chest – Darkness.

Ichor’s mighty blade rang as he thrust it through the chest of a man before him. Another tried to escape. He made it two steps before Ichor seized his leg and crushed in his gauntlet.

Hop’s body trembled. Ichor should have been fighting monsters, but his blade only seemed to be targeting humans. Innocents.

He prowled across the field, his armour so wet with blood it was almost completely red.

He sniffed out a girl who had played dead, buried beneath the bodies of her friends and neighbours.

She pled so sweetly before Ichor ended her.

‘Death . . .’ Ichor gurgled. ‘Death . . . death . . . death.’

Hop’s legs had completely locked. He could only watch as Ichor found the remnants of life on the battlefield and eliminated them one by one.

‘Death. Death. Death,’ he repeated like a hymn.

‘Where are the monsters?’ Hop whispered.

‘You are looking at it,’ Thistle said.

The truth hit Hop. The ancients had not risen again. There were no beasts. It had been a trap. Ichor had lusted for death and had led his people here to create a massacre for himself to feed on.

Hop thought back to his unsteady demeanour at the square, how he sweated and stumbled over his words. The bloodlust had driven him mad. Was that the fate of all who carried this relentless, death-hungry soul?

Ichor finished tearing pieces off a woman. A satisfied sigh left his lips. Then his gaze fell upon Hop.

There was no pity for the dead in those eyes, or shame for what he had done. Just hunger for more.

Hop burned to look upon him, just as he had in his final moments in the last room. Ichor was wrapped in human skin now, but beneath that, he was barely contained God-light, leaking at the edges. This was the same God who had killed the elk. Who had grasped Hop’s wrist and thrown him into a memory of this battle. This moment. A sword seeking out death over and over again.

‘You,’ Ichor said.

At his word, razor-sharp pain rose up like a chorus. His friends fell like cut wheat. Hop’s legs roared in agony, and he hit the ground face first in the filth and guts. His mouth filled with the sticky metallic tang of blood.

Sudden crushing pressure. The breath left Hop’s lungs. His ribs ached, as if his heart was fighting to escape his body.

His friends writhed around him, sobbing and screaming. Blood wept from Bear’s ear wounds, now reopened. Was this the power of the Gods? What chance did they have against this?

Someone else began to cry: a child. Too young to be Little.

Darkness. He needed Darkness. He needed the moon. Then he could escape from all this. He wouldn’t even have to think about this. He could lock it tight in the dark place, where terrible memories lived, far away from the sun.

The sunlight shifted, faded and then returned again. Sinking and dipping as Darkness wailed.

Ichor was close. Hop was only a breath away from that figure standing deep in all his death.

Hop pushed himself to his knees.

Ichor sauntered towards him. ‘Do you not know defeat when it is upon you, boy?’

Hop reached towards the child. His fingertips brushed a tuft of feather-soft hair. ‘I . . . need . . . her.’

‘Impossible. We are linked, she and I, in every lifetime, in every incarnation. You cannot separate Darkness and Death.’

Hop looked up, his eyeballs burning. ‘Death?’

‘I am Death,’ he said, and then grasped Hop by the chin.

Blinding white agony. Like being dragged across burning coals. It tore through the core of Hop, cracking through the forced smiles and memories of his father and all that was light and good.

Then it was not Ichor before him, but the Shadow-man, a quirk of a smile on his thin lips. ‘This was the moment I cast aside Ichor and chose my true name. It is time you started using it.’

The battlefield vanished, and Hop was somewhere else entirely.


There was a time, you are sure, when the urge to kill was not there. It did not descend all at once. You did not wake up one day with murder in your mind and blood on your lips. It was slow.

It begins with animals. When you’re young, you like to play with ants. Like to see the way their bodies react when you start pulling pieces off them. What starts as fascination becomes obsession.

The animals get bigger. You sneak into farmers’ fields, darkness masking your steps, and pluck the feathers off chickens while they are still breathing. You move on to killing sheep, then cows, then pigs.

But nothing sates the hunger. It gnaws at you like a cancer. Inevitable, no matter how stubbornly you try to resist.

Though you do not try very hard. Somewhere along the way the ants grow limbs and faces and screams. Somewhere along the way, they start fighting back.

This angers you more than anything. Humanity’s resistance is an insult, an affront to you and all you have sacrificed for them. It makes killing them so much sweeter.

So, you occupy the dark places. You become accustomed to the hiding spots, to the twisted walls and narrow alleyways. You stalk and track and hunt your quarry. You make a game of it.

One day you slaughter a mother walking back to her house. You listen to the screams of her children when they find her, the sob of her husband. You breathe it in like so many roses.

But grief, anguish, they do not satisfy your hunger as death does. That night, it leads you back to their house. You kill the father first, then slay the children while they sleep. You shouldn’t kill children; you know the rule. One lost generation would spell the end for you and your kind.

But they would have been alone otherwise. It is a mercy, you tell yourself. And besides, the other God-folk will never know it was you. It is vital they never know.

Their deaths ease the ache for a day or two. But then it returns, and every time it demands more. More and more and more until only a cacophony of death will sate it.

You know what you must do. You say your pretty words and they eat them up. They follow you like sheep to the butcher.

And as you lead them to the field, their children chant your false name like a prayer.
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Hop returned to a star-filled sky and the reek of death. Someone’s arms were wrapped around him – warm, familiar, safe.

‘That’s the second time you’ve fainted on me,’ Amber said as he stirred. ‘Don’t make a habit of it.’

‘I didn’t faint,’ Hop said. ‘I was somewhere else.’

Someone else.

He had fallen into a memory, just as he had in the first room. Now he was sure both belonged to the same person. Ichor, or should he say Death? Death who had followed his need to kill all the way to this blood-soaked battlefield.

He sat up. ‘Where’s De– Ichor?’

‘Ichor’s gone and Darkness with him,’ she said bitterly. ‘By the time we all recovered he was nowhere to be seen. Probably off kicking puppies.’

Death was no longer stalking the field, but a mist rose from the bodies, shifting and drifting around their forms, blue-green against the black sky. Human-like shapes lingered within. Some hovered above bodies, as if waiting for them to rise. But most merged into the mist, moving onwards in the same direction, as if washed downstream by a steady current, away from the village and towards the sea.

As it drifted by, Hop brushed his fingertips against it. An assault of memories crashed over him, overlapping like discordant voices in a song.

You work the sword until your fingers are bloody, until your wife begs you to stop, not with her words, but her eyes. She always—

More than anything you want your father to see you. Really see you for who you—

She dances like a dream. Like a melody come to life. She wears ribbons in her hair when you first—

‘Hop?’ Amber shook him.

Hop wrenched away from the mist, staring down at his fingers. Those had to be memories of the recently dead. He had assumed Death was responsible for pulling him into his memories, but these had overcome him all on their own.

The hourglass glowed on his underarm. The top half was nearly empty. ‘We need to get Darkness.’

Amber scowled. ‘We can’t get anywhere near Ichor. I thought he’d killed you, Hop. You weren’t breathing.’

The thought of going near Death again made him nauseous. But what other option was there? Just admit defeat?

‘No.’ Hop stood. ‘We will find him. I will fix this.’

‘Don’t bother.’ Thistle skulked around the field, flicking his knife open and closed. ‘It’s over, Hop. You’ve fucked it.’

No. He had promised to help Little, Bear, the twins, Amber, even Thistle.

And then there was him. Now Hop knew his true name. Not the Shadow-man – Death. The figure who had been haunting him since he arrived here was another reincarnation of Death.

But why was the shadow of a God in this place? And why was he tormenting Hop? Questions he would never have to answer as long as they made it to the Bone Door.

It would not end in this room.

Hop pressed his fists against his throbbing eyes.

His father’s voice in his head: ‘Crying is a weakness. It is a failure to defeat the bad thoughts. Are you going to let them win?’

He picked at his arm instead, pinching the raw flesh around his recently healed wound.

A wail. Someone was crying.

Sunny and Storm were sitting on a broken cart, wiping the gore from their prosthetic legs. Little was still rooting for valuables, but Bear was staring at someone in pale horror.

It took a moment for Hop to spot her, half bent over as she cradled something heavy to her chest. She wailed like a dying animal.

‘R-Ríona?’ Hop staggered towards Shay’s sister.

She held a body – tall and broad and muscular, with a shock of blond hair like hers.

The mist was rising from him already; it hovered around Ríona like a cloud. Like an embrace. The edge of it brushed Hop’s skin.

You watch her as she sleeps, you learn how to plait her hair and wield a sword, so you can be mother and father both. You echo her frowns with smiles. You are happy, always happy, so she has the freedom to be sad.

‘Shay.’ His name fell from Hop’s lips like a stone. The boy’s face was pale, his lips already blue. Flies buzzed around a gaping chest cavity.

Of course he had gone to battle. Ichor was his hero. Shay would have followed him anywhere.

Ríona’s head snapped towards Hop, hatred twisting her features.

He moved closer to her. ‘I can help—’

‘Don’t touch him,’ she snarled. ‘Don’t you dare touch my brother.’

His hand fell.

She raised her chin, blonde hair stuck to tear-slick cheeks. ‘You have all brought this ruin upon us.’

‘What’s she saying?’ Amber asked.

‘She’s blaming us. All of us.’

‘Did she miss the part where Ichor lost his fecking mind and killed everyone?’

‘Death is his name,’ Hop said softly.

Amber scowled. ‘Ichor, Death, whatever! We’re not the reason her brother’s—’

‘Shay’s not dead,’ Hop whispered, even though he knew it to be false.

Ríona’s gaze passed over them. ‘You’re harbingers of evil. It stalks you. It follows your every step.’ The wind whipped up the scent of decay. ‘I knew it from the moment I laid eyes on you.’

‘What do you mean?’ Hop asked.

Ríona released her brother’s hands. She did not look at him again, not even as she rose to her feet. ‘I’ll show you.’

* * *

Ríona was not the only sister on the field that day. As they trekked back to the village, sisters, brothers, mothers, fathers, daughters, sons, wives and husbands all streamed on to the field.

Some, like her, were sobbing and cradling bodies. Others loaded the dead into carts. But what pained Hop most were the ones who stood and stared silently, their bodies slack and their eyes empty, as if their souls too had departed for the sea.

‘You did not do this, Bunny,’ Skully said. ‘This is not your fault.’

But Ríona seemed so sure. She weaved through the silent village, past the homes with doors left open, pots still bubbling, blacksmiths’ fires smoking.

Ríona approached the temple with calm strides.

There was no line outside or attendants in the aisles. But Providence was still there; she sat up on her knees in her pool of water.

‘You’re going to show them, fated girl?’ She giggled and pointed to them in turn. ‘It is not so bad, not so terrible as she will say. But it will break one of you.’

Ríona led them down the narrow winding staircase into the cold depths of the tunnels and catacombs beneath the temple.

Hop rubbed his hands, but then flinched. They were coated with blood.

Finally, Ríona stopped. It was a narrow hallway, but wider than those they had travelled to reach there.

‘I’m not sure how old this place is,’ she said, lighting lamps on the wall. ‘But it’s written of in several of my ancestors’ texts. I suspect it dates back to before this temple was built. To the days of the ancients.’

As she lit the final torch, a face appeared in the darkness. The Shadow-man, Death. He was waiting. Hop felt the cold sting of his gaze, even as he turned away.

‘I couldn’t believe it when I saw you all at the ceremony,’ Ríona said. ‘I thought you were playing some kind of twisted joke. But you seem to know nothing. You’re ignorant. That’s even worse.’

The orange light barely penetrated the darkness, but it was enough to see.

Five statues stood within alcoves along the wall. They were human-sized, and were missing pieces. The hand had snapped off the closest one to Hop, as well as a leg.

Then he looked to the next. It was also missing a hand and a leg, the opposite hand and leg.

The next didn’t have ears.

The one beside it lacked a nose.

And the final one had two gaping holes where eyes should be.
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The room warped around Hop. The shadows danced strangely across the statues.

‘What is this?’ Sunny asked.

‘Who are these statues of?’ Hop asked Ríona.

‘In many texts, especially the oldest ones, the God-folk are depicted this way.’

Hop’s ears rang. The pieces connected slowly, reluctantly, as if they were trying very hard to resist.

The God-folk.

This is how the God-folk are depicted.

‘These are statues of the God-folk,’ he whispered to the others.

‘Now, I ask you . . .’ Ríona’s voice was laced with malice, but beneath there was a ripple of fear. ‘. . . why you’ve come here bearing the scars of Gods?’

The silence had an edge to it, like a sharpened blade.

His friends matched the statues exactly. One would be a coincidence, two could be unfortunate. But five was undeniable.

‘What does it mean?’ Bear’s eyes fixed on the earless statue. At its base was a symbol Hop recognized from the Ancients room. It had been carved into the base of a tree trunk, before they . . .

‘Killed the children. Sacrificed them on altars for their own selfish whims.’

He checked the others and found familiar symbols there too. The statue lacking a left hand like Storm had the leaf. The one missing its right hand, which Sunny stood before, was engraved with the raindrop. While Amber’s had that peculiar symbol, a snake eating its own tail.

But it was the one missing its nose that drew Hop’s eye.

Thistle was standing before it silently. His gaze was fixed upon the statue’s outstretched hand, at the crescent moon nestled within. At its base was a circle. Hop had assumed the symbol was the sun when he first found it carved into the stump. But now the truth was clear. The circle portrayed the moon. And the symbols must represent the Gods.

‘Thistle,’ Hop said softly.

The boy didn’t stir. Hop glanced to the hourglass on his arm. A handful of beads left. Almost out of time.

So he dragged the awful truth out of his head and into reality: ‘Darkness can control the moon. So this statue must represent her. And it doesn’t have a nose. Thistle, I think that maybe . . . I think that’s you.’

If Hop was right, then Thistle was Darkness. He was the moon. And their only way through the door.

Hop touched Thistle’s arm. It was stiff. ‘I think you’re our mission.’

Thistle drew back. ‘It’s not me. I’m not . . .’

‘I know what they are.’ Ríona stepped forward. Hop had forgotten she was still there. ‘Tell me why you’re here. Did you cause that massacre? Why?’

Hop didn’t have time to answer Ríona’s questions even if he could. He had to get Thistle to the door. He faced him again. ‘Come on, time’s running out—’

‘Then you’re only wasting more of it,’ Thistle snapped. ‘This is a trick. Some joke. Some sick fuck mutilated us to resemble them. That’s all.’

But Thistle had not been there in the depths of that dark and terrible mountain. He had not been there when the waters had moved around them.

Hop thought back to that moment, the bubble of air that had moved as Sunny stepped forward, as if following him.

Hop was not sure which God could do such a thing, but it had been Sunny. Sunny had saved them.

Because Sunny was a God.

‘Please. Let’s just go to the door and try. The mission is to bring the moon; Darkness can control the moon. It has to be—’

‘I can’t control the fecking moon, Hop! We know who Darkness is – that screaming beast strapped to Ichor.’

‘She’s just a memory of Darkness. You’re the real, living—’

‘I’m not!’

Hop pulled back his sleeve and thrust it in Thistle’s face. ‘We barely have any time left. If you’re not Darkness, if I’m wrong, then the door won’t open and we’ll know.’

‘I’ve spent my life trying to kill God-folk. I hate them. It’s the only thing I know for sure since I woke up here. If I was one of them, how does that make sense?’

Hop didn’t want to say that it made perfect sense. That it was this knowledge, at some unconscious level, that had driven Thistle to the water’s edge. That the person Thistle loathed more than anyone was himself.

‘We’ll go to the door together,’ Hop said. ‘But it won’t open without you.’

‘It won’t open with me,’ he yelled. ‘I am not God-folk, least of all Darkness.’

His words echoed. The others stood before their statues silently. Only Little stood aside, watching the discussion. There was no statue without a tongue, after all.

‘Hop saved your life,’ Amber said, her voice strange and stilted. ‘He cut himself open for you. Go to the door; it’s the least you can do. If he’s wrong, you’ll have an eternity to gloat and we’ll all hate every second of it.’

Thistle’s face darkened and he shoved his hands into his pockets. ‘Fine.’ He slung the word like a blade. ‘We’ll see who’s right.’

* * *

They raced out of the temple, leaving Ríona with her unanswered questions. Only a handful of luminous sand remained. Barely enough to reach the beach.

The streets were slick with rain, gleaming darkly in the light of the shattered moon. Only when it stained Hop’s boots red did he realize it was not rain, but blood.

It washed down the streets, trickling between cobblestones, growing deeper, as if a nearby river had broken its banks.

Where was it coming from?

‘The consequences, if you do not escape in time, will be unpleasant.’

This was what Dolores meant. The first room – the Ancients – had burned before their eyes. And if they did not escape this room – the God Times – they would drown in the blood that Death had spilled.

Hop grasped Amber’s hand and rushed through the town, splashing blood with every step. He dashed towards the beach where he had seen the door what felt like an eternity ago, and then the source of the blood was clear.

The sea was red, even in the darkness that haunted this place. Crimson waves dashed against the rocks, drowning the fields in blood.

‘The door’s just down there, I saw it when Thistle . . . I saw it earlier.’ He snatched Little’s hand too so she wouldn’t get swept away. The blood reached above his knees, disturbingly warm. He waded towards the gleam of white light against the rocks.

By the time he was halfway across the beach, the blood was waist-high.

‘You’re almost there,’ Skully said. ‘Just keep walking, Bunny.’

He pushed on, cradling Little against his chest. He could do this. He had led them through spiders, through a ruined battlefield, through the ending of a world. What was a little blood compared to all that?

He ignored the throbbing in his chest, the memories fighting to surface, all soaked with the very thing he was wading through. He was a good person. He would save them.

When Hop reached the door, Death, the Shadow-man version, was already there. He watched Hop’s approach with that mocking smile.

‘What’s wrong?’ Sunny asked. ‘You see something?’

‘N-Nothing. There’s nothing.’ Hop checked his arm: the message had not changed into a key like the previous one, but the wording was different from the last mission. That had asked him to ‘Claim’ an egg, this one told him to ‘Bring me’ the moon.

Hop reached out his trembling hand and pressed it to the door. But the message remained. ‘I think you need to hold your hand against it, Thistle. If I’m right, then a key will appear on my arm and it’ll unlock.’

The waves crashed against the rocks, showering them in rain that tasted like iron.

The final grains of sand funnelled towards the centre of the hourglass.

‘Did you ever consider that I don’t want to?’ Thistle said coolly.

Hop stared, the roar of bloody waves ringing in his ears. ‘But this is the only way out. If you put your hand against it, then we’ll know if—’

‘I don’t want to know!’ he snarled, red droplets glinting on his face. ‘Don’t you get it? If I don’t put my hand against that bastard door then I never have to know.’

Hop understood. He had been running from his truths since he woke.

‘You decided for me once,’ Thistle said. ‘I won’t let you decide again. You’re not the master of life and death, Hop. Certainly not mine.’

But Hop had met the master of death, he was standing near this very door, and Hop would not let him have Thistle.

The waves were chest-high. Hop shifted Little on to his shoulder as she whimpered.

Thistle wanted to die. Die rather than know. His fear of the answer this door would give him was going to drown them all.

But death didn’t solve anything. In every world death had brought nothing but a cold, bitter end. That would not be theirs.

He snatched Thistle’s hand and slammed it against the door. Thistle stared at his palm, flush against the wood, the colour draining from his face.

The message on Hop’s arm didn’t change. The letters glared back at him. Amongst the dread, he felt a surge of something unexpected – relief. His friends were not God-folk. They were children. Just normal children.

Then the letters on his arm blurred together and took the shape of a golden key.

His hand pressed against the door as the words sprang forth from his lips, ‘I’ve brought you the moon.’

A click. The sound of a door unlocking. It opened with a creak into darkness beyond.
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‘You are aware it is not necessary to leave it until the very last second to open the door?’ Dolores sighed as they stood in a quiet line, dripping blood on to her hardwood floor. She limped towards Thistle, looking him up and down with intense scrutiny. ‘A bit too bony for my omelette. Shame.’

Hop’s backpack squirmed.

‘Oh for goodness— I just fixed up your legs!’ Dolores sighed at Storm and Sunny. ‘Must you submerge them in every room?’

His friends looked as if they were back on the battlefield, pale-faced and blurry-eyed.

Hop clapped his hands together. ‘Well, I don’t know about you but I’m famished! I could kill for one of Bear’s dinners!’

Thistle crossed the floor and tore down an entire bookcase. Books skidded to Hop’s feet.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Dolores snapped. ‘I don’t know how you were brought up, but it’s generally regarded as rude to march into an old woman’s home and destroy her possessions.’

‘It’s either your possessions or him.’ He jabbed a finger at Hop. ‘Choose wisely.’

Dolores considered it.

‘Oh, stop being a dick,’ Amber said. ‘Hop saved your life again, saved all our lives. And you would have sacrificed all of us because of your own childish fear.’

‘Childish?’ Thistle mock-laughed. ‘The door opened. That means that he was right. I’m . . .’ He struggled with the word, then managed to dislodge and hurl it across the room. ‘Darkness. I’m God-folk. We all are. You saw those statues of the Gods, how their disfigurements matched ours. If that doesn’t fucking terrify you, you’re a bigger dope than he is.’

Dolores tapped her cane. ‘Ah. Worked that out finally, have we?’

‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ Storm said.

Dolores watched Thistle as he tore down another bookcase. ‘I’m content with my decision not to.’

‘I thought being a God would feel . . . different. Aren’t we meant to have awesome powers?’ Storm stared down at her hand and her stump. ‘Kablow!’ She threw her hand towards Thistle. Nothing happened except Thistle glared harder.

She pouted. ‘If I’m the God of Peace or something boring I’m gonna be raging.’

‘I don’t feel any different either,’ Sunny muttered. ‘I just feel my normal urges to grievously harm things.’

‘You’re not normal,’ Thistle said. ‘Amber isn’t normal; neither is the big redhead. And I certainly am not fecking normal. The only person who might be normal is the strangest of all of us. That’s the biggest joke of the whole thing.’

Silence. Bear fiddled with one of his buttons.

‘What?’ Thistle spread his arms, half laughing. ‘Nobody’s gonna say it? You’re all thinking it.’

‘Thinking what?’ Hop asked.

Thistle smirked, triumphant. ‘There were only five statues in that room. One for each of us. But not him.’

‘There wasn’t one for Lit—’

‘He’s not missing any body parts,’ Thistle declared. ‘And you said he remembers a father. I don’t know about you, but I don’t remember any father. Or mother. Or anybody who cared.’

Storm gnawed her lip.

‘He speaks the people’s language; none of us can. Did you never think about why that is?’

Hop’s palms grew sweaty. He loosened his scarf.

‘I knew it the moment I met him: he is not one of us.’

A sharp pain jabbed in Hop’s chest. Like a blade through his core, snapping something vital.

‘If he’s not one of us, then who the hell is he? We can’t trust him.’

Hop had no answer to give. The Shadow-man – Death – said he was someone terrible. He feared he had been. But he wasn’t even sure if his memories were real. Why had he woken in this labyrinth with them if he was not one of them?

Through everything awful that had happened, they had been united. He had clung to that. But in that moment Hop felt utterly separate from his friends. He was alone.

‘You’re not alone,’ Skully said.

‘Hey, Thistle?’ Amber said. ‘Do me a solid and stop being a gargantuan penis for a moment, would you?’

‘You know I’m right. He’s not—’

‘Yes, you’re right.’ She threw up her arms. ‘But you’re only doing this because you want to hurt Hop because he saved your life again. You’re about as subtle as a sledgehammer and half as clever.’

‘Mmm,’ Bear agreed. ‘Even if he’s not one of us, Hop has only helped us. I trust him more than anyone.’

‘Does hurting him make you feel better?’ Sunny moved towards him. ‘Do you want to talk about the implications of that?’

Thistle recoiled.

‘I’m gonna beat you up!’ Storm screamed.

‘No beating him up!’ Hop said. ‘He’s allowed to be cross with me.’

‘Don’t tell me what I’m allowed to feel.’ Thistle picked up a bowl and smashed it on the floor. ‘You have no idea what this feels like.’

Perhaps not. But he wanted to. More than anything Hop wanted to understand Thistle. Maybe then he could show him how to ignore the terrible memories swirling in your head, how to smile when you were burning from the inside, and how to flee from all your monsters.

‘I’ve had quite enough of this.’ Dolores slammed her cane on the ground. ‘I imagine it can be disturbing to discover you’re a being of immense godly power but let’s not take it out on the crockery.’ She thrust her cane forward and Thistle skidded across the room. She dumped him unceremoniously into a stool in the corner. ‘That’s the grumpy-God corner. You can come out when you stop targeting my belongings.’

Hop wondered if that included him. He wasn’t sure whom he belonged to.

Hop turned to Dolores. ‘These rooms are all connected, aren’t they? They’re memories of the same world. Glimpses of the past.’

‘More or less.’ She pecked at her wing. ‘Of course, your and your companions’ inclusion did not come until much later. The other people you have met here are not really people. They’re just echoes of lives that once were. But you can’t change what really happened. You are merely shadows on a wall.’

‘Then what’s this place?’ Storm asked. ‘It can’t just be a labyrinth. It’s all kinds of weird.’

‘I cannot answer that.’

Storm cackled. ‘You don’t know!’

‘I have strict orders. I can’t break them even if I wished to.’

‘Your master?’ Sunny said.

Dolores nodded curtly. ‘If you are correct, I can confirm. But I cannot simply tell you. My master left strict instructions as to what information I can dispense.’

Hop wasn’t sure what this place was, but he could make a guess at who her master was. ‘Your master created the labyrinth, didn’t he?’

‘Yes.’

Hop only knew one being with the power to create somewhere like this. ‘Your master is a God?’

A nod. ‘Yes.’

He had hoped he was wrong. But he knew where this line of questioning would end. ‘And if he created this place, then the rules wouldn’t apply to him, would they? He could pass between the rooms freely? And appear to some people and not to others?’

‘Correct. He is master of the labyrinth. It bends to his will.’

Hop picked at his thumbs. ‘He’s here now, isn’t he? In the labyrinth?’

Her galaxy eyes met his. ‘Yes.’

A chill crawled down his back, like ice-cold fingertips. ‘What’s his name?’

‘That is not how this works, child,’ she said, strangely soft. ‘You must tell me his name.’

Hop’s throat contracted around it. As if uttering it would summon him here. ‘Death.’

‘That is one of his names.’

‘Ichor is the other?’ Hop whispered.

Dolores nodded.

‘Fuck!’ Thistle slammed a fist into the wall. ‘That psycho—’

‘Do not speak ill of my master,’ Dolores said curtly.

No wonder this place was filled with so much horror, so many dreadful things. Death had created it with his own hand. A place to torment, a place of pain.

‘Death’s labyrinth . . . Is that why we don’t have any memories? He took them from us?’ Hop asked.

Dolores shook her head. ‘My master does not possess that power.’

That didn’t make any sense. Hop’s memory began when he awoke here. If Death and his labyrinth were not responsible, then who? And why?

‘Question!’ Storm jumped on the spot, thrusting her hand in the air. ‘Did he create the haunts? A fiery one tried to attack Sunny first, then another went after Amber, then Thistle, but that one was all weird and gross and tentacly.’

‘Haunts?’ Dolores repeated. ‘I’ve never heard them called that. No, they are certainly not a creation of my master, and, luckily for you, he did not forbid me from speaking of them. They are what remains of a person once the God that inhabited their body finds a new one.’

‘W-W-What?’ Bear twisted his head to hear Dolores better. ‘Did I hear right? They’re what?’

‘Housing the power of a God is not a comfortable process,’ she said bleakly. ‘Once their child is born and the God-folk move on to their next form, what is left behind struggles to retain any shred of humanity. It does things to a person, to a human body, to have been touched by God-light. Eventually, their bodies become these “haunts”.’

‘They hunted us,’ Sunny said.

‘Oh, they will. To have tasted that kind of power, only to have it wrenched away, they’re driven by one innate desire – to regain the power they lost.’

Amber clutched her hand. ‘You mean by eating us?’

‘By consuming the current host.’

Hop’s stomach lurched.

Dolores tapped her way over to her oven. ‘Their hunger is such that these haunts desperately seek out all bodies touched by the same God-light, even the ones no longer hosting a God. They consume and consume and consume until they become the spectres you have encountered. Thousands of years of corrupted bodies combined into one with a single desire: find the body hosting the God-light. Now, they endlessly wander this labyrinth. They will never stop hunting you.’

That explained why they seemed to pursue one person each. His friends’ blood must have some godly scent to it. It was how the haunts tracked their prey. The empty host of Providence or Darkness would only seek the current one.

‘Why are they in the labyrinth?’ Hop asked.

‘Better they are here,’ she said. ‘Where God-folk rarely travel.’

But they were here now. He needed to get his friends out. Immediately.

‘Summon the next door, Dolores,’ Hop said, sweeping across the room.

Thistle sprang up, storming towards him. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

‘I’m getting you out, all of you. Thistle, you can be angry with me once we’re through the Bone Door.’

Thistle snatched Hop’s scarf. ‘What class of eejit are you? We’re God-folk. No matter where we run, that will always be the case. There’s no escape for us.’

‘The Bone Door—’

‘Will just lead us to a world that threw us into this place!’ he said, shaking Hop firmly. ‘Have you ever considered that maybe there’s a reason we’re here? Maybe it’s very important that we remain here. Ach, if I was out there and there was a fucked-up labyrinth to cast God-folk into, I’d throw those Gods straight in and never look back.’

‘You don’t know that!’ Hop said. ‘We don’t know why we’re here. Or who put us here.’

‘It’s not gonna be a good reason, is it?’ Thistle said, knuckles white against Hop’s scarf. ‘I think this is exactly where God-folk should be. Locked away from the world and all the people they can hurt.’

His friends were silent, staring at Thistle – in agreement or outrage, Hop wasn’t sure.

‘We can work it out once we’ve left here,’ Hop said. ‘It’ll all be okay once we’re away from this place.’

Thistle stared very hard at him. ‘What are you running from? Why do you want to escape so badly?’

Hop glanced down. ‘I want to help you. I want to protect you. Just like I promised.’

‘No. There’s something else. What are you hiding?’

‘Nothing. That’s it. All I want to do is help you.’

Thistle’s dark eyes passed over their friends, at Bear shaking with fear and the twins exchanging silent looks. ‘You don’t know how to help anyone.’

Hop staggered back as Thistle released him.

Sunny spoke softly, ‘So we will all turn into haunts eventually?’

Hop clenched his fists. ‘No. I’m getting you out of here. All of you. I will complete the missions and find the Bone Door. My father will help us when we’re out. He’ll know a way to stop you becoming haunts. Maybe help with the whole God-folk thing too.’

‘But—’

‘Don’t think about it,’ Hop interrupted Sunny. ‘Just think about the real sun on your skin again! About eating jam cakes and seeing fields of bluebells. Think about that instead.’

The others stared at the floor or walls. Only Little was moving, scurrying through Dolores’s drawers, claiming cutlery.

‘Very well, young master,’ Dolores said, wrenching Little away from her precious belongings. ‘The journey will continue. But before you go hurrying on, why not scrub off all that blood and stay for a spot of tea?’
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Hop spent a long time in the bathroom, scrubbing his skin raw. The blood washed off easily, but the rough sponge on his tender skin was a pleasant distraction.

So was Spider-baby. Hop took the opportunity to let him stretch his legs. He was already the size of a human baby, and he eagerly scuttled into the bath, gulping up the bloody water until he drained the tub.

‘Sorry I’ve not been feeding you,’ Hop said. Being kept in his bag while on the battlefield must have been torture. Like smelling the sweet scent of apple pie but unable to taste it. ‘I promise I’ll get you more.’ He wasn’t sure where exactly he was going to get bathtubs full of blood, but he’d work that out later. ‘Do you like to eat, Skully?’

‘I lack a digestive system.’

Hop dressed in an identical but freshly washed set of clothes, and bundled a wet Spider-baby in a towel before heading back to the kitchen.

At least he couldn’t hear anything smashing against the floor. Maybe Thistle had calmed down. Or run out of things to break.

A new noise caught him in his tracks in the corridor. A strangled yelping. It almost sounded like . . . whimpering?

He followed the sound to a door and flung it open.

It was a broom cupboard. Tiny and cramped. But every shelf was heaving with clocks. Clocks and clocks and more clocks. From sundials to hourglasses to a towering grandfather clock in the corner. He was amazed he hadn’t heard the tremendous ticking from outside as well as the whimpering.

Crouched on the floor, knees hugged to his chest, making himself as small as possible – which was difficult – was Bear. He sobbed loudly, nose and eyes streaming.

Little was beside him, petting his hair like a cat. But it didn’t seem to be doing much good.

‘Bear?’

He gagged and flung himself back. A mantel clock rocked precariously overhead.

‘Only me!’ Hop knelt before him.

Bear’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. ‘My thoughts were s-s-so loud. I thought I could drown them out in here.’

‘I can be loud if it’ll help! I’m not as loud as Storm but I think I can talk more. Like about the fact there’s so many clocks here. Which one is your—’

A screech. Spider-baby wriggled.

‘There, there. Good baby.’ Hop rocked him. ‘Is it too bright in here?’ He lowered the blanket over Spider-baby’s face. ‘There we go! Nice and dark. See, nothing to be afraid of! Hop’s got you, baby boy.’

‘Please don’t rest the baby on my head.’

Bear stared at him, cheeks flushed. ‘You’re . . . you’re really like this, aren’t you? You’re not pretending?’

‘Like what?’

‘Good,’ he said softly. ‘Kind. Gentle.’

Hop rocked Spider-baby on his shoulder. ‘I just know he likes darkness and blood.’

Bear watched as Hop lulled Spider-baby to sleep. ‘Where are the others?’

‘Downstairs.’

Silence. Bear stared very hard at his own hands; then he burst into tears.

‘It’s okay!’ Hop grasped his hand; it was stiff and clammy. ‘I won’t hurt you. You’re safe with Hop, big brother.’

‘I’m w-w-w-weak,’ Bear sobbed, his nose dribbling. ‘I can’t do anything right. I’m afraid.’

‘I told you before, that makes you strong.’

‘I’m not s-strong!’ Bear said, tears rolling down his face. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

‘About what?’

‘What if I’m Death?’ He spoke the words swiftly, like an unleashed arrow cutting across the sky.

‘You’re not Death.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘I do know that.’ Hop clutched his hand. There were six Gods, but only five statues in Ríona’s room. Bear’s had the mushroom symbol. He wasn’t sure which God that meant, but it wasn’t Death because Death was the Shadow-man. The only symbol missing from those statues which Hop had seen on the felled trees in the first room was the lily. That had to represent Death, who had no statue. But he couldn’t tell Bear that he had met Death. That Death walked in shadow and tormented Hop specifically. None of the others needed to know that. ‘If someone was carrying Death inside them, we would know. Nobody could bear an evil force like that and just be normal.’

Bear’s shoulders slumped. His head hung low. ‘But if I am Death, and if we make it to the Bone Door and get out . . . wh-what would we be unleashing on the world?’

A field of bloodied remains. The air tasting like iron. A soul that had to kill to be sated.

Death.

‘Maybe Thistle’s right,’ Bear whispered. ‘Maybe it’s better for certain people to drown.’

‘Never.’ Hop pressed Bear’s hand to his chest. ‘That is never a better option. Nobody deserves to die.’

‘Not even Death?’

Hop shifted.

‘If you knew I was Death . . .’ Bear’s eyes dug into him, magnified by his glasses. ‘Knew it for certain. Would you let me outside? Let me live? Or wou-wou-would you stop it here, while you still could?’

The clocks ticked. Tick tock. Tick tock.

‘Hop?’

‘You’re not Death. You’re sweet and kind and gentle. You’re probably the God of Clouds or Rainbows,’ Hop said softly. ‘And you’re my friend.’

Bear’s eyes swam. ‘Nobody has ever called me their friend before.’

‘Well, I’ll be the first. And I’ll never abandon you. When we get outside, we’ll get you a nice bakery and you can make cakes every day. You can decorate them with edible flowers – I can tell you about those. You won’t have to do anything scary any more, no more monsters or evil Gods, and every single day you’ll be happy. I promise.’

Bear fell into Hop, arms wrapped around his back, head buried in his shoulder, sobbing softly. Little clambered on top, hugging them both.

‘I’ve got you,’ Hop whispered.

Suddenly a new voice yelled: ‘What are you doing?’ Hands gripped Hop’s shoulders, flinging him back.

Bear slammed into the shelf, clocks crashing around him as Little scurried into a dark corner.

Amber was between them, breathing heavily.

‘We were hugging!’ Hop said, touching Amber’s arm as Spider-baby wailed. ‘Just hugging.’

She wheezed, her face soaked with sweat. ‘I couldn’t find you and then I heard your voices. I came in here and felt your bodies and I thought . . .’

‘I’m okay!’ Hop smiled.

Bear hastily wiped his red eyes.

‘Is something wrong?’ Hop asked Amber.

She ran her hand down her face. ‘A message from the owl: “It’s rather rude to be late to a dinner which a poor old lady has slaved over a hot stove to cook, especially without the aid of opposable thumbs.” ’

‘Come on, big brother.’ Hop stood and offered him a hand. ‘Let’s keep going.’

Bear took it.

* * *

The mood in the kitchen was not a happy one but Hop would change that.

‘It smells delicious!’ he gushed, sliding into a seat and grabbing a bowl of steaming stew. ‘And you all look squeaky clean and smell just as yummy as this stew! Dolores – do you have anything with blood in it for the baby?’

Her beak fell open. ‘That thing swaddled to your breast, does it have a human head?’

‘An adorable one!’

‘I doubt it,’ she spat. ‘It’s a spawn of deception. It lures its prey by changing its face into someone you love, speaking in their voice. Then it pounces upon you, draining your body of all its blood until only a pale husk remains.’

‘Spider-baby wouldn’t do that,’ Hop said. ‘Do you have steak? Uncooked preferably.’

‘It will do that. It is its nature. It is a monster and will behave as such. You put yourself and everyone at—’

‘Just the steak please.’ Hop wasn’t accustomed to anger; he couldn’t remember a single time he’d actually been angry. But it made his chest ache to hear the baby spoken about like that. Spider-baby who hadn’t hurt anyone, who had simply been born to the wrong mother. All it did was make Hop want to love him even harder.

Cursing, Dolores threw a bloodied hunk of something on to the table. Spider-baby lunged upon it, tiny teeth tearing the flesh and sucking the blood until the meat went grey.

‘Blast it!’ Storm cried, knocking over her bowl of stew.

‘What’s wrong?’ Hop asked.

‘She’s been trying for the past hour to use her “powers”,’ Sunny said, watching his sister as she squinted at her mug of tea. ‘Results are mixed.’

‘If I’m God-folk, I should have cool powers!’ Storm grumbled. ‘I should be able to make the pots move or blow up the table.’

‘I took the time to fix your leg again – the very least you can do is not blow up my kitchen,’ Dolores said.

‘I even tried to make Thistle pick his nose but he’s just being his usual grumpy self, his nose unpicked!’

Sunny leaned towards Hop. ‘She’s forgotten he doesn’t have a nose.’

‘Maybe you sh-sh-shouldn’t be trying to use your powers,’ Bear said, eyes wide, as if he expected the kitchen to explode imminently.

Storm threw out her hand at Spider-baby. ‘ATTACK THISTLE!’

Spider-baby gurgled on his steak.

Amber spooned her stew. ‘I don’t think we should be activating the powers of Gods in Dolores’s kitchen. Or anywhere, for that matter, especially when we don’t know what our powers are.’

Hop agreed. He knew the names and vague powers of the God-folk from what Shay had told him: Darkness could control the moon, Remedy could heal, Flame and Earth influenced their namesakes, Providence could see the future and Death . . . well . . . Death was Death. But apart from Darkness and the moon, the symbols on the statues didn’t exactly match up neatly with those powers. Which God could a snake represent?

Though it was strange that only Sunny had shown any sign of powers, and that was when they were all about to drown in the first room. The God-folk possessed incredible abilities, so why couldn’t they use them now? Did they require a life or death situation?

He returned Spider-baby to the comforting darkness of his bag. ‘We should get going. Thistle?’

The boy grunted but stood with the others.

Dolores removed the steak with a grimace. ‘I gave the young Darkness—’

‘Don’t call me that.’

‘I gave the Godling a choice. Either continue the journey to the Bone Door with you or return to the room you plucked him from. It appears he did not much fancy returning.’

Thistle crossed his arms.

‘Well, I’m glad you’re coming!’ Hop grinned. ‘By the end of this we’ll be best—’

‘I don’t trust you,’ Thistle stated.

Hop blinked.

‘I know who the others are. Fucked-up Gods, sure. But at least I know.’ He stared Hop down. ‘If you’re not God-folk, what did you do?’ he said, his voice cold and hard as a blade. ‘To end up here, with us?’

Silence.

A memory of blood. Of white robes sticking to his legs. A scream.

And a body, limp as it fell on him. Whispered words that fought to break through the haze of his memories.

You will never—

Hop forced his thumbnail into the tender skin of his palm. Twisting. Twisting. Twisting.

The words drifted away.

Who he was before didn’t matter. He was good now. He would save them.

He turned to Dolores, smiling brightly. ‘The door, if you will!’

The room darkened and a blade of white light followed. The door appeared, carved into the same place on the wall as the others. Letters and shapes swirled across it, assembling into three words.

‘“The Calm Times”,’ Hop read.

Bear stopped beside Hop. ‘That sounds—’

‘Boring!’ Storm finished. ‘First no exploding the kitchen, now this! Thistle, can’t you at least start throwing things again?’

‘Stop talking to me.’

‘This is the penultimate room. Do you wish to continue?’ Dolores turned to Hop. ‘You can remain here and—’

‘I accept,’ Hop said, ignoring Thistle’s glowering presence.

The door swung open. The pull was stronger this time. Cold fingers and talons and claws leaped forth, grasping at his shoulders and chest, dragging him closer to the blackness beyond.

This place is hungry, he thought. And we’re its prey.

Then, real hands upon him. A strong arm around his waist, the other holding his hand, fingers locked.

‘I’ve got you, little brother,’ Bear said.

They walked through the third door together.






[image: ]

25 Room Three – The Calm Times

A familiar flash of blazing pain tore down Hop’s arm as the mission carved itself on his skin. His body bucked, but Bear’s strong arms held him upright, pressing him to his chest in a bubble of warmth. Hop bit down on a scream.

‘You’re okay,’ Bear soothed. ‘I’ve got you.’

Hop slowed his anxious breaths. In. Out. In. Out. The agony ebbed to a distant throbbing.

He dislodged himself from Bear with a grateful squeeze.

Before he could check the mission, Storm spoke, unusually hesitant: ‘Uhhh . . . where are we?’

This world was very different from the last two.

There were no rolling fields. No meadows of wildflowers, crystalline streams or even a fractured moon in the night sky.

They were inside a room, and there was nothing green at all.

It was a cavernous space, with a vaulted ceiling and thick black beams. Dust drifted lazily in the muted golden light filtered through stained-glass windows, their colours murky and dull.

They stood on a raised platform at the head of the room. Despite the neck-achingly high ceiling, the room felt stifling. Age hung heavy, pressing down upon them. From the hefty dog-eared book, clad in silver, placed on a pedestal before them, to the paintings of ancient scenes, of figures wreathed in gold slaying fearsome beasts, everything felt as if it served some great purpose, with a long, treasured history that could be tracked back through generations.

But there was one part of this room that filled Hop with particular unease.

The wall of faces.

They were mounted on the walls, wrapping all the way around, countless faces of men and women carved from stone. They were all different. But every single face had one thing in common – they were hard, and cold.

Death masks.

Hop wasn’t sure how he knew this, how he instinctively knew every face that haunted this hall had been formed from laying plaster or wax upon the corpse of the newly dead.

‘I hate it too,’ Skully said.

What had these people done to deserve being preserved this way? Faces that had smiled and laughed, frozen forever in a form that was simply the lack of everything they had been.

He wanted to tear them all down.

That would have to wait.

The double doors of the room flung open and at least twenty people streamed inside, pooling down an aisle flanked by low wooden benches. They were all dressed in beautiful black robes; flowing silk lay beneath intricately beaded and embroidered designs.

Hop waved to them. ‘Hi! I’m Hop!’

‘What is the meaning of this?’ A dark-skinned woman stormed forward, speaking in Hoppish. ‘The cathedral is strictly off-limits to commoners. Come down from the altar.’

The altar? Hop glanced behind him. Mounted upon the wall was the same tapestry from the last room. The one that mapped the Gods’ arrival and their powers.

This was the same building as the temple in the previous room, just remade with that terrible wall of death.

‘Leave. Immediately,’ she commanded.

As a pale man placed his hand on the woman’s shoulder, she flinched, as if scalded through her layers of silk.

The crowd parted around him, heads bowed. He stuck out like a beacon, blood-red robes to their black.

He walked slowly. Confidence bled into his every movement: the casual way he clasped a small, thick book to his chest; the tilt of his head as he stopped before the children.

A long blond plait slid from his shoulder as he observed them over half-moon spectacles.

Hop’s world tilted. He knew that face.

‘Has the folly of age already claimed you all?’ His sharp tones sent sparks down Hop’s back as he addressed the black-cloaked people. ‘Use your eyes, Brothers and Sisters. Are your minds so pickled by incense and chanting that you fail to recognize Vessels when they stand before you?’

Vessels? Was he talking about Hop’s friends?

An older man studied them closely. ‘They’re Vessels?’

‘I can understand him.’ Storm perked up. ‘I can understand him!’

He had spoken in the language they were using, the one that so far only they could speak.

Mutters passed over the crowd, rising to excited chatter.

‘The Scythe is right!’

‘Look at his arm! It’s missing the hand! And her eyes! They are Vessels.’

‘When did they escape?’

‘I was with one only yesterday. I think . . .’

They had switched exclusively to the language all the children understood. The black-robed figures rushed down the aisle, suddenly manic, swarming the altar. They stood at a distance, enclosing Hop and his friends in a circle.

‘We shall return them to their rooms. No one need know they escaped.’ A woman observed Hop. ‘But . . . what is this with them?’

Hop felt all eyes upon him. But his gaze was pinned entirely on the man in red.

‘What is your name, boy?’ a voice asked.

‘Hop.’

‘Peculiar.’

The man in red stepped closer; when he spoke it was in Hoppish. ‘And how old are you?’

A united intake of breath. As if the man had just taken a hammer to one of the death masks, and not asked a boy his age.

‘Scythe . . .’ a bearded man said to the blond man. ‘We should not speak the common tongue in the presence of—’

The common tongue? Was that what Hoppish was actually called?

The man in red silenced the other with a look. ‘Your age?’

‘You know my age,’ Hop replied in Hoppish, blinking back tears. He could not cry. Never ever cry. Not around him. ‘You know my age, Father.’

Because Hop recognized him. Of course he did; even with every other memory buried, the ones of him had fought through. They had persisted through whatever fog had been placed over him.

This was the man who had smuggled him secret biscuits, who had locked him in a small dark place and taught him how to smile when all he wanted to do was scream. This was the man whose words Hop had clung to since waking in this labyrinth: ‘Fear is bad. Find the good.’

He would know his father anywhere.

Hop’s father gestured to him. ‘He is clearly an acolyte who caught the Vessels escaping.’

Hop hadn’t expected his father to gather him up in a hug, but he had expected at least some flicker of recognition. Instead, he acted as if he didn’t know Hop at all.

‘The Scythe speaks true,’ a blonde woman said in the children’s language. ‘He must be an acolyte, to speak both Common and Divine so fluently.’

Divine? That must be the language Hop spoke with his friends.

‘Is that right?’ Thistle asked the blonde woman. ‘That only acolytes can speak both languages?’

Silence, so thick it was uncomfortable. It was as if Thistle had not spoken, despite the echo of his words lingering around the high ceilings.

‘Return the Vessels to their rooms.’ His father gave a short man a meaningful look. ‘Discourage this.’ He tilted his head towards Thistle.

Hop wasn’t sure what there was to discourage. For Thistle, he had been downright polite.

The robed people removed gloves from drawstring pouches at their belts, then pulled back their long sleeves and placed the gloves on finger by finger, reaching all the way to their elbows. It felt like a grand ceremony. Like a soldier putting on armour before a battle.

It was as if they were afraid to touch his friends directly. Hop could not help but think of Storm and Sunny, and that barrier of fabric whenever they held hands.

Armed, the cloaked people advanced.

‘Wait!’ Hop called, but Amber dipped her head towards him.

‘Just play along. I don’t think we want to piss these people off.’

‘But—’

‘We can work out what to do when not literally surrounded.’

They were surrounded. The figures swept between them, ushering them like shepherds, but entirely reluctant to touch them, gloves and all.

‘Come with me,’ one commanded Bear, who cast Hop a fearful look.

Hop smiled encouragingly. ‘I’ve got you.’

‘Do not do that.’ The voice that cut across his was steel. His father hadn’t moved from the aisle, but his eyes were fixed on Hop. ‘Do not speak directly to them. Or do you need re-educating on the Divine Rules, acolyte?’

Hop very much did but he suspected the right answer was ‘no’. His friends were ushered away. Only Little remained, clinging to his leg, wide eyes watching the robed people.

‘The child is with you?’ his father asked. ‘An acolyte in training?’

Hop nodded.

His father beckoned him closer. ‘I will get you new robes. Wise, not to wear them outside. It would have attracted unwanted attention.’ He strode down the aisle, and Hop got the impression he was expected to follow. ‘You will receive punishment for your slip of the tongue. You know not to speak directly to the Vessels.’

There was that word again. Vessels. Clearly it referred to his friends, but why not God-children or God-folk? Why ‘Vessels’?

‘Rules are rules; they must be abided by, else the very cathedral may as well fall to rubble around our ears and beckon in the age of chaos. Does that sound desirable to you?’

‘I don’t—’ Hop’s words were silenced by an icy glare. He wasn’t sure why Father was angry. Father had asked a question, hadn’t he? Or did he go around asking questions he didn’t want answers to? ‘Father—’

‘Silence.’ As they moved into a narrow corridor a small boy leaped out of their way, practically crashing into the wall as he scrambled to bow.

‘Sorry, Scythe,’ the boy stammered. ‘Won’t happen again!’

Scythe. Was that his father’s name? His title?

Hop kept sneaking glances at him, the golden hair so prominent in his memory, the half-moon glasses. But something was slightly amiss about his father. His face seemed smoother, his back straighter. It was almost as if he was younger than Hop remembered.

‘As grateful as we are for your reclaiming the Vessels, you were simply doing your duty, so do not expect special treatment.’ He opened a heavy wooden door and descended a spiral staircase. ‘That includes speaking out of turn; I get the impression you struggle with this.’

Hop wasn’t sure if he was meant to answer. Several moments of silence passed. ‘I like to talk—’

‘A slow learner.’

His words stung. Hop desperately wanted to please him. It was as innate as the desire to eat biscuits. A craving that must be satisfied.

The staircase led into a room far less imposing than the hall of faces. It was in a state of bedlam, with children and teenagers rushing around, some with bundles of laundry, others grinding incense, and some bellowing commands. They were all dressed in black, but their robes were less elaborate than those worn by the people in the cathedral. The ceilings here were much lower, and the room was filled with mismatched tables and overflowing cupboards.

His father cleared his throat.

Everyone froze like rabbits in the presence of a wolf.

‘It seems this acolyte is the only one amongst you who noticed that five Vessels had gone missing. They are returned now but should this happen again I expect you to alert us.’ He thrust Hop forward. ‘He requires robes. The child too; she is in training.’ Little was still clinging to Hop as if her life depended on it.

‘He also must be justly punished. He broke a Divine Rule – he spoke directly to a Vessel.’

Every neck was bent, every head bowed.

‘Finally, whatever task he was assigned to previously I have no interest in. From this day forward he is to assist me directly. He is to be sent to my chambers at sunrise. The child should be taken into training with the other young ones.’

Silence.

‘Am I understood?’

They did not move, but a chorus of voices said, ‘Yes, Father.’

Father.

Were these all his children?

‘You have no siblings. You are alone, Monster.’

Of course he was here. Death was a shadow at his shoulder, and a rancid breath in his ear. He would never be free of him until he escaped his domain.

Hop focused on the man beside him instead. This was his father. He even looked like Hop with his matching blond hair. But why on earth were they all calling him ‘Father’? And why didn’t he remember Hop at all?

A girl with a kind face approached Little. ‘Come with me.’ Little immediately fought back, scratching and kicking like a wild animal.

‘Don’t worry!’ Hop called. ‘You’ll be safe. I’ll come find you later!’

When he glanced back at his father, he was gone – vanished up the stairs without a word of goodbye.

‘Hey!’ A large boy appeared before him, bigger even than Bear, with a head of ink-black hair. He stared at Hop with utter loathing. It was sort of comforting. It reminded him of Thistle.

‘Hi!’ Hop thrust out his hand. ‘I love your hair; is it naturally that thick or do you use a special brush or something? My hair eats brushes! Oh! My name’s Hop – what’s yours?’

A slow smile spread across the boy’s face, showing a row of gleaming teeth. ‘I’m Skip, and over there is Jump.’

‘Really?’

‘No, not really, you dumb fuck.’ He snatched Hop’s hand and forced it to close around something.

Sizzle.

Pain. Searing sharp pain. And the scent of flesh cooking. Hop’s knees gave way.

The boy grasped Hop’s arm as he fell, holding him in place. Hop tried to wrench away but the boy was double his size. He held a long, thin piece of metal. A fire poker. The end in Hop’s hand was glowing orange and searingly hot. It carved Hop’s flesh like a knife through butter.

The boy’s eyes lit up as he watched him, just as Hop would look if he found a ghost orchid.

Hop knew pain intimately. But that was pain that he controlled; pain he inflicted on himself. Pain for the greater good.

This was wild, unbridled, fearsome pain. Pain with the intention to hurt another.

‘Just breathe.’

Hop gagged. ‘Please! Please stop!’

The boy smiled a toothy grin.

Impossible. Nobody enjoyed inflicting pain. Nobody except—

Memories of pulling off the legs of ants. The feathers off chickens. The great satisfaction of it.

The boy jerked Hop’s hand forward and the metal cut through the delicate skin at his wrist. A lightning strike of pain tore through him.

‘Please,’ Hop whimpered. ‘You’re hurting me.’

‘Why don’t you oink for me?’

Hop blinked back tears. ‘What?’

‘Oink for me, wee piggy.’

‘Do not,’ Skully said, with a voice like iron. ‘Do not bend to bullies.’

People were watching but nobody stepped forward.

‘I don’t – ahh!’ Hop screamed as the metal poked at his already ruined skin.

‘I will gut you, piggy,’ he hissed. ‘I will make you squeal.’

Hop was already squealing. The agony overcame his senses. He was crying. Gods, he was crying, and Father was only a staircase away. He hated that more than the pain. The shame roiled over him in terrible waves.

‘He will be so very ashamed of you,’ Death said, firmly.

‘Tears are not a weakness,’ Skully said, more firmly.

‘Cathal.’ An older girl stepped out of the masses. ‘The Scythe won’t like it if he can’t use his hand.’

‘I don’t care what the Scythe wants.’ But his grip on the poker loosened enough for Hop to whip his hand to the safety of his chest.

‘Don’t speak to the Vessels, or next time it’ll be through your eye.’ He let out a quick oink, then strode away, laughing.

‘Throw me at him. I’ll bite off his toes.’

As Hop nursed his throbbing hand, the girl approached. ‘Stand up,’ she muttered, as if trying to mask the fact she was speaking to him. ‘He’ll just come back for seconds if you linger.’

Hop staggered to his feet. The room spun and darkened.

‘Over here.’ She moved away from the goggling onlookers towards a quiet corner.

He followed her with some difficulty. The room was very spinny.

She pulled out a chair and he fell heavily into it. ‘Hand.’

He offered and she took it firmly. He gritted his teeth against the flare of pain.

‘This ain’t nothing,’ she said. ‘I watched him do it to the soles of some poor bugger’s feet. Couldn’t walk for a week.’ She emptied a bottle of murky white liquid over the gash in his hand.

Hop winced. ‘What’s your name? I’m Hop.’

‘I know you, right?’

‘You do?’

She scrunched up her face. ‘Maybe not. You seemed familiar, but I think I’d remember someone with the name “Hop”. Call me Fi. I can only wash and bandage it for now.’ Fi worked assuredly, as if she had done this a thousand times before. Maybe she had.

She looked around sixteen and had a curious face, long and thin, with poking cheekbones and huge eyes, like a vole or a squirrel. There was something familiar about her. Perhaps they had interacted in the real world too.

She tied the bandage tightly. ‘Watch your back around Cathal. He’s been vying to assist the Scythe for years, and here you are just picked for . . . what? Being in the right place at the right time? He ain’t gonna like that.’

‘The Scythe? Why do you call him that?’

‘Ach, did you hit your head out there? Or did a heretic smack you with something?’

‘N-No. At least I don’t think so . . .’ He shifted in his chair. ‘Also, what is this place?’

Her eyes bulged. She leaned forward and asked in hushed tones, ‘Did a Vessel touch you? When you were bringing them back?’

‘Vessels . . . what can they do to you?’

She slapped her forehead. ‘Give me strength. If a Vessel touches you it can do all sorts of damage – that’s what the Fathers and Mothers say.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like make you forget everything. Gods, some help to the Scythe you’re gonna be.’

‘Is that why everyone wears gloves?’

She stared very long and hard. ‘No. Listen. Here’s a very quick run-down of the essentials so the Scythe doesn’t realize you’ve been memory-wiped and turf your sorry arse back out on the streets.’ She pressed her hands together. ‘This is a monastery. The monastery. The only one that really matters. Everyone here is part of Ríona’s Church, Ríonites.’

Hop looked up. ‘Ríona?’

She breathed through her nose. ‘The prophet? Saviour of our people and creator of our Church? Woman in all the statues?’

Hop had recognized Ríona’s name in the last room. And if his father was here, if this room represented Hop’s time, then was that the same Ríona? A grieving girl now a prophet?

‘We all live here to serve and protect the Vessels. They’re the ones you waltzed in here with, so I guess we haven’t been doing a great job.’ Her eyebrows knitted together, but she shrugged it off. ‘The Vessels are the human bodies that house the Gods’ souls – the children of the God-folk. Without human bodies the God-folk would be unable to survive in the mortal world; they would return from where they came. We keep the Vessels here, locked in their chambers, under the protection of the Church, the Ríonites, until the God-folk awaken within them. Then they rule as they did before.’

‘They’re not God-folk yet?’ Hop asked.

‘No. At the moment they’re all just Vessels. The God-folk souls are inside them alongside their own, but they’re not Gods yet. Well, mostly.’ She held up a finger. ‘Think of it like this – one body.’ She held up another, then pressed them together. ‘Two souls, but the godly one isn’t in control yet.’

Hop’s world narrowed to a pinprick. To the size of Fi’s words.

Ríona had said something like that, suggested it, before her brother shut her down. That summoning the God-folk could be delayed. That they could remain dormant in the host’s body.

Her words returned to him: ‘Maybe if we tracked the God-children but didn’t perform the ceremony, then perhaps we could have a period without the God-folk. A period of calm.’

‘The Calm Times,’ Hop whispered. Then this Ríona had to be the same as the one in the last room. What were the odds two Ríonas would come up with the same theory about Gods?

That was why his friends couldn’t use their God-powers. His friends were just hosts. Like the baby that became Darkness, normal before that terrible strangling ceremony.

Like an unwitting carrier of a cruel disease that bided its time until the body weakened before attacking. That is what Vessels were, what his friends were: bearers of slumbering Gods who would one day awaken. And when they did, his friends would not be his friends any longer. Their bodies might be the same, but they would be God-folk.

A memory stirred. Sunny in the mountain. His hateful expression, the screams of ‘Traitor!’ In that brief moment, had his God awoken? That would explain his sudden personality switch. But then how had he returned to normal?

Hop pushed the memory aside. ‘So, you look after them? Make sure they’re safe?’

Fi’s fingers drummed her chair. ‘The Church keeps them under lock and key. Immune to outside influence and corruption. Keeps them pure.’

‘Thank the Gods.’

‘Thank Ríona,’ she correctly curtly.

‘How long has it been since Ríona’s time?’

She scrunched up her face. ‘I’m no historian but the Church has been going for at least five hundred years.’

Hop gripped the chair. Five hundred years had passed since the last room.

‘Now, somehow, you’ve ended up serving the Scythe. He’s the head Father in the monastery. And kind of—’

‘Head Father?’

‘Aye. All who become fully ordained are referred to as Father or Mother by the acolytes. It’s symbolic – they’re the guardians of the Vessels after all. But he’s in charge.’

Hop swallowed hard. That’s why they all called him Father. It was his title.

But not for Hop. This man was his father. His blood-and-flesh father. He knew it to be true, in his core. He looked like him.

Her gaze travelled. ‘Just . . . do what you’re told. Don’t give the Scythe a reason to demonstrate why he has that title.’

‘He likes cutting corn?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Exactly. Just keep your head down. Don’t ask questions. He hates people who talk a lot.’

Hop gulped.

‘Good luck, Bunny.’

Someone swiftly set down a pile of fabric in Hop’s lap.

‘Those are your robes. Make sure you’re wearing the right ones, for Ríona’s sake.’ Fi flicked through them in turn. ‘They represent a different God that we celebrate each day. Red on Monday for Death, gold Tuesday for Providence, orange Wednesday for Flame, green Thursday for Earth, purple Friday for Remedy, black Saturday for Darkness and white on Sunday. The day of rebirth.’

Hop fingered the white robe. He had woken in a robe identical to this. Soaked from the waist down in blood. ‘Only acolytes wear these robes?’

She nodded. ‘Fathers and Mothers get the fancy ones.’

Then he was an acolyte. This was his home.

‘Do you carry that skull everywhere?’

‘Is there a rule against it?’ He shifted his backpack, hoping she wouldn’t ask to see inside. If she thought Skully was weird, Hop didn’t want to see her reaction to Spider-baby.

She pulled a face. ‘Not a rule, no. Other than it being very strange.’ She pointed to a sheet of parchment atop the robes. ‘There’s a list of actual rules. They were created by Ríona herself. Memorize them.’

The letters on the parchment didn’t look right. Just like the book Ríona had shown him.

‘Don’t tell me you forgot how to read too.’

‘Is this written in Common or Divine?’

‘Common.’

So maybe he could read Divine, but not Common. He tried to think of a good reason for that but came up short.

Fi sighed and read out loud:


‘The Divine Rules:

Thou shalt not look into the eyes of a Vessel.

Thou shalt not bestow any name upon a Vessel.

Thou shalt not touch the skin of a Vessel.

Thou shalt not speak to a Vessel.

Thou shalt not bring harm unto a Vessel.

Thou shalt not engage in any act that will prematurely awaken one of the God-folk.

Above all, a Vessel is to remain a blank state. Any action that encourages individualism is forbidden.’



‘What does that last one mean?’ Hop asked.

‘From what I gather, the Vessels aren’t allowed to do anything fun. No hobbies or pastimes. They’re only permitted to read the holy texts. We’re not even allowed to feed them anything with flavour in case they develop a preference.’

Hop swallowed hard.

‘Pay attention to that fourth rule. We speak Divine when we’re around Vessels; that language is exclusive to God-folk and Ríonites. But never speak directly to them. The only exception is when issuing commands, or if they are in danger. No Vessel understands Common.’

‘So . . . Vessels can’t even speak the language of their people?’

‘Why would they need to?’ She rose from her chair. ‘The dormitories are downstairs. The Scythe will want you at his chambers tomorrow before the morning bells. He’s in the highest tower. Talk about a flair for the dramatic.’

And then she was gone. Hop stared at the bundle of clothes, and the slip of parchment on top with its strange rules. His friends were probably already entombed in their rooms with nobody to speak to or even look upon them.

It was up to him. Entirely up to him to get through this room.

He pulled up his sleeve, wincing against the pain.

Three words were emblazoned upon his skin in silver. Three words that muffled the hustle of the acolyte room and sent a wicked chill through his entire body: ‘Kill the traitor.’
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Hop pulled his scratchy blanket up to his chin, shivering in the cold dormitory. All around him other acolytes snored and mumbled in their sleep.

He glanced at his arm. Above the mission was a clock with a single hand ticking steadily, in the shape of a key. Everything else about the clockface was normal, apart from the twelve o’clock position. Where there should have been a number, there was instead a skull. And not a nice skull like Skully. Hop suspected once the hand reached that skull, if he hadn’t completed the mission, the door would lock forever. The clock read three o’clock now and the hands were moving far too slowly to represent normal minutes or hours. He estimated that he had about three days remaining.

Was he capable of killing? He feared if he even contemplated it, it would chip away at the wall between the good Hop he wanted to be, and whoever he was before.

Hop would get everyone out, and nobody would die for it. And that was that.

‘Excuse me?’

Hop shot up. Standing at the foot of his bed was an old man. Too old for an acolyte, the oldest of which were teenagers, but he wasn’t dressed like a Father either.

‘Can I help you . . . ?’

‘I hope so. Though I fear you cannot.’ He looked up at the ceiling, the silver moonlight drenching his dark skin. ‘I need to see the mountains.’

‘Mountains?’

‘My father loved them. Climbed them for years. I promised I would spread his ashes there. But life got in the way. I cannot say it slipped my mind, but it suddenly became less important. But now it tugs at me.’

‘Life does get in the way sometimes,’ Hop said. ‘I’m sure your father would understand.’

‘I promised him.’ His eyes were glassy. ‘I failed in so many ways as a son. I need to make this right.’

He looked at Hop expectantly, as if he could simply fly him there. He wished he could. He would grow wings to ease that tormented look.

Could he do both? Take him to these mountains and complete the mission?

‘Where are—’

A high-pitched wail broke across his words. Spider-baby.

Hop leaped out of bed and scrambled for his bag stashed beneath. He cradled it to his chest as he rushed across the room, racing for the bathroom before it woke anyone else. When he glanced back, the strange man was gone.

‘Shhh. It’s okay. I’m here,’ Hop cooed as he lifted Spider-baby from the bag. His tiny face was scrunched up into a tight ball, bright red skin with a tuft of blond hair. He did look a bit like Hop, actually.

‘What’s wrong, hm?’ Two sharp teeth jabbed Hop’s shoulder. ‘Ah! Is baby hungry?’ He delved into his pack for his canteen and unscrewed the lid. Dolores had filled it with water, but they seemed to have plenty in the monastery, and Spider-baby was staring at him with those big green eyes.

Hop emptied the water, then drew out a knife from his pack. He unwrapped his bandaged hand and used the blade to pick open the recently mended skin. It came apart easily, like wet tissue paper; the hard part was directing the blood into the bottle.

‘Ta-da!’ He brought the part-filled canteen to the baby’s mouth. ‘Drink up!’

Spider-baby gobbled down the crimson liquid as Hop rebandaged his hand.

Once Spider-baby had finished he burped and scurried inside Hop’s arms. For a hug, Hop was sure, though he did have to keep directing the baby’s teeth away from his neck.

‘Good baby. Why would anyone ever think you’re a monster? You just get hungry, like all of us.’ He stroked his dove-soft blond hair. ‘You can’t live in my backpack or under my bed if you’re going to wail like that. People might find you and hurt you.’

The bathroom was rather bare, with rows of chamber pots with doorless walls between them, and a metal tub in the corner Hop assumed was some sort of bath. One of the floorboards beneath it was jutting out strangely.

He tugged at the board. It shifted. He shimmied it out entirely, revealing a space beneath, cramped but big and dark enough for Spider-baby.

Spider-baby scuttled inside.

‘I’ll be back later with dinner. Be a good boy.’

Spider-baby gurgled.

Footsteps.

Hop slammed the board back and rushed to a chamber pot. He had just enough time to tug his leggings down before Cathal appeared in the doorway.

The boy stared at him, mouth hanging open.

Had he seen Spider-baby? Hop resisted glancing at the loose floorboard. ‘It’s lovely in here, isn’t it? I love the way the chamber pots are so perfectly round and the nice tinkling noise they make!’

‘Freak,’ Cathal spat. ‘You and that weirdo, you belong together.’ He turned on the spot and left the bathroom.

At least he hadn’t gone after Spider-baby, even if he had called him a weirdo.

Sudden ringing. A beautiful chorus of bells.

Spider-baby and Cathal would have to wait. Hop had somewhere to be, and he was already late.

* * *

Hop pushed his sweaty hair out of his eyes. He had hastily dressed in the white robes and sprinted through the endless corridors of the monastery, dashing up whatever staircase he stumbled across until finally finding the one that led to the room at the top of the highest tower.

‘Look, Skully, just like you!’ He pointed to the skull engraved on the red door. ‘Except less smiley.’

‘I cannot smile. I lack any form of muscular structure. Also a lower jaw.’

‘What business do you have?’ a voice snapped from beyond the door.

‘It’s me, Father.’

Silence. Then: ‘Enter.’

Hop slipped into the room, closing the door with a heavy clunk, and then stopped dead.

His father sat in a large wingback chair, absorbed in the small book he kept so close, but looming behind him, arms spread over the back of the chair possessively, was Death.

His ice-blue eyes met Hop’s as he said, ‘He is so very interesting, this father of yours, isn’t he?’ He moved before Hop’s father, hand cupping his chin but passing through it.

‘Don’t touch him,’ Hop whispered.

‘I touch whom I wish. Especially those belonging to me.’

‘People can’t belong to other people.’

Death rose to his full height. ‘I would not be so sure of that, if I were you.’

Then he was gone. And it was just Hop, his father, and the mounting dread gnashing at his core.

The place felt vaguely familiar, but strange and unknown at the same time. From the white wallpaper and four-poster bed, stripped of its curtains, it was as if the room had been plucked of its soul. What remained was cold and clinical; the bed sheets smelled of soap, and the white panels in the wall were scrubbed gleaming clean.

This was his father’s room, the Scythe’s chambers, but it didn’t look as if he’d spent a single night here. It didn’t look as if anyone had spent a night here.

Hop’s stomach rumbled. ‘Sorry! I haven’t had any breakfast.’

His father sighed deeply, as if fighting some long battle. ‘Take a biscuit, if you wish.’

Hop did. It tasted of sugar and cinnamon. It tasted familiar. Except in his memories the biscuits had not been on a dish but bundled in a sheet. Hidden. Biscuits, like all yummy things, should never be a shameful secret.

His father stared at a pocket watch with great concentration. ‘What time did I command you come here?’

‘You said sunrise.’

‘And it is?’

Hop wrung his hands. ‘A little after.’

He grunted and returned the pocket watch to his robe. His robes were as red as cardinal flowers today, just like yesterday. Strange; everyone else had worn white to adhere to the rules. And yesterday he should have been in black.

‘You are to accompany me today. You are to be my shadow. Close and silent.’ He emphasized the last word. ‘You can write, I presume?’

‘In Divine.’ He could read only Divine, so he presumed that was the only language he could write.

‘Peculiar. But I also prefer to write in Divine. More elegant.’ He placed the heavy book in Hop’s hands. It was worn and dog-eared, as if the pages had been read over and over. ‘You are to record everything that occurs today, do you understand?’

‘Got it!’

His father grasped his shoulder, forcing him to look into his pale blue eyes. ‘You are to record everything. No detail is too small. Nothing too insignificant. Every word that is said, every action that is taken, all should be recorded in this book.’ He swept up an ink pot and quill, then handed them to Hop. ‘And make it legible.’

‘But why?’

His father flinched. ‘I will allow you one mistake, and you just made it. The “whys” are no concern of yours.’

Unease bubbled in his gut. ‘Yes, Father.’ He wanted to ask him more. For him to confirm that he was his father, and why he was acting as if he didn’t know him. But his face was cold and unyielding, and instinct told him to be silent.

Father was the first person to achieve such a feat. Thistle would like him.

‘He’s a bit of a hard arse, isn’t he, Bunny?’

‘He’s a softie really,’ Hop whispered.

‘Follow.’ His father swept to the door, red robes billowing.

Hop hurried behind, scrambling with the book, ink pot and quill. They moved through twisting corridors with statues mounted within alcoves, all of the same woman. In one, she was clasping her brother’s dead body, her eyes to the heavens, expression calm, serene, enlightened. Hop supposed these were of Ríona but she bore only a passing resemblance to the girl he had met, and this statue couldn’t have been further from the scene Hop had witnessed – bloody and angry and raw.

His father moved through the corridors strangely. He ran his hand along the right-hand wall, muttering beneath his breath. At one point, Hop could have sworn he heard him counting the turns and staircases.

The moment someone crossed his path his hand left the wall as if it was on fire. Then the person would freeze, neck bent until his father left their sight.

His father came to a stop before a gleaming golden door. ‘What are you doing, acolyte? Why are you following me?’

Hop gnawed the end of the quill. ‘I’m documenting everything you say and do . . . Should I be documenting this conversation too?’

His father’s eyes travelled to the door. ‘That’s right. We are here to assess the Vessels, to ensure their natures have not been corrupted after their recent misplacement. We are to be mindful of any troublesome signs of outside influence.’

‘There’s a Vessel in this room?’

His father’s hand glanced over the golden door, tracing the pattern engraved into it – a snake eating its own tail.

‘The symbols on the doors align with the corresponding God-folk. This one is for Providence.’

A snake, a circle, a raindrop, a maple leaf, a mushroom and a lily. Just as Hop suspected, they represented the different Gods, six in total: his five friends, and Death. The Shadow-man.

His father removed a ring of keys from his drawstring pouch. They were a rainbow of coloured metal. He selected the gold one and unlocked the door.

The room was similar to his father’s. It was white and clinical and smelled as though someone had cleaned every inch of it, leaving nothing unique.

‘It really could use some colour,’ Skully mused. ‘A mural on the wall, perhaps?’

Hop agreed. But that didn’t matter because it had something even better inside. Amber was sitting at a table, dressed in the same clothes Hop had first found her in, a clash of gold and yellow with a high-collared tunic, leggings and sleeves wrapped tight to her arms with ribbons.

Almost every part of her skin was covered. That was likely to prevent anyone accidentally touching her and breaking a Divine Rule.

So Amber was Providence. Or had Providence within her. He still wasn’t exactly sure how it worked, and he feared asking about it would only earn him more cold looks.

‘Scythe.’ A pale, dark-haired woman stepped forward, speaking in Divine.

Amber’s head inclined at the voice.

Hop wanted to speak so she would know he was here. But if he did, he would upset his father.

‘We have yet to determine how the Vessels escaped. It is being investigated as we speak,’ his father replied in Divine. ‘But if it is found you or any other member of the Church had a hand in it, there will be no mercy.’

‘I didn’t do anything,’ she said firmly. ‘It must have happened at night, when the Vessels are locked alone in their rooms.’

‘You suggest they can lockpick now?’

‘I do not know, Scythe.’ She bowed her head. ‘But I had no role in it.’

‘That remains to be seen. But our priority is the Vessels. Report on her condition.’

Hop opened the hefty book and edged closer to Amber’s table.

The woman turned. ‘Distance yourself, acolyte.’

Hop fell back beside his father. He glanced over the pages. Every single second of his father’s days had been documented in staggering detail. One entry simply read: ‘Tall thin acolyte made eye contact with me.’

Balancing the book on Skully, he dipped his quill in ink, scribbling as the woman spoke:

‘It is compliant as always. And it is intact apart from one missing finger.’

‘The actions of heretics?’

‘We cannot be sure. With all due respect, Scythe, we know Providence’s nature well. She is the God of Foresight; she has always offered herself selflessly to the people. It is the others that should concern you.’

‘I will decide what concerns me.’ He spoke coldly.

The woman stepped back swiftly. ‘Of course.’

‘Know that the only reason you have been given this post is due to Providence’s compliant nature. Do not presume to know better than I.’

Compliant? That didn’t sound like Amber. But before Hop could try and get a message to her his father had swept from the room.

‘I presume you recorded that disobedience?’

‘Yes, Father.’ Maybe the book was just a catalogue of everyone who had wronged the Scythe. Hop certainly didn’t want his name in there.

The next room lay behind a pair of double doors – orange and green. The orange one was emblazoned with the raindrop symbol, the green one the maple leaf.

‘Why is the raindrop orange?’ Hop asked.

‘Are the roots of your ignorance embedded so deeply? It’s not a raindrop. It’s a flame, for Flame, God of Fire. And a leaf, for Earth, God of . . . well, I think even you can work that out.’ His father unlocked the door without knocking.

‘Hop!’

‘Giant-slayer!’

Two bodies flew towards him, but his father swiftly yanked him out of their path. They landed in a tangle on the floor. ‘Control them, Brother.’

The twins were the elemental God-folk then. Thank goodness they were together. If they had been separated, he doubted this place would still be standing.

The Father, a thin man rather like a charming stick insect, scowled. ‘I’ve been trying.’ He sounded as if he was in physical pain. ‘But they have been particularly wild since their return.’

Hop hastily scribbled as Storm beamed up at him from her floor pile.

Sunny crawled out from under his sister. ‘They took my knives.’

Hop opened his mouth but swiftly closed it at a sharp look from his father.

‘You see? They speak often. The female one – Earth’s Vessel – frequently smiles. Earlier this morning I caught them – ach,’ he inhaled deeply, ‘holding hands.’

‘Can Vessels not even touch each other?’ Hop asked.

‘Where did you get this acolyte?’ the man asked, as if Hop were not there.

His father plucked a speck of dust from his robe. ‘If Flame and Earth’s Vessels are refusing to behave, you should try separating them.’

The Father raised an eyebrow. ‘Scythe, you know the elemental God-folk cannot be separated. They are two halves of a whole. It would be sacrilege.’

‘I don’t have a clue what you’re jabbering on about but if you take my brother from me, I’ll eat one of your eyeballs,’ Storm said brightly.

Hop’s father pursed his lips. ‘Bring them in line. Discourage this smiling and talking, else the resulting God-folk could be all manner of ghastly things, unhinged and uncontrollable.’

‘Tell them, Hop! My name’s not Earth, it’s Storm!’ Storm yelled. ‘Storms are way cooler than a bunch of dirt.’

‘All sorts of wonderful things can grow in dirt,’ he said softly.

His father snatched his arm. ‘Do not speak to them! Not a single word that isn’t a command. Do you wish to corrupt them with your flawed humanity? To produce a compliant and peaceful God there must be no human corruption present in the Vessel. Do you think yourself superior to a God?’

‘I—’

His father dragged him from the room, hauling him through the corridors.

‘Hideous.’ Hop had never heard Skully’s voice laced with so much malice.

That’s why they kept the children at a distance, untouched and unloved. Because they believed that any sense of self would corrupt the resulting God. Like a cracked pot unable to grow flowers.

They wanted children that were blank slates. That were nothing and no one. The perfect empty vessels for Gods.

Bile rose in Hop’s throat.

This wasn’t a monastery. It was a cage to keep the children of Gods locked inside without names or love until the God-folk emerged within their bodies, soft and compliant.

‘Did you write all that down? What he said about not separating them?’ his father asked.

‘Yes.’ Hop’s arm ached.

His father had said Sunny was Flame, the God of Fire, but that didn’t make sense. Sunny had controlled water in the first room. That was the opposite of fire. And water suited steady, calm Sunny more than a blazing fire anyway. ‘The “elemental” Vessels, are they always twins?’

‘Always. Whichever of the two God-folk impregnates or is impregnated first will always have twins.’

The next door was completely black, apart from a white circle engraved in the centre.

‘The moon,’ his father said. ‘For Darkness.’

‘If it’s a moon, why is it a circle?’ Hop asked. ‘Didn’t the moon shatter when the God-folk came?’

His father’s brow creased. ‘It is the ancient symbol used to summon the God-folk. Back then, the moon was full.’

A short stocky man leaped up as they entered, his face red. ‘Scythe!’ He hurried into a bow. ‘Such an honour to be in your esteemed presence.’

His father’s lip curled down as he watched the man genuflect. ‘Get up, you look ridiculous.’

‘And who is this?’ The Father bounded over to Hop. ‘I don’t recognize your face. And I would remember such cute cheeks!’ He pinched one. ‘Would you care for a scone, pet?’

Hop very much would care for a scone, but his father was looking as though he would strangle him if he accepted.

‘I’m okay but thank you!’

His father spoke low: ‘Brother . . .’

‘Come now!’ The man poked Hop’s stomach. ‘You’re all skin and bones.’

‘I’m not!’ Hop shook his stomach to prove it. ‘I’m actually rather chubby! See! It’s all squishy! Just like you!’

The man flinched. ‘Er . . . yes. Rather.’

‘Brother Lorcan!’ his father hissed.

The man chuckled. ‘What a delightful wee chap.’

‘I’m here to check the condition of the Vessel.’

Thistle was sitting in the far corner, behind the bed. His knees were pulled to his chest, and his head lay across them, black hair masking his eyes.

‘He’s splendid, as ever!’

‘It,’ his father corrected. ‘A Vessel is not a he or she. It is not a person like you or I. Nor, indeed, a God. Yet. It is an it.’

‘Right, right. It is grand.’

He didn’t look grand. There was something wrong with Thistle. Hop felt it instantly, as if a hook was tugging at his own core.

‘Are you sure?’ Hop asked.

Thistle’s eyes flickered open. The hate was there, as ever. But something else too.

‘Misery.’

For once, Death was right. Thistle was miserable.

‘Aye, I’m sure! I am the Keeper of Darkness’s Vessel and I know him – it – better than any. It is perfectly perfect. Now do have a scone, my lad.’ He dropped a scone into the book, spraying crumbs into the margin.

‘Report any changes directly to me,’ his father commanded.

‘Of course.’ Brother Lorcan bowed again, and then shot Hop a smirk. ‘And if you want any more scones, you know where to find me!’

Hop followed his father from the room, pocketing the scone.

‘Father . . . I think something’s wrong with that Vessel.’

‘It is not your job to be concerned with Vessels; that is the role of each Keeper, assigned to spend all their time with them to ensure their natures remain ideal for the God-folk. They only leave their side to sleep at night. And once the Gods awaken.’

‘You’re going to hold a summoning? For all of them?’ Hop thought of that God-child, of strong fingers locked around her neck as she gagged and wailed.

‘No. That practice was abolished by Ríona. It’s forbidden in doctrine. There hasn’t been a “summoning” since the great massacre from which the Ríonites emerged.’

Hop went cold. ‘What massacre?’

‘Death’s. On the day he claimed that name and abandoned “Ichor” forever.’

The same massacre Hop had witnessed. A battlefield of innocent corpses. The earth weeping blood.

‘A child’s mind is not equipped to deal with the power of God,’ he said. ‘It produced dangerous and violent God-folk like him, completely overcome by animal urges. Uncontrollable.’ There was that word again: ‘uncontrollable’. ‘Now we prepare the Vessels to be blank slates, to be written on only when their minds and bodies are mature enough to handle such power.’

‘When’s that?’

‘God-folk usually awaken naturally when puberty begins. There have been theories regarding elevated hormone levels triggering it. Honestly, do they not teach you acolytes anything?’

‘I’m a slow learner.’

‘Colour me shocked.’

They strode through the corridors, his father’s fingers skimming the right-hand wall.

The final door was foxglove purple with a mushroom carved into it. It had to belong to Bear.

His father traced the carving. ‘Remedy. God of Healing.’

Of course. Bear had been worried that he was Death, but he was the opposite. Healing. Caring for others. That suited him perfectly.

A short woman marched over to them as they entered. ‘Scythe.’

Bear looked up at Hop’s entrance, but Hop hastily shook his head and stared down at the book.

‘I suppose you want an update on the Vessel?’ She was young, with wide eyes and a determined gaze.

‘Precisely.’

‘I am concerned,’ she said, clipped. ‘It seems unwilling to follow the rules, as if it has forgotten them all. It keeps attempting to make eye contact with me; it almost touched me once. Also, yesterday it was crying.’

Hop’s heart ached.

‘Crying? You’re positive?’

She nodded grimly.

‘Crying’s unusual?’ Hop asked.

‘Vessels shouldn’t experience emotions of any kind. Crying or smiling are both severe signs of human emotion,’ she explained swiftly. ‘Extreme emotional distress can sometimes trigger the God-folk prematurely. This is why we must keep them temperate.’

Hop had seen the result of terrible Gods. He still saw them in his nightmares. Could such extreme measures be justified if it produced Gods who were good? Were the lives of five children more important than the lives of thousands?

‘Good questions.’

He bit down on his cheek. He didn’t need to think about it. He wouldn’t think about it. He just needed to get himself and his friends out of here.

‘Perhaps it’s replicating what it saw on the outside,’ his father said. ‘This is why all excursions should be strictly managed to ensure minimal contact. Ask for essence of moonlily. Put it in its food. It will reduce any emotions until it returns to its usual composure.’

‘Thank you, Scythe.’ She glanced at Hop. ‘Tell me, what did they see out there? Why has the Vessel returned to me so changed? I barely recognize it.’

Hop’s throat went dry. What had they seen? Monsters and nightmares and battlefields of gore. But also kindness and friendship and love. All things that would horrify her.

‘They—’

His words were drowned by the sudden ringing of bells.

‘Bells . . .’ his father muttered. ‘Why are bells ringing at this time?’

She gripped the bedpost. ‘There’s only one reason. A traitor has been found.’
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27 Room Three – The Calm Times

The cathedral was full. The pews were packed with Fathers, Mothers and acolytes talking in a great hubbub of voices. The only ones not talking were the stone faces; the death masks hung silent upon the walls.

As the Scythe strode forward, a wave of silence passed over them.

Hop clutched the book to his chest, darting in his father’s shadow.

At the altar, a group of Fathers and Mothers stood in a semi-circle around a shackled man. He knelt on the marble floor, ragged clothes hanging from bony shoulders, cheekbones pressing against thin skin. So this was the traitor. He did fit the profile, face twisted by hate as he looked upon Hop’s father.

The Scythe’s tall shadow fell over his crumpled form.

‘So,’ the man rasped in the common tongue. ‘I’m to be reaped.’

A sharp crack. A Father struck him with a candlestick. Blood splattered the tiles. ‘Do not speak unless commanded.’

How was Hop supposed to kill this man? He was pitiful, shaking on the floor, so weak he could not stand. Hop’s compulsion was to help him up, not cut him down.

‘Am I wrong?’ The traitor chuckled, blood weeping from his open lip. ‘Or haven’t you brought the Scythe to me?’ His gaze fixed on Hop’s father.

The man in red’s demeanour had completely changed. He had never been soft or sweet, at least outwardly, but now his entire body seemed as if it was inhabited by someone else. Like a God had stepped into his skin. He was all tense, sharp edges, his face unyielding, as if crafted from steel. Like a blade. A scythe.

‘I know what you are,’ the traitor said. ‘Death’s reaper.’

‘My reaper.’

A whisper of black hair, of ice-cold eyes. Death was as shifting and unclear as a figure wreathed in mist as he hissed in Hop’s father’s ear: ‘My boy. My obedient boy. Reap. Reap. Reap.’

‘Leave my father alone,’ Hop whispered, low.

Death did not move. Instead, his pale hand glanced through his father’s hair, stroking the golden strands.

‘What did he do?’ his father asked.

A blonde Mother stepped forward. ‘We have been tracking a particular faction of heretics for weeks. We believe this one to have been involved in the plot to steal the Vessels, spearheaded by the Red Flame.’

Could that be true? Hop had no clue what in this room really happened, and what had been altered by their presence here. If the Vessels actually had been stolen in reality, why was Hop with them? To steal all-powerful God-folk, sure, but a nameless acolyte too? It didn’t make sense.

‘Do you recognize him?’ his father asked, turning to Hop.

Hop studied the man’s face and answered honestly, ‘No.’

And if this man had truly been his kidnapper, as well as the Vessels’, he was sure he would.

‘Whether the acolyte saw this man or not is irrelevant,’ the Mother said. ‘We have ample evidence of his involvement in heretical schemes.’

The man’s heavy-lidded eyes were fixed entirely on Hop’s father, as if there was nobody else in the room. ‘I’ve always wanted to ask you—’

‘I don’t care what you want.’ His father dismissed his words. ‘You are here on charges of heresy against Ríona, her Church and the peace we keep.’

‘Did ya know?’ the man asked, his voice coarse with a strong accent. ‘Did ya know of his plans that day? Did ya go there knowing?’

His father’s face didn’t twitch. Silence descended like a sheet of ice.

‘I believe every man’s got a soul, even the bastards in this hall,’ the traitor said. ‘But if you went there with him, if you knew beforehand, and stood idly . . .’ He spat at his feet.

Crack.

His body slumped to the floor as a Father struck him.

‘Cut him down,’ Death whispered sweetly in his father’s ear. ‘Cut him down for me.’

‘Did you orchestrate an attempt to steal the Vessels from the monastery?’ he asked sharply.

The man was dragged up by his armpits, greasy brown hair hanging over his face. ‘The God-folk exist to serve us. All of us. You’ve no claim to them. You’ve created a gilded cage to keep them under your control. To benefit you. Only you.’

‘We use the God-folk’s power to protect all citizens,’ Hop’s father said coldly.

The traitor laughed, yellow teeth flashing. ‘I’m feeling so very protected, Scythe.’

‘Bleed him. Punish him.’

‘You seem to know what the God-folk are capable of,’ his father said. ‘Without the control you loathe so much, all our people would be wheat for the harvest.’

‘If they could be with their people, live with them, speak in their tongue, they might show them more mercy.’

‘They do not show you mercy because you do not deserve it. Neither will I.’ He gestured to one of the Fathers, who moved to the back of the altar.

‘Did they deserve it?’ the traitor hissed. ‘Did they deserve it on Children’s Day?’

A muscle twitched in his father’s jaw.

‘What happened on Children’s Day?’ Hop asked.

The man’s eyes finally left his father and fixed on Hop. Something passed behind them, too quick to place, then he lunged, teeth bared in a vicious snarl.

The Ríonites leaped upon him, pinning his writhing body to the floor, but his gaze remained on Hop.

He knew that loathing. He had seen it in the eyes of that woman, cut down in his memories. Blood seeping into cobblestones. Her words echoed in his memories: ‘Suffer. Suffer. SUFFER! ’

Why? Why did everyone hate him so much? What had he done to deserve it?

‘Step away from him, Bunny.’

But Hop reached out. ‘Please, I’m not going to hurt—’

His father silenced him with a wave of the hand. ‘The Vessels are kept here to protect our people. Under our control and influence the God-folk and their powers benefit all.’

‘You don’t have control!’ the man yelled. ‘Not of him. Not of Death. If you did, that would make you a monster. Are you a monster, Scythe?’

‘Reap! Cut! Cull!’ Death’s voice rose, sharp as a blade as he bellowed the commands. ‘REAP! CUT! KILL!’

The Father returned from beyond the altar, grasping a knife. He passed the tip over the flame of a candle, until it glowed orange.

The traitor’s face fell. ‘I didn’t take no Vessels, though I would if I had the chance. Anything to get them away from you.’

‘Teach him what happens to those who defy me!’

Hop’s father took up the blade. It hung limply from his hand as he approached the shackled man. ‘You know the punishment for heresy, traitor.’

‘All of you are . . .’ The man’s eyes swept over the crowd. ‘Fi . . . Finnian?’

Hop followed his gaze and found the girl who had bandaged up his hand and told him the Divine Rules: Fi, pale and eyes wide. She slunk back into the crowd, hidden.

The Ríonites hauled the traitor to his knees and yanked back his head. One forced his mouth open.

His father’s blade sang. It was almost beautiful, the way it cut so elegantly. A flick of his wrist and the man’s tongue was gone. It hit the ground wetly.

‘Beautiful, my reaper.’ Death breathed the air deeply, as if savouring a precious scent.

Hop clutched the book, backing away as the man screamed and gurgled, writhing in his captor’s arms as the blood gushed.

This was what the Church did to traitors? Cut out their tongues? Silenced anyone who disagreed? This was not even done secretly, some hidden shame whispered of in private. Everyone was here. It was an event.

And it was horrifying.

Little didn’t have a tongue either. Had they done this to her? A tiny child?

Hop closed his eyes to the blood. He dug his nails into the book, but it wasn’t enough. Instead, he chewed on the inside of his mouth, until the teeth tore the soft flesh. He escaped into the pain.

‘This is your first and final warning.’ His father turned away, but the traitor raised his head.

‘Can’t . . . silence . . . all . . . us . . .’ he gurgled, the lump of his tongue flapping. ‘The Red Flame . . . comes for you . . . Scythe.’

‘A threat. We cannot let it stand.’

His father froze. A strange expression passed his face. ‘Prepare him for travel.’

A man came forward. ‘But, B-Brother . . . Scythe. For a first offence—’

‘You heard what the traitor said,’ his father said, his words as distant as a storm cloud. ‘A great fire is coming. If we do not snuff the embers out it will consume us all. Take him to the Hollow Place.’

The cathedral silenced. One man staggered back, grasping another so he did not fall. A grim-faced Mother whispered a prayer.

The traitor gave a crimson smile. ‘There you are . . . Reaper.’

* * *

Hop clutched at the plush cushion beneath him as the carriage rocked. He had hoped he would be released from duty, free to return to feeding Spider-baby or checking on Little, not sitting stiffly in this cold carriage, wilting under his father’s stony silence.

He shuffled to the window; snatches of the outside world flashed by – tight lines of brown brick houses, some missing doors, others crumbling at the edges. Filthy children lingering in shaded corners; a sickly man slumped in a doorway. All of them watched with haunted eyes as the carriage passed.

His father swiftly closed the curtains.

‘The people look like they need help,’ Hop said.

‘The Calm Times can be troublesome; we do not have the power of Gods to assist us. Not until they awaken in the Vessels.’

‘Where are we going?’ Hop asked.

‘To a place where the traitor’s punishment can be carried out.’

‘Cutting out his tongue wasn’t punishment?’

His father frowned. ‘Not enough.’

Hop checked the clock on his arm; the hand was sitting between four and five. He was already halfway through the second day of four. He traced the letters on his arm: ‘Kill the traitor.’

The traitor had to die for the door to open, and Hop was already running low on time.

Did this man deserve it? All he did was speak unkindly to his father. Did that make him a traitor? Because he spoke out against the Church? A church who kept nameless children locked in rooms and cut out the tongues of those who did not agree.

Hop knew he should let it rest, could practically hear Amber berating him for even considering it: Godsdammit, Hop, you’ve been handed the key to the door on a platter. Just do nothing and let them kill him for you!

But he had stood there and done nothing when those infants were placed on the stumps in the first room. He had done nothing when the knives fell.

He would never do nothing again.

‘Father, I don’t think this is right.’

‘It is not your role to think.’

There was something familiar about that tone. The unwavering certainty of it. All Hop’s instincts begged him to stop. Behave. Be a good boy. But he was not the only one who would suffer if he remained silent.

‘I’m sorry, but I don’t think that man stole the Vessels.’

His father rested his chin upon his hand. ‘And you know this how?’

There was one way to stop this. Four words. ‘Because I stole them.’

His father’s blue eyes dug into him. ‘Is that right?’

‘Y-Yes. I took the Vessels. Then I . . . well, I got scared. That’s when I brought them back. I-I thought if—’

‘Lying to a Father is a punishable offence.’

‘I’m not—’

‘You stumble over your words when you lie. Your cheeks go pink too.’

Hop touched his cheeks. They were blazing hot. ‘Okay, so I didn’t steal them. But neither did that man.’

His father removed his glasses. ‘Probably not.’

‘What?’

‘It would be nigh on impossible to do so; the monastery is exceedingly hard to break into. The Vessels must have escaped of their own accord, likely at night when the Keepers are not with them, which is problematic in itself, but can be straightened out.’ He cleaned his glasses with his sleeve. ‘And the man was bold enough to insult me so I doubt he would have blanched at boasting of his crimes.’

‘Then why didn’t you let him go? If he’s innocent—’

‘He is not innocent. He’s a heretic. He has dangerous views that need to be wiped out before they take root and drag the entire Church down with them.’

‘But he hasn’t acted on them.’

‘He will.’ He returned his glasses to his nose. ‘There are many ways in which this world is flawed. But burning everything to the ground is not the way to fix it.’

Hop didn’t disagree. He had watched one world burn. He did not desire to watch another.

He picked at his thumbs as sunlight flashed through a narrow gap in the curtains. ‘Father, please, do not do what you’re planning to.’

His words hung. Only the rattle of the carriage and the clip clop of horses’ hooves broke the silence. His father’s hand brushed the curtains, drawing them completely closed.

‘Do you know why they call me the Scythe, boy?’

Hop shook his head.

‘Originally, all Keepers of the Vessels had similar titles. The Keeper of Providence was the Looking Glass, Flame’s was the Hearth. But the tradition faded out of use.’ His fingers glanced over the wool of the curtains. ‘However, my relationship with my God was . . . notable. I served as Death’s loyal servant for a decade.’

Then there were not only two of them in the carriage, but three. A pale shadow with ice-blue eyes materialized beside his father. Death’s gaze fixed on him, one hand lingering upon his cheek. But it was not soft or loving. It was possessive. Hop resisted the urge to leap across the carriage and tear them apart.

‘I was not his Keeper, but I spent my youth in his tutelage, after he had already awoken. He was my guiding light, and I his loyal subject. You know that Death made all murder illegal, apart from any carried out by himself?’

Hop didn’t but he nodded anyway.

‘But Death did not always wish to use his powers. He thought it better to give a human face to his judgement. So, I was the blade he wielded against all he deemed guilty. He would command, and I would obey. I was his sword. His scythe, cutting down all who were to be culled.’ He fingered a sword at his side. ‘He was not a merciful God, and I was a tool to administer his judgement. I have listened to the pleas of brothers for sisters, of mothers for their children, lovers for their love. I have heard the screams of the young begging me to spare their parents.’

Death leaned into his father, lips brushing his neck. ‘My blade.’

‘But a scythe is a weapon. A weapon does not care whom it cuts, or the lives it cleaves in two. He commanded I swing my sword, so I swung at whoever stood before me.’ His eyes fixed upon Hop; Death’s shifting figure reflected in the blue pools. This man was utterly familiar, and a stranger all at once. ‘You have brought your pleas for mercy to the wrong door, child.’

The carriage came to a sudden stop, flinging Hop into his father’s lap.

He stared at Hop, eyes strangely wide. ‘Remember it is only flesh. Just a quick cut. That’s all. Do not think of it.’

‘What?’

‘And I’ll be there too. Right by your side.’ His words were strangely soft, caring. A completely different tone to the threatening words he had just spoken. Far more like the man Hop remembered.

‘Father?’

His father’s eyes swept across the carriage, eyebrows knitted. ‘Where are we?’

‘I don’t know.’

A flash of panic in his father’s usually calm expression. ‘Neither do I.’

What was wrong with him? Hop felt a compulsion to take his hand. To tell him it was okay. He had done that before, he was sure of it, when his father had panicked like this.

The door swung open, and a woman appeared. ‘Scythe, we’ve arrived. The heretic is close behind.’

‘The heretic.’ His father ran his hand down his face. ‘Of course.’ Whatever flash of panic Hop witnessed vanished as he climbed from the carriage.

‘Are you okay?’ Hop asked.

‘Fine,’ his father snapped.

‘But you—’

‘Be quiet.’

They were outside the city with its empty-eyed children and decaying houses. As the dirt path beneath their feet turned to sand, Hop was greeted by the sound of waves dashing against the shore.

He knew this beach. He had bled for Thistle here. But he had only stood on this shore under cover of darkness. Now the sun was shining.

The ocean was split in three. On either side of the middle section were the usual grey-blue waves, turning to foam on the beach. But in the centre, there stood a great wall of darkness, blacker than the night, than anything Hop had ever seen.

‘A hole,’ he whispered.

‘Not a hole,’ his father said. ‘A passageway. A door. The Hollow Place.’

The Hollow Place. An absence of light, of anything. As if a slice had been cut from the very ocean and all that remained was hollow.

Like the first time he had stood on this beach, something deep within Hop’s core ached.

A rush of voices, of pleas, of screams gone unanswered.

Not there. Please, not there.

I’ll do anything!

Mercy. Have mercy.

A hand upon his shoulder. ‘It’s inadvisable to look upon it for long. It has a siren song that ensnares all human souls.’

Hop dragged his eyes away. His entire body was covered with goosepimples.

His father pushed his glasses up. ‘It is a halfway house of sorts. A realm that exists between this world and the one after. The tipping point between life and death.’

Hop resisted the urge to look upon it again. ‘Where did it come from?’

‘It was Death’s gift to humanity. Before he opened this doorway, tormented human souls would wander the earth, unable to pass to the next life. He gave us all a chance of salvation.’

‘Death made this?’ The Death Hop knew wasn’t concerned with anyone’s soul but his own.

‘A marvel, isn’t it? My two finest creations.’ Death appeared at Hop’s father’s shoulder, long fingers glancing through his hair. ‘Now watch my Scythe do what he does best – follow my orders.’

Angry voices rose as the traitor wrestled with his captors, eyes wild and lank hair loose.

They dragged the struggling man to where Hop and his father stood, ten feet away from the Hollow Place.

The man fell to his knees, clutching his father’s robe. ‘Mercy. Mercy.’

But Hop knew what little sway ‘mercy’ held on his father.

His father gestured towards the Hollow Place. ‘How shall we do it? Do you prefer to be cast inside, or the old-fashioned way?’

‘Please,’ he gagged. ‘Not for . . . living. Twisted. Wrong.’

So, this was the punishment for traitors. To be thrown into the Hollow Place, the place for the dead, while still living.

His father glared down at the hem of his robe, bundled in the man’s grasp. ‘And which of us has spoken to Death of the Hollow Place’s purpose?’

The traitor’s words were slow and strange, but comprehensible: ‘Your master and the one who created this place aren’t the same. Your master was a monster.’

‘Defend me, my reaper. Cast him in,’ Death commanded.

‘More heresy,’ his father said.

The traitor dropped the robes. ‘You can’t throw us all in there. The Red Flame will have justice.’

His father snatched the man’s hair, forcing him to look upon the dark slash in the ocean. ‘Do you know what Death told me about this place? Do you know what is inside?’

The traitor tried to close his eyes, but his father held them open with his free hand.

Whispers. A slow breeze that turned into a gust. Tugging towards the dark doorway.

The darkness shifted. Black tendrils slithered across the beach, cutting through the air like spilled ink on a white sheet.

‘It is an endless maze of memories,’ his father stated. ‘A labyrinth of the greatest horrors of humanity. Inescapable without Death’s guidance. No matter how hard you run, unless he judges you worthy, your soul faces nothing but eternal torment.’

The book slipped from Hop’s hands.

The tendrils sought out the man as he scrambled to look away. But Hop did not hear his screams, even as those terrible vines wrapped around him, as they dragged him across the beach into the darkness. He did not hear Death’s joyous cries of satisfaction.

Hop heard only his father’s words.

‘An endless maze of memories. A labyrinth.’

‘Come.’ His father swept away. ‘It is done.’

Hop couldn’t move. The questions pounding in his head held his body hostage: What had he done? What evil had he and his friends committed, to be cast into the Hollow Place?






[image: ]

28 Room Three – The Calm Times

Spider-baby really liked blood. Little watched from a safe distance as Hop fed him, a trail of blood leaking from his arm. He had to stick the canteen through the gap in the floorboards because the baby was now too large to crawl out.

‘No matter how big you get, you’ll always be my baby,’ Hop said, scratching his head.

Little clearly wasn’t fond of Spider-baby but seemed to prefer the bathroom to the room Hop had rescued her from. The acolytes-in-training’s chambers were far nicer than his, but she had lunged at him the moment he entered and wouldn’t let go.

‘She keeps biting us,’ a very tired acolyte had told him. ‘Keep her as long as you like.’

Hop intended to.

What he discovered yesterday – that the labyrinth they were in was the Hollow Place – made a lot make sense.

The Hollow Place was where the dead were drawn to before passing on; that’s where that stream of blue souls had been travelling to after the massacre on the battlefield in the second room. And that was how these rooms, or worlds, were created. They were based on the memories of all the souls that had passed through. They reflected the worlds they had lived in. It was literally made of memories.

What Hop didn’t understand was why he was here, or, better yet, why the Vessels were here. He felt as if he would have remembered dying. So perhaps someone had cast him and the others inside alive?

And he was the only one who had woken covered in blood.

Little edged closer. She wasn’t a Vessel either; there was no statue for her, no room with a symbol on its door. But she was missing a body part, though now he thought he knew why.

‘Little, do you remember having your tongue cut out?’

She flinched, and then nodded.

‘Who did it?’

She ran her hands over her arms, her fingers tracing the mottled butterfly burns across her pale skin. She pointed to the door.

‘People dressed in robes?’

Another nod.

The Church. The Ríonites had held down a child and cut out her tongue.

‘Why?’

She shook her head. He wasn’t sure there was an answer she could give that would satisfy him. Was there ever a reason for such savagery against children?

‘Souls are souls.’ Death’s shadow passed over him. ‘Young or old. They all must be reaped.’

Hop took Little’s hands. ‘I’m going to get you out. I promise. I’ll get everyone out.’

His father claimed there was no escape from the Hollow Place. But as close to Death as he might have been, he clearly hadn’t been told about the Bone Door.

The mission was still emblazoned on his arm, and Dolores had said that the entrance chamber to the Hollow Place was designed to ‘exterminate’ anyone wandering there.

Hop suspected the man they had cast into the Hollow Place had not been the traitor he sought after all.

Little must’ve once also been labelled a traitor, to have suffered the same punishment. But he couldn’t reason how a six-year-old might betray anyone enough to deserve such brutality. He doubted she was the traitor he was seeking either.

The clock hand now sat at seven. He had to complete the mission in the next two days, but there must be a way to complete it without killing someone. The last room’s mission had been somewhat of a trick. Maybe this one was too. He needed more information and, although it terrified him, he knew exactly where to find it.

* * *

Hop walked the corridors to his father’s chamber, staring at all the acolytes who passed by. If they were in the Hollow Place, what exactly were they? Ghosts? But he assumed ghosts would look how they did when they died, and Ríona clearly didn’t die when she was the age she was in the last room; she founded an entire Church. There were statues of her as a full-grown adult. Were they all memories then? Echoes of lives stuck in time? Was that why his father looked younger than Hop recalled?

And why were all his friends Vessels, but Death was a shadow whispering in his ear? Why was Death an adult while the rest were children?

He slowed before a door. He had missed the staircase to his father’s chamber.

‘You should pay attention to where you’re going,’ Skully said. ‘Or you could end up in all manner of dangerous places.’

This one wasn’t dangerous. He knew this door; the moon meant Thistle was inside.

Two voices drifted down the corridor. They were whispering so loudly they might as well have been screaming.

‘You promised me,’ a young voice said.

‘I promised I would try,’ an older one responded. ‘You’ve no idea the lengths I’ve already gone to.’

Hop edged closer, pinning himself to the wall. It was two people he had never expected to find together: the dark-haired boy who had burned him, Cathal, and Thistle’s Keeper, Lorcan. They stood a breath apart, but Cathal was head and shoulders above the older man.

‘Oh, I know very well what you’ve got up to, Pa,’ Cathal said.

Lorcan went rigid. ‘Do not call me that.’

‘Why? Does it frighten you? If they find out—’

‘I’ll lose my position, and you’ll be cast out on to the streets with me,’ Lorcan said sharply, his voice entirely changed from the jolly scone-wielder Hop had met.

Cathal scoffed. ‘Like it’s my fault. You’re the one who can’t keep his dick—’

Lorcan snatched his collar. ‘I know the rules. I know what I did to produce you. But don’t you ever wield it against me. They’re outdated rules. Love is not heresy.’

‘You fuck a barmaid once and call it love.’

Lorcan flinched.

‘Or is it that other thing? You truly call that love, Father ?’

Hop ducked as Lorcan glanced down the corridor.

Cathal continued: ‘I’ve promised to keep all your indiscretions secret, but only if you keep your end of the bargain. You promised me a position with the Scythe.’

‘It was all arranged, then that boy showed up.’

Hop’s heart thumped.

‘I don’t give a shite,’ Cathal said. ‘Get rid of him.’

‘How am I meant to when the Scythe is so fixated on him?’

‘You’ll come up with something. You’re good at handling boys, Pa.’

Lorcan’s face darkened into something entirely unfamiliar. A chill crawled down Hop’s back.

‘Danger!’

Hop spun around, but there was nobody there. ‘Skully? What’s—’

Blood. Pooling at his boots. It was seeping out from under Thistle’s door. Hop flung it open. ‘Thistle?’

The boy was sprawled on the floor in a growing puddle of his own blood.

Hop fell to his knees beside him. ‘Are you okay? What happened?’

‘Why is it always you ?’ Thistle’s arms were ravaged with knife wounds; the blood leaked out from slashed veins. The red-stained blade lay in his right hand.

Thistle moved; the knife flashed as it buried itself in his stomach.

‘Stop it!’ Hop snatched his wrist, but Thistle was stronger than him. ‘Give me the knife! Please!’

‘I need it to stop.’

‘I’m going to make it stop. I promise.’

‘You can’t!’ Thistle screamed. ‘You can’t get him out of my head! There’s no escape.’

‘It’ll be okay. Nothing is this bad.’

Thistle’s dark eyes drifted to the door. ‘Or maybe it’s far worse than you give it credit for.’

Firm hands grasped Hop’s shoulders, dragging him to his feet.

‘What are you doing here, acolyte?’ Lorcan demanded.

Cathal stood in the doorway, gaping.

‘You’re not allowed in here!’ Lorcan spun him around, fingers digging into Hop’s shoulders. ‘Were you touching him? What did he say?’

‘He needs help!’ Hop tugged at Lorcan’s hands, but the man was stronger than he appeared.

‘Father.’ Cathal’s gaze was upon the knife, still gripped in Thistle’s hand. Then he rocked his head towards Hop.

‘Run!’ Skully cried.

But Cathal was in the doorway, and so much bigger than him.

Lorcan twisted Hop back around, hands clasped over his chest, holding Hop against his stomach. The overwhelming scent of scones and other sweet things almost made him gag.

Cathal snatched the knife from Thistle’s loose grip.

‘Please!’ Hop twisted to look in Lorcan’s eyes. ‘Please don’t do this.’

But as Lorcan noticed the terror shaking Hop’s body something sparked behind his gaze. Something like hunger.

He was enjoying it.

‘Scream, Bunny. Scream as loud as you can. Don’t stop screaming.’

Hop screamed.

‘Shut him up!’ Cathal yelled.

Lorcan’s clammy hand covered Hop’s mouth, but he jerked his head away and screamed and screamed and screamed.

‘What is the meaning of this?’ Hop’s father appeared in the doorway in a blaze of red.

Hop fled Lorcan’s slackened hold and ran to his father, falling into his chest, shaking furiously.

‘We-We came in when we saw the blood in the hallway,’ Lorcan said. ‘And found him kneeling over the Vessel.’

‘Is this true?’ His father pushed Hop away, holding his shoulders.

‘Yes . . . but—’

‘He was trying to harm the Vessel. He’s a threat to their safety and should be expunged from this monastery.’

Hop’s body went cold. ‘No! I would never hurt Thistle!’

‘Thistle?’

‘The Vessel, I mean,’ he corrected. ‘The Vessel was already injured when I got here.’

His father stilled. ‘You entered this room alone?’

‘Only because I saw blood.’

‘And the door was unlocked?’

Hop nodded.

His father turned to Lorcan. ‘Why were you not here? You left your Vessel alone, and the door unlocked.’

He clasped his hands. ‘I-It was only a moment, Scythe.’

‘A moment is all it takes. Look at it.’ His father examined Thistle’s wounds. ‘Were you attacked?’

Thistle didn’t respond.

‘Did you leave the knife in here with it?’

Lorcan blanched. ‘It’s decorative only. A relic from Ríona’s era.’

‘Do these wounds look decorative to you?’ his father snapped. ‘You left a Vessel unguarded with a knife. I thought you simply looked moronic; I wasn’t aware of the full extent of your commitment.’

Cathal stormed forward. ‘That acolyte is the one who did this.’

‘Do not speak to me so casually,’ his father snapped. ‘And you are wrong. The Vessel is the guilty party here.’

‘He – It did it to itself? Why on earth would it?’ Lorcan spluttered.

Cathal stared hard at Lorcan. It looked as though he was trying very hard to resist smacking him.

Hop’s father addressed Thistle: ‘Did you really think by stabbing yourself you would summon Darkness? Your nose has been cut off, and you thought a few stabs would do it?’

Thistle lay still and silent, like a corpse.

Hop wrung his hands. He didn’t think Thistle had deliberately tried to summon Darkness. Instead, just as on the beach, his goal was to lose himself. Thistle’s self-hatred was so consuming it was the only thing he recalled when he awoke here. That deep-rooted loathing of God-folk. Hop just didn’t understand why.

‘It won’t work. Vessels heal too quickly, see?’ He gestured to Thistle’s wounds; they were already closing.

That explained why Amber’s missing finger had healed overnight.

‘Dormant God-power subconsciously preserves the Vessel against injury. The only sure-fire way of prematurely summoning one of the God-folk is strangulation.’ He turned to Thistle. ‘You should have tried hanging yourself instead.’

He fixed his gaze upon a wilting Lorcan. ‘This Vessel’s body will be inhabited by Darkness when he awakens, so we cannot allow the Vessel to harm it further. We will speak of your generous array of misjudgements later. For now, help me strap it to the bed.’






[image: ]

29 Room Three – The Calm Times

Thistle was silent as they dragged him from the floor, as they cleaned his rapidly healing wounds, even as they strapped him to the bed.

Hop would much rather Thistle scream and shout; he would rather Thistle beat him up than himself.

It wasn’t until he and his father were alone inside the latter’s chambers that Hop finally spoke.

‘Why would a Vessel hurt themselves?’

His father sat down heavily. ‘That Vessel would not be the first to seek an escape from its fate. They will all be Gods one day, but currently they are closer to humans and, unlike God-folk, humans are flawed. They anger, they grow listless, worst of all they fear, even if locked away from outside influence. The human breeding partners for God-folk, known as “consorts”, are chosen carefully for their qualities, but weakness does sometimes persist.’

‘He’s not weak.’

‘It,’ his father corrected. ‘Vessels live a blessed existence. They never hunger, they do not know what it is to go thirsty or sleep chilled to the bone. They are treated with the utmost care.’

The same care an exquisite necklace or antique vase would receive. Placed on a shelf and touched only to be dusted. ‘But not with love.’

His father’s gaze flickered to him ‘No. Vessels must be a blank slate for a smooth transition between souls. When the God-folk awaken within them, it is preferrable for everyone if the human side is less . . . resistant. An obliging host.’

Hop wrung his hands. ‘Does having an “obliging host” truly produce Gods that are temperate? That man you threw into the Hollow Place called Death a monster. He said—’

‘Careful, acolyte.’ His father gave a warning look.

Whatever they were doing here, it clearly wasn’t working. Perhaps all the other Gods were calm and obliging, but not Death. A blank Vessel was not enough to curb his bloodlust. And the last iteration of Death had done something truly awful on ‘Children’s Day’.

‘If the God-folk are so powerful and terrifying that you must treat Vessels like this to keep them calm, why not simply rid yourself of them?’ He resisted asking: Why not just cast them into the Hollow Place?

He half expected his father to yell. Instead, his face was cold and hard. ‘It is not easy to kill a God. You saw yourself what happens when they are wounded.’ He flipped open his book, scanning the pages. ‘Their presence also deters any attacks on our island from other nations across the sea. There is also the matter of the common people. They need the Gods. They are symbols of divinity; it inspires compliance. Without them, the population would be a leaderless rabble.’

That was the most honest thing his father had said. The Gods were a powerful weapon. And the Church had control of them, at least in the Calm Times. But his friends were not weapons. They were children with twisted senses of humour. They were not blank slates, no matter how hard the Church had tried.

‘Is that why they’re mutilated?’ Hop asked softly. ‘To keep them under your control?’

‘No. That is symbolic and also to encourage an easy transition to Godhood.’

‘Symbolic how?’

His father flicked through his book. ‘To better replicate the form the Gods took long ago. It makes the Vessel’s body familiar to them. There are many ancient accounts, though they differ in content. But the legend is when the God-folk first bestowed their presence on our world, they vanquished all the beasts that plagued the land.’

This was true. Though that was not all they had vanquished. Hop had watched all the wondrous things perish in that first world.

‘Once their reign over the people began, there was a jostle for power amongst the God-folk. You cannot expect six powerful beings to work together in harmony.’

Six Gods, just like the six sacrifices Hop had seen in the first world, six symbols carved into six felled trees – Providence, Earth, Flame, Remedy, Darkness and Death.

Amber, Storm, Sunny, Bear, Thistle, and the figure that Hop had once called the Shadow-man.

‘Death most of all desired domination over the other Gods. It is in his nature. In his ambition for control, he disfigured his fellow God-folk. He cut the hands and legs from the elemental Gods, stabbed out Providence’s eyes, cut the nose from Darkness and took Remedy’s ears.’

Hop’s world darkened around him. ‘Death was . . . Death did that?’

His father nodded. ‘Only then did they fall in line and understand Death’s domination. Ríona brought this ancient account to light. That is why the Vessels are cut today, to better replicate their ancient selves.’

Hop’s legs wouldn’t stop shaking, as if his body was aware of something his mind had not quite grasped. ‘So, Death’s Vessel . . . You don’t . . .’

‘Death’s Vessel is not cut,’ his father said. ‘Because they are the one doing the cutting.’

A flash of a scene. Of a child who looked like Sunny strapped to a table and screaming. A golden knife clasped in Hop’s own hand.

He still had the quill in his pocket. Hop jabbed the tip into the palm of his hand. Twisted it. Wreathed himself in the pain.

His father was on his feet. ‘You look pale.’

‘Why is it called the Calm Times?’ he croaked.

‘Because this is the period when the God-folk’s souls slumber within the Vessels. The time when they are not in control.’

‘But Death has already awakened, has he not?’ Hop whispered. The ice-blue eyes, the broad shoulders and sheet of black hair. Death walked this labyrinth. Death was awake. He had to be.

His father frowned. ‘The Calm Times are coordinated around the female Gods’ breeding ability. This means all the Gods ideally produce a Vessel before they reach forty. There can be a few years’ difference between the God-folk. But no, Death could not have awakened yet. His Vessel would be too young.’ His gaze travelled the room, as if expecting to find someone else within it. ‘Th-That is . . . I have work to do. It would be better if you left, a-acolyte.’ His brow glistened with sweat.

‘But—’ Before Hop could utter another word, his father ushered him from the room, the door with the skull locking behind him.



* * *

A memory stalked Hop as he returned to his chambers. It was insistent. Like an itch that must be scratched. Hop tried his usual techniques to escape it: he jabbed his finger in the wound in his hand, tore and pulled at it until the edges of the memory blurred.

But as he slept, he could not tug at the flesh of his palm, and the memory became a dream, impossible to look away from.


The carriage rocked. And the boy’s legs dangled.

‘And that is why you must be careful,’ Father said, gloved hands clasped in his lap. ‘Do not smile. Do not even look at me. Do you understand, child?’

The boy nodded. He knew the rules.

‘Remember it is only flesh. Just a quick cut. That’s all. Do not think of it. And I’ll be there too. Right by your side.’

The roar of the crowd swelled as the carriage stopped. The boy emerged into the sun. The cloak dragged along the ground. The crown slipped into his eyes, but he didn’t push it back up. The thought of touching something that once lived made his tummy ache. The bones lay cold and heavy against his brow.

People lined the streets. A great sea of faces, every eye upon him.

‘Walk.’

He walked. Flowers at his feet. Lilies. He hopped and swerved to avoid crushing them.

A rock flew past his ear. He met the gaze of the man who had thrown it. Hate. Unyielding, unquestioning hate.

They hated him.

He wanted to ask Father why, but his voice would not reach above the great din and he knew he wasn’t supposed to talk to him when others were around.

He did not look into anyone else’s eyes. Not until they reached the platform. A woman pushed forward, thrusting out a bundle in shaking hands. A child’s doll.

The boy did not understand why the guards tore it from her arms. It was only a doll. It fell upon the stones, head cracked.

She screamed at him, her eyes full of that same hate. He did not understand her tongue, but one word echoed through him: ‘Suffer. Suffer. SUFFER!’

A flash of a sword. His father returned his blade to the scabbard before the woman fell. Her blood seeped into the cobblestones, stained the soles of the boy’s boots red.

‘Up,’ his father commanded.

He alighted the stage in a daze, the crowd stretching out before him, and Father at his side.

Anticipation swam through his veins as he was led to the table, to the block with its straps and chains. He stood on a box so he could reach. The woman had stirred a hunger in him and now he was ravenous.

Death liked blood.

The boy felt it whenever he pricked a finger. Something in his gut rose at it. An eagerness to lose himself. To devour.

It swelled as a child with wild brown hair was led to the block, as the Fathers strapped him down. It rose at the weight of the blade in his hand. His wrist should have been too weak, at three years old, to hold a blade this heavy.

The hunger gave him strength. The need to see all that red.

But the boy pushed back. He saw the terror of the child on the table, the silent sobs that did not leave lips which had been told to never expect mercy. Lips that had been told to hold. To be quiet. To endure.

The terrible monstrous thing within the boy longed to cut, to maim, to bleed.

He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. The blade fell, clattering to the table. The beast within raged. Furious at the closeness of it. Of being denied.

Something else roared too: the crowd, displeased by the diversion from the script. They wanted him to cut. Urging from both sides – the beast within and the beast outside. All that stood between them and satisfaction was the blade and the flesh.

And one boy, standing on a box because he was too small to reach the parts he was supposed to cut.

He scrambled for the golden knife.

The child’s wide eyes met his. ‘Please, no.’ The sentence was a sin.

Tears bloomed in the boy’s eyes. This wasn’t fair. His breath caught; sobs escaped in gasps as the crowd and the beast urged him to ‘cut cut cut’. He was alone. So painfully alone.

A gloved hand upon his. Father closed the boy’s palm around the pommel, then forced it down down down upon the exposed flesh of the child’s wrist.

The beast and the crowd revelled in the gush of red. But the boy closed his eyes and focused only on the warmth of the hand atop his.
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It meant nothing. That dream, that vision. It was nothing. A nightmare conjured by the stories Hop’s father had told him. He had not mutilated his friends.

‘Then why did it feel so real?’

You put it there, Hop thought. Death had taken his own memory and played it in Hop’s head. Just as he had with all those other horrific memories in the mountain in the first room. It was a game to him, and Hop’s mind was his playground.

Why would Ríona even insist that Death’s Vessel cut the others? Why would she want to show Death’s domination? Perhaps instead it was revenge for the massacre that took her brother, a demonstration of Death’s brutality masked in a celebration of his strength. A warning so the people would never forget the threat Death posed.

The clock hand on his wrist sat at ten, which meant he only had today left. He had to focus on getting his friends out of this place. But he wouldn’t kill someone to do it. The thought was more repulsive than ever.

So he didn’t think of killing or blades or blood, even as he filled Spider-baby’s bottle with his own.

When he entered the bathroom, Fi leaped away from the wall. ‘Hop! What are you doing with that?’

Hop thrust the bottle behind his back and cleared his throat. ‘It’s just tomato juice.’

‘It looks like—’

Hop swigged a mouthful of the rancid stuff. Metallic. Bitter. Familiar. He fought the urge to gag.

‘I thought I heard someone in here.’ She pressed her hand against the wall. ‘Someone I know . . . but the room’s empty.’

She was standing over where Spider-baby was nestled beneath the floorboards. Dolores’s words returned to him: ‘It lures its prey by changing its face into someone you love, speaking in their voice.’

‘Never mind,’ she muttered. ‘He’s probably dead by now.’

Hop had an inkling whom she was referring to. The person who had clearly recognized her in the cathedral the other day. ‘Was it the man from the cathedral? The “traitor”?’

She turned sharply. ‘Why would I know a traitor? I’m a Ríonite acolyte. I don’t have any association with common—’

‘Just because he seemed to know you, like how he looked right at you and you looked at him and you went all wide-eyed and then he called you . . . Finnian, I think?’

She seized his wrist and slammed him against the wall. ‘Whatever you think you saw, forget it. You didn’t see nothing.’

‘But I did see it. I saw it really clearly from where I was standing.’

‘I’m telling you, you didn’t see it.’

‘And I’m telling you, I did.’

She sighed deeply. Her arms went slack. ‘You can’t tell anyone.’

‘Promise.’

She released him. ‘Aye, I know him. Knew him. He was my brother.’

‘But . . . he’s so old.’

She chuckled. ‘He’s younger than he looks. That is what living out there will do to you. Our parents died when I was young, so he looked after me. Did whatever he could to make sure I didn’t go hungry. Guess it aged him.’

‘Like steal?’

She glanced aside. ‘Amongst other things. Some people want more for their money. Especially from handsome young men like my brother . . . Catch my drift?’

Hop wasn’t catching anything. ‘Like . . . to paint him?’

She stared. ‘Where did you come from?’

Here, Hop thought. And knew it to be true. It has always been here and only here.

‘Well, what he did to keep us alive changed him. Especially considering some of the clientele he served.’ She glared at the door.

‘Ríonites?’

She jerked her head. Yes. ‘His experiences didn’t exactly convince him of the morality of the Church. Drove him into the arms of those who believed it would be better if the Church didn’t exist at all.’

‘He said something about that. Father called them heretics but your brother . . . he called them the Red Flame.’

‘Not a them,’ she said, her voice hard like flint. ‘A her. The Red Flame is a woman.’

Doors flung open. Red hair. Someone screaming. A hand upon a blade. Then pain. Pain. Pain.

Something scorching hot blazed in Hop’s temples. He doubled over, wincing.

‘Are you all right?’

He forced a smile despite the pounding in his head. ‘I’m fine. So, if your brother followed the Red Flame, why are you . . .’ His words trailed. If her brother was against the Church, then having a sister on the inside would be the perfect way to bring it to its knees.

The perfect spy.

The perfect traitor.

‘Why are you looking at me like I’m a dragon?’ Fi said.

‘Kill her. Cut. Maim.’

The bloodlust swelled, as it had in his dream. The need to see all that red. He closed his eyes. He wouldn’t kill. He wasn’t Death. He was Hop.

‘You think you can get past me?’ Fi whispered as she stood before the door. ‘And run and tell Daddy Scythe?’

‘I don’t think so . . . I’m quite slow. And clumsy. And a bit stupid.’

She snorted. ‘At least you have the measure of yourself.’

‘Also, I don’t think you’re a heretic,’ Hop said. ‘Your brother seemed shocked to see you.’

‘You may be slow and clumsy, but you’re not as stupid as you think.’ She spread her hands. ‘My brother wanted me to join the Red Flame’s cause, but I joined the Church instead.’

‘Why?’

She ran her fingers down her arms. ‘You heard my brother call me a different name . . . that was my old name.’

‘Finnian?’

She shuddered. ‘Promise not to say that again?’

‘Promise!’

‘I was born with that name, and the body that matches that name.’

What did a Finnian look like? ‘A body with a deeper voice? Like a boy?’

She smiled as though he had said something very charming. ‘Not like a boy. I’m a girl, but my body disagrees.’

Hop didn’t get it at all.

She sighed. ‘Were you kept locked in a tower all your life? When I told my brother I was a girl and wanted to be called Fi, he refused. He kept calling me Finnian.’

‘But that’s cruel. Names are important.’ Hop had given them to every one of his friends and treasured his dearly.

‘It was a living hell. When I first bought dresses, he tore them to shreds. Saying he’s the one who earned the money so he should choose what I wear. He . . .’ Pain laced across her face.

Hop hugged her. ‘I’m sorry. I think you would look just lovely in a dress.’

‘I loved my brother; at least, I loved the man I had known before. But I couldn’t live with him or join his reckless crusade against the Church when he denied me my truth. The Ríonites offered a way out. Nobody knew me within these walls; I could reinvent myself. I wouldn’t be Finnian here. I wouldn’t even be that girl who used to be Finnian. I would just be Fi. I may not be able to change my body, but living as Fi – as me – is more comfortable and familiar than the entire life I led before. No brother is worth more than that.’

Hop was happy for her, but it didn’t stop the churning in his gut. Fi had gone against her own brother. Was that not a betrayal? Did that not make her a traitor, even if for a good reason? She hadn’t stopped them torturing her brother. She had watched.

‘How did it feel seeing him again?’

‘I thought it would hurt. But he wasn’t the brother I knew. He wasn’t the boy who gave everything to keep me safe. He stopped wanting to keep me safe a long time ago.’ She released a trembling breath. ‘I felt nothing.’ Her eyes caught his. ‘Go on, say that makes me terrible.’

‘No. You fought for your truth. For who you really are, even against the wishes of those you loved. That takes strength.’ And that did not make her a traitor. It was the opposite.

Even Fi’s brother, branded traitor by the Church, was far from one. A true traitor was someone who betrayed something essential to themselves. To their core.

Fi’s brother had no loyalty to the Church, so he was no traitor.

‘At first, I felt like I betrayed him but now I know it was him who abandoned me. He was the one who cared more about his fecking revolution than his sister.’

‘What do you think of them, the heretics and the . . .’ He couldn’t say ‘the Red Flame’. His temples flared at the thought of it, as if he were allergic to the name.

‘Bunch of headstrong saps. Think the only way to rebuild a world is to burn it down. We need the Gods. The rebels are all going to end up dead before this is over. Like my brother.’

‘I’m glad the Church helped you.’

‘I’m not the most devout worshipper, but it got me away from my gobshite family so it ain’t all bad.’

‘I bet Cathal wishes the same,’ Hop said. ‘He’s stuck here with his.’

Her smile drifted. ‘What?’

‘Or maybe his dad is the one who regrets that more.’

‘Hop – what are you blabbering on about?’

‘Just that I saw Cathal and his father and they didn’t seem to get on very well.’

She studied him. ‘You’ve got it wrong. Acolytes must abandon all familial ties to get in here. His dad wouldn’t even be let inside.’

‘Well, that won’t be a problem because his dad is a Father and—’

She gripped his shoulders. ‘Say that again very slowly.’

‘Cathal’s father is Lorcan. Darkness’s Keeper.’

‘Fuck. Fuck me. Holy shite.’ She seemed stuck between exhilaration and shock.

‘Did you not know?’

‘No, I fecking didn’t know, because if what you’re saying’s true, both of them would be expunged from the Church – or worse.’

‘Why?’

‘Ríonites don’t have children,’ she hissed. ‘It’s written into the holy vow they take when they become Fathers and Mothers. They must dedicate their lives to the God-folk.’

Her words echoed in some distant place.

Ríonites did not have children.

But he himself was the child of the highest-ranking Father in the Church. Wasn’t he?

Of course he was: he called the Scythe Father.

‘Just as all acolytes do. It is his title.’

But he looked just like him. The same pale skin. The same blond hair. The truth of Hop’s heritage hung around his cheeks in golden curls.

‘Are you sure? Maybe it’s someone else you resemble. You are not so naive as to be ignorant of the fact it takes two to make a child, are you?’

Blood rushed to his ears. His words sprang forth as if eager for a truth he did not desire. ‘The last incarnation of Death: what did he look like?’

Fi’s voice snapped him back into the room. ‘You can see his death mask in the cathedral. But they say he had long black hair and these killer ice-blue eyes.’

Exactly like the version of Death who haunted him. If he was a past version of Death, then why was he stalking Hop? And why would a devout man like the Scythe have a child when his existence could mean expulsion from the Church?

The pieces drifted around him, snippets of questions and answers that he didn’t want to look at or hear. He tried to close his eyes and stopper his ears, but a voice – not Death’s, his own – yelled the answers, impossible to ignore.

The Scythe would never have a child. He wouldn’t. He wouldn’t. He wouldn’t.

And the version of Death that stalked him was already dead, which meant that Death was inside a Vessel.

‘The last incarnation of Death.’ Hop’s words came out strangely calm. ‘Did he make a Vessel?’

Fi nodded. ‘Course. He had a child before I arrived here.’

‘With who?’

‘My brother said he picked his consort off the street near where we were born. Pretty young girl with all these golden curls.’

* * *

Hop could still taste the vomit as he approached his father’s room.

‘At least you got it in the chamber pot,’ Skully said.

The shadow of Death stalked him, whispering words Hop blocked as soon as they were spoken.

He was not Death’s Vessel. He wasn’t like the others. He spoke the common tongue as well as Divine. He could touch other humans without flinching.

He was not Death’s Vessel.

He stopped outside the Scythe’s door. He just had to confirm a few things. Even if he wasn’t the Scythe’s child, he could just be an acolyte that the Scythe took a special interest in who happened to have the same curly blond hair as Death’s consort. There must a hundred kids with hair like his. That had to be it.

The skull carved into the red door stared back. He traced his fingers over it. This was proof of nothing. Death’s symbol was a lily. It was the only one remaining, carved into the tree trunks in the Ancients room. Death’s symbol was not a skull and this was not Death’s room.

This was not his room.

But what if they changed it? What if all that destruction he wrought was not suited to a beautiful flower? Maybe Ríona had chosen something more fitting, just like his name.

And what better place for the Scythe to linger but in Death’s chamber? Was red not Death’s colour, and this was the only red door Hop had seen in the whole monastery.

The door creaked open. Unlocked. How unlike his father.

Hop crept inside, but his father was nowhere to be seen. If Hop were a Vessel who spent all his life here, he would know this room. It would spark some memory. But there was nothing. Nothing as he looked upon the plain white walls. Nothing from the crisp bedlinen. Nothing about the space called out to him. Nothing about it was his.

A distant flutter of hope that he was nobody. A simple acolyte who had seen the Vessels’ plight and wanted to help them.

Then he saw the doors.

He had not spotted them before because curtains had been drawn across them. But now the drapes were pulled back before a pair of doors with tinted glass windows, beckoning him.

‘You don’t have to,’ Skully said.

But they sang out to him, not with memories, but with something soft and comforting in that unfamiliar cold room.

He swung the doors open to reveal a balcony. A garden.

It was beautifully cultivated. An explosion of scents and colours. Bluebells and white and yellow wood anemone. The blushed tints of purple saxifrage and burnt orchids. Flowers that should not be able to grow alongside each other, let alone in a tiny garden in the highest tower in the monastery.

They had been tended to, trimmed, watered and adored by hands that knew the touch of soil better than that of people.

His hands.

This was his garden. He knew every inch of it.

He fell to his knees, palms pressed against moist soil, heaving painful breaths.

Of course he didn’t recognize the room. He had spent every waking moment here. This was his space.

This was who he was – Death’s Vessel, who grew flowers atop the world.

The man who stalked him, the one wreathed in shadow and hate, was his true father. His father wasn’t the Scythe. It was the Shadow-man. It was Death.

And he looked like his mother. A woman Hop had no memories of. A pretty young girl with golden-blonde curls chosen as a consort, whose story was as mysterious to him as this labyrinth.

He touched the petals in turn, as though greeting children after a long journey.

Marsh marigold for treating insect bites.

Wild carrot for tummy aches.

Queen of the night, because a garden should bloom even when the sun goes down.

He knew them all.

That terrible dream he had was not Death’s memory. It was his own. And that boy who had heard Sunny’s pleas and had cut him anyway, who had mutilated all his friends – it was him. All him.

He was terrible.

The truth of it settled around his bones like new skin. He would’ve done anything to tear it off.

His fist clenched around a handful of flowers and pulled. The stalks snapped.

Snippets of memories forced their way in, like a ravenous horde clawing at a gate.

He had fallen asleep in this garden more than once, the rustle of leaves his lullaby.

They had dressed him in red. Because red was Death’s colour. His colour.

He sobbed into the dirt. The others were Vessels too, but none of them bore a beast as horrifying as his. Tears flowed before he could stop them, strange and unknown on his cheeks. He was too weak to reach for his hand, to pull at the wound he knew was already healing – just like the cuts he had made down his arms when he saved Thistle’s life. Because Vessels heal fast.

He was too weak to find the good.

So, instead, he cried and cried.

‘You’re not supposed to cry.’ The Scythe stood in the doorway in his red robes. There was something familiar in his blank stare. The twitch of his eye at Hop’s tears. ‘You know you’re not supposed to cry, boy.’

The guilt alighted in his core like a struck match. ‘I’m sorry—’

‘Don’t be sorry. Be—’

‘Happy,’ Hop whispered the word as the Scythe commanded it.

Gloved hands on his wrists, dragging him to his feet, out of the sun and into the coldness of that room.

‘Wait!’ He kicked uselessly as the Scythe’s strong arms heaved him across the room towards – ‘No! Not there!’

The Scythe had opened a hole in the wall. A panel slid out of place to reveal a space small enough for a boy to climb inside. To lie flat, with his hands and feet touching the sides.

‘You can come out when you have control of yourself.’

‘No! Please!’ Hop shrieked, clawing at his clothes, his hands, anything he could get a grip on.

‘This is for your own good,’ he said, as he closed the door to the light.

‘Time for us to talk, Buttercup.’

Death hovered directly above him. Dark hair hanging over his white face. Ice-blue eyes glowing in the darkness.

Hop screamed. He slammed his fists against the wall. ‘Let me out! I don’t want to be alone with him!’

‘You’re not alone.’

He reached for Skully and whimpered, ‘I’m not alone.’

A hand brushed Hop’s cheek. He shuddered. ‘Aren’t you tired of running? Just let me out. Give me the reins to your body. I’ll handle things from here.’

‘No!’ Hop cried. ‘My body is mine. Not yours.’

He would get everyone out of this place. He would see their smiling faces as they escaped through the Bone Door. And most of all he would leave this terrible spectre of Death behind.

‘Check your hand.’

Hop opened his palm and, though he could not see, he felt the lengths of the leaves, the serrated shape.

Wild hemlock. Six leaves, if ingested, are enough to kill a fully grown man.

Death chuckled.

Of course he had grabbed that plant. He grew wild hemlock, yes. Just because something had the potential to do terrible harm – like Spider-baby – did not mean that thing was not also worthy of life.

His books described wild hemlock as an invasive species. They did not marvel at the beautiful white flowers, growing in umbrella-shaped clusters. Or how, from a distance, they looked like specks of snow upon a lush green meadow.

It killed. That was all the books said.

‘You want to leave? You must kill.’

The traitor. Hop had to kill the traitor to ever escape this place.

Fi wasn’t the traitor. All she’d been was true to herself. Neither was her brother. Or Little. But that conversation with Fi had given him new information.

Ríonites were forbidden from having children and Lorcan was hiding an illegal son. Breaking sacred vows. He had to be the traitor, and Death wanted Hop to kill him.

He should’ve dropped the leaves. He should’ve stamped them to dust. Instead, they went into his pocket.

‘You see, we are not so dissimilar, son.’

Son. The word was like a dagger.

Hop pounded on the door. It rattled but did not budge.

Smile. The Scythe had taught him that. That was the way to fight him. That was the way to win. Fear is bad. Find the good.

He wiped the tears and forced his lips to move, forced the smile to come.

Death vanished and the door opened. Hop winced in the sudden light.

The Scythe stared down at him. ‘What are you doing in there?’

‘You put me in here.’

He scoffed, helping him out. ‘What nonsense! Why would I put you . . . Where did you put my notebook?’

Hop stretched his aching back. ‘What?’

‘The notebook!’ he yelled. ‘Where is it?’

It was lying on the table a foot away. ‘It’s here.’

The Scythe snatched it, flicking through the pages. ‘Don’t hide it from me again.’

Hop stared at him. ‘Do you know who I am?’

He studied Hop’s robes. ‘You do not ask the Scythe such questions, acolyte.’

He was completely transformed from the man who had placed him in the wall. He didn’t even recall putting Hop in there.

Something was very wrong with the Scythe.

A similar thing had happened in the carriage when they stopped outside the Hollow Place. That sudden panic in his eyes. It was as if he was flitting through versions of himself.

More than anything, the Scythe had been forgetful. Since Hop’s arrival here, the Scythe had forgotten his book. The reason the bell rang. The time of day. Even Hop himself.

Hop just didn’t know if that was an effect of the Hollow Place, or something else entirely. Nobody else here seemed to remember him either, or were concerned that Death’s Vessel was missing, but with the Scythe it felt different.

Hop fondled the leaves in his pocket. ‘I have to leave early today.’

‘You do?’

‘A task you gave me. Don’t you remember?’

The word ‘remember’ struck the Scythe like a blow to the chest. He gathered himself, steeling his expression. ‘Of course. Be quick about it, acolyte.’

Hop bowed and exited the room.

‘That man is not my father,’ he said softly as he marched down the corridor. ‘And yet he is. How can someone be both things at once?’

‘People can be many things,’ Skully said, ‘and not all of them have to make sense.’
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Hop lingered in the corridor, watching Thistle’s door from afar.

It hadn’t taken him long to prepare the concoction. He had cut the leaves up into tiny pieces and wrapped them in a napkin. It would be more than enough to . . .

His gut lurched.

He just needed to wait for the door to be unlocked, go inside and put it in Lorcan’s drink. Then leave. That was all. Just his body moving. As simple as making tea.

Lorcan had broken a sacred vow. He had a forbidden child. But was that so terrible he deserved death?

He pulled at his hand, peeling back the loose skin until his nagging doubts were swallowed by pain.

Cathal rounded the corner. He didn’t knock at the moon door, simply leaned into it and hissed, ‘It’s me.’

Muffled voices. Scuffling. Something hit the floor.

Lorcan appeared in the doorway, flushed and sweating. ‘Keep your voice down.’

‘We need to talk.’

‘I’m busy.’ Lorcan glanced inside the room.

‘Do you really want to discuss this out in the open, Pa ?’

Lorcan’s guilt was so obvious – in the quiver of his lips and the tightness of his voice. He wore his shame like a cloak. ‘Now?’

‘Now. Away from the Vessel.’ Cathal dragged him from the room.

Hop was surprised it had worked. A large part of him had been secretly hoping it wouldn’t. He had left Cathal a note saying he wished to speak to him and his ‘father’ alone. Hop had gambled that Cathal would panic and rush to his father.

The clock hand on his wrist currently sat at eleven.

When their voices disappeared, Hop sneaked down the corridor. Yet again, Lorcan hadn’t locked the door. Hop slipped inside, closing it behind him.

Thistle was still strapped to the bed. It didn’t look as if he’d been moved since they tied him to it yesterday. He stared at Hop through half-open eyes, hair wild about his face. He was soaked with sweat. Heat pumped off him. ‘Water.’

‘Water! Right!’ Hop filled a chalice from a jug sitting on a table. He hurried to bring it to Thistle’s chapped lips.

He gulped it greedily, then spat it out. He did that twice more, huge mouthfuls emptied on to the bedsheets.

‘You have to drink it. Swallow it.’

Thistle shook his head. ‘Need to get rid of the taste.’

Maybe the water had gone funny or something.

‘Untie him, Bunny. We need to get him off that bed.’

Hop struggled with the bindings at Thistle’s wrists. Hop knew untying him would look suspicious when Lorcan returned, but Thistle was clearly uncomfortable.

When they were untied, Thistle leaped off the bed as if it were on fire. He rushed to a window and threw it open. There were bars outside. He forced his mouth between them and gasped heaving breaths.

‘Are you okay?’

‘Strip the bed,’ he croaked. ‘Throw the sheets out the fucking window.’

‘Why—’

‘Just do it!’ Thistle fell heavily into a chair, his head in his hands.

Hop removed the sheets. They smelled strange, and were wet and soiled with . . .

Oh no.

They hadn’t even untied him to pee.

Hop bundled the sheets and threw them out of the window.

Thistle rose from the chair heavily, as if his entire body weighed twice as much as usual. ‘Where’s the door out?’

‘Huh?’

‘The glowing door out of this room. That’s why you’ve come here, right? You’ve completed the mission?’

Hop wrung his hands. ‘Not quite yet.’

Thistle sank back into the chair. ‘But soon, right? It must be soon?’

‘Soon.’ He drew back his sleeve and showed Thistle the mission.

‘A traitor?’

‘I think it’s your Keeper.’ Hop glanced around the room. ‘What does he drink from?’

‘He guzzles the wine like a drunk,’ Thistle said grimly, gesturing to a golden decanter. ‘His breath stinks of it.’

Hop stared down at the liquid within. Thick and red. Like blood.

‘What, you thirsty?’ Thistle said.

‘I have wild hemlock.’ He removed the napkin from his pocket. ‘If I put it in his wine and he drinks it he’ll . . .’

‘Empty the whole fucking thing in it.’ Thistle watched Hop intensely.

The bloodlust raged. The eagerness to devour rushed through his veins, commanding him to raise his arm and complete the act.

Instead, his fist clenched more tightly around the deadly bundle.

He thought this would be easier. Not like wielding a knife or closing his hands around a throat. Just leaves. Just flowers. Misplaced. An accident.

But this would be no accident. This was murder, no matter how he tried to disguise it.

His soul and Death’s shared a body. He knew that now. But there was a divide between them. He wasn’t Death. Not yet. He was Hop.

The veil between himself and Death would grow thinner the moment the hemlock fell into the wine. And more importantly than anything, it was just plain wrong.

‘I can’t do it,’ he whispered.

The beast beneath his skin raged. ‘Put it in. Or I will make you.’

‘You can’t make me,’ Hop muttered. ‘I’m in control of me.’

A bolt of pain. Images flashed. Corpses burning. A woman screaming, clawing for the smouldering remains.

Hop dug his fingers into his forehead. ‘Stop it.’

‘Put it in,’ Thistle said, jolting Hop out of the nightmarish images.

‘I won’t.’

‘Put the bloody thing in!’ Thistle grabbed Hop’s hand and raised it over the decanter. ‘I’m not having my life sacrificed for that twisted monster Lorcan.’

‘Get off me!’

‘Open your hand!’

‘Get off!’ Hop kicked backwards and caught Thistle in the stomach. He keeled over, gasping for breath.

‘Sorry! I’m sorry!’ Hop staggered back until he met the wall, clutching the bundle to his chest. ‘I won’t do it. I can’t do it.’

‘Why . . . the hell . . . not?’

‘Because Death is terrible. He doesn’t care about who you are, or your hopes or dreams, he’s just a beast that wants blood. I’m not going to feed him!’

‘Feed him how? What are you talking about?’

Thistle couldn’t know. None of them could know the terrible thing lingering beneath Hop’s skin. What would they think when they discovered he was the one who had cut off their limbs, just as Death had done all those centuries ago, to prove his power?

They would want to talk about it. Want to face it. And Hop wanted Death locked in a box and forgotten.

Hop pocketed the napkin. ‘All Death does is take and leaves nothing. We saw it in the first world, the one he burned to ash. And we saw it in the second room, with that battlefield of bodies. I won’t be a part of it.’

I won’t be a part of you, he thought, sending his words like rays of light towards the shadow.

But it spoke back: ‘You already are.’

Thistle rose, clutching the chair for support. ‘You’re wrong. Some people deserve to die because the world is better off without them. Especially if it means we escape this hellhole.’

‘He doesn’t deserve to die.’ The words were like a breath of fresh air in this hot and clammy room. ‘His only “crime” was loving the wrong person. But is it that wrong?’

Thistle’s body went still. ‘You know about that?’

‘I know all about it! How can I pretend it’s okay for him to die when all he did was fall in love and act on it?’

‘Get out,’ Thistle ordered. His hair was still untidy. His clothes dishevelled. He looked like a husk of himself.

‘Are you okay?’

‘No! I’m not fucking okay!’ Thistle screamed, tears brimming in his eyes.

Hop rushed towards him. ‘Don’t cry! I’ll fix it. There’s no need to get upset. Just give me a smile and—’

‘I don’t want to smile!’ Thistle cried. ‘I want to scream. And cry. I want to tear off my fucking skin, so I stop smelling like him! More than anything I want you to leave. Now!’ He snatched Hop’s arm and dragged him to the door.

‘Thistle!’

He flung him through the doorway. Hop hit the stones hard, crying out as pain speared down his arm. Thistle stood in the doorway with an expression Hop knew well. He had seen it on the faces in the crowd that day when he mutilated his friends.

Hate.

‘They all hate you. Monster.’

Thistle didn’t know that Hop was Death’s Vessel, so why did he loathe him when all Hop ever tried to do was help him? Did he somehow know what Hop was?

‘Please believe me – I just want to help you.’

Thistle’s face was a ruin. ‘You can’t help anyone, because you don’t want to see. Not everyone’s lives are flowers and sunshine and fucking smiles. Until you face that, you’ll never be able to help a single person who actually needs it.’
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Six hours. Hop had six hours until the door locked forever and most likely he and all his friends would die.

‘They will suffer. Because of you.’

He didn’t make it back to the dormitory. He sat heavily against a wall in a quiet corridor.

‘Should I kill him?’ Hop whispered. ‘Can it ever be right to kill?’

‘Follow your heart. It knows what’s right.’

Hop’s heart told him it was wrong. But by choosing not to kill, he was damning his companions. When the clock hand on his wrist reached the skull the world would unravel with him and his friends still locked inside. Most likely it would go the way of the other worlds, burned to ash or drowned in blood. Either way, survival was unlikely.

Which was worse – to murder by choice, or inaction? Could a person truly be good when faced with such terrible options?

Either way, people would die, and it would be his fault. Death truly did stalk him, in more ways than one.

He didn’t want to spend his last few moments curled up in a corridor, but he also couldn’t face the others or his decision. His heart longed for answers. Even if he was about to die, there were still so many questions.

Like if he was a Vessel, why was he so different from the others? Why could he speak the common tongue? Why did he not flinch at touch as they did?

And most of all, why did the Scythe not remember who he was? Hop remembered the man speaking to him. He remembered his smile. He remembered biscuits bundled in a sheet. Hop was not a blank slate, so what had the Scythe been trying to teach him in that dark place? To smile? Why?

He had strength in his legs still. They carried him to the skull door. To his door.

‘Are you afraid?’

‘Yes,’ he said softly. ‘But not the way I’m afraid of Death, or the haunts; it’s a different kind of fear. Like I’m worried about disappointing him. The Scythe.’ It was so deeply embedded, this fear, it had been influencing his actions since he woke in the Hollow Place. The instinct to smile away tears. To flee from all negative and find the good. ‘He may not be my blood father. But I think he means something to me, Skully. Something very dear.’

‘Then you’d better go and speak to him. And be honest this time, Bunny.’

Hop steeled himself; then he knocked. ‘H-Hello?’

No answer.

‘Scythe?’

He turned the handle and the door opened. Unlocked again.

‘Hello?’ His voice echoed strangely. A sudden chill whipped through the room. The doors to the garden were wide open to the night.

The Scythe was standing barefoot and bare-chested amongst the blooms. The only clothing he wore were undergarments.

He turned slowly, as if moving in a dream. ‘There were birds,’ he said, as if that explained everything.

Hop snatched a blanket from the bed and threw it over the Scythe’s shoulders. ‘Why aren’t you wearing any clothes? How long have you been out here?’ His hair, usually plaited or combed pristinely, was loose and wild about his face.

His gaze flittered over the garden. ‘Why am I here?’

‘You said something about birds?’

‘What birds?’

Hop’s stomach twisted. Some wild thing was controlling the Scythe, lingering behind his absent eyes.

‘You have to hide it.’

A memory. That’s right. Nobody could know about his condition. Nobody could know that there was something very wrong with the Scythe.

‘Let’s get you inside,’ Hop said softly, leading him to the doorway, as if guiding a child.

They were just by the threshold when the Scythe yanked away. ‘Get off me! I am the Scythe and you have entered my chambers uninvited. I’ll call the guard.’

Hop watched him with horror. It was as if he was cycling through realities.

Some instinct told him to play along. That the lie was preferable to a painful truth. ‘I’ve been sent here to help you get ready for bed.’

‘You were sent?’

‘Yes. So come inside. I’m here to help.’ He took his hand and eased him over the threshold, closing the doors behind them.

The Scythe stood in the centre of the room, mumbling inaudibly.

Was it a spell? A curse that changed his personality, altered his memories, and erased Hop with them? Fi had said if a Vessel touched you it could take your memories, but he had no idea if that was true. Is that what had happened to the Scythe?

What did he have to do to bring the real man back? The one who knew him?

‘Who did this to you?’

The question didn’t reach him. He stared at Hop, eyes gaping. ‘What are you wearing, boy?’

Hop stared down at his gold acolyte robes.

‘You must get them off!’ He tugged at his clothes. ‘If they see – if they know – both of us . . . They can’t know.’

‘You’re hurting—’

The Scythe’s hands stilled. ‘Or did I . . . Did I put you in them? Why did I put you in them?’

If the Scythe had dressed him in acolyte robes, it would explain why Hop was wearing them when he first woke up in the labyrinth, despite not being an acolyte. ‘Try and remember.’

The Scythe’s eyes flittered to the window. ‘The birds . . .’

Hop grasped his face, trying to make his wandering gaze focus on him. ‘Please try to remember. Why did you dress me in the acolyte robes?’

For a moment there was nothing but that same absent expression. Then his eyes settled and met Hop’s. A small smile. ‘I know your face, God-child.’

Hop’s heart leaped.

‘You need to run,’ the Scythe said. ‘Escape through the acolyte stairways.’

Escape? The Scythe had dressed him in the robes to help him escape?

‘Escape from who?’

But his gaze had drifted again. ‘What is this?’

Hop bit back his frustration. He took the Scythe by the hand. ‘Let’s get you to bed.’

The Scythe allowed himself to be led. Hop moved the blanket so he could slip underneath.

‘The birds will ruin the garden,’ he mumbled.

Hop reached into the dresser and found a comb. He ran it through the Scythe’s long hair, untangling the knots as the man babbled.

‘The birds are such a nuisance. They eat the seeds before they can sprout. And Death, he does not like . . .’ The Scythe’s words drifted. ‘No. Death does not care for flowers. We should dig them up before he returns. They will upset him.’

‘It’ll be okay.’

But the Scythe seized Hop’s shoulder. ‘Dig them up. Burn them. Do not let him see.’

Hop patted his hand. ‘I’ll make sure he doesn’t see.’

‘He is not so bad as they all say,’ he whispered, though fear lingered in his eyes. ‘He has goodness in there, you know. He saved my life.’

‘I know. Why don’t you lie down?’

The Scythe nodded and Hop pulled the blanket over him.

‘Will you stay?’ he asked. ‘I do not wish to be alone with him.’

Hop swallowed hard. Little did he know, he was alone with him. ‘I’ll stay.’ He took the Scythe’s cold hand, rubbing it softly.

‘Who taught you to do that, God-child?’ He was staring at his hand. ‘We don’t touch. You know that.’ He pushed his hand away; then he looked up at the ceiling. ‘Which one is this? How old are you in this one?’

Hop wished he could reply with something that would ease the Scythe’s confusion. But he had come here for answers, and he was running out of time. ‘Please tell me what’s wrong with you. Why don’t you remember me?’

His gaze met Hop’s. ‘I feel as if I am trapped within a maze.’

‘The Hollow Place?’

‘Don’t be preposterous.’ He tapped his forehead. ‘This maze – I used to be able to navigate it perfectly. I could find the doors, all the paths out. But now there are only dead ends and dark corners.’ A tear ran down his cheek. ‘And when I finally clear the fog, when I find a door, it leads me to an entirely different place. And all the faces have changed. Even mine.’ He shuddered a breath. ‘Please, God, give me a way out of it. If there is any mercy left in you.’

Memories stirred. A maze. The Scythe had called it that before – this affliction that had infected him, that had chipped parts of him away. Initially he would forget small things, but then even Hop’s face became unfamiliar to him. Day after day, Hop remembered finding the man at the end of his bed, entirely unsure which version was sitting there – the one who knew him, or the one who didn’t.

This wasn’t a result of the labyrinth or Death’s meddling. This had happened to the Scythe in the real world. Some terrible malady that Hop had been unable to stop, attacking his memories and sense of self.

It had come fast. The man he knew had vanished before his very eyes.

‘I’ll chase down the doorways for you,’ the Scythe whispered, eyes upon Hop. ‘But I am so very tired of following walls.’

He thought of the Scythe counting the walls as they walked. One hand on the brickwork as they navigated the monastery. Now he was doing that in his mind.

The Scythe’s eyes drank him in. ‘I do not want to forget your face again.’ He pushed himself upright. ‘I have never asked for your help, boy. But now I must.’

‘Please—’

‘Quickly – the sword on my belt.’ He gestured to the chair, where a sheathed blade lay across the seat. ‘Put an end to it.’

Hop leaped up. ‘No! I won’t hurt you!’

‘I am already hurting,’ he cried. ‘I am hurting more terribly than any human should hurt. It is evil, this thing in my head. To feel yourself become undone.’

Hop shook his head, blinking back tears.

‘I know you are afraid of it,’ the Scythe said. ‘But I am begging you. I cannot lose myself again.’

He looked suddenly so small in that bed. So much older. A thin body lost in the folds of blankets. He looked like the version of himself Hop recalled in his more recent memories.

If the thing in his head was so terrible, why had he not ended it himself?

‘Because of you.’

He had hung on because of Hop. Because in lucid moments he remembered who Hop was and he knew Hop needed him.

And now he was asking Hop to do the impossible.

Hop couldn’t even kill a man his friend was sure deserved it. Now the man whom he had once called ‘Father’ was asking him to end his life. It was unthinkable.

So why was he considering it?

Because the Scythe was suffering. Because death seemed to be the only way out for him. Not a punishment, but a relief. A door out of a maze.

And Hop knew what it was to seek escape.

‘I don’t know what to do,’ he whispered.

‘Be you. Be kind,’ Skully answered.

What was more kind? To leave a man to suffer? Leave him to wander blindly through a dark maze, with snatches of memories haunting him, lingering just out of reach? Or to destroy the maze? To bring an end to his pain?

Hop’s legs shook. He forced himself to move, as if commanding a puppet, not his own body. He uncorked a decanter of wine, then poured it into a chalice. He reached in his pocket for the handkerchief with the wild hemlock.

He had prepared it for the traitor. But maybe all along this bundle had been destined for a different recipient. Because this time his hand wasn’t recoiling. Instead, it emptied the hemlock, mixing the leaves into the wine.

Death didn’t want this death. He wanted blood and pain and hate. There was no hate in this. It was only mercy. It was kind. It was Hop.

He returned to the bed. ‘If you drink this, it will end. All of it.’

The Scythe was too weak to take the chalice, so Hop raised it to his mouth. ‘Are the birds gone from the garden?’ the Scythe said.

‘Yes.’

‘Good. The garden will grow now. The birds ruin it: they peck at the leaves and eat the seedlings, and the God-child does so dearly love flowers. That is how I knew. I knew I had won.’ Hop tipped the chalice to his lips, and he drank long and deep.

Hop wasn’t sure how a death in the Hollow Place would affect the world outside. Would the Church collapse without the Scythe leading it? It all felt so insignificant to this moment, and this mercy.

When the Scythe finished, he lay back on the bed, golden hair haloed around him. ‘What have I told you? Tears are an evil, child.’

Hop wiped his face. ‘Sorry.’

‘Do not let this haunt you.’

Hop resisted the urge to tug at the skin on his thumbs. To silence the pain flaring in his core with one he could control. ‘How?’

‘You are sweet,’ he said firmly. ‘You are kind. You love flowers. That is why you did it. Not because you are in any way his son, you understand me? That pain you feel proves it.’

Hop did understand.

Perhaps he was Death’s son by blood, but that man was not his father. Hop would never call Death ‘Father’. His father was this man, the one who had raised him, who helped him plant flowers in a garden atop the world. Who taught him to find the good.

The Scythe was his father in every way that mattered.

A small smile tugged at his father’s chapped lips. ‘Thank you, my one good thing.’ His gaze drifted, and he went utterly still.

Don’t cry.

Father would hate it if he cried.

He cried anyway, sobbing into his hands. He had killed him, and it hurt more than anything had ever hurt before. He felt a strange hollowness, one that no amount of smiles and good things could ever fill.

But it was only hollow because there had been something to take. Love. It was proof of his love.

‘Well done, Bunny.’

Mist rose from his father’s body. The same blue-green haze he had seen on that battlefield.

The soul was leaving the body, the mortal cage. It sang out to him – a soft, lulling melody. Hop wrapped himself in the warmth of it.

He knew this warmth. It had the scent of books, inked meticulously in Divine just for him. It was the sound of quills scratching parchment. It was dark rooms, and wiped eyes, and cinnamon on his tongue.

He felt his father’s presence everywhere – the threads of his life glimmering like so many fireflies. Hop could touch them all. See them all. The memories that had comprised the man he called Father.


The earlier memories are more lucid. For example, you remember, with crystal-clear clarity, the body of the girl you carried that day. She had been trampled in the fray, half her face caved in, skinny arms bruised black and purple. Somewhere, a mother would be screaming. You carry her body to the fire and burn her with the others.

It is that memory, that scent, which is strongest of all. A man should never become familiar with the scent of children burning.

This is the wrong order. It did not begin that day.

You kill your mother the day you are born. She is the first to perish under your scythe, and your father hates you for it. He knows by your third breath that your birth is a mistake.

Sometimes, you wish he had acted upon his impulses that day and buried you in the ground with your mother.

Instead, he punishes you in small ways every single day for ten years. It is the death of a thousand cuts. You do not understand what it is to be treated with kindness.

That is why, when He stops your father’s cruel hand in the square that day, you think it is to strike you better.

He speaks to your father with words you cannot understand, though you feel the weight of them. And that man who seemed so large and terrifying for all your years is a mere sapling beside Him.

You love Death from the start, of that you have no doubt.

You never see your father after that day.

Death places a sword in your hand and tells you to swing.

It does not come easy, and you have years to catch up with the other acolytes, who gather like crows, snickering at the way you talk, at the way your ribs press against your skin.

But He told you to swing, so nobody will ever swing better than you.

They are all better than you. At the start. They smirk and kick and mock as you fall into the mud. As you fail. They think their cruelty will stop you. They do not know that cruelty is your friend and brother. That cruelty was your sole companion until Him.

As they slack off, you stand and you swing. You swing in the sun and the rain and the snow.

One by one their laughter turns to respect. To fear.

When you see Him again He is pleased with you. Your heart swells with every compliment.

You will serve Him, you vow. You will be His – Death’s Scythe.

It is easy to be a blade. Easy to be cruel. It is an art you have perfected.

You swing at heretics. You swing at peasants and rich men. You swing at women with fire in their eyes.

You feel the respect your swinging has earned you when you walk through town. The way the crowd parts. The downcast gazes. The voices gone silent.

You are an extension of Him, and that is all you desire. Others do not understand the beauty of cruelty.

Then that day arrives. That scent arrives. Children burning.

You are not the only one carrying bodies to the fire that day, but you feel all eyes upon you. He did this, but you are His. His Scythe.

For the first time you do not feel nothing.

A seed in your gut. Burying deeper and deeper. At first you ignore it. But day after day it takes root. You dream of mothers screaming. You wake soaked in sweat.

For the first time in your life, you question Him.

His time is running short; His consort’s swelling stomach is a countdown. The child quickens.

The people are rising. They are angry. For the first time they show more than worship and loyalty. This is why Death committed that act on Children’s Day – to send a message before His reign ends. To keep them obedient during the great calm while He slumbers. He expects you to do the same.

When His consort goes into labour, He appoints you His child’s Keeper. He makes you promise to ensure the Vessel remains nothing and nobody. He desires an identical host to carve in His image. A blank sheet to write upon. This is not goodbye, He tells you. It is only a brief pause.

You promise. And in that moment, at least, you mean it.

It is days after the child is born that you realize something is wrong with you. You forget meetings you’ve been attending for years. You wear the wrong robes. Dates and appointments fall out of your head. One day, you forget your father’s name.

You dare not speak to the monastery doctors, lest rumours of your weakness spread, lest they take the God-child away from you.

Instead, you dress in black and sneak into the town under cover of darkness.

The healer recognizes you anyway, but a heavy purse buys her silence.

You understand the magnitude of your affliction when she is fearful to tell you.

A sickness of the mind.

An erosion of the self.

Slow at first, but as inevitable as the tide, crashing against the shore of your being, dragging pebbles of memories away with it.

She has never seen it in one so young, she tells you. You do not feel young.

No cure. No way even to slow it down. The healer does not speak the words you know to be true – that the only one who could have helped you is gone. And that is your fault too. It is a twisted kind of justice, befitting the Scythe himself.

You stand in the rain for hours.

It would be better to die now. To end it before it strips all parts of you away. Before you lose the control you have so desperately clung to since you were that child beaten by his father in the square.

But that seed has taken root within you. And it demands to be fed.

Regret hangs heavy, a clock around your neck, ticking down the seconds.

Yours is a legacy of cruelty and death. There is no way to erase it. The streets are soaked with your blood.

But perhaps you can do one good thing.

You return to the monastery, and you look upon the child. You have an idea. A theory based on years of servitude which granted you closer access to a God than any man in history.

It is this:

The nature of the Vessels before the Gods awaken can impact the resulting God-folk. The Church operates on the basis of keeping the Vessels blank to encourage easy acclimatization. Death Himself demanded it of you.

The Church believes their doctrine ensures God-folk who are calm and controllable. But you stood in that square on Children’s Day, so you know this not to be true.

There is power in this child.

There is potential.

If he was led to positive emotions, if he was happy and sweet and avoided all dark or corrupted thoughts, like anger or hatred, then perhaps the God to emerge would not resemble the one you served.

More than anything, he must avoid fear. For you knew your master like no other, and you know what guided His hand on Children’s Day was not malice or disgust. It was fear. He was afraid. A cornered snake will bite.

You loved Him the day you met Him. You loved Him the day you swore to keep this child a clean slate. And you love Him now, the day you betray Him.

This child will not be a clean slate. You will not keep your promise to Death.

So, as he grows, you foster the good parts of this God-child. You break rule after rule. You smile at him. You encourage him to play. You sneak in biscuits and other delicious food. You find the things that bring him joy and surround him with them.

He adores plants so you build him a garden above the city, where the sun can catch the leaves. It is something you struggle to comprehend. How one God of Death could so loathe all things that grow, and his son adore them. But you cling to this difference. You buy every seed.

Some of the plants need hot climates or marshlands. They should die, but they grow anyway. Everything he plants grows.

Still, he slips into negativity. Fighting this tendency in him is the true challenge, rather than letting him embrace easy joy. At those points, the Scythe takes over.

You punish him when he cries. You discourage every negative thought. When you discover he loathes the darkness, you wield it as a weapon. You lock him in a room carved in the walls. He screams and begs and bangs his fists bloody, but you do not release him until he stills and smiles.

Next time he does not scream so hard. He learns quickly.

Every time his mood darkens you see echoes of his father, whispers of Death inside him. Bad thoughts are a sin, you tell him. Most of all, you teach him how to repress and distract. He is exceptionally good at both.

Still, you cannot touch him. There is a part of you that fears him.

You hold him at a distance. He is an experiment. Your life’s worth contained within a glass box. You are sure he loves you but you are not sure you can ever return it. You cannot see past the thing within him. You look upon the boy and see the beast from Children’s Day, slumbering within.

And yet. He is your only chance for one good thing.

They will kill you if they find out what you are doing. But your cruelty has inspired a unique kind of trust.

Your memory worsens, so you write everything down. You fill great tomes with notes and carry them around your person like a gospel. Nobody can realize your mind is failing. Nobody can know until the work is done. The cruelty will keep them away until they no longer fear you, so you continue to wield it.

You label your robes with the days of the week, and that works until you cannot recall days any more. So, you instead wear red every day. His colour. They think it is a statement of your loyalty to Death. You mask your betrayal with red lies.

You fear most that you will forget your mission. So every night you repeat the words over and over. They are your lullaby.

‘One good thing. One good thing.’

The fact the Vessel does not have a name makes it easier. One less thing to forget.

The memories blur. One day you forget to wear your glasses and you do not notice until someone comments on it. You pick up items – books and clothes and trinkets – that meant something once, but now you cannot recall what. The feeling nags.

Eventually, that nagging fades entirely. All that remains are items and faces you do not know, and snippets of memories of a cruel man you would do anything to forget. He lingers just outside your vision, a ghost haunting your every waking thought.

Moments slip like sand through your fingers.

The golden-haired boy tells you there is someone you both must see. He is insistent almost to the point of tears. He leads the way through the snow, his small hand in yours, anxious eyes upon you, helping you down icy steps.

He is wonderfully sweet, this boy.

He helps dress you. He reminds you to eat. He speaks to you excitedly for hours and hours, showing you things he has grown in his garden. He is the only person in the world who looks upon you kindly. Everyone else seems so cold. Why? You haven’t done anything to them.

One day you tell him his parents would be proud. He smiles and squeezes your hand. He never ever cries, this boy. Never frowns.

You warn him not to smile around your father. He’ll take it as a personal slight and beat you both black and blue.

In a moment of clarity, you remember enough to realize the other Ríonites should have noticed your condition by now. You should have been dragged away. But every night outside the walls you hear explosions, fighting and screaming in the streets.

This is the reason they have not realized. Their eyes are elsewhere. Something is brewing.

Raised voices.

The snap of wood of a broken door.

A child screaming.

The fire is here. It is in your room, and it is burning him. And you, more than anyone, know the scent of children burning.

Something stirs. Not a memory, an instinct. A need to protect. It rushes through you, bringing strength to withered muscles. You are a blaze of light and feeling.

The flames will not claim this one.

So, you do what you do best. You take up your blade and you swing.
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33 Room Three – The Calm Times

Hop could still smell the burning. The heat enveloped him as tears streamed down his face.

His father was gone.

Not an empty body. Not a floating mist. The bed was empty, and when he touched the sheets, they were bone cold.

Hop did not notice the growing shadow until it passed over him.

Death’s breathing was ragged, black hair swaying like the branches of a willow. ‘I will hunt him.’

Hop leaped up as the voice echoed all around him, shaking the very room.

‘I will torment him in every way a person can be tormented. In every life.’

Hop backed up. ‘Leave him alone.’

Death slammed a fist against the wall. The room lurched. ‘He swore to me! He said he was MINE. But he is nothing. NOTHING. A weapon diverting from its purpose. A scythe without an edge. I will melt him back to steel.’

Hop staggered as the floor swayed. ‘Stop it!’

Death’s face morphed. Not cold and mocking but beast-like, with dagger teeth and terrible fire in his eyes. ‘TRAITOR!’ The glass in the doors smashed inwards.

Hop screamed, taking cover behind the bed.

‘TRAITOR! TRAITOR! TRAITOR!’

Hop yanked back his sleeve. The mission had been replaced by a key. He had killed the traitor after all.

His father had promised Death that he would keep Hop a blank slate. Instead, he had broken every rule to make sure Hop was kind and good.

The Scythe had loved Death and betrayed him anyway.

He was a traitor. But not all traitors were terrible.

The room fell oddly still. White light seeped across the floor. Hop crawled out and followed it to the wall, to a panel concealing a hole large enough for a boy to climb inside.

As the light spread, it formed the shape of a door, and Hop had the key that would open it.

Death gasped ragged breaths, hair wild about his pale face. ‘I will have my revenge in blood.’

‘You won’t have anything,’ Hop said in a hushed voice. ‘I have friends to save.’

‘We will see.’

Death vanished into the darkness, but Hop knew he was not truly free of him. Would he ever be?

He needed to grab the others and get them through the door. He didn’t want to risk opening it before they were here. He glanced at his wrist. An hour to go. He had time. Hopefully.

It was night so they would all be locked in their rooms alone. Therefore he would need keys and . . .

That burning smell clagged in his throat. He could almost hear it – the crack of wood and roar of flames.

Hop rushed to the double doors leading out onto the balcony.

The world was on fire. A great sea of flame crawled ever closer to the monastery.

The first world had burned, and it seemed this one was fated to do the same. But it would not burn with his friends still in it.

He found his father’s robes, discarded on the floor, reclaimed the metal loop with the rainbow keys, and then ran from the room.

It was the dead of night, but the monastery was already beginning to wake. Raised, panicked voices echoed down the corridors as Hop ran.

He reached Bear’s room first. The mushroom key opened it instantly.

Bear was awake, staring out of his window, defeated.

‘The room at the top of the highest tower!’ Hop cried. ‘Go there, now!’

He was away before Bear could stammer a response. People flooded the corridor – acolytes in nightclothes blinking awake, panicked Fathers and Mothers swinging lanterns, light bouncing off the walls.

Amber’s room was next. She leaped up as he entered.

‘The room . . . at the top . . . tower . . .’ He clutched his chest. ‘Left out of the door . . . then follow the . . . left-hand wall. You need to go up the first two staircases you find.’

‘Did you get the door open?’

‘Sure did.’

‘Thank fuck for that.’

As Amber headed out, Hop caught her arm. ‘Can you get Thistle? He’s nearby: two right turns, the door with the moon engraved on it.’ He felt bad giving her this task, but he wasn’t sure Thistle would listen to him, let alone follow him after their last interaction. Bear would probably be terrified, and the twins would unleash chaos, so it had to be Amber.

She clutched her cane. ‘If I must.’

He handed her the moon key and they split up in the corridor.

The heat was becoming uncomfortable by the time he reached the twins’ room. Sweat poured from his forehead, stinging his eyes, though if that was from the fire or all the running Hop wasn’t sure.

He unlocked the leaf door and was immediately confronted with the pointy end of a sword.

‘What are you doing here?’ The Keeper stood before him, sword unsheathed and a face like iron. He must have made it to the room in the time Hop was rescuing Bear and Amber.

‘I-I’ve come to collect the Vessels,’ he said. ‘The Scythe told me because of the fire they need to go to the room at the top of the highest tower—’

‘If the Scythe has an order, he can tell me himself,’ he snapped. ‘These are my charges, and I won’t be handing them over to some nothing acolyte, no matter how much the Scythe favours him.’

Behind him, Sunny’s hand twitched towards a hidden blade, and Storm’s eyes said, Pretty please?

He gave a sharp nod.

The twins lunged. They dragged their Keeper to the floor. His sword clattered out of reach as Storm clambered on top of him and Sunny held his arms down with a terrifyingly serene expression.

‘Feel this!’ Storm laughed manically, pressing her bare hand against the man’s cheeks. ‘SKIN ON SKIN! SKIN ON SKIN!’

He screamed.

Sunny glanced over his shoulder with a sweet smile. ‘Permission to stab?’

‘A little ! Only a little! Get to the room at the top of the highest tower!’ Hop yelled, backing out of the door.

His calves were aching by the time he descended into the basement. The acolyte quarters were in complete chaos. Some were half-dressed and bleary-eyed, others were yelling, and the rest were sobbing.

‘I warned them! I told them—’

‘It’s her. She’s here.’

‘The Red Flame.’

Hop pushed through the jostling bodies, looking for the smallest one. She would be afraid. She would be hiding.

He flung open the clothing cabinets and found her nestled inside the third one. Little’s eyes were wide as she ran her hands down the scarred skin of her arms.

Hop reached out to her. ‘Come with me. I’m going to get you out of here.’

She stared warily at his hand, then finally her own smaller one clutched it.

The corridors were full of smoke. He wheezed as he climbed the stairs, Little on his back. He had tried to look for Spider-baby, but the hidey-hole in the bathroom was worryingly empty.

When he returned to his room, the others were already there. Storm looked very pleased with herself and Sunny was holding a handful of . . .

‘Is that human hair?’ Hop asked.

‘Can you have this conversation after you open the door and we all avoid burning to death?’ Amber demanded.

‘Right!’ He approached the glowing door and laid his palm upon it. ‘I’ve . . .’ He lowered his voice. ‘I’ve killed the traitor.’ He refused to contemplate the words. He tucked them away in the box with Death.

A distant click. The door opened with a creak to the darkness beyond.

‘Quickly, before the—’

A high-pitched scream. The sound of wood cracking.

A portion of the floor exploded. Dust rose up, drowning them in a grey haze. When it cleared, only a jagged hole remained where Hop’s bed had once stood, smoke rising through it.

‘W-W-What was . . .’ Bear began.

Out of the hole a tangle of thick hairy limbs emerged, followed by a round fat body, and atop that body was a head that looked suspiciously like the Scythe’s.

‘Spider-baby!’ Hop gasped.

‘How big is it?’ Amber scrambled back. ‘Because it sounded like the bloody floor just got obliterated. HOW BIG IS IT?’

‘I’m not sure you want the answer to that,’ Sunny said at the same time as Storm exclaimed, ‘IT’S FECKING MASSIVE!’

He had grown an awful lot on Hop’s blood. He was big enough for Hop to ride.

Bear shrieked and swerved out of the way as Spider-baby scurried across the floor and squeezed his giant body through the doorway.

The children stared.

‘Okay, you next,’ Hop said to the twins.

‘His leg was as big as me!’ Storm said, rushing to the door with her brother in tow. ‘I bet he could crush all my enemies’ skulls!’ They disappeared into the darkness.

‘I don’t think Dolores w-w-will be happy . . .’ Bear seemed more fearful of her than Spider-baby as he inched through the door, Little’s hand clutching his.

‘Come on, Amber,’ Hop said, rubbing her back. ‘I promise Spider-baby won’t hurt you. He likes blood but only through a bottle.’ Probably.

‘How about we let Thistle through first, eh?’

‘Thistle—’ Hop’s voice caught as he glanced around the empty room. ‘Where is he?’

Amber turned. ‘Is he not here?’

‘No . . .’ Panic churned Hop’s gut. ‘He’s not here, Amber!’

‘I went to his room!’ she snapped. ‘I unlocked the door and told the miserable arsehole to follow me. He said he was right behind.’

Smoke filled the room, drifting up from the crater in the centre of it. The soles of Hop’s shoes began to warm.

‘We have time,’ he pressed. ‘I should be able to get him and bring him back here.’

‘Hop,’ she said softly. ‘There won’t be a door when you return. There won’t even be a monastery.’

It would burn. Just like this world.

He licked his dry lips. Why hadn’t Thistle come?

‘We need to go. Now,’ Amber said.

Hop flinched as something thudded in the corridor. The fire was here, and there was no world where Amber would go through that door without him.

He took her hand. ‘Okay. We’ll go through. Together.’

‘I’m sorry. I could have sworn he was with me.’

Hop squeezed her hand. ‘I’m sorry too.’ Then he pushed her through the doorway.

‘No! Wai—’ Her voice cut off as the darkness swallowed her.

Hop ran in the opposite direction. He would not leave Thistle to burn.

When he opened the skull door, it was to a wall of fire. He leaped through it.

It was impossible to avoid the flames, so Hop steeled himself and walked through them. Every breath was agony. The hot smoke burned on the way down. It clawed at his throat, his eyes, every part of him that it touched. Tears sizzled on his cheeks.

His skin burned, peeled and blistered, then knitted back together as quickly as it had been ruined. Burned and mended. Over and over as he dragged his exhausted body through the fire.

As he passed charred bodies on the floor, the blue-green mists of their souls sang out to him in turn. He felt their pleas. Their need for him to touch them. To tell their stories. To be seen.

You were five when Remedy eased all your pains. You swore to serve Her since—

You do not know who dropped you on the doorstep of the monastery, but you remember their scent—

You are not allowed to love him, you know this. You tell him this as you sneak kisses in quiet corridors under cover of darkness.

Hop resisted diving in deeper. But it was becoming more difficult, like dragging himself against a swift current. But there was someone living who needed his help first. Later. He would help these lost souls later. If there was a later.

The fire tore at his skin as he pushed onwards. There were no bodies any more, no distant screams. He was alone. Everyone else was dead.

‘Not alone. Keep going, Bunny.’

Thistle’s corridor was still ablaze, but as Hop reached the moon door, he froze.

Leaking out beneath the closed door was utter blackness. It crept across the floor like a shadow. Like spilled ink upon parchment. Even the fire could not touch it.

Hop’s arms locked at his side. Fear snaked around his core, holding his body hostage.

‘You can do this. He needs you.’

Skully was right: if Hop didn’t help Thistle, nobody would. He turned the handle and went inside.

It was an empty void. The light hung strangely – muted and grey. Particles of dust drifted, lacklustre.

It was a place of absence. Of lack. The final breath of the end of a universe.

In the centre sat Thistle, curled into a ball, hands pressed to his ears, whispering beneath his breath. At a distance there was a body. His Keeper, Lorcan, lay motionless, his neck twisted at a strange angle, eyes black.

Hop went to his side. ‘Thistle?’

He muttered beneath his breath, ‘He’s here. He’s here. He’s here.’

‘It’s only me. It’s Hop.’

His face was sweat-slick and pale. ‘Why are you here? Amber said you completed the mission. You should be gone.’

‘Not without you.’ Hop held out his hand.

‘I can’t.’

‘Yes, you can! Just take my hand and we’ll get out of here.’ He wasn’t sure exactly how they were meant to do that, but that could be dealt with later.

Thistle’s gaze fell. ‘You don’t get it. It doesn’t matter how far I run. How many doors I go through. I can’t escape this.’

The body on the floor moved. Hop fell back as it twitched and jerked to life. Lorcan swayed ungainly to his feet, staring them down.

‘Father Lorcan?’ Hop whispered.

His head cracked back, mouth open. Inside there was darkness as thick as the shadows at Thistle’s door. It flooded from his mouth, covering his body, changing his body. His limbs grew longer and wider; his height doubled, then tripled.

He was not human any more. He was a creature of nightmares. Fear itself made flesh.

He moved towards the boys with lurching steps, arms swinging back and forth like twin pendulums. There was a new stench in the air, but it did not fit how terrible this lumbering beast was to behold. It smelled like freshly baked scones. Sweet and crumbly. Too sweet.

Lorcan grunted, a low animalistic sound.

‘Run!’ Hop yelled, but as he went to rise, thick tendrils bled out of the floor, looping around his legs and arms like the roots of a tree, not green, but black as night. As black as darkness.

Darkness.

‘Thistle!’ Hop cried. ‘I think it’s you. I think it’s your – Darkness’s – power. You’re controlling it!’

Thistle stared up at the burly creature that was once his Keeper as it loomed over him.

‘Thistle! You need to—’

Lorcan lunged, slamming Thistle against the floor. The nightmare held down his shoulders, pinning his legs with its knees. Its free hand went to Thistle’s mouth, forcing it open with thick fingers.

‘Stop it!’ Hop flailed against his bonds. ‘Leave him alone!’

What was it even doing? Hop had expected it to try and eat him, like the haunts. But its hand travelled down Thistle’s body, tearing at his clothes. It tugged at the buttons on his trousers, then slid its fingers inside the garment.

Then two words that seemed to echo from everywhere in this void of a place, dark and guttural: Good boy.

Something deep inside Hop recoiled as if he’d just walked that battlefield of corpses again. This was wrong. Terribly wrong.

Thistle lay limply, his eyes glazed over as if his soul had drifted from his body in a blue haze like the others. He looked exactly like he did when Hop discovered him strapped to the bed.

Hop’s body went cold.

This had happened before. His Keeper had done this before.

Cathal’s strange words returned to him, the words that had changed Lorcan’s kindly face to something dark and unfamiliar: ‘You’re good at handling boys, Pa.’

Then Thistle’s, which he had screamed at Hop when he untied him from the bed: ‘I want to tear off my fucking skin, so I stop smelling like him!’

Hop tore at the roots at his wrists, yanking with every ounce of energy that remained.

More figures skulked out of the corners of the room. Identical hulking Lorcans draped in shadows. They lurched towards Thistle.

‘Let me go! NOW!’ Hop roared. The tendrils fell away instantly.

He rushed across the floor, tearing through the nightmares as they jostled around Thistle. He fought his way through, wrapping his arms around the boy.

‘They’re not real,’ Hop said. ‘They’re in your head. The darkness is coming from you. From your fear. They’re not real, and they can’t hurt you.’

‘He is real,’ Thistle whispered. ‘What he did was real.’

Cold fingers tugged at Hop’s hair, moist breath whispered on his neck, hands grasped his chest. The overpowering sweet scent made him want to vomit.

‘You have to stop thinking about it. You need to put that fear in a box in your head. Nail it shut,’ Hop pleaded as fingertips trailed along his spine. ‘When I’m scared, I think about flowers. I think about my father’s smile. Focus on something good instead. Please.’

Thistle’s eyes met his. ‘I can’t be what you want me to be.’

‘What?’

‘I am not what you want me to be, Hop. I’m not sweet or kind or innocent. I can’t smile when all I want to do is scream. And I can’t bury all the bad things and pretend everything’s fine. It’s not fine!’ he shrieked, tears streaming as he pulled away from Hop. ‘I’m not fine.’

‘I’ll help you move past—’

‘I can’t move past it. I can’t make them disappear, no matter how much I want to. They’re part of me. And the more you say they aren’t, the more I try to push them down, the more it burns. I’m burning from the inside!’

More figures emerged. Dark and huge and terrible like their twins. They gathered around the boys, a mass of writhing bodies, hands groping, heavy breaths, muttered words.

‘Locking my fear in a box doesn’t make him go away,’ Thistle said. ‘It just makes him more terrifying. It gives him power.’

Hop’s chest ached. He wanted to grab Thistle and flee from the terror surrounding them. He wanted to tear the skin of his thumb and submerge into the pain. He wanted to find the good.

But that was not what Thistle needed.

So Hop clasped his friend’s hand and said, ‘I’m sorry it happened. It was a terrible thing. And I’m here, and will always be here, if you want to talk about any terrible thing.’

Thistle looked at Hop, his pupils large and dark. ‘You mean it?’

Hop nodded. ‘Anytime.’

Thistle shuddered. ‘I’m weak.’

‘Nuh-uh. I knew it from the moment I saw you – you’re a fighter. It’s why I named you Thistle; they’re all spiky, which makes it difficult to get near them, but they’re such strong plants! They grow anywhere, overcome all the difficult terrain.’

Thistle went still. ‘Why did you come back here? Why does someone so perfect waste their time on someone so broken?’

‘I’m not perfect, and you’re not . . .’ His words drifted at Thistle’s glare. ‘Okay, so you’re broken. But I’m not afraid of that. It just means there are more parts of you to love.’

Thistle fell into Hop’s chest, sobbing. Hop didn’t tell him that tears were an evil. Instead, Hop held him and let him cry.

Hop knew Thistle’s anger. He had felt the sharp edge of his rage. But he had never expected Thistle to be able to face this sadness. The same sadness Hop was so adept at avoiding, which his own father had feared so terribly he had locked him in the darkness to escape it. But this skinny boy in his arms, sobbing and broken, confronted it head on.

‘I think you’re the bravest person I know,’ Hop said.

He felt a sudden warmth from his core. At first, he thought the fire had finally found them, but when he looked down, it was not flames he saw.

It was light. Light pouring out from where they sat, streaming across the darkness in waves, like a heartbeat.

Thistle looked up. ‘How are you doing that?’

‘It’s not me.’

Thistle stared down at his chest. The light was coming from him. He stood, staggering on unsteady legs as he faced his monsters. ‘I know you will never leave me. But I am fed up of checking for your shadow in dark rooms. I am tired of whispering your name like a curse. It is not a curse. It’s just a name. And I am so exhausted of always looking away from you.’

Light flooded the room. The creatures shrieked as it stripped the darkness away. They had been using it like a cloak. But now they stood exposed in the light. Thistle studied their pale forms, their gaping gummy mouths, their wrinkled hands, their hungry eyes.

‘I see you,’ he said. ‘I see every inch of you.’

Hop watched the way the light curved around Thistle’s face, how it highlighted the shadows nestling beneath the blades of his cheekbones.

It made perfect sense – only a boy who knew shadows intimately, who knew the terrible extent of darkness, would also know exactly how to wield the power of light.
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34 Room Three – The Calm Times

Thistle’s moon door was gone, and their escape route with it. There was still time on Hop’s wrist, maybe forty minutes, but that time was worthless when they had no way out.

They were stuck here. So, Hop told Thistle everything he had learned over the past few days – well, nearly everything. He left out the whole him being Death’s Vessel nastiness.

The monsters were still there; they lingered at a distance, their hungry eyes upon Thistle, bodies twitching.

‘You hate them, don’t you?’ Thistle said. ‘You want them gone.’

‘Not if they take you with them. I want them here if they’re yours.’

Thistle’s lips quirked.

‘I was thinking . . .’ Hop traced a finger along the ground. ‘I know you’re Darkness’s Vessel, but you’re not all Darkness. You’re not all light either. I think you’re both.’

Thistle stared down at his hands. ‘It doesn’t make sense. There isn’t a God of Light.’

‘I’ve been thinking about that too!’ Hop scooted closer. ‘Sunny controlled water, but he’s meant to be Flame, the God of Fire. And I thought his symbol was a raindrop, but my father was so sure it was a flame.’

‘Your . . . ?’

‘What if the powers of the Gods manifest differently depending on who the Vessel is?’

Thistle blinked. ‘I don’t—’

‘The first time I saw your symbol I thought maybe it was a sun. But it’s not a moon or a sun. I think it’s both! All the symbols could be interpreted differently.’

‘Please breathe.’

Hop took a gulping breath.

Thistle turned away. ‘I shouldn’t’ve been able to use that power. You said when the creepy twin did it, he almost summoned his God.’

Hop still couldn’t forget the feeling of Sunny’s hand around his throat, the cries of ‘Traitor!’ He tapped his chin. ‘Maybe it’s because you’re so strong.’

‘I’m not strong.’

‘But it makes sense, after everything you’ve gone through, that it would make you—’

‘No. You don’t understand.’ Thistle turned back sharply. ‘All my suffering, my trauma, didn’t make me a better person. Suffering doesn’t do that. All it does is make people suffer. There’s no scale to be balanced. Suffering’s just suffering. And trauma’s just trauma.’

Thistle was right – Hop didn’t understand. There had to be some positive to it, some good to find, or the world would be a very sad place indeed. ‘Well, at least it made you you. And I like you. A lot.’

‘Fair warning – I’ll destroy you if you keep saying shite like that.’

‘What are you going to do, shine light in my eyes?’ Hop snickered. ‘I hope Spider-baby is okay. I know the others aren’t keen on him.’ Hop imagined them catching him, putting him in a cage, or maybe a big pot to cook. ‘Please, let him be okay.’

Thistle knocked his shoulder against Hop’s. ‘You’re a very unique person.’

‘Everyone’s unique.’

‘Not like you.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I thought you were just trying to show off with your dramatics in the second room. But that’s two times now you’ve saved my life. Two times you’ve risked your own to do it, when I’ve been nothing but cruel to you. I might have to admit that the world contains one good person.’

Hop beamed. ‘It has more than one.’

Thistle watched his monsters. ‘Maybe the world is not all terrible things.’

‘It definitely isn’t.’

‘I wish I could see it through your eyes,’ Thistle said softly. ‘I wish I could see the good.’

‘You can!’

‘We’ve lost our exit. We’re stuck here until we starve or something comes to finish us off,’ he said bitterly. ‘There’s no world out there for us to see.’

Hop leaned towards him. ‘Then we should think about the wonderful things we’ve already seen. Glowing flowers and dancing with fireflies!’

Thistle’s brow furrowed. ‘I wasn’t there with you. I didn’t get to dance with fireflies.’

‘Then let’s do it now,’ Hop said.

‘How? There’s no fireflies here.’

‘Can’t you see them? They’re everywhere !’ Hop pretended to catch one, then wriggled his nose, as if another had landed on it. He sprang up, waving his arms. ‘Come on, catch them!’

Thistle stared. ‘You’ve finally lost it.’

Hop did feel a little silly, but Thistle was smiling, so he continued darting about, catching ‘fireflies’.

A hand closed around his wrist. A strange tingly sensation sparked where Thistle had touched him.

‘Put your hands together like this.’ Thistle cupped his hands, and Hop copied him. ‘Now, close your eyes.’ As he did, a strange feeling passed over Hop’s body, like a ripple of warm wind. ‘Open.’

The room was pitch black. ‘Th-Thistle?’

‘Open your hands, loser.’

Hop opened them. A lone dot of warm yellow light drifted up. The soft glow illuminated the space between them, skimming all the lovely angles of Thistle’s face.

Hop wanted to tell him that he was amazing. Perhaps the most amazing person he’d ever met. But for some reason even the thought of saying that was hugely embarrassing.

‘You got nothing to say? One firefly not good enough?’

A flurry of lights streamed from Hop’s hands, fluttering in his hair. He laughed and twirled. When he stopped spinning, Thistle was staring at him intensely.

‘What?’

He scratched his neck. ‘It’s just . . . you smiled.’

‘I smile all the time!’

‘I meant a real smile.’

A chill swept up Hop’s arms. He felt suddenly exposed. He had worked so hard to perfect his flawless smile, the smile that delivered him out of the dark room, but Thistle had instantly spotted the difference. His father would be appalled.

‘It’s okay, you know,’ Thistle said. ‘To not smile all the time.’

Hop bit his lip. He had to smile because within him there lay something so terrible that one bad thought could summon him and risk countless lives. Hop had to be good, he had to be perfect, or his father’s sacrifice was for nothing.

Thistle and the others could never know that he was the one who had hurt them, the one who carried that monster from the battlefield within him. ‘I . . . I don’t . . .’

A snapping noise.

‘What was that?’ Thistle asked.

‘Maybe the others have come for—’

Thistle’s hand closed over Hop’s mouth. A shape shifted in the black space beyond. It was humanoid, but it trembled constantly, every motion accompanied by a dull rattle.

It was entirely red. From the long veil covering its face, to its bone-like arms and legs. Even the sword it dragged behind it was red.

Only when Hop caught its scent did he realize what all that red was – blood.

It was a thing of bone and blood. No flesh or muscle or skin. Its white bones were smeared red, from the tips of its fingers to its cloven feet.

‘A haunt . . .’ Thistle breathed, his hand falling away. ‘It’s okay. They only attack the Vessel of the God-folk they used to be. And we already met mine. This must be Storm’s or maybe Bear’s.’

The thing rattled closer. The bones of its limbs were not complete pieces, or even matching pieces; every section looked as if it had been assembled from a thousand different bones from a thousand different souls, fused unnaturally together.

Strangest of all were the bones atop its head, upon which the veil hung. They stood upright, long and jagged. They almost looked animal. They almost looked like the ears of a . . .

‘Bunny,’ Hop whispered.

A blaze of red. Then pain.

The haunt was upon him, as heavy as all the souls that had died to form it. He lost all the air in his lungs.

The veil hung over Hop’s face, filling his mouth with blood-sodden fabric. At his ear, the crunch and snap of bones.

This was Death’s haunt. This one only wanted Hop.

‘They’re driven by one innate desire – to regain the power they lost.’

Hop wanted to say that it could have it. Take all the power. He didn’t want any of it.

A sharp jab of pain in his side made his entire body ring. Teeth tore at his flesh.

‘Fight, Bunny!’

Hop drew his knee up and managed to force it between the haunt and his own stomach. Then he kicked out with all his might.

The haunt flew back. Hop scrambled on to all fours. He was soaked with blood; it was in his eyes, his nose, the bitter metallic taste staining his tongue. He wiped his eyes furiously, spluttering for breath.

Thistle was standing at a distance, eyes fixed on Hop, mouth ajar.

Hop saw the wheels in his head turn, remembering what Hop had said about all the Vessels and their respective Gods. He saw the moment he lined the pieces up.

And Hop saw his hesitation.

Death slunk out behind Thistle. ‘I told you. They’ll all abandon you when they discover the truth of what you are.’

Pain erupted in his stomach. The haunt was upon him. Sharp gnashing teeth pierced his skin, tearing it away from the muscle beneath. He was going to be eaten. Consumed by the sins of past lives, by all that ravenous trauma. His vision blurred.

He wished he could have seen the others one last time. Held Amber’s hand once more.

Death’s hand upon his shoulder, almost soft, almost gentle. ‘It’s okay, Buttercup. Go back inside your box. I’ll take it from here, my son.’

Hop wanted, so very badly, to hide in the box.

Light. Sudden beautiful, blinding light.

The thing of blood and bone reared back with a screech, as if the light itself was poison.

‘Fuck off, you bag of mulch!’ Thistle screamed. With one final blast of light, the haunt fled into the darkness, leaving bloody smears in its wake.

Thistle tugged Hop’s robes up to his stomach. He let out a choked breath. ‘It’s . . . everywhere. So much blood. I can’t see!’

‘Go back inside. Away from all the pain.’ Death’s face appeared in Hop’s vision, his eyes ravenous. When he smiled, his teeth were red with blood.

Hop squirmed as Thistle removed his undergarments, sending another lance of fire across his stomach. ‘Help me! He’s going to get me!’

‘It’s okay,’ Thistle soothed, pressing his hands to the oozing wounds. ‘It’s not here any more.’

‘He’s always here,’ Hop whispered, as Death slunk away.

Thistle cleaned the blood from Hop’s body, ripping fabric from his own clothes to stem the bleeding. When Hop cried out, he pushed the hair from his eyes and whispered calming words.

It was nice. It reminded Hop of other soft hands. Of other tender touches. Warm on a cold night.

No. That wasn’t right. He’d never been touched tenderly, not even by his father. He’d never been touched at all.

‘You’ll be grand. It’s already healing.’ Thistle drew back, wincing.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘I just – sorry – I only took them off to check for wounds. I didn’t mean to . . . I didn’t know you were missing a body part too . . .’

Hop had never seen him so lost for words.

Thistle knocked his palm against his head. ‘Shite. I should have realized when you crouched to pee. I just thought you were being weird, not that you don’t have a dick.’

A wave of nausea swept over Hop’s body.

‘For a second I thought you were a girl, but you don’t have the parts they usually have either and . . .’ Thistle cleared his throat. ‘Anyway, it’s all healed up; the haunt didn’t do any damage down there. They must have cut it off a while ago. Before we got here, like the rest of us, I’m guessing?’

Hop hadn’t realized something was missing because he never knew there was meant to be something there.

But now he was sure of it. He remembered having something down there.

Thistle shifted closer. ‘It’s all right. It’s fucked up. Beyond fucked up. But it happened to all of us.’

No. That wasn’t right. Hop had been the one doing the cutting; he didn’t remember turning the blade on himself. Besides, it didn’t fit the myth of Death demonstrating his power over the others, and his father had confirmed the body of Death’s Vessel remained intact.

Then who had mutilated him? And why?

‘Did you hide it from us because you realized which God-folk you had in you?’

‘If you knew I was Death’s Vessel, why did you save me?’

Thistle sighed. ‘You say that as if you haven’t done the same for me twice.’ He swallowed hard. ‘I thought about letting the haunt take you. I was going to let it. That was my first instinct. That was what I had to get past before I saved you.’

Hop didn’t blame him. Not for one moment.

‘But you didn’t have any hesitation, did you?’

‘Of course not. You’re my friend. But you shouldn’t have saved me. I’m His Vessel, Thistle.’

‘Ach, Hop.’ Thistle threw up his hands. ‘So you have a psycho parasite God inside you, so what? Join the club.’

‘But he’s the worst one,’ Hop whispered. ‘He says the most terrible things. His bloodlust demands suffering.’

Thistle looked to him. ‘You hear Death?’

‘You don’t hear Darkness? You said in your room that you can’t get his voice out of your head.’

‘Lorcan’s.’ Thistle shivered. ‘I’ve never heard Darkness.’

Hop’s gut lurched. ‘Then why can I hear Death, see him?’

‘This is my labyrinth. It’s imbued with my power. Are you so foolish as to not understand that being here gives me strength?’

‘Listen, we’re both fucked. That’s established. But we’re not . . . we’re not them. You sure as hell aren’t Death. You’re the opposite. It just took me a few moments to realize it.’

Hop wanted to believe that. But Thistle didn’t know what Hop had done. The bloodlust he fought to resist. ‘My father said the same. At the end.’

Thistle’s eyes narrowed. ‘You keep talking about your father.’

‘Oh! The Scythe is my father. In every way that matters.’

‘The Scythe?’

‘The tall man in red who came with me into your room the first time, and again when you hurt yourself. Blond hair. Glasses?’

Thistle leaned back on his hands. ‘Nobody was with you when you came into my room.’

‘Yes, he was. Right next to me. He asked you who hurt you.’ But now Hop thought of it, Thistle hadn’t responded to the Scythe’s questions. ‘Did you really never see anyone with me?’

‘No. You were always alone. I did think some of the conversations you had when you came in were kind of weird but . . . I wasn’t exactly in the right headspace anyway.’

Hop’s ears rang. He wasn’t sure why Thistle wouldn’t be able to see his father. But the knowledge sat uneasily in his gut, like difficult-to-digest food.

Thistle tapped his fingers against the ground. ‘Death’s the master of this place, right?’

‘Dolores said as much.’

‘Then maybe you have some power here too.’

Hop flinched. ‘I don’t think it works like that.’

Thistle rose, pacing. ‘If the labyrinth bends to his will, why can’t it bend to yours? You have his power.’

‘I don’t have any power!’ Hop stood to face him. ‘I don’t want anything to do with his power.’

Thistle’s arms dropped. ‘I get it. But we’re gonna die in here otherwise. Can’t you at least try? Why don’t you try summoning up a door?’

Hop’s mouth went dry. Thistle’s imploring eyes were upon him, tearing through his defences. That was quite a dangerous power Thistle held, and nothing to do with Darkness.

‘O-Okay . . .’ Hop said, heart hammering. ‘I’ll try. But just promise me – if this works, please don’t tell the others about . . . me.’

Thistle sighed. ‘They won’t give a shite. They’re all Vessels too.’

‘Promise me,’ he said strongly. Because Thistle had not seen the fear in Bear’s eyes at the prospect of one of them being Death. They would all want to discuss it. And he still couldn’t look directly at this horrible truth, let alone talk about it.

Most of all, Thistle didn’t know Hop was the one who had mutilated them all. Who had woken covered in blood. Who had clearly given in to that animal hunger lingering beneath the surface, as all Vessels of Death were doomed to. To cut. To maim. To kill.

They could never know.

‘Fine. I promise. Even though it’s daft.’

Hop closed his eyes. A door. He just needed a door. Simple.

He tried to visualize a door emerging from the darkness, glowing with light. A door to his friends. To safety.

Hop breathed out slowly. He thought of the Hollow Place, of the walls and floors, the rooms, and all the spaces within them. He thought of doors that led to realities, to snippets of lives, echoes of souls. He thought of the memories infused within every inch of this place. Even here, on the edge of existence.

Then he felt it. A tug. Like a fish caught on a line.

The labyrinth was a ball of clay. Malleable. Tangible. He just had to mould it.

Something swept over him – a cold spreading from his core to the tips of his fingers, as lonely as the grave.

‘You called, Buttercup?’ Death’s face appeared before him, eyes wild and hungry. His hands, all too real, closed around Hop’s throat.

Hop shrieked and fell to his knees. He tried to pull Death’s hands away, before realizing they were his own, and he had no control of them. The room spun.

New hands upon his, dragging them away from his throat. Hop gasped a lungful of air.

Thistle crouched before him, hands locked around Hop’s wrists, pale and shaking. ‘Are you all right? You were strangling yourself.’

‘Not me,’ Hop whispered, his eyes growing wet. ‘Him.’

‘For a second it seemed to be work—’

‘I can’t do it. All I feel is him.’

He was utterly weak. Thistle had done it – he had summoned the power of Gods without being overcome. Hop fell on all fours, fighting the urge to sob. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t do it. I can’t save us.’

‘It’s okay.’

‘It felt like the whole world was rot and decay. That it was dead and empty and cold . . .’ His breath caught. ‘And worst of all, there were no flowers. Nothing green or living.’

‘Thanks for trying, all the same. Guess we’re stuck here then.’ Thistle glanced over the space, at the fireflies, and his monsters beyond. His next words were as fragile as an orchid: ‘I just thought it might be cool to see real fireflies with you.’

A great swell of sadness dashed against Hop’s core. It wasn’t just himself he had failed. Thistle had endured everything Hop had, but without a father to look after him, to foster the things he loved, to bring him seeds and teach him how to smile. He’d only had a man who took from him – his body, his innocence, his belief in good.

And despite all that, all he wanted was to see fireflies.

Hop glanced at his arm. The hand was millimetres away from the skull. They had less than a minute before the clock ran out.

Thistle would see fireflies if it was the last thing Hop did. ‘Maybe I can’t use his power, but if Death’s master of this place, then he does have power here.’ And a loyal servant. Hop’s limbs ached as he stood. ‘Dolores!’ he yelled. His voice sounded so small, swallowed by the vastness of the place. ‘I know you can hear me! I’m speaking to you as . . .’

Thistle nodded.

‘. . . as the one who carries Death within him. In his absence, I’m speaking to you as . . . his representative.’

‘As Death!’ Thistle cut straight to the point.

‘The rules of the game are clear. We must complete the task and go through the door in the time limit. I completed your task, and opened the door, and there’s still time left.’ He thrust his arm forward. ‘But the door is gone. We’re stuck here and the monastery has burned to the ground. It’s impossible for us to pass through it. The room is broken.’

Silence.

‘You owe us one door out of here.’

More silence. A heaviness pressed in around him. Then a great blazing arch cut through the air in the shape of a door.

‘Badass.’ Thistle smiled. ‘Now ask for cake.’

A part of Hop hated that it had worked, that he had wielded his power, if indirectly. But a greater part of him, seeing the way Thistle’s smile made the corners of his eyes crinkle wonderfully, didn’t care. ‘I promise when we’re out of here, I’ll get you fireflies and cake.’






[image: ]

35 Respite Room

‘Dolores!’ Hop threw his arms around her. ‘Thank you thank you thank you!’

‘My old bones are not equipped for demonstrations of physical love.’ She nipped at his neck until he released her.

They had emerged in the bedroom, with its untidy desk, sprawling pages of notes and pot plants.

‘I did not summon the door out of the goodness of my soul, or heaven forbid, any “fondness” I may or may not bear for you,’ she said, preening her feathers. ‘It was for two reasons only. Firstly, you somehow broke the room and made passing through the door impossible. At one point the door was right in front of you, child, yet you neglected to use it. What immense stupidity inspired such a choice?’

Hop glanced at Thistle, who was very much not looking at Hop. ‘I couldn’t leave Thistle alone.’ He couldn’t see Thistle’s monsters any more, but Hop knew, like the monster in his own head, he carried them always.

Dolores raised Thistle’s chin with her cane.

‘Remove that stick, unless you want it shoved somewhere unpleasant,’ he growled.

‘This one? Truly?’ Dolores asked Hop.

‘Yup! We’re like best friends now!’

‘Ach, steady on,’ Thistle muttered.

She lowered the cane with a sigh. ‘What tiresome beings you humans are.’

‘What was the second reason?’ Thistle asked.

She cast a wary gaze at the door. ‘I feared the young mistress would destroy all my worldly possessions had I left you there.’

Hop giggled. ‘Amber was cross?’

‘Cross is a polite way of putting it. She was inconsolable, young master.’

Young master.

Dolores had been calling him that since he awoke here. She had known who Hop was from the start. Now, the name pierced him like a blade of ice.

‘What about the third reason – the whole Hop-being-master-of-this-place thing?’ Thistle said casually.

She whacked her cane into Thistle’s stomach. ‘Do you believe any idiot who happens to spurt from my master’s divine seed can simply become ruler of this place?’

Thistle shuddered. ‘Never say “divine seed” again. While you’re at it, never say “spurt”.’

‘My master left very clear instructions.’ She eyed Hop while continuing to whack Thistle. ‘There are no exceptions even for his own Vessel.’

Thistle grabbed the stick. ‘That’s bollocks. He’s Death. You should open a path to the Bone Door right now. He created the bloody thing.’

Hop wished Thistle would stop talking.

Dolores’s head turned 180 degrees to stare Thistle down. ‘Do you presume to know more of this realm than I, little Godling?’

‘N-No . . . but—’

‘Then I advise silence.’

Hop stepped between them. ‘If you don’t mind, I have some questions.’

She spread her wings. ‘Ask away, young master.’

‘We’re in the Hollow Place, right?’

‘Is that what they’re calling it now?’ She tutted. ‘Awful name. But yes, that is where you are.’

‘I saw a memory of it in the last room. A black slice cut out of the ocean.’

‘That is how the Hollow Place manifests physically in the mortal realm. But it exists on an entirely different plane of existence, one that humans enter when they get too close, or look upon it for too long.’

‘It was used to punish heretics. A man was cast inside, alive.’

‘It has been used for that purpose in recent eras, yes.’ Did he sense a tinge of disapproval in her voice? ‘But its primary purpose has always been to draw in souls after they leave their mortal forms.’

‘Then why would the Vessels be here?’ he asked. ‘We’re not heretics.’

Thistle’s head shot up. ‘Are we dead?’

Dolores delivered a hard crack of the cane across his shins. ‘Did that feel like you’re dead?’

‘Stop hitting me!’

‘No, you are not dead. It is exceptionally difficult to kill God-folk.’ She lowered her cane. ‘But I also cannot tell you why you are here, for I do not know.’

‘So, everyone we’ve been talking to here, they’re all dead? They’re ghosts?’ Hop asked.

‘Yes, and no,’ she said. ‘They are memories, echoes of lives that were, from all the people that have entered this place. They imprint on it as they pass through. Like fingerprints on a wall.’

‘So they are ghosts.’ Thistle shrugged. ‘We’ve been talking to ghosts.’

‘No!’ she squawked. ‘You’ve been talking to memories. Memories are not ghosts. Ghosts are the remnants of a human soul. The part that lingers after the body dies. Humans, or even precocious little Godlings, cannot see ghosts. They exist in the realm of my master, lingering between worlds; only he and his creations can see them. That includes the memories here.’

Hop’s head shot up. ‘Only Death can see ghosts?’

‘Correct.’

‘My father was in the last room – not Death – a man who looked after me. I spoke with him; so did other people – memories – but Thistle didn’t see him.’

She scratched her chin with a talon. ‘That is likely related to your being Death’s “Vessel”. There are souls here too, ghosts as you call them, unable to move on. Often something keeps them tethered: an unfinished task, or some regret. If the other Godlings were unable to see this “father” of yours, but you and the memories were, it’s likely he was one such soul.’

‘So my father is . . .’ His words stuck. ‘He’s dead.’ Before Hop even ‘killed’ him, the Scythe had died in the ‘real’ world and his soul had ended up here. What had Hop done to him then, when he vanished from that bed? And how did he die to begin with?

‘Yes, I’d say that’s exceedingly likely, considering how terminal it is to a person’s health when their soul is separated from their body.’

‘It doesn’t make sense,’ Hop said. ‘He should have been older. Weaker. His sickness would have set in.’ He had seen a glimpse of that, at the end, that frail old man in the bed.

She leaned on her cane. ‘Often ghosts manifest appearances which are more comforting to them. Or when something significant occurred in their lives. Sometimes souls can repress memories, especially painful ones. Some forms make that process easier.’

‘My father didn’t repress memories. They were taken from him by that horrible disease. He didn’t even recognize me. Apart from at the end when I . . .’ Tears prickled his eyes.

‘He is no longer here,’ she said softly. ‘The souls that wander this place are able to pass on once whatever tethers them is dealt with. What happened between you allowed him to move on.’

My one good thing.

Perhaps his father was unable to pass on until he knew that Hop was safe. But Hop didn’t feel safe, because somehow his father had died and ended up here. And he had woken in the same place, covered in blood.

Hop pushed the thought away. The idea that he had hurt his father was too terrible to contemplate.

‘You wouldn’t do that, Bunny.’

Hop wasn’t sure what he would do. ‘If you say so . . .’

‘I do say so!’ Dolores chirped.

‘He wasn’t talking to you. He was talking to that skull,’ Thistle sighed.

Hop looked up. ‘Is Skully a ghost too? Is that why I can hear them, but nobody else can?’

‘Unlikely. There is a very good reason souls disconnect from their bodies upon death. While attached to their mortal forms, souls relive the moments of their death, and the ones shortly following it, over and over. This is both painful and incredibly distressing. Most detach immediately. Such an existence would be a halfway house between the physical body and the disembodied soul. Neither a ghost, nor living. I’ve never encountered such a thing.’

‘So . . . if a person was talking to a skull and heard it talking back—’

‘They are probably just a raving fool.’

Hop stared down at Skully.

‘Don’t ask me.’

There was something else that had been bothering him. ‘Why did the memories in that room not recognize me as a Vessel?’

‘Peculiar indeed.’ Dolores hummed. ‘I cannot say for certain in this circumstance, but there is an extent to the power of memories’ recognition. The memories will try to make sense of the information they are given and react accordingly, to maintain the integrity of the labyrinth and the rooms. Did you behave in ways unlike a Vessel?’

Hop tried to think back to when he entered the Calm Times room. ‘They first believed I was an acolyte because I spoke both languages.’ And he had a name now. Also, unlike the others, he didn’t flinch at human touch.

‘That could be it.’ Dolores nodded. ‘It made more sense for you to be an acolyte, so they concluded you were one.’

Thistle stepped forward. ‘I have a question: have you ever heard of a Vessel harnessing the power of a God without awakening it?’

Dolores’s galaxy eyes swam. ‘A Vessel? Never.’

Thistle glanced to Hop.

‘Vessels rarely have a strong sense of self, due to the restrictions the Church places on them. For the human host to access the God’s power without summoning them, they would need tremendous strength of will which Vessels often lack due to their unique upbringing.’

‘I told you!’ Hop leaped towards Thistle. ‘You’re strong!’

‘I’m not . . .’

‘We need to look further back, before the Church and even before the ceremonies were performed on newborn children, to find such examples. But even then, it’s rare,’ Dolores said.

Before the second room then. Ríona had said: ‘Records only start mentioning the ceremony a few hundred years in.’

So for hundreds of years, bearers of God-folk were neither subjected to the ceremony, nor kept like birds within cages. Only in that time were any able to use the God’s power yet not summon them.

‘But it is exceedingly dangerous. It risks awakening the God each time the power is used. As extreme emotional states can also awaken God-folk, it takes a special kind of person to harness that sort of power and not be overcome by it.’

Thistle looked down at his own hands, as if seeing them for the first time. He was utterly perplexed by the idea he could be strong but Hop had known it from the first time he met him. He was a fighter. A survivor. He did not belong in a cage, or a labyrinth. And Hop would do all within his power to set him free.

* * *

As Hop entered the kitchen Storm yelled, ‘Giant-slayer!’ but it was Amber who barrelled towards him.

‘You absolute bellend.’ Amber pummelled him, then buried her face in his chest.

‘Are you okay?’ He patted her tight curls.

She sprang away, face wet. ‘Never do that again, Hop. You promised you wouldn’t ever leave me, remember? So don’t break that promise again. Or I’ll kill you. Got it?’

Hop smiled. ‘Got it.’

‘She got so angry!’ Storm said, delighted. ‘She was smashing everything!’

‘She threw a table.’ Sunny motioned to the broken remains. ‘It was great.’

‘Not great,’ Bear said weakly. Little hid behind him, her face as red as her hair. ‘I’m glad you’re okay, little brother.’

‘I brought Thistle back!’ Hop said, gesturing widely to him.

Thistle waved awkwardly. ‘Hi.’

‘THISTLE!’ Storm smothered him in a half-headlock, half-hug. ‘I missed your miserable face!’

Sunny wrapped his arms around them both as Thistle struggled uselessly.

‘Where’s Spider-baby?’ Hop asked.

‘It wasn’t here when we got here,’ Bear said, looking thoroughly relieved.

‘If I find it, I’m sending it straight back through a random door,’ Dolores said, checking inside her oven.

‘Don’t do that!’

‘It is a being of brutality and hunger. It kills for blood and it lives to kill. That is its nature and you cannot change it.’ Dolores slammed the oven shut. ‘It is not a pet.’

Hop wrung his hands. Spider-baby was not the only one who had been labelled a monster because of his birth. Hop’s nature had also been sealed the moment he was born. But his father had fought against it, and Hop would do the same for Spider-baby. ‘Hopefully we’ll find him in the next room.’

‘Aye, let’s pray for that,’ Amber said dryly.

‘Moving on so soon, young master?’ Dolores limped towards Hop. ‘I thought you may have things you wish to discuss with the others.’

‘Yeah! Like what was the mission in the last room?’ Storm said, still clasped to Thistle, who had solemnly accepted his fate.

Dolores’s eyes dug into Hop. She expected him to tell them who he was. But what good would that do? Bear’s words returned to him:

‘If you knew I was Death . . . Knew it for certain. Would you let me outside? Let me live? Or wou-wou-would you stop it here, while you still could?’

Hop hadn’t answered him at the time, and he still couldn’t.

There was nothing good that could come from them knowing, or even from him thinking about it.

His father had been sure that focusing on the good would help curtail Death’s worst qualities. So that’s what Hop would do. His father had believed in his goodness, and so did his friends. He put Death in a box, and nailed it shut.

He told them half the story, about the Hollow Place and the revelations about the ghosts and memories, but he left out the whole Death’s Vessel part.

As for the mission, he lied: ‘I had to find a rare plant.’

‘How perfectly convenient,’ Sunny said. Because of his monotone Hop had no idea if he was suspicious or genuine.

‘The other acolytes helped me so . . .’

‘The other?’ Bear rocked his head towards Hop. ‘So you are an acolyte?’

He nodded, avoiding Thistle’s gaze.

Storm finally released Thistle, leaping towards Hop. ‘You were an acolyte who saved us from the fire. You knew the safest place would be the Hollow Place! Hop saved us! Hip Hop Hurray!’

Hop forced a smile as they cheered.

‘No need for that.’ He waved his hands. ‘Dolores, the next door please.’

‘Won’t you stay for supper? Perhaps your large companion can cook for you again?’

Hop’s stomach wanted to, but every other part wanted to be far away from this conversation. ‘No. We should go now.’ He had to get Thistle and the others out of here.

‘Very well.’ She loomed over him. ‘But know this – this is the final room. The final mission you must complete to reach the Bone Door. Are you quite sure you’re ready?’

He clutched his backpack. ‘We’re ready.’

The room darkened to a dim grey. Then the white of the door lit it up in a blaze. Letters dashed across the surface, gradually slowing to form two words.

Hop staggered back, stepping on Bear’s foot.

Sunny read them instead: ‘“Children’s Day”.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Thistle asked sharply.

‘Duh. It’s a day just for us!’ Storm jumped on the spot. ‘Finally! A good fucking door!’

The door had a smell. One Hop was beginning to recognize.

The scent of children burning.

‘No.’ He backed away. ‘No. No. No. Not this door. Give us a different one.’ He had seen part of what lay beyond this door in the Scythe’s memories. He would not return there.

‘I’m afraid I don’t have another door,’ Dolores said. ‘It’s this one or none at all. The choice is yours.’

Hop’s chest tightened.

‘Breathe. In and out. Nice and slow, Bunny.’

He tried his best to calm his breathing, but that scent kept haunting him.

‘Do you wish to stay here instead?’ Dolores asked.

‘No! I just . . .’ He stared at the two words above the door. ‘It’s not real, right? It’s just memories in that room. It’s not actually happening.’

Dolores quirked her head. ‘Not now, no. But it did. Everything in these rooms happened at some point, otherwise they wouldn’t be memories.’

That didn’t really help. Everyone was staring at him, apart from Bear, who looked as peaky as Hop felt.

‘If you don’t want to go through, maybe we can all just st-st-st . . . remain here?’ he suggested hopefully.

Bear’s fear sparked Hop’s own. He clenched his fists so hard they ached. Fear is bad. Find the good. He just had to complete the mission, reach the Bone Door, and get everyone out, all the while focusing on the positive.

While children burned.

‘Do you accept?’ Dolores asked.

‘I accept.’

The door swung open. Hop readied himself for the pull, for cold fingers grasping and tugging him inside. But it did not come. The door stood open, and nothing willed him to enter, not even himself.

‘There is no time limit in this room.’ Dolores’s voice echoed. ‘Your visit will end either when the task is completed, or you yield. Whichever comes first.’

Hop’s legs wouldn’t move.

A hand clasped his left arm. ‘It’s just a door,’ Thistle said.

Just a door. Just a room in a maze. Just memories.

Hop’s body finally answered, and he entered the final room.
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36 Room Four – Children’s Day

This time, Hop was ready for the pain. It didn’t stop his body buckling, but Thistle had his arm, so he didn’t fall.

‘Why did he have to make it hurt you?’ Thistle said.

‘Because he’s Death,’ Hop replied. Death craved pain.

Hop thought his ears were ringing because of the shock, but even as it ebbed away, he still heard the noise. Bells.

‘That’s the clock tower,’ Thistle said. ‘It usually means a God is gonna say something shite.’

They stood in a narrow dead-end alleyway, flanked between tall buildings. It smelled like an unemptied chamber pot, and there was a greyish something smeared on the wall. The sun was high in the sky, but it barely touched this shaded place.

Amber winced, holding her nose. ‘Why does it smell like if I touch anything I’m gonna put my life at risk?’

‘I for one like it!’ Storm slapped the wall, open-palmed. ‘It’s totally disgusting.’ They were all wearing different clothes. Dolores must have changed them. Probably wise not to dress like acolytes and Vessels in public. Hop was back in his lovely red scarf, and the others had cloaks with hoods long enough to cover most of their missing pieces.

The door out of this room wasn’t hard to find. It was just behind Hop, carved into the bricks at the end of the alleyway. It looked like a ramshackle door to nowhere, but it pulsed with that telling light.

He drew back his sleeve. Two words glowed white: ‘Save her’.

Immediately, Hop preferred this task to the last. Saving he could do.

‘“Her”?’ Bear repeated. ‘Who is “her”?’

‘It better not be me,’ Storm said. ‘Nobody saves Storm. Storm does the saving. And the punching. And the biting.’

‘Well, we have as long as we need,’ Amber said. ‘So “she” can’t be in that much danger.’

Right. Just as Dolores said, there was no clock counting down on his wrist, but there was a symbol he recognized. A snake eating its own tail. ‘Amber, the symbol for Providence is on my wrist.’

‘It’s an ouroboros.’ Amber ran her fingers along it. ‘It symbolizes the circle of life, death and rebirth. Eternity.’

‘Attention!’ a voice cried in Common. ‘Attention, all peoples!’

‘Come on,’ Hop said, striding out of the alley towards the voice.

The place was not dissimilar to the snippets he had caught from the carriage window in the last room. In fact, it appeared to be the same city with its tight winding streets of rundown buildings, though perhaps not quite so dirty. His father’s memories told him that Death had done . . . whatever he had done on Children’s Day just before Hop’s birth. So this room was set around eleven years ago, and certainly prior to the last room.

The voice led them towards a marketplace, with stalls overflowing with food and other produce. Carrots still dusted with mud sat beside piles of potatoes and heads of lush green lettuce. Woollen cloaks and scarves of grey and olive hung from the nearest stall.

But nobody was shopping. Everyone had paused to watch a woman who stood on an upturned box. Her dress was that of a Ríonite; the unblemished white gleam stood out like starlight in this crowd of browns and greys.

‘I come bearing a message from your God!’ she bellowed, continuing to speak in Common.

‘Which one?’ the vegetable stall-owner asked.

She unravelled a short scroll. ‘Death. He has requested all citizens gather in the square.’

‘Another execution?’ a woman asked, looking away from her stall long enough for Little to pocket her sugar beets by the handful. ‘Will he be there himself, or his Scythe again?’

‘There is to be no execution.’ She cleared her throat. ‘There is to be a blessing.’

The people gasped.

‘A blessing, truly?’ a woman asked, hands clutched at her chest.

‘Death is aware his time remaining in this form is short,’ she said, reading from the scroll. ‘He wishes to reward all his people for their loyalty. You are to gather in the square within the hour. There are already Ríonites clearing out the drinking halls and brothels. All must be present.’

They were barely listening. The people chatted excitedly to each other.

The Mother on the box raised her voice: ‘Death has requested you bring your children. This is very important. He doesn’t wish for them to miss out.’ She folded up the scroll and swept from the place.

The market erupted in noise.

‘Did you hear that? A blessing!’

‘Did she say “all”?’

‘How long since the last?’

‘Decades? A century?’

‘Fetch your brother, quickly!’

As a young woman dashed off, Hop caught her arm. ‘You shouldn’t.’

‘What?’

‘Go there. Or bring your brother. You should just . . . stay at home.’

She burst out laughing. ‘A God is gonna give us all a blessing and you expect me to stay at home. Aye. Sure.’

Hop ground his teeth. These people had no clue they were being tricked. They’d been dazzled by the mention of a blessing. ‘What’s a blessing?’

‘Did your parents never tell you the stories?’ a grey-haired man said, stopping beside him.

‘No.’

Pity flashed in his eyes. ‘Throughout history the God-folk have bestowed great gifts on their people. Usually to reward acts of loyalty, or sacrifice.’

That clearly wasn’t what Death had planned. ‘What kind of gifts?’

‘I heard that Remedy once brought a man back to life!’ the young woman said excitedly. ‘He threw himself in front of an assassin – of course they couldn’t have killed her, but she gave him a blessing anyway. They say he never got ill again. He lived for a hundred years.’

‘Remedy can bring people back to life?’ Hop gaped.

They both stared at him as if he had a head injury.

‘I-I mean . . . you shouldn’t go. Death isn’t going to bless anyone.’

‘Are you questioning him?’ the man glared, his moustache twitching. ‘He wants to reward us. Don’t we deserve it?’

‘He’s on his way out,’ the younger woman shrugged. ‘He probably feels bad for all the killing.’

The old man clicked his tongue. ‘He’s the only one allowed to kill, or would you prefer thieves and rebels wander our streets?’

She waved his words away. ‘Whatever. I got a square to be in and an annoying little brother to drag there.’ She vanished into the bustling crowd.

Hop returned to his friends and translated everything.

‘Well, that’s fecking suspicious.’ Thistle crossed his arms.

‘It sounds grand to me!’ Storm grinned. ‘Maybe he’ll let us kill one person each!’

‘It’s not going to be grand,’ Hop said softly. ‘It’s going to be terrible.’

Amber’s head whipped to him. ‘How do you know that?’

‘We’ve gone back in time in this room, and I learned some things about this day in the last room. It’s going to be bad. Very bad.’

Bear was the only one who looked how Hop felt – utterly terrified. ‘Then we sh-sh-shouldn’t go there.’

‘Of course we’re going there!’ Storm said. ‘We need to see what all the fuss is about! And if it all goes as bad as Hop thinks, we gotta help them! Right, Hop?’

A toddler on its father’s shoulders babbled happily. Two lovers embraced, squishing their chubby child between them.

Hop’s gut lurched.

‘Breathe, Bunny.’

Nothing in his being wanted to go to that square. He wanted to return to the alleyway or hide beneath the vegetable stall until it was all over. But he had to save someone, and it had to be from whatever terrible thing Death was planning to do. The thing that had turned his father against the man he idolized and haunted him with the scent of burning children until his dying day.

‘Yeah. We should go to the square.’

* * *

The crowds were already thick by the time they reached the square. Everyone from the city must have been there, from old women leaning on canes to tiny babies swaddled against breasts.

Hop felt their anticipation, but also their relief. It was as if everyone was breathing freely after a long-held breath. Meanwhile, Hop felt as though he was drowning.

‘Hot as balls,’ Amber muttered. ‘Do we really have to wear these cloaks?’

‘Whip it off. See how the crowd reacts to your missing eyes,’ Thistle said.

Hop wiped his moist brow. A merciful breeze passed through the square, casting a swirling cascade of cherry-blossom petals upon the people. They danced through the air in a flurry of white and pink, as children giggled and leaped to catch them.

Any other day Hop would have jumped for the blossoms with the rest of them, but all he could do was look at every single person in that crowd with mounting fright.

‘It’s the same,’ Thistle said, gesturing forward. ‘The exact same square.’

He was looking at the same statue of Death, or Ichor, in all her glory, as in the God Times room. She dazzled gold as the sun hit her.

Beside her was a far bigger stage than the one in the second room. It had a canopy for shade, and a collection of Ríonites in important-looking hats standing in a tight line, arms tucked behind their backs.

In the centre, lounging in a chair more like a throne, was a person Hop knew intimately.

He knew the razor-sharp edge of his jaw. He knew the long ribbons of midnight-black hair. Most of all, he knew those icy-cold eyes, eerily blue against the white of his skin.

‘What a shame that you inherited your mother’s looks, and not mine.’

Death was here, in his head and stalking his footsteps. But he was also here as a memory. As a man. And he was terrible.

Hop looked away, his hands trembling.

‘Now,’ the Death in his head said, ‘be silent. And watch my work.’

‘Is that him? Death?’ Thistle asked, his voice low so only Hop could hear.

‘We should leave,’ Hop whispered, blinking away tears. ‘Please, let’s leave.’

‘They’ve put armed guards at all the exits. You should look at him. Really look. Just like I did with my monsters. The longer you look, the less the fear can control you.’

As Hop glanced up, the blue eyes met his.

He yelped and jerked back. ‘I can’t. I can’t do it.’ Thistle was stronger than Hop could ever be. Hop only knew how to run.

For the first time the voice which haunted him spoke, not in his head but out loud. ‘Thank you all for coming.’ Death’s voice swept across the square like a cold chill beneath a closed door, seeping through the gap. ‘Since my kin and I purged your world of the monsters that terrorized it, we have bestowed blessings upon our people.’ He rose to his intimidating full height.

The crowd hushed. He moved across the stage with an elegant grace, the red silk of his doublet hugging his slender form. He wore the same crown of bones that Hop had worn before he mutilated his friends; the jagged edges stood up from his brow like teeth.

A Ríonite with an exceedingly tall hat translated Death’s words from Divine to Common, so Hop heard everything twice.

‘I understand you were given short notice for this gathering; however, because of the recent disobedient activity, I believed announcing any plans in advance would put all of us at risk.’

Mutters rose amongst the crowd.

‘Long have I reigned over you, and I speak not only as my current form, but for all the incarnations of me that came before. I have reigned over your ancestors as far back as the days when you first called upon us for help,’ he declared. ‘I have led your forefathers and mothers into battle against countless foes. I have swung my sword in defence of your fragile lives since records began. I have been born, died, and been born again for you for millennia.’ His hand swept down his form. ‘I am your obedient servant.’

Applause rose, hollers and cries and whoops. If this was a place of heretics, Hop struggled to find them. This was not like the crowd Hop had faced the day he cut his friends. Everyone here seemed to adore Death. Or were doing a very good job of pretending to. Perhaps a promise of a blessing really was that tantalizing.

‘But it is vital to remember who has seen you through the worst of your existence. Who has saved your lives, has carved out the land where you now live and grow your crops. Who has enabled you to build your drinking dens and pleasure houses.’

The cheering died down.

‘You may believe that in my role of serving you, I should bend to the will of the people.’ Those blue eyes flashed over the crowd. ‘I have given all for you. And yet there are some who doubt my judgement. I who have never abandoned you. You believe that you know better than I. Are wiser than I. That because I am your servant I can be disrespected.’

‘Not us!’ someone cried.

‘Down with the rebels!’

‘Heretics!’

Movement at the front of the stage. Hop’s heart leaped. He’d know that sheet of blond hair anywhere. It was his father, the Scythe. Except he was younger, his face absent of the crow’s feet and wrinkles. Absent of something else too, though Hop could not put his finger on what.

The Scythe swept forward, a hand upon the pommel of his sword.

The crowd silenced like a fire drowned in water.

They may have adored Death, but they feared his Scythe. Hop suddenly understood why Death, who seemed so eager to hold on to control and took so much joy in killing, would defer the task to human hands, to a person they could hate instead of him.

‘The Calm Times approach,’ Death continued, as if Hop’s father had not just threatened thousands of people. ‘Several of my kin are already in slumber. And my new Vessel should be arriving with winter.’

A chill passed down Hop’s spine. Somewhere in this world a woman was pregnant with him. Someone who looked like him, with blond curls. A mother.

He hoped that she loved Death. He hoped she wasn’t a sacrifice too. Maybe, once he escaped, he could find her.

‘During the Calm Times I will be leaving my people and all their disturbances in the hands of my Church.’ A swift smile that caught Hop like a blast of icy wind. ‘Yet they are not God-folk. They are mortal men and women, and thus they are flawed and weak. So, I cannot entirely trust them not to fumble.’

The man translating stumbled over the sentence.

The Scythe turned, a tiny motion, but he might as well have jumped from the stage, given how still he was before. In that moment, his face was entirely unmasked. Shock. A question lingered on parted lips. Something was happening he had not expected.

‘You may believe that my coming dormancy will be a chance to act against my wishes. You may believe you know better. That you can treat me like some common slave, to be cast aside when you believe you have no further use for me.’

The Ríonite was still translating, though his voice quivered on every word.

Death stepped forward. ‘Therefore, my final gesture, before I disappear for over a decade, will be to remain in your memory. And you will remember. You will remember every day. You will remember when your heads hit your pillows. You will remember every waking second.’

A knot in Hop’s gut tightened. ‘We should leave.’ He knew he should stay, that he had to save someone here. But the fear was everywhere, and it screamed to run.

‘We can’t leave,’ Thistle hissed. ‘Remember?’

Bear was stock-still, staring over the crowd. Little buried her face in his legs.

‘We need to leave!’ Hop tried pushing his way through, but the throng was so dense he was just forced back.

Death glanced at a white petal that had landed on his shoulder. He shuddered with revulsion as he flicked it away. ‘This is the blessing I bestow upon you, my loyal subjects. I will save you from your own destruction. Think on this day when you start believing that you know better than your God.’

Death opened his right hand before his chest.

The crowd gasped as figures floated up, hovering in mid-air above the sea of heads below.

All of them children.

Teenagers, toddlers, even babies, still swaddled as they were wrenched away from warm arms.

Most of the children were laughing. A girl clutching a doll giggled and kicked her feet as she floated. ‘Mammy! Look, I’m flying!’

‘I am not needlessly cruel,’ Death said, and his soft voice was all the more terrible. ‘Everything I do, I do for you. Even in this I show mercy. These are only the firstborns.’

Hands grasped. Some leaped to catch their children, but they simply rose higher, always out of reach. A taunting finger-length away.

‘You believe you have power,’ Death said. ‘Allow me to show you where real power resides.’ Death closed his fist.

The children’s arms locked at their sides. Their bodies stiffened.

A blur. A surge of blue-green light.

Hop wished he was in the dark room, where he could close his eyes and force a smile. But he wasn’t. So he saw the moment when Death tore the souls of all the children from their living bodies. Every single little life hovering above the crowd was wrenched out and ended with unspeakable, casual violence. A flick of Death’s wrist.

The bodies went limp and lifeless. Giggling and alive one moment. Then dead. Dead. Dead. Empty and soulless and nothing.

As Death turned away, the bodies plummeted.

Hop heard the screaming in some distant place. He heard the wails and the cries and the names spoken over and over again like a prayer. But it was muffled by the noise of all those souls.

These were not like the ones he had encountered before, glimpses of lives, echoes of memories. They were new and raw and terrified. Every single one was like a scorching rod upon his skin.

What’s wrong, Mammy?

Daddy! I’m right here.

It hurts. Make it stop!

Help me!

Help me!

HELP ME.

Hop fell to his knees, hands over his ears, pulling and tugging and screaming for it to ‘STOP! STOP IT! LEAVE ME ALONE! GO AWAY! GET AWAY FROM ME!’

His nails drove into his ears. As he leaned into the pain it smothered the voices. So he knelt and he dug and he leaned until everything went mercifully silent.
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‘Hop!’

‘Breathe, Bunny.’

Hop was crouched on the floor, hands over his ears, eyes closed. But someone gently took hold of his arms.

‘You’re okay,’ Amber said calmly. ‘It’s over.’

He fell into her shoulder, sobbing weakly. His father would scold him. He didn’t care. He was in the arms of someone who cared for him. He focused on that, not the screams of a thousand dead children.

He recovered enough to stand, though his head was still pounding.

He was not in the square. There were no wailing parents or soulless bodies. It was shaded and cramped, and bells were ringing. He recognized that grey stain on the wall.

‘Yup,’ Thistle said grimly. ‘We’re back in the alleyway.’

‘You carried me here?’

‘No,’ Sunny said, studying him. ‘We tried to help you; then we weren’t in the square any more. But you were still screaming. That’s the consistent part – all your screaming.’

‘Why did Death do that to the children?’ Storm asked.

Hop knew why: the people were beginning to rebel against Death – maybe not the majority of those in the square, but enough to fill him with something very dangerous: fear. ‘He was afraid,’ Hop said.

Sunny clutched his knife, understanding instantly.

Hop realized now that’s probably why Death had chosen to produce a new Vessel when he did, even though it put him at risk during the Calm Times with a rebellion brewing. The God-folk needed mortals in order to reproduce. A vast uprising threatened that. He needed to produce a Vessel quickly, then leave a strong message to ensure his safety while he slumbered. Death thought he could terrify the people into compliance.

Bear was crouched in a corner, one hand on the wall as he gasped. Little’s incessant back-rubbing didn’t seem to be helping.

‘Breathe in and out.’ Hop touched his shoulder, but Bear stood stiffly.

‘I’m f-f-f . . . I’m okay!’

‘Attention!’ cried a voice. ‘Attention, all peoples!’

Hop had heard that voice before. The Ríonite in the marketplace. What could she possibly say now? What could anyone say now?

They followed the voice out of the alleyway and into the same marketplace, with its heaving tables and busy stall owners. Little looked down at her full pockets, then back to the unattended stall, conflicted.

‘I come bearing a message from your God!’ It was the same Ríonite, in her gleaming white robes.

‘Which one?’ the vegetable stall-owner asked.

She unravelled a short scroll. ‘Death. He has requested all citizens gather in the square.’

Surely they wouldn’t gather again after what had just happened? Nobody was that loyal.

‘Another execution?’ a woman asked. ‘Will he be there himself, or his Scythe again?’

‘There is to be no execution.’ She cleared her throat. ‘There is to be a blessing.’

‘What the hell’s going on?’ Amber muttered.

Hop studied the faces in the crowd. They weren’t fearful or traumatized. They were hopeful.

‘I think we’ve gone back in time,’ he whispered. ‘Back to the start of the day. An hour ago. It’s all repeating.’

Sure enough, the Mother spoke the same words: ‘Death is aware his time remaining in this form is short. He wishes to reward all his people for their loyalty. You are to gather in the square within the hour. There are already Ríonites clearing out the drinking halls and brothels. All must be present.’

As the chatter continued, the children drew together.

‘It’s going to happen again, isn’t it?’ Sunny said. ‘They’re going to die again.’

‘This is why Dolores said there’s no time limit.’ Thistle glanced over his shoulder. ‘We’re just going to keep getting sent back an hour over and over again until we complete the mission or give up.’

Hop pulled back his sleeve. The words ‘Save her’ gleamed white. How was he supposed to know whom to save? How many girls had been in that square? Hundreds. Would he have to go through this torment hundreds of times?

The Mother had finished her speech. She stepped away as the crowd chatted excitedly. Hop’s heart ached at their happy faces. In an hour they would all be screaming, or dead.

Hop didn’t know which ‘she’ the mission referred to, but maybe he didn’t need to save one person. Maybe he could save every person.

He ran into the centre of the marketplace, waving his arms. ‘Listen to me!’ he cried. ‘Nobody should go to that square! You all need to stay at home. Or hide somewhere. Anywhere but the square!’

The people observed him, mostly laughing.

‘Quiet!’ the old man snapped. ‘Death’s going to give us a blessing!’

‘Is this a joke?’

‘He just wants the blessing to himself!’

Hop threw down his arms. ‘There isn’t going to be a blessing! Do you really believe Death’s going to bless you all? When did he ever do anything like that? He’s not kind! And he’s not generous! He’s just . . . terrible.’

‘Since when was any God kind?’ someone cried.

‘He outlawed murder,’ someone else said. ‘He only punishes heretics!’

‘He’s cleaned out the streets.’

Hop hadn’t expected them to defend Death. But regardless, he had to stop them. ‘Remember what happened the last time Death gathered everyone in the square?’

Silence.

‘He led his people to a field and massacred them. He tricked them. Just like he’s going to trick you.’

Hop thought he’d finally got through to them.

But then the old man scoffed. ‘That’s why the Ríonite Church exists, to stop massacres like that ever happening again.’

‘Our Gods are rarely kind,’ someone added. ‘But thanks to the Church, they aren’t monsters like him.’

Hop’s arms fell. They hadn’t learned the one lesson that would save them: never trust Death.

‘There’s nothing you can do.’ Death’s cold breath tickled his neck. ‘They adore me.’

Shut up.

‘Listen to me!’ Hop yelled. ‘If you go to that square Death will kill your children!’

Most of the people had already turned away, gone to fetch their loved ones.

The old man observed him wryly. ‘If you’re going to try and fool everyone and take the blessing for yourself, you’ll have to lie better than that. Everyone knows the God-folk never kill children.’

Hop had heard something like that before, in Death’s memories when he had touched him on the battlefield.

You shouldn’t kill children; you know the rule. One lost generation would spell the end for you and your kind.

‘They’re brainwashed,’ Thistle muttered. ‘They’re not gonna listen to some raving kid. No offence.’

Hop gnawed his lip. ‘Then we have to stop the blessing.’

‘How?’ Sunny asked.

‘I have no idea. But we have to go back to the square.’ His legs weakened at the thought, but what choice did he have? Other than wait here for the clock to reset and land them in the same mess all over again. ‘You don’t have to go,’ he said to Bear.

Bear shook his head. His skin looked waxy. ‘I’m fine.’

Hop took Bear’s arm and led him aside so the others couldn’t hear. ‘Why don’t you stay here with Little? I know you want to prove you’re brave, but everyone already knows you are. You don’t have to put yourself through this, big brother.’

Bear’s eyes didn’t meet his. ‘I don’t know wh-wh-what you’re talking about,’ he said, joining the others.

* * *

The square was full again. Hop glanced at the children dotted around. The small girl on her father’s shoulders; the baby shoving handfuls of her mother’s hair into her gummy mouth.

Which one could it be? Was he fated to repeat this a thousand times over? Watch them all die a thousand times?

He wasn’t sure he could handle that.

Instead, he forced himself to look at the stage. At him. That sharpened blade of a man, lounging back in his chair, watching the people enter like a hawk stalking rabbits.

Was so much murder really necessary? Was your fear that great?

Death did not answer.

What Hop did know was that Death had acted because Hop had been conceived. He had left his people a message they wouldn’t forget, while Hop was living his ignorant life, planting flowers atop the world.

This had happened because of Hop.

‘No,’ Skully said. ‘You were no part of this. Not even born. It’s not you up there. It’s him.’

And yet the people had hated Hop for it. He knew the loathing of crowds intimately. He still saw the woman his father had cut down whenever he closed his eyes – her loathing as she thrust a child’s doll forward and screamed, ‘Suffer!’

It might not have been him up there, but Hop carried the blame.

Death spoke. ‘Thank you all for coming . . .’

He was going to speak his grand words again, trick them and then kill them. The exits were all manned by Ríonites, swords at their belts. There was no escape even if Hop achieved the impossible and convinced people this was a trap.

‘What’s the plan?’ Thistle asked. ‘Cos I really don’t want to watch this again.’

Hop’s mouth went dry. ‘We’ll . . . We can . . .’

‘He doesn’t have a plan.’ Bear’s voice broke on the last word. Only then did Hop realize he was crying.

Hop wanted to cry too. If they had been sent back days before the blessing then maybe he could have come up with something to stop the gathering happening. But they had been given one hour.

It wasn’t enough. This was hopeless.

‘It’s not hopeless. You can do this.’

‘It’s already happened,’ Death whispered in his head. ‘They will die every time. Nothing you can do changes that.’

‘I don’t know what to do.’ He blinked away tears.

‘Yes, you do,’ Amber said. ‘You’ve been given a mission, and you will complete it.’

‘How do you know that?’

She raised her chin. ‘Because it’s you.’

Hop almost sobbed. She believed in him. They all believed in him. He would find a way. He had to find a way, because it wasn’t just this mystery girl he had to save, it was all his friends.

He would save them all.

Hop clenched his fists. Maybe he couldn’t persuade a single person in this crowd to believe the danger clad in red on that stage. But there was another way to save them.

Eliminate that danger.

Hop squeezed through the tightly packed bodies to disgruntled cries.

Death’s words boomed. ‘You won’t reach me in time. You’re not fast enough.’

Hop apologized as he pushed people aside. The stage was so close he could see his father’s shocked face, untethered for the first time since Death had saved him from his own father’s fist in that same square.

Hop burst through the crowd as Death continued his speech. He dashed around the side of the stage, towards the stairs leading up. He still had a blade nestled in his pocket. He couldn’t kill Death, but he could distract him. Interrupt the slaughter before it happened. They could hardly continue the blessing with Death bleeding on the stage.

‘Hey!’ someone yelled as his foot hit the first step.

He swerved out of reach; another man appeared. His hand swiped for Hop’s shoulder.

Hop alighted the top step; Death was steps away, and his father was distracted by his master’s terrible words. He was not looking for enemies. He was not looking at Hop.

Hop’s hand closed around his knife. Then arms grabbed his waist and dragged him away.

‘No!’ he yelled. ‘He’s going to – oof!’ He thudded to the bottom of the steps. A Ríonite was above him, sword pointed to his chest; another held his shoulders.

‘What are you doing?’ the man before him snarled. ‘Are you a rebel?’

‘He’s going to kill them!’ Hop cried. ‘Please, you have to let me go!’

But it had already begun. Death opened his hand and the children rose. Their giggles were like blades.

‘You have to stop him!’

‘Brother, have a look at this.’ The man behind yanked Hop’s hair. ‘Look familiar?’

The man’s sword dipped. ‘Gods. Another of Death’s consort’s brothers, is it?’

Hop’s body went cold. Death’s consort – that was his mother. He must resemble her so closely they assumed he was her sibling.

Before he could answer, the man continued: ‘Tell your old pa it’s too late. She’s already pregnant. There’s no saving your sister now.’

The man leaned in. ‘Tell him the next son he sends pleading for her life will not return home, just like his daughter.’

‘You . . . You kill the consorts?’ Hop asked.

‘To birth a Vessel is the greatest honour for a mortal. Once she has fulfilled that purpose she has no further use. We can’t have mortals going around claiming to be the mothers and fathers of Gods or interfering with the Vessels’ lives. It’s cleaner this way. Kinder. We will return her body once it is done.’

They were going to kill her. Had killed her, as soon as Hop had been born. His mother was not waiting for him outside. Nobody was.

He felt bereft of something he wasn’t aware he had ever possessed. As if someone had plucked a star from the sky, and now the constellations looked all wrong.

A deep chuckle. Death was laughing. ‘You have no mother. No Keeper with kind words. Only me.’

The children screamed out at once.

Their bodies went limp, and the rush of blue souls, torn out too quick and too early, flashed overhead.

Hop was far enough away that they didn’t touch him. Far enough away to not be haunted by the screams of dead children. Only those of the living. He was not sure which were more terrible.

The haze of blue souls was already moving. Already drawn to that darkness across the sea – the Hollow Place.

In a few moments it would be over. Hop would be back in the alleyway.

Fast footsteps. Someone was running. She stood head and shoulders above the rest, a woman with skin as dark as night. Her black curls trailed behind her as she ran, her lavender dress streaming.

Some looked away from their anguish long enough to notice her, and in their faces, Hop saw something he did not expect to find in this square on Children’s Day – hope.

Her gaze fixed on Death, her face marred with so deep a fury it seemed to darken the square. She was an eclipse in this sun-drenched place.

As she raised her gloved hands, the haze of blue-green souls overhead halted. Slowly but steadily, it moved in the opposite direction. It flowed back towards the square, towards the limp bodies.

‘Thank the Gods,’ the Ríonite at Hop’s side whispered.

She was saving them. Somehow, she was returning the souls to their rightful owners. Just a moment more, and all the hurt would be mended.

She lurched into the air with a cry, as if yanked by a rope. Her arms flung out in a cross shape.

Sweat gleamed on Death’s perfect brow as he held his hand before him. ‘Do not intervene.’

‘Children,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘We all swore – never children.’

His hand twitched.

She screamed. The edges of her blurred as gold leaked out of her skin. Her soul was being torn out, except hers wasn’t the blue-green of mortals. It was gold. She was God-folk.

She tried to break free, but it was useless: Death had her. Hop saw the moment she understood. The moment she relented. Something unspoken passed between their locked gazes. An acknowledgement. An understanding. Death was stronger.

‘You should not have come here,’ Death said. ‘But you all must understand, like them, where power lies.’

Her soul poured out like molten gold. Death steadied himself and drew back his hand. Her soul seemed reluctant. Like wrenching out a stubborn tooth.

‘They will never forgive you for this. We will never forgive you,’ she said, and as the last vestiges of her were torn free of her mortal form, she slung a single word like a death curse: ‘Traitor.’

Her body fell. The cloud of gold drifted overhead as a God’s soul – millennia of memories, of rebirths, of lives lived – vanished into the sky whence it came.

As Death spread out his arms over all his slaughter, the people knelt before him.
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Hop was in the alleyway, and the bells were ringing.

‘Well.’ Thistle dusted off his cloak. ‘That’s new.’

‘That didn’t sound great,’ Amber said. ‘What happened exactly?’

‘I think Death killed a God,’ Hop said. ‘Did anyone see that last time?’

Little shook her head, red hair hanging limply.

‘We were too distracted by you screaming,’ Storm said.

Sunny adjusted his hood. ‘Like a rabbit in a snare.’

Amber slammed her cane against the wall. ‘Who the hells was it? Who did he kill?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Hop said. ‘She was trying to save everyone.’

‘That must’ve been Remedy then,’ Amber said. ‘That’s Bear’s God, right?’

‘But sh-sh-she didn’t look anything like me!’ Bear said quickly. ‘She looked more like Amber.’

The twins agreed, but Thistle glanced at Hop. He was thinking the same thing. Amber and Bear were both fourteen, so it couldn’t be either of their mothers, because if Hop was in his mother’s belly, then both of them would already be born. It had to be the mother or aunt of the twins; at ten they were the only Vessels younger than Hop.

It did strike him as strange though; the God hadn’t been missing any obvious body parts. Also, the twins were elemental God-folk. That didn’t seem to match the revival powers of the woman in the square. But admittedly, his knowledge of the abilities of Gods was lacking.

‘Who she is doesn’t matter. What does matter is this—’ Hop drew back his sleeve, revealing the message. ‘She must be the one we need to save.’

‘How are we going to do that?’ Thistle’s usual tone of dismissal was there, but hope bloomed in his eyes.

‘I have no idea,’ Hop said.

‘The spiky one’s right,’ Sunny said. ‘Death grabbed her the moment she entered. I’m not sure we can save her.’

Hop smiled. ‘I am.’

‘You’re sure we can, but you have no idea how?’ Thistle raised his eyebrows. ‘How’d you work that one out?’

Hop looked over his friends. ‘Because you’re all here.’

Amber sighed. ‘Don’t tell me this is about the power of friendship again?’

‘No. Well, yes! Always yes!’ Hop grinned. ‘But it’s simpler than that. You’re all here, and Death’s the one doing the killing. That means that God didn’t really die on this day. If she had, one of you would be missing. She needs to live to give birth to one of you.’ Or in the case of the twins, her soul would at least need to pass into one of them. ‘If she already had, she wouldn’t be here! She’d be a haunt. You know what that means?’

Storm punched the air. ‘One of our mums is a badass! I bet she’s mine and Sunny’s!’

‘Also, it means this memory is false!’ Hop seized Storm’s shoulders. Even though the elemental God-folk were unusual, in that whichever reproduced first would have twins, that still meant both God-folk had to be alive when that happened. ‘This isn’t how it really played out. In reality, she survived. To “save” this version of her, we need to find the way this all really happened. We have to right it.’

* * *

Saving a God from another God in under an hour was harder than Hop had anticipated.

Initially, they focused on taking down Death. If he wasn’t there to kill her, then she would live, and maybe even the children too. Hop invading the stage alone hadn’t worked, so they positioned themselves across the square, for a pincer attack.

But it turned out there were a lot of Ríonite guards. Enough to subdue them all, no matter what configuration of storming brigade they came up with.

They tried six different formations before they finally gave up.

That meant Hop had to watch the children die six more times. He always ensured he was far enough away to avoid that terrible death chorus, but he still couldn’t silence the screams of the parents, brothers and sisters. He thought eventually he would become numb to it, that the sight and sound of it wouldn’t burn him from the inside. But that never happened.

It hurt every time. And he was glad of it. He never wanted to become numb to that.

‘I c-c-can’t go back in,’ Bear said, holding his head. ‘Please. Not again.’

‘I’ll go back in as many times as it takes,’ Thistle muttered. ‘But this isn’t working.’

‘This time I’ll set the stage on fire!’ Storm said.

‘You won’t get close enough,’ Sunny said. ‘The guards are always there.’

Hop agreed. ‘We can’t get to Death. He’s too strong and too surrounded.’ He paced the alleyway. How were they meant to stop a God of Death protected by so many guards?

‘You can’t stop him,’ Skully said. ‘He’s an unstoppable force. You have to find another way to beat him. Work around him. Think outside the box, Bunny.’

Hop needed to stop that God dying, but he couldn’t stop Death.

Then it came to him. ‘Maybe we can’t stop Death, but we can stop her from ever stepping inside that square. If she’s not there, he can’t kill her.’

‘Okay, so instead of stopping one God . . . we’re going to stop another God?’ Amber asked.

‘Exactly!’ Hop clasped his hands. ‘And the bells are already ringing. We don’t have long.’

They scoured the city hoping to spot her. She wasn’t exactly inconspicuous, but the crowds didn’t help the search. The first go-around, they didn’t find her in time. The children floated, and Hop wasn’t there to see it.

The second time, Hop went to the square with Amber. He watched the entrances, checking which one she came through.

The third time round, he knew where to find her.

‘The rightmost alleyway! Next to the clock tower!’ he cried as soon as they returned to the start of the hour.

‘Yay! Running!’ Storm said.

Hop found the place easily. It was a tight street, lined with buildings that smelled like old socks. Ríonites swiftly evicted anyone still lingering inside.

The only reason Hop and his friends escaped being dragged back to the square was thanks to Little’s uncanny ability to find hiding places. They followed her down into a sewer, and the six of them gathered together, cramped and sweaty as the people were rounded up.

When they emerged, the street was clear of Ríonites.

Movement. A ripple of purple, like a soft wind across a field of lavender. The God was here, alive and as beautiful as a winter’s night.

As she stormed towards the square, Hop stepped before her.

‘Move for your God,’ she commanded, sweeping her hand. ‘This is important, children.’

‘It’s not . . . really,’ Hop said. ‘I think it could wait another twenty minutes?’

‘Maybe give it thirty,’ Sunny added.

‘You speak Divine?’ she asked.

Hop wrung his hands. ‘We’re all . . . um . . . acolytes. And you’re needed back at the monastery so . . .’

She gave Hop a look that made him want to fall to his knees and beg for forgiveness. ‘Death has gathered everyone and didn’t consult any other God-folk. I must know why.’ As she moved, Storm seized her dress.

The God pronounced, in a voice deep enough to topple mountains: ‘Do not lay a hand upon a God, if one wishes to keep that hand.’

Storm did not let go.

Hop stepped closer. ‘Please don’t go to the square.’

‘Whatever he is planning, I must know.’

‘We just came from the square. He’s blessing everyone,’ Hop said.

Her dark eyes flickered over his shoulder. ‘All blessings must be discussed with the other God-folk. Death consulted nobody. I cannot see why, other than he plans to do something we would not approve of. I must find out why he ordered the children be brought there.’

‘Surely you can’t think he’d hurt children,’ Amber said, head down to hide her eyes. ‘That’s one of your vows, right?’

‘Stand aside, before I fling you aside.’

‘Please don’t go,’ Hop whispered. ‘If you do, you’ll be hurt.’

She scoffed. ‘He wouldn’t hurt me. It is our first and most important rule. We never harm each other.’

‘Why?’ Sunny asked.

‘Because we are the only beings of our race. We’re family. Harming or killing even one of us threatens our entire existence. The punishment for such an unforgivable sin would be . . . unpleasant.’

Distant cheering rose from the square.

The God swerved around Hop, storming towards the noise.

‘Fuck this,’ Thistle said, throwing out his hand. A flare of light lit up the street.

The God jerked back, but her cry of surprise was muffled by the twin battle cries of Sunny and Storm. They leaped like wild animals, tackling her to the ground.

‘That’s one way to do it . . .’

This hadn’t been Hop’s plan at all. He didn’t want to hurt her. ‘Wait – oof!’ An arm wrapped around Hop’s waist, lifting him from the pavement.

‘You’re coming with me,’ a gruff voice said. It was a Ríonite, using his massive bulk to drag Hop away.

His friends were too busy restraining the God to notice.

‘Fight! Now!’

Hop struggled, but the man’s grip was so strong even pounding his fists did nothing. ‘Get off me!’

The thick arm tightened around Hop’s waist. Is this what had happened to the children who tried to escape that day? Dragged kicking and screaming to their deaths?

This wasn’t right. He had to stop the God from dying, not return to that terrible scene again.

‘Please.’ He twisted, trying to see the man’s face. ‘I don’t want to go there. Please have mercy.’

‘The children . . .’ the man muttered. ‘All the children.’ His eyes were glazed, trancelike. The arm around Hop’s waist crushed his ribs.

‘You’re hurting me,’ he gasped.

‘Have to . . . the children . . .’

The man didn’t care. He had been commanded to drag all the children to the square and he didn’t care if he hurt them to do it. Or what happened to them when he did.

Death was a monster. But perhaps the world was also full of other monstrous beings, who wore uniforms and followed orders.

The man stopped abruptly. The God was before them, face like a thunderstorm. ‘Unhand that child.’

His friends were scattered to the floor the other end of the street, groaning but alive. She must have heard Hop’s cries and broken free. This wasn’t what he had planned, but if his own peril distracted her, then maybe this could work.

‘Help me!’ Hop said pathetically. ‘He’s hurting me.’

‘Final warning,’ she growled. ‘You’re not taking another child into that square.’

The Ríonite’s grip tightened. ‘No. The square. No.’

She struck him across the face. As he crashed to the ground, Hop tumbled free. The Ríonite crawled across the cobblestones, blood weeping from his nose.

He reached for Hop. As his thick fingers closed around Hop’s boot, the God slammed her foot down on his hand. He didn’t even flinch, just grasped for Hop with the other. ‘Have to. The children.’

The distraction was working: the God was focused entirely on Hop, but something felt off. The man had carried Hop down the street, away from his friends and the square. That was completely the wrong direction. ‘Why were you taking me away from the square?’

The man’s eyes met Hop’s, gleaming with tears as he uttered two words: ‘Help me.’

Before Hop could answer, his friends ran up beside him.

‘What are you doing? Get up,’ Thistle said, anxious gaze still fixed on the God.

‘I can’t. He’s grabbing my boot.’

‘Who is?’ Bear asked. ‘It’s just you and the God here.’

‘Ooooh, is it one of your imaginary friends, Hop?’ Storm exchanged a smirk with Sunny. ‘What does this one look like?’

Hop went still, looking from the Ríonite to his friends, then back.

If the others couldn’t see the man then it meant only one thing – he was not a memory, as the God was. His friends could see memories. But, unlike Hop, they couldn’t see ghosts.

This man was a ghost.

‘Release him,’ the God commanded.

‘Help me,’ the man repeated.

Hop had heard those words before. This Ríonite was not the only person to call for help in the Hollow Place. There had been the little boy in the second room so desperate to find his sister, and the old man in the last who wanted to climb a mountain. Both had called out to Hop in distress.

Hop gripped the ground as his mind spun. They must have been ghosts too, stuck here because they could not let go. Because they had sisters to save and mountains to climb, and nobody to help them do so.

Only Hop had ever heard their cries for help.

Something had kept this Ríonite tethered to this moment, some unfulfilled ambition or regret which drove him to grab a child and drag him away from the square on Children’s Day.

As the God raised her foot, Hop yelled, ‘Wait!’

‘He’s going to hurt you.’

‘No, he’s not,’ Hop whispered. ‘You want to save me, don’t you? That’s why you were taking me away from the square.’

The man’s grip tightened. ‘I can save the children . . . this time.’

So that is what kept him here. In life, he had carried children to their death on this day, and now his soul wouldn’t rest until he saved one.

Hop had got it all wrong. This man wasn’t a threat. He was tormented by guilt.

Screams echoed eerily down the street. The children were dying again.

The God turned, but she was too late. She wouldn’t make it in time. Hop had saved her.

But there was another soul to help.

Hop took the man’s bruised hand in his. ‘I’m not in the square. I didn’t die. Look at what you did.’

The man’s rough fingers brushed Hop’s chin. ‘I saved you?’

‘You saved me.’ A tear ran down Hop’s cheek, and for the first time in his life, he did not hate it. ‘You can let go now.’

A trembling finger caught the tear. A whisper of a smile. Then the ghost vanished into stardust, and the street fell silent.
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39 Room Four – Children’s Day

Hop was in the alleyway, and the bells were ringing.

‘What the fuck?’ Thistle said. ‘Why are we back here? There’s no way she made it to the square in time.’

Hop pulled back his sleeve to reveal the key, but instead the message was still inked into his skin: ‘Save her’. ‘That doesn’t make sense. We already saved her.’

The children stood silent as the bells rang.

‘Then it’s not her,’ Amber hissed, as if the words caused physical pain.

Hop stared at his arm, but no matter how hard he looked the message didn’t change. The joy lingering in his chest from having helped the ghost rapidly became panic.

‘Then who is it?’ Sunny asked.

Hop lowered his arm. It could be any of the hundreds of girls floating in that square. How was he meant to know? How was he meant to save a single one of them?

A flicker of white behind his shoulder. ‘You can’t. Dead is dead.’

Hop pressed his hands together. ‘Back to the square it is.’

‘No.’ Bear loomed before him. ‘I’m not going back there.’

‘I won’t make you. I’ll keep going instead.’

Storm kicked the wall. Thistle swore beneath his breath.

Sunny yanked down his hood and pulled at his hair. ‘Enough of this.’

‘We can’t give up!’ Hop said. ‘We need to escape—’

‘To where?’ Bear cried. ‘W-W-Where are we escaping to? This world? A world that does that ?’ He gestured to the end of the alleyway.

‘I made you a promise. I said I would get you out – that’s what I’m going to do.’

‘You know what we are,’ Bear said, his eyes glassy. ‘We’re Vessels. Eventually we’ll be God-folk. Just like him—’

‘There are no Gods like him!’ Hop said strongly. ‘You’re not—’

‘There’s a reason we’re in here!’ Bear screamed, face red. ‘The wo-wo-world thought it better that we be in here. You know why?’

Hop’s mouth went dry.

‘Probably because they thought us capable of the s-same thing!’

Death slunk towards Bear. ‘There, there.’ He bent to whisper to him. ‘No more fighting. No more running. Aren’t you so very tired?’

‘Bear . . .’ Hop reached for him, but he swatted him away.

Thistle stepped forward. ‘Bear’s not wrong. It’s selfish for us to want to escape. We are just . . . five lives. What’s that when compared to the murder in that square? Maybe that’s why we’re here. Maybe that’s the lesson we must learn.’

‘But the fireflies . . .’

Thistle looked down. ‘Some people are never meant to see fireflies.’

Hop’s chest blazed with pain.

Death crept towards Thistle. Fingers glanced over the black of his hair. ‘You are especially fond of this one, aren’t you, Buttercup? His mother was so very pretty too. I will take very good care of him, safe from all his monsters.’

Hop fought the urge to gag. He will never be safe from monsters while you live.

Little tugged his hand, gazing up at him. He had made a promise to her too. She wasn’t God-folk. Just a child, called a heretic and maimed for it. Did she deserve to be here too?

‘No . . .’ Hop said softly, then louder. ‘No! I’m not giving up! The mission is on my arm, so I get to decide, and I say we’re not giving up.’

‘Hop,’ Thistle said softly as Death whispered evils in his ear. ‘It’s okay.’

‘You did everything you could,’ Sunny said.

‘You were badass!’ Storm added, smiling. ‘But you can stop now.’

‘We’re asking you to stop,’ Bear said.

‘We surrender,’ Sunny said deeply. ‘Dolores, we surrender.’

Silence. Everyone looked to Hop.

‘I think you have to say it.’ Thistle leaned against the wall.

‘You heard them.’ Death spread his arms. ‘Stop running, son. Come to me.’

His friends’ desperation was so loud he could practically hear it. Of course he felt it too. Frustration washed over him in angry red waves.

But, unlike his friends, Hop had spent years fighting every terrible emotion. He had honed it to a studied art. It had taught him how to escape, how to run, how to hide. But also how to persevere when all seemed lost. How to smile in the face of unspeakable evil.

He had been resisting Death’s whispers his entire life. This was no different.

‘You’ve got this, Bunny.’

Bear pressed his trembling hands together. ‘Just say the word. Tell D-D-Dolores you surrender. Do it now, little brother.’

Hop’s hand closed around Little’s, running his thumb over the scarred flesh. ‘I’m really sorry, but I don’t know how to surrender.’

‘Hop!’ Thistle called. ‘Wait!’

But he was already running. ‘I’m going back to the square, and I’m going to save her! Whoever she is!’

* * *

Dread curled around Hop’s core as he waited in the square. He had infinite tries at this. But what could he do if the others didn’t want to go through the Bone Door? What if when they awoke next time, they tackled him to the ground and forced him to surrender?

‘They understand. There is no saving anyone here. You’re a fool.’

Hop glanced over the square, trying to work out what he possibly could have missed.

‘Hop! Hop!’ Someone was yelling his name. A white cane waved overhead in the thick of the crowd.

‘Amber?’ Hop pushed his way towards her.

‘What did I tell you about leaving me?’ Amber grunted, lowering her cane. ‘Do you know how hard it is for a blind girl to find a lump like you in a crowd?’

‘Amber!’ Hop squished her in a tight hug. ‘You came! You believe in me!’

‘Obviously. Let’s not make it awkward.’

‘I don’t feel awkward at all!’

‘Shocker.’ Amber sighed as Hop released her. ‘They’re raging. You have to do it this time. Or at least work out who we have to save.’

Hop gnawed his lip. ‘You’re not angry?’

She opened her hand; inside were two crushed daisies. The same ones Hop had given her in the first and second rooms. She’d kept them.

His chest swelled. He would always have Amber – she was his constant, and he was hers. Despite everything, she believed in him. He would not let her down.

Death began his speech again. Hop could recite every terrible word. He studied the crowd, from the little child near the stage who kept trying to climb on to it, to the old woman beside him, wincing and holding her hip.

There had to be a hint. They would not be set an impossible task.

Soon the children were floating. Then that terrible blaze of blue-green. Their death cries passed over Hop like swooping birds, pecking and tearing at skin.

Help me!

Can you hear me?

Mammy?

It HURTS!

Hop gritted his teeth but did not fall. Amber’s hand rooted him. And it kept him standing when the God entered the square and tried to save the children.

‘There must be something,’ he whispered. ‘Something I’m missing.’

He watched as the God was cast into the air, as her soul leaked out in liquid gold. He watched her fall.

And as before, Death threw his arms wide, and the people lowered to their knees like cut wheat.

It would reset in a moment. Back in the alleyway with his friends hating him. And him without answers.

The terrified souls cried out all around him.

Hop had helped ghosts before. Had heard them calling to him since he first awoke here. And he had saved one. Maybe two, including his father. He wasn’t without power.

He closed his eyes, and felt for all those souls, the dead and the living.

The dead souls were louder, but the living’s burned stronger, nestled in people’s chests like fire in a lantern. The souls burned in the heart of every person. So fragile. So precious. So fleeting.

Is that how Death had done it? Had he found these fires and wrenched them out at once? Was this the horrifying power of Death?

A flicker of a fire called to him. Tormented like the rest, but beneath that, something else. Something unlike all the others burning in that square. Like one blue daisy growing in a patch of yellow.

When Hop opened his eyes, he knew that Death felt it too – that disturbance. Because he was looking at the same person who tugged at Hop.

She was not kneeling like the others. She clutched one dead child to her chest, as a live one buried his wailing face in her skirts.

Hop’s world twisted. All the other souls fell silent.

She was the only one not crying, or in numb shock. Instead, she had a look of utter triumph.

She was pleased.

But it was not that which upended Hop’s world. It was her red hair. It was the dimple in her chin. And most of all it was the skin of her arms, mottled by burns, forming a pattern that looked like butterfly wings.

Just like Little.
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40 Room Four – Children’s Day

Hop was in the alleyway and the bells were ringing.

Swift hands grabbed his wrists and forced him to his knees.

‘Sorry, Hop!’ Storm said.

‘Sorry,’ Sunny added.

Hop didn’t struggle. All his attention was firmly on Little. She stared back, eyes wide.

‘It’s not personal,’ Bear said.

Thistle clutched his shoulders. ‘We can’t have you running off again. It’s pointless.’

Little’s hair was the exact same red as the woman in the square. The same dimpled chin. The same butterfly scars.

One would be a coincidence, two would be strange but three was undeniable. She was identical to that woman, other than the age difference. How could that be possible? How could she be here, as an aged memory, and also here, flesh and bone, as a child?

One other person had looked different in the Hollow Place: his father, younger than he should have been.

Dolores had explained it: ‘Often ghosts manifest appearances which are more comforting to them. Or when something significant occurred in their lives. Sometimes souls can repress memories, especially painful ones. Some forms make that process easier.’

Was that why Little looked so young when her memory was clearly older? Then that meant . . .

‘What colour is Little’s hair?’ he asked.

‘What?’ Bear stared down at him.

‘What colour is Little’s hair?’

His friends exchanged glances, then Storm said, ‘Well, hells, you gotta tell us, she’s your imaginary friend, Hop.’

He went very still.

‘Did your brains fall out?’ Amber said, standing at a distance. ‘Little’s that wee annoying kid we’ve been dragging everywhere with us.’

‘Oh! We’re playing along, are we?’ Storm said. ‘Sure. She’s that kid.’

‘Amber, can you see . . .’ Hop’s words snagged. Of course Amber didn’t see Little. She was blind, and Little couldn’t speak. She had no reason to doubt she existed. Dolores had interacted with her while Amber was there. Death’s creations could see ghosts too.

Hop’s chest throbbed. He had been seeing ghosts all over the Hollow Place, sending out pleas only he could hear. Little had screamed out for him in the first room. And he had answered.

He had been travelling with a ghost since he awoke here. Only memories or other ghosts had ever acknowledged her existence.

Little was dead. He would never be able to get her through the Bone Door. He couldn’t fulfil his promise.

‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered, his eyes burning. ‘I didn’t realize.’

‘What is it? What’s going on with Little?’ Amber asked.

‘She’s a . . . she’s a ghost.’

Silence.

Thistle’s hands loosened from Hop’s shoulders. He spoke to the twins. ‘Let him go.’

Hop knelt before Little. ‘I’m so sorry for not realizing.’ As he traced the butterfly scars on her arms, her hand fell atop his.

‘Is it you? Are you the one I’m meant to save?’ If she had chosen this form, it was because there was something she was escaping, something that was more comforting about remaining a child and repressing her later memories. And he had just witnessed a terrible thing that would traumatize anyone.

She was a ghost, and ghosts were only trapped souls. Hop had touched souls before, had felt their stories, their lives, as keenly as if he had lived them himself. She would only have to let him in, as his father had. Maybe then he would know how to save her.

‘Can you show me your memories?’

She tried to pull away, but he held her firmly. ‘I know you’re scared. I would be too. You’ve done so well hiding from it all – you’re the best at hiding. But you have to face your memories now. I’ll be with you the whole time.’

Her eyes flicked to the end of the alleyway.

‘You feel my hand on yours? I won’t let go.’ He interlocked his fingers with hers, and held them until she stopped trembling.

Then, finally, she nodded.

To experience her memories, he needed to touch her soul. As he closed his eyes, it burned out as uniquely as it had in the square. Drawing close to it was like holding his hands against an open fire. Comforting, but then painful, with the potential to burn.

As he reached towards it, he felt an ache so immense it slammed into his chest with the force of a falling oak tree.

Everything in him wanted to run away, but Little’s hand was in his. She needed his help, had been asking for his help since they got here – he’d just been too concentrated on escaping to hear her.

He had to help her. He thrust his hand into her soul, and let her fire and her memories consume him.


It’s almost sundown, and Daddy isn’t home. You sit at the window, drawing hearts in your breath on the glass. He’s been late every day this week. Mammy says Daddy’s fine. Mammy’s a bad liar.

When his figure appears at the end of the path with a smile like the sun you race out. He peppers your brow with kisses. He’s been picking flowers for you, he says. That’s why he’s so late. But you don’t care about flowers. You care about Daddy.

He gets home later every day. One night you’re woken by him and Mammy arguing. She begs him not to leave. But in the morning, Daddy’s gone, and Mammy is pale and snaps when you ask where he is.

That night, it isn’t Daddy who appears at the end of the path. Two men in strange clothes knock on your door. Mammy tells you it’s time to play hide and seek, so you go under the table. The men are seeking very hard. They find you and carry you out of the house as Mammy screams.

You don’t remember falling asleep, but when you wake, Daddy is there, with lots of other people dressed in the funny robes. Their grip on your arms stings.

Daddy pleads. He promises he won’t do it again.

They say promises aren’t enough. That lessons need to be learned. You know all about lessons. Mammy taught you to count to twenty last week.

They give you something that makes you sleep. So you don’t know how they do it, or how hard Daddy screams. All you know is when you wake up, your tongue is missing.

He is home all the time now. He lets you braid daisies through his hair as he sits and sits and sits.

You miss licking sweeties. You miss singing. Daddy says it’s his fault. Mammy tells you not to think about it. She teaches you how to make words with your fingers while Daddy sits and sits.

Mammy keeps moving; she paces the house. She cleans everything a hundred times over. Until one day she stops entirely. Then Daddy finally moves; he stands on a chair to take her body down from where it swings from your ceiling.

Daddy goes out again, except this time he takes you with him to draughty houses full of strange men and women who say words like ‘revolution’. When you say you don’t like them, Daddy tells you that this is for Mammy.

You think Mammy would hate them too.

One day, an important-looking man in a white robe is stabbed and Daddy and his friends celebrate.

The next day, the robed people come to your house again. You play hide and seek, just like last time. Except now you are better at hiding, and they do not find you.

They do find Daddy.

You watch from your hiding place as they tie him to a chair. You watch as they douse him in a liquid that stinks.

You watch as they toss a lit match into his lap.

You emerge to try to pat the flames away until they bite at the flesh of your arms. The people in their robes do nothing.

When you are older, your biggest regret will be that you were too weak and too wounded to get him out of that chair and bury him.

He haunts you. On dark nights you think of him, still strapped to that chair, his sunshine face rotting.

You take to the streets. You join the hordes of faceless and nameless children. You survive because you learn quick. You find all the places to hide from men who stalk the streets for little girls. You learn how to become a shadow. How everything has a use, and everything can be stolen. You pocket coins and food and trinkets.

You grow older. You listen to others’ conversations, but they disregard you as if you are already dead.

When you try to communicate, they get frustrated and stop listening. You cannot remember the last time you truly spoke to someone.

You know you are capable. You notice things before anyone else. But they underestimate you and your silence, until you begin to believe that they are correct.

Until him.

He notices you instantly. With his bounding energy and wild smile, you are drawn to him like a flower to the sun. You learn that two souls do not need words to connect.

You follow your sun to underground meetings with the same people who frightened you as a child. They speak of illicit schemes against the ones who burned your father. You were never resentful. Never vengeful. But you are swept up in his boundless belief in the impossible. That the world can be something more than hiding and surviving.

You know you are falling for a man just like your father, and you know how that ends. But you are too in love to see it.

Your first child comes quickly. She is entirely his, a sunray, all energy and light. You tell her that her daddy is going to change the world.

There is no lead-up to the day they take him. No escalating late-night visits. One day he is there, and the next he is not. That is all there is to it. A gaping hole in the sky where he should be.

His people, the rebels, will not speak to you. They do not expect you to be like him. They think you a good, obliging widow. You become the silent ghost again.

You track time by the swelling of your belly. The last gift he left you. But this unborn child is not his true legacy.

She is, with her high laughter and mischievous eyes. Your daughter is the child that will change the world. You will live through her.

That is what you cling to as the men and women in their robes wield the power of Gods as if it is theirs. You cling to it when you see the starved children in the street, horrors in their eyes.

Your daughter is five years old when you are ushered to the square with everyone else. A blessing, they say.

You dab your brow as she leaps to catch blossoms. You do not, even after all your loss, suspect what will happen.

That is what Death takes that day. Your final belief in the good of divinity. No amount of ‘protection’ is worth this.

The moment your daughter’s body falls, the moment you cradle it, limp and lifeless, something irreparable within you snaps. You feel it give. Like the break of a bowstring, pulled too taut.

Something old and untouched soars to the surface. Something your father had decorated in daisy crowns, and your sun had smothered with kisses.

Rage.

You feel the embers of it in that square, surrounded by screaming parents. You watch as Death ends the life of another God.

You did not know until this day that Gods could die.

It is that which gives you the strength to stand when all others kneel. That, and one other thing – Death fears you. That is why he did it. He fears his people.

And Gods can die.

Without the Gods, the Church has nothing. The God-folk are their power.

At first, the rebels do not listen. They think you mad with grief. They do not understand the power grief can give you.

You keep your son at a distance. You do not see anything of his father in him. He is all you used to be – trembling and weak. It makes you sick to look upon him.

Still, he is useful. He translates your words. He becomes your mouthpiece, and through him you speak to all the mothers and fathers who lost children. Their grief is warmed by your fire. When you start burning Ríonites, they call you the Red Flame.

When you tell them you wish to kill the God-folk, even your followers doubt you. After all, you cannot kill Gods.

But Death can. He demonstrated that on Children’s Day.

You must act quickly before the God-folk awaken with all their power. The Calm Times are your only chance. You and your son learn Divine from a disgraced ex-Ríonite. One must know the language of one’s enemies.

The day you change the world you set it alight. The chaos of the burning monastery allows you to sneak inside.

Your comrades split into groups. You capture all the Vessels at once to prevent any escaping. You enter Death’s room yourself.

He looks nothing like the man who tore your world apart. He is a child. As bright and beautiful as a sunflower. But you know what lingers beneath the long eyelashes and golden curls.

It begins and ends with him.

You cannot risk summoning Death early: that would end in the demise of you all. Nobody can kill Death.

But you can trap him in the cage he made himself. The Hollow Place.

You will cast all the Vessels into that dark and terrible place.

Once there, Death will be summoned first; you have ensured this. What you will do to his Vessel; the trauma of what he experiences in this room should be enough. If not you have a back-up.

When Death wakes, he will understand that his brothers and sisters are no longer loyal to him after what he did on Children’s Day. He broke two vows: he not only killed children but one of his own. He will realize they are now a threat. He will attack. It is his nature. A cornered snake will bite.

When he strikes the Vessels, their God-folk will awaken to defend themselves. When they do, they will feel the lack of their sister. They will know he broke their sacred vow.

He killed one of them.

And you, as much as anyone, know the wrath of Gods.

They will try to kill the traitor amongst them. They will try to kill Death. They will fail.

Death will not. He will end the reign of Gods himself.

And when all the other God-folk are dead, he will be alone, locked in that cold and empty place of his own making, until his mortal body fails him.

One final task. You cannot risk him creating a new Vessel within the Hollow Place. His body must die with him trapped inside it. This will be the last incarnation of Death.

The child screams as your people hold him down. You try not to listen. This is not a child. This is the bringer of pain.

All your grief has brought you to this moment. You feed your torment into the descent of your blade as you end the line of Gods.

You thought it would feel satisfying. But all you hear are his cries. And you wonder if this really can all be solved by another screaming child.

You would swap this moment, the desolation of Gods, for one more second with your sunbeams.

But you cannot. So you strike him between his legs and ensure he will never produce a child. The world will be better. Sweeter. Kinder.

Then pain.

Blood. So much blood. Yours.

Blades clashing. A boy crying.

Then you see her – a giggling girl, swinging in the arms of two strong men, your father and your love. But it is not your daughter with them. It is you.

You understand now. You are dying. Someone has killed you. That girl is a memory. A flash of a dying mind.

But, more than anything, you wish you could see the world through her eyes again. Drawing hearts on the mist of a window as her father comes down the path.

So, you leave this place. And you follow her.
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41 Room Four – Children’s Day

Little’s hand jerked away from Hop’s as if burned.

‘Wait!’ Hop called.

Too late. She slipped out of reach, disappearing beyond the alleyway.

He pressed his pounding head to the wall. ‘I’m sorry. It’s my fault. Sorry.’

Could ‘sorry’ make up for the destruction of a person’s life? For wounding them so severely that when they die, they take the form of their childhood self?

‘That was not you, it was Death. And she chose the form she would survive in,’ Skully said.

That made sense – Little still had her scars. She knew how to hide and steal. She had chosen survival; even here she couldn’t return to the childhood stolen from her.

Little was the Red Flame. She was the one who had planned an attack against the God-folk, who had cast them into the Hollow Place in the hope of a better world. A world free of Gods.

Little’s final memories played over and over in a terrible chorus. They tugged at something buried in him, like wiggling a loose tooth.

He had been there. He was that blond child. It was so strange, to see that moment from a different point of view.

‘Hop!’ Amber touched his arm. ‘Are you okay?’

Something stirred. A memory of fire. Of the Red Flame. Of screams and blood and pain. His own memory this time.

‘Speak to me!’ Amber’s hands searched for his face.

But the memory overtook him.


The monastery was burning, and the fire was approaching Hop’s room.

‘Put them on, quickly!’ A young woman was before him, a face he recognized – Fi, clutching white acolyte robes.

In the distance, something thudded. The floor trembled.

‘Arms up.’ Another face he knew – Cathal, his dark hair wild.

Hop raised his arms, and they pulled off his red clothes and tugged the white acolyte ones over his head.

Someone behind the door screamed.

‘How the hell did they get in?’ Fi hissed. ‘The monastery’s locked down like a vault. Even with the fire, someone let them in.’

‘We have bigger problems,’ Cathal said sharply. ‘Scythe, the Vessel is dressed as an acolyte, where do we take it?’

At first, Hop didn’t recognize the man in the chair; not the slight size of him, or the tremble of his reed-thin arms. Then he noticed the blond shade of his hair, the set of his jaw.

‘Father!’ He ran to him. ‘Father, they’re here.’

The man studied him blearily. ‘Who are you?’

‘What’s wrong with the Scythe?’ Fi asked.

‘Must have gone into shock.’ Cathal stormed over. ‘Scythe, we’ve dressed the Vessel as you asked. Where are we taking it?’

‘He doesn’t like flowers, you know. You should hide them.’

A boom. The room shook.

‘Fuck it.’ Cathal grabbed Hop’s arm. ‘We’ll take it down the acolyte stairways. Through the back.’

‘Then what?’ Fi said, glancing at the door. ‘The rebels won’t stop hunting it.’

‘Give him to her.’

They both turned.

‘Give him to her,’ Hop’s father repeated. ‘She will look after him.’

‘Who?’ Fi asked.

But the moment had passed. He smacked his lips. ‘I need my sword.’

She sighed. ‘You’re wearing your sword.’

‘Come on.’ Cathal tugged Hop across the room.

‘Unhand me!’ his father snarled as Fi attempted to pull him from the chair. ‘I am Death’s Scythe! I’ll have your head!’

‘Leave him!’ Cathal yelled. ‘He’s as good as dead anyway.’

Hop wriggled. ‘No! Not without Father!’ He slipped through Cathal’s grip, running across the room on bare feet. ‘Father, we need to leave.’

Doors slammed. A scream turned into a wet gurgle.

‘We need to go now,’ Cathal cried.

‘Father!’ Hop yanked his hands, but the man swatted him away.

‘Leave me alone! Leave me be!’

An arm slung around Hop’s waist, lifting him off his feet. Cathal threw Hop over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

‘No! Father!’ Hop tore at Cathal’s back as he was carried across the room. ‘LET ME GO!’

‘I’ll get the door!’ Fi cried, rushing past them. ‘If we follow the—’ Her words were cut short. Something heavy thudded to the floor.

Cathal jerked still. Hop stared at his father, humming and rocking in his chair.

Something rolled between Cathal’s legs. Hop glanced down. Fi’s glassy eyes stared up at him, mouth opened mid-sentence. Her head was not connected to her body.

He screamed.

A flurry of people stormed into the room. He slipped from Cathal’s shoulder and hit the floor, scrambling on all fours until his back met the wall.

People he didn’t recognize surrounded him. They stepped over Fi’s slumped body in the doorway, trailing in blood.

Cathal grasped a chair and thrust it forward. ‘Don’t come any closer!’

Hop clung to the wall. Cathal was strong, but there were too many of them, and wooden chairs could not beat steel swords.

Cathal took three of them down before they forced him to his knees. He spat at their feet. ‘Go fuck—’

Blood sprayed across the wall. Cathal’s body sank forward, lifeless.

‘He’s here!’ Someone gestured to Hop, trembling against the wall.

‘Is this the Scythe?’ A pointy-chinned woman leaned over his father, waving her hand before his face.

‘Who are you?’ his father asked. ‘I’m hungry.’

They laughed. A dark-haired man ruffled his hair. ‘Look at this. The mighty Scythe, a broken, sad old man.’

‘Leave him alone!’ Hop yelled.

Everyone froze, but they were not looking at him.

A woman stepped through the doorway. She was shorter than Hop expected. He had built her up in his mind to a giantess, rippling with muscles. But she was a small woman, with a slight build. Entirely normal, if not for the steel in her eyes and the fire in her hair.

The Red Flame.

She moved towards Hop with single purpose. He had seen hate before. He was used to hate, but the look on her face chilled him to his core.

Hop whimpered in Common. ‘Please don’t hurt me. I’ll be good. I haven’t done anything wrong.’

She drew closer, so close Hop could almost feel her fire.

‘Please, no! Help me! Help me!’

A dash of movement. Soft arms around his head, cradling him to a warm chest. Someone was holding him. Shielding him. Not the Red Flame. Another woman.

He could only see the side of her face, the upturn of her nose, soft round cheeks, and golden hair shining like the sun. She smelled like parsley.

‘Do not touch him,’ she exclaimed.

The doors to the garden were flung open, so she must have come through them. But his room was so high up. Had she flown in? Was she a dove?

‘I will take the child away.’ She held up her palm towards the Red Flame. ‘I will take him and hide him and you will never see him again.’

‘That child is fated to become Death,’ a man said, fingering his sword. ‘He is his Vessel.’

‘He’s so much more than that,’ she said. ‘I promise. We will be like ghosts.’

The Red Flame moved forward.

The woman released Hop and stood. She spread out her arms before him, so all he could see was her back and a cascade of blonde curls. She was short, with gentle curves. She was all softness to the Red Flame’s steel. But her voice was iron: ‘You know as well as I that no good comes from killing children.’

The Red Flame stopped a breath away from the blonde woman. ‘You are wrong. This is not a child,’ she said, her words clumsy but understandable. ‘And fear not, we will not kill it.’ Her hand darted forward.

The golden woman rocked back with a gasp. She turned to Hop, swaying. Her hands clasped her chest, blood blossoming between her fingers.

Agony. Hurt such as he’d never felt before tore through Hop’s being. ‘No! Don’t! Don’t leave me!’

She fell to her knees, cupping his face with her bare hands. Flesh against flesh.

He copied her, stroking her hair softly.

‘I will not leave you,’ she gasped. ‘I swore it then, and I swear it now. I will never leave you, little love. You will never be alone.’ Her hands slipped from his cheeks, and her body fell on top of his.

Someone tore her limp form off him, casting her aside as someone else seized his arms and legs. They threw him on to the bed.

‘Hold him.’

He kicked, trying to free his arms, but there were too many of them pinning him down.

A woman pulled his robe up to his waist. Hands at his thighs, tugging his legs apart. The Red Flame climbed atop the bed, her blade still slick with blood.

‘Please! No! I didn’t do anything!’ Hop screamed. ‘Help me! He—’

Her knife plunged between his legs. He did not realize he was screeching until his throat throbbed. He gagged and cried for help.

The golden woman had lied. There was nobody to help him. He was alone. Just him and the Red Flame and all her hate.

Something flashed over her shoulder. A gleam of light. Silver, like a falling star. No, a sword. But the curve of the blade as it swung made it look more than that.

It looked like a scythe.

His father struck the Red Flame through the chest. His sword pierced through cleanly, expertly. A man does not forget the art of killing.

She looked at it in disbelief. Her eyes said it all – killing blow.

His father’s sword clattered to the floor as the rebels attacked him at once, puncturing his broken body with the fury of those who had suffered under his cruelty for decades.

The Red Flame sagged forward into the stream of Hop’s blood. It was everywhere, all over his robes. Why was he bleeding? What had she done? And was that him wailing, still?

‘Listen to my voice. Look at me. Look only at me.’

He listened. He turned. He looked.

A girl. Dark skin. Amber stones where eyes should be, because he had cut them out.

She held his face as the room drifted in and out of focus. ‘I need you to do something for me. I need you to forget.’
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42 Room Four – Children’s Day

‘Hop! Speak to me!’ Amber grasped his cheeks.

Hop swung back, staggering over his own feet.

The memories of that night had returned in crystal-clear clarity. The Red Flame and the rebels had invaded the monastery; she had come to Hop’s room and cut him so Death could never produce another Vessel again. Then his father, in one final lucid moment, had ended her life.

Then there was that woman. That golden dove who had pled for Hop’s life. Who was she? How did she fit into all of this?

Amber was before him, breathless.

‘You were there,’ Hop whispered. ‘You told me to forget . . .’

Another piece slotted into place.

Amber was the reason he had no memory. Fi had warned him.

‘If a Vessel touches you it can do all sorts of damage – that’s what the Fathers and Mothers say.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like make you forget everything.’

A God’s powers were not one thing. They were a scale. Two sides of a coin. Like a God of Darkness could also use light, and a God of Fire could control water, Amber, a God of Foresight, could tell the future and erase the past.

‘Did you erase my memories, everyone’s memories, apart from your own? This whole time you remembered everything?’

Her breath caught. When she spoke again, her words shook. ‘Yes. But I did it to help you. There was no other way. Please believe me.’

He wanted to. But she had also stood in that room full of rebels who hated God-folk and attacked Hop on sight, while none of them touched her.

‘Someone let them in,’ Fi had said.

Amber had to be that person. She’d led them through the monastery’s impenetrable doors, all the way to Hop’s room to cut pieces off him and throw him into the Hollow Place.

His chest was an anchor, dragging him down. He clung to the wall. A part of him hoped he was wrong. This was Amber. Amber believed in him, stood by his side even when the others didn’t. Amber was his constant. She would not have damned him.

‘Hop, speak to me.’

He couldn’t look at her. His words came out trembling like a leaf in the breeze. ‘Did you lead them to my room?’

The bells fell silent. The wind whistled through the alleyway.

‘Yes.’

Hop didn’t fall to the floor. He didn’t wail. Everything just went numb. Perhaps it was all those years of repressing, his mind protecting him on instinct.

Amber had helped the rebels. She had led the lions into his den to feast.

And he didn’t blame her for one second.

Amber knew, just as the Red Flame did, that mutilating him to stop him from producing another Vessel, and then casting him in here to die a slow and lonely death, was the best thing for the world.

It did not matter if he was sweet or good or kind. It did not matter if he grew flowers or befriended monsters. Amber knew the truth – Hop was Death. And Death was terrible.

The truth of it settled into Hop’s bones. The ghost of his blood father, who had followed him all the way to hell, pressed against his back and whispered: ‘You understand now, son. I am inevitable.’

Hop would remain here, exactly as the world wished him to. No more running.

But he refused to be a channel for more death. All along he had been trying to help his friends escape but the true monster lurking in the maze was Hop himself.

Death was the only being who could kill God-folk. And that is why he was here, why the Red Flame had cast him inside with all his friends. He was supposed to kill them.

‘Hop, what’s—’ Thistle moved but Hop jerked back.

‘Don’t come any closer!’

‘I’m not gonna hurt you.’

‘I know. It’s not you I’m worried about,’ Hop said.

‘Pfft! You’re diddy, and soft. You’d never hurt us!’ Storm laughed.

‘I’m the only one who can.’

Sunny’s eyes narrowed. ‘I know all about people who hurt others. That’s not you.’

They were all so stinking nice. They would never abandon him. But it was essential they did, for their own survival.

‘Don’t you get it?’ Hop said, forcing a hard edge into his voice. ‘I don’t want anything to do with you. All you do is slow me down.’

‘That’s not true,’ Storm pouted. ‘You’re the slowest one here.’

‘Come on.’ Thistle touched his arm.

Hop shrugged him off. ‘I don’t even like you! You are . . .’ But Hop couldn’t think of a single thing he didn’t adore about Thistle.

‘Whatever you’re trying, it’s not gonna work. You’re stuck with me now, idiot.’

Hop’s heart skipped a beat. He wanted so badly to smother Thistle in a hug. To take him to see fireflies and eat cake. He wanted to hold his hand and show him that not all touch was evil.

Instead, he stepped back. He was Death. He had power here – he had used it once before. ‘Dolores!’

‘Oh, thank you!’ Bear breathed. ‘We can go now?’

‘Dolores, do you hear me?’ Hop yelled. ‘I need you to get the Vessels out of here.’

‘What?’ Bear gaped.

‘I’m the one with the message on my arm.’ He pulled back his sleeve and thrust his arm to the sky. ‘I’m the one who had to accept all the tasks. The one who had to open all the doors! This whole thing is for me. It’s my mission, isn’t it?’

It was a guess. An informed guess, but still a guess.

Thistle’s eyes went wide. ‘Don’t—’

‘I want to do it alone! I’ll do it myself from now on.’

Silence. Hop looked over his companions. Thistle, desperate before him. Bear oddly pale. The twins utterly confused and Amber as still and silent as the grave.

He had to save them. If it was the last thing he did.

‘I am Death,’ he screamed. ‘And this is my labyrinth, and my mission. I’m stronger. I always have been. That is why I mutilated them.’

‘No . . .’ Sunny said weakly.

‘They’re getting in my way, and I don’t want them here. I’m not breaking any rules, I’m simply commanding you to get rid of the other Vessels.’

Thistle reached out to him, his eyes wide and frantic. Hop tried to memorize them, the way they were so dark they almost looked black. Thistle was still whispering, ‘Please,’ when he was torn from him.

A blaze of light, and when his eyesight settled, his friends were gone.

Hop thudded to the ground. He pressed his palms flat against the earth and cried and cried and cried.

The sobs wracked his body, burning his chest as they escaped. He had spent so many years smothering them with pain and darkness and smiles that his body was untrained in the act of crying. Every tear was agony.

A shadow passed over him. Hands like claws settled upon his shoulders: ‘Just the two of us, son. As it always should have been.’

Hop was going to be here for the rest of his life, this terrible day replaying his worst sin. And he would be alone.

‘You’re not alone.’

‘Shut up.’ Hop tore Skully from his chest and threw them across the alleyway. ‘SHUT UP! SHUT UP!’

Skully came to a sudden stop beneath a boot. ‘Did it really d-d-deserve that?’

‘Bear?’

The boy stood in the alleyway, removing his boot from Skully and giving Hop an awkward wave. ‘Hi.’

Hop jumped to his feet. He hated his heart for soaring. But he was glad, so glad to see a face he loved. ‘You shouldn’t be here.’

His own words echoed back to him.

You shouldn’t be here.

Bear should not be here. Hop had commanded all the Vessels to leave, and Dolores had torn them from the room. So why was Bear still here?

Bear moved forward. Hop took a step back.

‘It’s okay,’ Bear said. ‘I—’

‘You’re not a Vessel.’

The air went very still.

Bear’s shoulders sank. ‘Ah.’

It didn’t make sense; the Ríonites had accepted Bear as a Vessel immediately. But they also had not recognized Hop as one. Even Fi and Cathal had not truly recognized him. Dolores had said there was an extent to the power of memories’ recognition. They had heard Hop speak Common and assumed he was an acolyte, just as they had seen a boy without ears and assumed he was a Vessel. The memories had tried to make sense of it and come up short. The memories had been mistaken, just as Hop had been.

‘Your ears . . .’ Hop whispered. The wounds on his head were still scabbed over. Just as when Hop had first found him. Not smooth and healed as even his own most recent injury was. Vessels healed fast. Mortals didn’t.

Vessels also were not allowed hobbies; they did not read books or eat food with flavour. And Bear loved heroic stories and cooked delicious meals.

Bear had been in the room with the purple door. Remedy’s room. But he couldn’t be Remedy. It was Remedy who had died on Children’s Day. Remedy with her long curls covering her butchered ears. Remedy who had run into the square in her lavender robes, because she was the God of Healing and could resurrect the recently dead, stitch their souls back into place. Death could not allow it, so she had died, before she could produce a Vessel.

Bear was not her Vessel.

‘It hurt a lot. Wh-wh-when they did it,’ Bear said, touching his ears.

‘They? Who hurt you?’

Bear did not respond.

‘We can work it out together.’ Hop held out his hands. ‘How much do you remember?’

‘Everything.’

‘That’s grea—’

‘Since the start.’

Hop froze. ‘But you said you had no memories. You said . . .’

Bear looked at him, pity in his eyes.

Hop’s legs almost buckled. ‘You lied. You pretended to be a Vessel. Why?’

‘I had to. I pr-promised.’ Bear was suddenly so very large in the narrow alleyway.

‘Promised who? Who are you really?’

‘Nobody. Nothing.’ Bear advanced towards him.

Hop’s heart thudded. ‘Just . . . wait. For a moment, let me think.’

Bear’s eyes did not meet Hop’s. A shadow passed over his face.

‘Bear – please—’ The sane part of him said Bear would never hurt him. Hop had adored him from the moment they met. It had not depended on him being one of them or a Vessel. He loved Bear for Bear. But this boy advancing upon him was not the Bear he knew. ‘Help! Someone help!’

The alleyway darkened. Something huge and monstrous blocked out the blue sky above. It soared through the air and landed with an almighty shudder, sending Hop flying back into the door. Bear shrieked.

The beast’s long spindly legs snatched Bear as he thrashed and screamed. It had eight of them, and a round thick body too big to squeeze into the narrow alleyway. The houses creaked beneath its weight.

Most remarkable of all, it had a human face, red hair falling like torrents of blood. The Red Flame’s head, attached to the body of a spider.

‘Spider-baby,’ Hop whispered.

Bear squealed as Spider-baby opened its mouth and unleashed a torrent of sticky white webbing. It sent him spiralling, wrapping him up.

Hop stood, arms heavy at his sides.

Bear had lied from the start, and Hop did not like the way he had been approaching him in the alleyway. Did not like the way he could not meet his eye.

Death lingered beside him. ‘You don’t have to do anything. You can just watch.’

Hop watched.

Spider-baby grasped Bear in his pincers, examining his handiwork. Bear was almost entirely encased.

‘Help me!’ Bear cried. ‘Please! Help me!’

Hop tried to block his pleas out. He tried to harden his heart. Hop had screamed words just like that as he was flung on his bed, strong arms holding him down before they cut pieces off him.

Hop never had been any good at ignoring cries for help.

‘Stop!’ Hop rushed forward. ‘Stop it! Let him go.’

Spider-baby held him aloft, hungry eyes contemplating his meal.

‘Stop!’ Hop pulled at one of his legs, so wide he couldn’t wrap his arms around it. ‘Stop hurting him! Please!’

Spider-baby’s mouth opened, sharp white teeth sliding out from his gums. They looked ghoulish in the Red Flame’s mouth.

A monster.

That is what Dolores had told him from the start. She had warned him that a thing’s nature was set, and Spider-baby was born to be a monster. A creature of darkness that lived only to consume.

But she had not held the egg to her chest, feeling his heartbeat. She had not hand-fed him from a bottle of her blood. She had never loved him. Hop had.

‘Spider-baby,’ Hop called as Bear wailed. ‘It’s me. It’s Hop. You remember? I fed you! I looked after you. I know that you need to eat. But I’m asking you just this once – please don’t hurt Bear! For me.’

The Red Flame looked down at him. Perhaps Hop was mistaken but he swore in the depths of those eyes there was a flash of recognition.

Spider-baby cast Bear to the ground.

‘Good boy. Thank you.’ Hop patted his leg.

With a shriek that sounded like a thousand eagles screeching, Spider-baby leaped over the buildings and out of sight.

‘I can’t . . . breathe . . . !’ Bear gasped.

Hop pulled out his knife and cut Bear free of the sticky webbing.

Bear sat upright, grasping his chest as he heaved laboured breaths.

‘In and out,’ Hop said softly.

Bear slowed his breathing, his eyes fixed on Hop. ‘Why did you sa-sa-sa . . . rescue me?’

Hop stood, offering Bear a hand. ‘Because you needed help.’

Bear took it. ‘But you know I’m not a Vessel.’

‘No. But you’re my friend.’

Pain flashed in Bear’s eyes. ‘You’re my friend too. And not at all like I imagined.’

‘What did you imagine?’

‘She s-s-said you would be terrible. Not this. Not you.’

‘She . . .’ Hop eyed Bear. His red hair so like Little’s. She had clung to him from the start. She knew who he was, even on some distant level. And Spider-baby had chosen the Red Flame’s face for Bear for one reason only. ‘You’re related to her, aren’t you? The Red Flame?’

Bear flinched. ‘Yes. But I’m nothing to her.’

Hop recalled Little’s memories. Her firstborn child had died on Children’s Day, but there had been another. A son. But he had barely featured in her memories. Her son had been an afterthought, a tool to be used to further her cause. Hop’s instinct was to lie, to cover the truth with sweet frosting, but then he thought of Thistle facing down his monsters, and instead said, ‘That must have been very hard.’

Bear stiffened.

‘Did she make you—’

‘I volunteered,’ he said, his voice strangely dull. ‘To go into the Hollow Place with you. I just wa-wa-wanted to be of use. Her followers cut off my ears, and asked Providence to erase the Vessels’ knowledge of Remedy’s death so I could pretend to be her Vessel.’

‘But Amber didn’t just do that. She erased all our memories. Why?’

‘Sh-She wasn’t meant to. To be honest, I have no idea what Amber’s up to.’

‘Aren’t you on the same side? She helped the rebels,’ Hop said.

‘Yes, but before she saw me here missing my ears, she didn’t know about the plan for me to pre-pre-pre . . . to masquerade as Remedy.’

Hop exhaled. ‘I don’t get it. Why? Why pretend to be a Vessel?’

His eyes met Hop’s. ‘Insurance. In ca-case my mother’s plan to summon Death didn’t go correctly.’

The Red Flame had sent her son into the Hollow Place, where no living person had ever emerged from. She had sacrificed him.

Hop tried to imagine Bear’s life – growing up with a mother so wracked with grief she burned the whole world down to sate it. Forced to act as her mouthpiece. Was that why Bear stammered? Was he so unused to speaking his own words? Hop knew what it was to be a puppet to someone else’s will. Bear might not have been a Vessel but Hop felt every inch of his torment. He clasped Bear’s hand. ‘You’re remarkable. You’re sweet and brave and wonderful. I’m so sorry she couldn’t see that, big brother.’

Bear’s throat bobbed. ‘Stop. I lied to you. I pr-pretended so you would trust me. So I could get close to you.’

‘I don’t care if you’re a Vessel or a rebel or whatever.’

‘Hop. I have to—’

‘You don’t have to do anything.’ Hop smiled softly. ‘I don’t know what your name was before. But you’re Bear now. And Bear can be whoever you want him to be.’

Bear stared at Hop’s hand atop his. ‘I meant w-wh-what I said. I’ve never had a friend before. You’re my first.’ He pulled his hand away. ‘But so-so-some things are bigger than me. Bigger than you, Hop. Like that thing inside you. Like Death.’ Then he closed his hands around Hop’s throat.

Hop gagged, reaching for Bear’s arms, but they were as strong as iron, just like the first time they met when Bear had strangled him on sight. Because Bear had been cast in here to ensure Death was summoned so he could kill the other God-folk. Insurance.

Bear was here to perform the ceremony on Hop.

He was here to kill him.

‘N-No . . .’ Hop gasped. ‘You don’t want to . . .’

Bear lifted Hop from the ground, his grip tightening. ‘I’m sorry. I promised my mother,’ Bear sobbed, his nose weeping. ‘I’m sorry, little brother. I’m sorry.’

Hop was crying too. He kicked, but even when his foot met Bear’s chest he didn’t budge.

Hop wanted to scream: You don’t want to do this! Because he knew it was true. He had sat with Bear in that room of clocks, all alone, and Bear had looked at his hands, and then at Hop, and had only held him tenderly. He had had a chance to strangle Hop, and he hadn’t taken it.

Because he loved him. And he was killing him anyway. Bear kept saying ‘sorry’ until the word didn’t sound real any more. Just a keening noise.

Hop’s lungs throbbed. His mind screamed to fight but he couldn’t lift his legs any more. His hands slipped away from Bear’s.

Hop had felt what it was like to die before. He had felt it in Little’s memories and in his father’s. But their deaths had been quick. Over in a breath.

This was long, and it was agony. The edges of his vision darkened, and he felt only him.

Not a shadow whispering over his shoulder, his fingertips like wind against Hop’s neck. Hop felt Death within him, crawling through his veins like poison.

The rot of ages.

A thousand children screaming out all at once.

Death was a blanket of ice over a springtime meadow. A scorched earth where nothing green could grow.

Death was blood and hate and terror.

And he was here.
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43 Behind the Window

I am here. I’m still here.

That was Hop’s first thought. He still had a body. He ran his fingers down his chest and over his stomach, but he could not feel the thick wool of his scarf. His fingers were pressed to the fabric, but there was no sensation.

There was something essential missing. Something had been taken from him.

Snow settled around him, drifting like falling stars. White against the terrible all-encompassing blackness of this place.

He reached out to catch a flake, but he did not feel the cold of it as it settled in his palm.

I am here. But also not here.

It was, more than anything – hollow.

A pull. A wrench in his core.

Images flashed. An alleyway with a grey mark on the wall. Bells ringing. Hop saw the world he had just left, but he was not there. It lay behind a window of thick glass, and no matter how much Hop pressed up against it, he could not break through.

Bear was before him. The ghosts of tears swimming in his eyes. He did not look pleased or victorious. He looked resigned.

Hop felt his lips move, but the words they spoke were not his. ‘I felt your mother in the square that day. I felt her fire call out to me. But I feel none of that in you. She was a hurricane. You are a whisper on the wind. But I suppose I should thank you, all the same.’ Death’s words. They had to be. Their positions had been swapped. Death was in control of Hop’s body and he was the passenger. A Vessel indeed.

Bear shuddered. ‘I didn’t do it for y-y-y-y—’

Hop’s arm swiped up. A surge of terrible power. Bear’s neck twisted and snapped between his hands. His body fell heavily, his final word lingering on open lips.

Hop screamed. He tried to reach for Bear and shake the life back into him. But although he could reach and scream and shake in the dark and hollow world behind the window, in the real one his body did not flinch. He felt like a passenger in a carriage, tossed around by the whims of horses and an uneven road.

‘It’s frustrating, isn’t it?’ Death said with Hop’s own voice. It sounded entirely unfamiliar – cold and calm, with a razor edge. ‘To be trapped ?’

Hop froze. ‘Death?’

‘No use trying to move your body. I’ve banged against that window many times. Only once did I fully break through, in that dark mountain. For a moment, I was able to seize control.’

That was when Hop was dragged through the tunnels in the first room, when he was strangled. The blood beneath his fingernails. Hop had done it to himself, but it was Death who had been forcing his hand.

‘And briefly when you almost let me in that white room with Darkness’s Vessel.’ Death moved to the end of the alleyway and planted his foot on top of something.

‘Bunny?’

Hop’s heart surged. ‘Skully!’ He tried to lift his foot, but it didn’t budge. ‘You have to move!’

But Skully couldn’t move, and Death knew it.

His foot slammed down, smashing Skully to pieces. Death knelt, searching through the jagged remains. He selected a long white shard and ran his fingers along the edge. His touch was soft. Almost sensual.

‘No more imaginary friends,’ he hissed in Hop’s voice. ‘No more friends at all. Just you and me, son. But I’m not cruel. Here’s something to remember them by.’ He thrust the shard of bone in Hop’s pocket.

‘Skully?’ Hop called out. ‘Skully, answer me!’

Silence.

Hop bent over, clawing at his hair. If he hadn’t thrown Skully, then maybe Death wouldn’t have hurt them.

Maybe. Maybe. Maybe.

Death ran his hands over his hips, then squeezed his stomach. ‘I told him I needed this body to be beautiful. What did he feed you, that traitor of a Scythe?’

Biscuits. Smuggled within a napkin.

‘Never mind. I will make it beautiful once the work is done.’ He pressed his hands together.

That same horrible feeling Hop had felt when he had tried to control the labyrinth descended upon him like a shower of ice rain. The dread was so palpable he could taste it – rotting leaves. The knowledge that the world at its core was a cold dead thing, and all it produced would become the same. Dead and grey and hollow.

In the white space with Thistle, Hop had escaped this feeling, but now there was nowhere to run.

The labyrinth stretched out before him. He felt every breath within it, every wall crafted by his own hands. This place was as much his as his own body.

Flashes of faces. Souls trapped within. Memories drifting like blossoms in a breeze.

Help me!

Can you help me?

Please help!

The voices shrieked in his head until it was Hop screaming: ‘Help them! Please, Gods. Help them!’

‘Help who?’ Death asked. He clearly couldn’t hear the lost ghosts crying for help.

Four different souls blazed through the walls. They practically screamed. Flashes of gold mixed with blue, so unlike the wails of the rest. They were a bloom of carnations in a grey field.

Because they were alive. They were his friends.

‘You cannot hide from a man in his own house,’ Death announced.

‘No!’ Hop thumped against the glass. But his real body did not move. ‘Please, don’t hurt my friends. I’ll do anything. I’ll be silent. I’ll be good. I’ll never speak up or scream. Just please – don’t hurt them.’

Death touched Hop’s hair, tugging at a blond curl. ‘My siblings will know I killed Remedy on Children’s Day the moment they awaken. They will feel Remedy’s absence. We vowed long ago to never harm each other. I’ve committed an unforgivable sin. They will try to take their revenge.’

‘But they can’t kill you,’ Hop said. ‘They’re not a threat.’

‘You lack imagination. Death is not so terrible a thing, compared to what they could do to me. I must act first against their Vessels to prevent them teaming up against me.’

‘You could explain to them, maybe they’ll—’

‘You should know better than anyone, God-folk are not forgiving.’

The labyrinth pulsed.

Hop gagged at the scent of decay as the ground twisted, and the walls melted and vanished and rebuilt.

He did not feel his feet move. But suddenly he was somewhere else.

Death wasn’t moving his body. He was moving the Hollow Place around him.

A forest. Birds twittered overhead, blades of sunlight fell between a canopy of leaves, and bluebells stretched out as far as the eye could see.

Hop felt his nose twitch in revulsion despite himself. The smell was delightful, so it was a strange sensation for his body to recoil from it.

His hand raised, and the bluebells withered.

‘Hop!’

‘Giant-slayer!’

The twins bounded over. ‘Amber explained who you are. Why didn’t you tell us, you big fool?’ Storm shoved his chest playfully. ‘Were you worried you were the most badass? Cos I still think I could thrash you!’

‘She said that you may have fled,’ Sunny said. ‘That because you could move freely through the labyrinth you may have sought out somewhere comforting.’

‘That’s why we asked Dolores where loads of flowers were and ta-da! She opened a door to here, and we found you.’

‘You found me!’ Death’s impression of Hop, of all the intonations of his voice, was note-perfect. ‘Come here!’ He opened Hop’s arms.

Hop tried to lower them. He screamed from behind the window, ‘Stay away! That’s not me! Don’t go near him!’ But the words did not travel beyond his dark cell.

He felt their bodies against his. He smelled the wild in Sunny’s hair.

He also felt Death twist Storm aside, so she could not see when he strangled her brother.

Sunny only had one hand, and his defences were down. He wasn’t holding any of his blades. He was not ready. Whereas Hop’s body was powered with all that godly strength. By the time Sunny realized what was happening, it was already too late.

Sunny went completely still. Then he shook free, his face twisted just as it was in the mountain cave. ‘Traitor! Traitor!’ Fire danced on his fingertips, ready to be hurled. ‘Trai—’

Flame’s soul snapped free so much more easily than Remedy’s. Hers had made deep roots inside her Vessel that had to be torn out. But Flame had barely touched this one. It was like smothering a newborn in a crib.

Sunny’s body thudded lifelessly to the ground.

A scream like a roar of a tiger. Storm ran to her brother, skidding to her knees in the dead bluebells. ‘No no no no.’ She shook him furiously, his head lolling to the side. ‘Get up! Stop it, eejit. It’s not funny. I promised I’d look after you. I said I would keep you safe and you just . . . you can’t . . . YOU CAN’T GO! Not without me. I won’t let you.’

Hop pressed his hand to the glass, tears streaking his cheeks.

‘I’ve never seen you apart,’ Death said, eyes fixed on them, reluctant to miss a second of her agony. ‘Born together, died together. One soul split into two, they say. But he’s dead and you’re still here. So I suppose that’s not right.’

Storm’s body stilled. Tears beaded on her chin.

Death shifted. ‘It’s not really fair, is it? To have two God-folk working so closely together. Such united power shouldn’t exist. I’ve simply evened the playing field.’

Sunny’s body slumped from Storm’s lap as she rose.

Her expression was the fury of a thousand sibling deaths. And Hop thought of Ríona, who had followed this same rage all the way to the creation of the Church, which had led a God to stand in a square and slay countless more siblings.

‘You see?’ Death said, and Hop felt the words were as much for him as Storm. ‘The world is a cycle. And I am the start and end of it.’

‘You will die for what you did to Remedy, and for what you’ve done to Flame. Traitor,’ Storm uttered.

‘You were summoned through emotion, Earth?’ Hop’s mouth filled with saliva. Death was pleased. He had destroyed Storm so completely with Sunny’s death her soul had retreated, and allowed the God to take control.

Hop wanted to throw his arms around Storm. To tell her it was okay, it would be okay. He’d fix Sunny. He’d find a way.

But her twin was pale and dead at her feet, and the girl before him was not Storm. This was Earth. ‘There is no place in all the realms of the universe that you can run where I will not find you.’

Death levelled his gaze at her. ‘Have you ever known me to flee, sister?’

The ground trembled. Death steadied his body against a tree trunk, but a moment later the tree was yanked out of the earth, root and stem.

The entire forest screamed. Earth tore the trees from the ground in great plumes of dust and dirt, then flung them at him. Death ducked and weaved as they crashed and rolled, cleaving cavernous tracks across the forest floor.

‘You see?’ Death said, wiping his brow. ‘She’s all emotion. It’s clouding her aim. If she had not loved her twin so dearly, she would be more of a threat.’

The earth shook; green vines plunged upwards and wrapped around his core, dragging him to the ground. Thorns tore into his skin, pinning his arms to his sides. Death squirmed, but could not break free. A swirling mass of brown dust surrounded him. The forest creaked and sighed.

‘Why?’ Earth’s voice came from all directions. ‘Why kill the children? What did they do to you, brother?’

Death relaxed, even as the vines nipped Hop’s skin. ‘It was only a message. A reminder of the power of Gods. They were rising against us; they threatened our kind. I was protecting us. You should be thankful.’

A dry laugh. ‘Great job.’

Death felt for her soul in the darkness. It called out loud and clear. A furious blaze of gold. ‘You really think you can hide from me?’

‘When you have finished your slaughter, when all you know is dead, what will you do then? What will you do with your kingdom of ruin?’

Death smiled with Hop’s lips. ‘I shall rule.’ A flick of his fingers. He pulled at her soul and her body came with it, yanked out of the swirling mists.

She yelled, kicking and snarling furiously, but, just like Remedy, she was unable to break free of his hold, suspended before him as she fought a fruitless battle. Her soul clung on for minutes that felt like hours, screaming all the while.

The vines died with her. Her shell fell to the forest wastes.

In his dark cage, Hop pressed his palms to the ground, snow falling around him. ‘Put them back,’ he whispered. ‘Please put them back.’

Death rose, brushing Hop’s clothes of dirt. ‘There is no back. And this is not personal. As I said, I’m simply saving time, and us.’

‘You’re not saving anyone!’ Hop screamed. ‘You’re killing them! She’s right. At the end you will be standing in a field of corpses, and you will realize there’s nobody left.’ Hop sobbed, wailing and screaming and pounding his fists against that impenetrable wall between the real world and this prison. ‘Please! Please put them back! Please—’

A blaze of light. Hop recoiled as Death appeared before him, all ribbons of dark hair and ice-blue eyes, except this time he was emblazed with golden light. ‘Bring them back! Please please!’ he mocked. ‘You really are such a tiresome child.’

Hop crawled back, looking down, away, at anything that was not this monster. ‘Please . . . put them—’

Flashes of memories. Of a girl screaming as her flesh melted. A boy locked in a dungeon with the corpse of his brother. Of blood. And tears. And screams gone unanswered.

Hop gasped. He was back in the room, Death blazing with God-light before him. ‘If you continue your pathetic crying, I will show you nothing but these memories. I will trap you in them. Do you hear me?’

Hop whimpered into his knees. ‘I want to go home. I want Father.’

‘There is no home. The Red Flame burned it all. And that traitor you call “Father” is dead. There is only you and me. Now will you stop crying?’

Hop was so very good at suppressing tears. He had been doing it for almost a decade. He knew exactly how to please Death.

He nodded and stopped crying. But he did not look at him again, not once.

‘Good. We are only just beginning.’

The golden image of Death vanished. The labyrinth pulsed. The dead flowers at Hop’s feet turned to grains of sand. Waves roared as they lashed the cliff edge. It was too dark to see what lingered within that ocean but Hop felt the pull of the Hollow Place. This time, it was not so disconcerting. It was oddly comforting, like turning into a street and seeing your house at the end of it.

Standing alone was a boy with raven-black hair and eyes so dark they reflected stardust.

‘No!’ Hop cried, heart lurching. ‘Not this one! Please. You can come back and hurt me instead. Lock me in the memories. Just not him.’

Hop’s body ran towards him. ‘Thistle!’

Thistle turned, relief flooding his face. ‘You’re a real arsehole, you know that? You scared the shite out of me, Hop.’ His words were harsh, but his voice quivered delicately on his name, as if it was something very precious.

Death stretched Hop’s lips into a wide smile. ‘How did you know I’d come here?’

‘Because you’re a giant softie and this is where you saved my life the first time.’

Hop pounded the glass, screaming: ‘Run! Get away from him!’

Instead, Death stepped closer. ‘I’ll always return to you, Thistle.’

Thistle ran his hands down his own arms. His gaze flittered over Hop’s shoulder. Thistle was terrified. Hop would have done anything to comfort him – tell him all the things they would do once they escaped, ask him if he could hold him. And most of all, apologize a thousand times for forcing him away in that last room, when Thistle had reached out to him.

‘I really thought you were gone forever.’

‘Well.’ Death grabbed Thistle’s hands. ‘I’m here now. And I’ll never leave you.’

The sweet words tasted bitter on Hop’s tongue. ‘Don’t touch him!’

Thistle stared down at their linked hands. ‘You know it’s funny. I thought God-folk were meant to be cunning.’

‘Aren’t they?’

Thistle’s expression was as cold as a blade. ‘You really thought I wouldn’t realize you’re not him?’

Death froze.

‘Hop would never ignore me if he knew I was scared. He always noticed, even when I didn’t want him to. Also, he’d be tripping over himself apologizing for forcing me out of the last room.’

The waves crashed against the shore.

‘And you forgot something very important,’ Thistle said, yanking him close. ‘I know monsters better than anyone, no matter the pretty masks they wear.’

A blast of light. A searing pain tore through every joint in Hop’s body.

A scatter of thoughts that were not his. Confusion. Surprise. A tinge of fear. ‘Never have I seen Darkness wield such power. It is an abomination.’

‘It’s light,’ Thistle said.

Hop’s lips curled with disgust as Death said: ‘You are broken.’

‘Perhaps. But maybe that isn’t such a terrible thing. There are more pieces of me to love, after all.’

Hop pressed his forehead against the glass.

A ball of light hit Death square in the chest. All the air left his lungs. His body flew back, smashing into the hard edge of the cliff wall.

He throbbed. Something hot and sticky ran down his forehead. Blood.

Thistle’s boot slammed down on his chest.

‘Do it,’ Hop whispered against the window. ‘Kill him. Do it, Thistle.’

His eyes met Hop’s, light blooming in his palms.

A whimper left Death’s lips. ‘Please don’t, Thistle. I’m scared. I don’t want to die! Please! I want to see fireflies with you.’

Thistle’s breath caught. ‘Th-That’s not . . .’

‘Stop that!’ Hop slammed his hands against the glass. ‘Stop pretending to be me!’

‘Thistle!’ Death wailed. ‘Help me! It hurts! It hurts! Help me!’

‘STOP IT!’ Thistle yelled. But the light had already fallen from his hands. Instead, he was reaching for Hop. To hold. To comfort. A moment of softness. Of weakness. Death leaped upon it.

Thistle’s hand found Hop’s a moment before he died.

Hop felt the touch of it, even from his dark prison. He felt the warmth, then the way it went so very still. A blaze of blue and gold reflected in the dark pools of Thistle’s eyes as Death unhooked his soul from its mooring.

Hop crumpled to the ground, his chest so heavy he was sure he would never rise again.

‘A pity,’ Death said, running his fingertips over Thistle’s lips. ‘He would have been such a beautiful God. I always had a fondness for Darkness.’

‘He’s not Darkness,’ Hop whispered.

‘That’s right.’ Death flipped Thistle over so he lay face down in the sand. ‘He is nothing.’

‘Turn him around,’ Hop said. ‘He needs to see the stars.’

Death rose, looking away.

‘Turn him over.’

But the labyrinth was already pulsing. ‘One left.’

Amber was in a room that Hop recognized. Overloaded bookshelves, an untidy desk and rows of pot plants with trailing leaves.

She stood alone in Death’s bedroom. ‘So, Bear succeeded in summoning you. I suspected that’s why he was here. I thought he didn’t have it in him.’

Hop didn’t have the energy to speak. He simply pressed one hand against the window.

Death stepped towards her. ‘You had a hand in my being thrown in the Hollow Place, Providence?’

Death had called Amber Providence. Suddenly it occurred to Hop how strange it was that Amber could use her gifts before Providence was summoned. He would’ve assumed she was like Thistle, but Death seemed entirely surprised by Thistle’s ability to wield his God gifts, and not at all by Amber’s.

Her face was cold and unfeeling. ‘Yes. I saw no reality where the Vessels were not cast down here, even without my help. It seemed pointless to deny the Red Flame my aid.’

‘So you know how it ends,’ Death said. ‘Is that why you do not fight me? You know it to be foolish?’

Her face hardened. ‘What fight can a God of Providence put up against the God of Death?’

He laughed dryly. ‘You always were better suited to churches than battlefields, old friend.’

Her chin raised. ‘You are not my friend.’

‘It is of no importance.’

She swallowed hard. ‘The Red Flame aims for the extinction of God-folk. She intends to trap you down here, alone.’

‘I saw snippets of that,’ Death muttered. ‘In my Vessel’s head.’

‘But by killing us you’re playing into her scheme. Why?’

‘She was correct about many things. God-folk do not have a place in the mortal world. Sharing power amongst so many beings is messy. I have always said this, have I not? That power should sit with one?’

‘No. You have not always said that.’

He wafted her words aside. ‘But to attempt to entrap me here, of all places, was the Red Flame’s fatal mistake. It is my realm. I am its creator. The Hollow Place is not a cage that can contain me.’

‘So once you kill us all you will break free?’

‘It will be as easy as walking through a door. The Bone Door.’

Amber laughed dryly. ‘You truly remember nothing, do you? I wonder when you began to forget? When you gave in to the bloodlust? Or is it that you simply refuse to remember? Are you afraid?’

Afraid.

That word snaked around Death’s core. Hop shuddered as it reverberated through him.

‘I fear nothing!’ Death lied. ‘Memories are your domain. Power is mine. I will allow you a choice – do you wish to be sitting or standing as I end your life?’

‘I have another idea.’ She reached out. ‘Take my hand. I wish to feel the touch of another as I pass.’

Death sighed but placed his hand into Amber’s. Their fingers locked.

That terrible power swelled again. The scent of decay. Amber’s soul was not like his other friends’, blazing and loud and new. It was a crumbling building upon a hill that had weathered the lashes of time. It was ancient and beautiful.

Her hand squeezed his. A flash of a memory. Of two children in a garden. Amber still and silent and unmoving. And Hop wanting to do anything to make this strange girl smile. He knew she couldn’t see, so instead, he took her hand in his. Secret and hidden beneath the flowers so people could not see their flesh touching.

‘I lived a thousand lifetimes,’ she whispered in the present, ‘and only in two did you ever take my hand.’

Another life. Two hands linked. A surge of feeling.

Death yelled and dropped her hand as if it was on fire.

What was that? A flash of a memory that was not Hop’s or this version of Death’s. Amber must have put it there. Why? Was she trying to tell him something?

‘Silence!’ Death’s voice cracked. ‘Do not speak again. Do not touch me. It is time to end it.’

Unlike the others’ souls, hers was well rooted. Embedded so strongly Death skidded as he tried to wrench it free. But she did not fight him; that made it easier. She closed her eyes and willingly gave it to him.

Hop pressed his hand to the window. ‘Amber.’

‘Thank you,’ she whispered, and her words were not for Death, but him. ‘For taking my hand again.’
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44 Behind the Window

The snow fell but Hop did not feel the chill of it. He curled up in the darkness of this empty place.

He was stuck here, behind the window, without a true body. Death was right – he did not possess power. There was nowhere for him to go. Nothing he could do. He’d failed every single person he loved. He’d promised he would help his friends. Instead, he had led every single one to their deaths.

He drove his thumbnail into his palm, but the sweet release of pain didn’t come. Even that door was closed. He had nowhere to escape to.

He hugged his knees to his chest.

He wished he was more like Thistle. He had faced his monsters head on, no matter how much they scared him; and Darkness had not overcome Thistle, the way Death so easily had with Hop.

But Hop had never really confronted anything terrifying or terrible. The only thing he was good at was escaping. And that had led him here, to the end of all things. Alone. He was alone.

‘You’re not alone.’

Hop sat up. ‘Skully?’

‘I’m here, Bunny.’ Their voice echoed around him.

‘You should leave me while you can,’ he whispered.

‘Never.’

‘Why?’

‘I didn’t remember at first. The memories were fuzzy. Then they started to come. Let me show you.’

Hop trembled. ‘Will you leave, after you do?’

‘Not until you’re ready.’

‘I need to touch you,’ Hop whispered.

‘There’s a piece of me in your pocket.’

That’s right, Death had crushed Skully. But he’d retained a shard. He’d put it in Hop’s pocket.

Hop’s body stood still, looking down at Amber’s lifeless form, but he focused on his pocket and the shard of Skully within it. He could not raise his hands to touch it. But he could feel it pressing against his leg, the sharp edge of it digging into his skin. He concentrated on the pressure against his thigh.

Skully’s soul did not cry out or scream its presence like the others. It was a whisper. If the Red Flame had burned like a furnace, then Skully was the brush of a snowflake grazing his cheek in its descent.

‘This is going to hurt, isn’t it?’ Hop whispered.

‘Yes, little love. But good things often do.’

Hop leaned into that whisper, into the soul still somehow clinging to a shard of bone. It embraced him like a long-lost friend.


You have always known beauty. Not the fleeting shallow beauty of small noses and plump lips, but the beauty of the ordinary. In the meticulous engineering of a spider’s web. In the roundness of your mother’s stomach, from carrying all your siblings. You see it in the scar across your hand, earned from saving an ungrateful cat from a river.

Your father feeds this thirst for beauty. He spends all his earnings on paint and brushes, and you try to capture a shard of that beauty within canvas.

You see the world in colours. You see purple in the hobbling gait of an old woman, gold in freshly baked loaves, red in the passion of crowds.

You do not see the beauty that men tell your father of, the beauty they follow to your door. You ask why they find you beautiful. Their answers are boring. Golden curls and pink cheeks.

But it is for these things that you are chosen, that you are plucked with other girls who have been told they are beautiful. They do not pick the kind girls, or the strong ones. They pick only the beautiful ones.

Death sweeps the line, examining every possible imperfection, anything that could taint his heritage.

Beauty is the mask he wears. He understands the power of it.

He examines your face as if it is a fine sword he is considering purchasing. You have tried very hard to not look beautiful today. That is perhaps your mistake. The lack of lipstick and blush makes you look younger than your sixteen years.

He chooses you, and you hold back a scream.

You tell yourself that it will not be that bad, that there is goodness to be found, even here. Even in him. You pack your paints and brushes. When he finds them, he tears your paintings and casts the pieces into the fire.

He cares for your beauty, only that. It’s surprising that the God of something so permanent as Death would care so deeply for something so transient.

You try to resist him. Your body operates on instinct, reacting to the great wrongness of it. You know of the act; you have heard the beauty of it immortalized in song. What he does to you is not beautiful. He does not see that he is destroying the very part of you he craves. Your beauty is torn away, piece by piece, night by night.

It does not work the first time. Or the second. Or the third. It takes a month before they are sure.

‘Death’s consort is with child.’

You are with child.

It does not surprise you – there is room for it to grow in the places he has hollowed out within you.

You try to get rid of it. This parasite. This plague beneath your skin, leeching your life force. It is his. Only his. Every movement of his spawn is a further violation of your body.

But it is impossible – all your actions are watched. Your food is controlled and tested for poison. You cannot sleep, cannot even urinate without their eyes upon you.

At night, you squeeze your belly, you lie on it, wondering if you can smother his spawn in the womb. But then they strap you to the bed so you cannot move.

You forget the feel of a paintbrush. You stop seeing the hidden colours of the world. Everything is black and grey. You are the shell of an egg, ready to be cracked when the chick tears its way out, beak first.

Then the child comes.

You almost do not look. You almost lie there, eyes upon the ceiling, waiting for the death you know is your fate. All mothers of Vessels are killed once they have fulfilled their purpose. It is too risky, they say; she may develop some emotion, some feeling of ownership over the child. The thought almost makes you laugh.

But then you look. And he is you. He is all you. Blond curls and green eyes and round cheeks. You see your mother in his eyes, your brother in the curve of his lip. But most of all, you see you. He is none of Death.

Tiny hands cling to you. He must be protected. Not with armed guards and patrols, but from everyone who will not see the core of him – that he matters. Not that thing inside him, that one measly piece of Death hijacking his body as he did yours.

‘We matter,’ you whisper as he feeds at your breast. ‘We are not vessels housing more important things.’

It must be you. It has to be you. Nobody else will do it.

They take him from you without a word. For the first time in nine months, you are alone. You have fulfilled your duty. Outstayed your welcome.

They have been careless to leave you. They do not believe, even for a second, that you have any fight left. Until this moment, neither did you.

You have minutes.

The snow is thick outside the window. Death planned this – that his child, his next Vessel, would be born with the dying of the world. But no depth of snow can hide this spring-child’s nature. He is not cold and decay. He is green sprouts and life. But Death’s arrogance has saved you. You open the window, and jump.

For years the Church hunt you, demanding your capture. They track your shadow through alleyways and taverns. But as the years pass their chase slows. They assume you dead. They do not understand the strength that fuels mothers.

You enter oblivion. You become a whisper in the wind. You clean the houses of cruel men and vanish when lustful gazes turn suspicious. You live a thousand lives in the space of months. You finally find purpose in the last one.

The house you rent is in the shaded part of town that does not catch the light, even when the sun is high. Yours is the business of desperate souls who have nowhere else to turn. You take away their burdens with a herb, a blade and a promise. You wash their blood from the sheets in the river at night, and burn the tiny, unformed bodies in the fireplace. You give them the choice you were never offered.

You commit the ‘murders’ Death has forbidden. But you are saving lives, not taking them.

For all those years you watch your son from afar. You bide your time. You stand in the cover of the crowd as they parade him through the streets. You stand silent as he sobs, holding a blood-slicked blade. How did they ever expect your spring-child to do this?

Then you notice him – the man at your child’s side. You know the cruelty of the Scythe. It was he who plucked you for his master’s pleasure.

But artist eyes notice the things others miss. Like the way his gaze never leaves your child. How his gloved hands steady him when he stumbles. The way he clasps the blade for him. Others assume this is an act of cruelty, but you know the truth – the boy is his world. After all, you know what it is for your world to become one person. So you risk everything on that cruel man’s heart.

You go to him in the dead of night. You alight walls to find him.

Your bet pays off. The Scythe agrees. You do not know why. You do not question why, other than to believe that there is some good to be found, even here, where they prepare children for devastation.

You meet them in a secluded courtyard every year on your son’s birthday, when the snow blankets the ground. The Scythe gave you matching bells, to call out to each other and signal your arrival. You ring yours and theirs answers; it says: I am a friend.

The Scythe is horrified when you take your child into your arms and bestow his brow with kisses.

You know their doctrine. No touching.

You also do not care. You need him to know the tender touch of another, that he is loved. You break all their cruel rules one by one. You teach him his mother tongue. You give him just enough so he can learn by listening to the common people. You cradle him in your arms and sing to him, the same songs your mother sang to you; tales of the earth and the ocean. Songs that are not hymns or testaments to his glory.

You treat him with love, not because it may soften the thing within him, lying dormant. But because he is a person and he deserves happiness. That is all you can give him – one day of happiness every year.

What he will become is irrelevant. All that is important is this moment – who he is now.

He has no name, so you call him as he should be known. Not cold winters and the twilight of the world. He is life and love and springtime. He is a rabbit, peeking out of its burrow at the dawning of the year. You cry, ‘My little bunny!’ as he leaps into your arms.

The Scythe watches you like an experiment. He beholds your son’s easy smile with fascination, as if it is a thing to be studied. As though you have performed some kind of miracle by summoning it. He is a man of facts and numbers and concepts. He does not understand.

You think that smile is the only reason he keeps bringing him to you.

One winter he does not come. You stand in the snow, and you ring your bell, but only silence answers.

You do not realize until you return home that the city is on fire. You know what that fire means – your clients talk.

The rebels have acted. The Red Flame will tear down the Gods, and the Church with them.

Your child must be scared. That fear powers your limbs as you climb the monastery for the second time. You leap through his garden and put yourself between him and her – the Red Flame. That name makes her sound like a monster, but when you look upon her all you see is grief. You know the anguish of mothers.

You plead for his life. She does not listen. The pain comes fast. It is merciful compared to the slow death you faced at Death’s hand. You are surprised there is still so much left of you to bleed out.

Your bunny is inconsolable, but he holds you softly as you die. He touches your hair and strokes your face.

Thank goodness. It’s with relief that you breathe your last. Because he is not Death. He is good and soft and sweet. You gave him that. That was you.

But he needs you still. As that sweet hymn lulls you to the beyond, you turn away and cling to this mortal shell of a body.

You hold on as they cast it into the fire with the others they have slain, men and women of the Church. It strips your flesh to the bone. The pain consumes every part of you. It tears through your memories, through your sense of self, until all that remains is agony and suffering and an all-persistent feeling that you must anchor yourself to the bones that remain. Because someone needs you.

The pain does not ease until he holds you. Until he smiles and you remember the words you spoke with your dying breath:

‘You will never be alone.’
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45 Behind the Window

Death emerged from the darkness like a nightmare. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’

Behind the window, Hop reached in his pocket for a shard of bone that was not there. ‘M-Mother?’

‘I’m here, Bunny.’

‘You have no mother,’ Death snarled, the edges of him blurred with gold. ‘That whore died the day you were born. I don’t know how you conjure those false images, but you will cease.’

He didn’t know? Had Death never plunged himself into another’s life and lived it with them, breath by breath?

‘Of course not, he’s Death.’

Death had only ever cast souls aside. Ripped them from their mooring. Never welcomed them with open arms, as Hop had.

‘You’ve neglected half your power,’ Hop whispered.

Death struck him across the face. Hop did not feel the pain, but he landed on the floor. ‘Do not speak to me of power, you who have none of it.’

He was wrong. Death was so consumed by his own control it had blinded him to the power within every person.

Like a Scythe who betrayed his dearest master because he wanted to do one good thing in his life. And a mother who realized that there are other ways to fight – like surviving long enough to hold the hand of your child so he would know what love was.

That love had taken root within Hop, and instead of causing the deaths he was doomed to, he heard the cries of those who needed help. He saw their lives and lived them alongside them.

He saw people. That was his power. And he had been using it all along without even knowing. He had thought Thistle strong for using his power without summoning his God.

But Hop was the same.

‘I do have power,’ Hop said.

‘She said the same thing before I took her.’ Death’s hair rippled eerily. ‘And I will say the same thing to you as I did to your mother: you are a vessel, created for one purpose – my satisfaction.’ He smirked. ‘You were born to be monstrous.’

Hop clutched the ground. Maybe that was true. Maybe it was in his nature, and perhaps he would have become exactly what Death had been countless times before – murder, slaughter and pain. But because of two people he had been raised with kindness and love. And that had made all the difference.

He thought of Spider-baby, a beast born to kill, feared by all, whom Hop had nuzzled to his chest and fed from his veins. And how this ‘monster’ had resisted his nature to consume and let Bear go.

His father had been right after all – a thing’s nature was not set. It could be changed.

Hop had been changed.

He stood. Every instinct screamed at him to run, to hide his head in his hands and never look upon the horror before him. To be quiet. And good. And happy.

But his mother and father had not run. They had fought against the almighty power of Gods in their own ways, and Hop would too.

Hop faced Death. ‘I get it now. I can’t escape from you. I can never escape from you.’

Death smiled.

‘But I can fight you.’ Then he lunged.

Death was not ready. Hop pounded at his chest, kicking and scratching and snarling.

‘Insolence!’ Death snapped.

Hop jerked up in the air. He hung suspended before Death, unable to move.

‘I do not understand,’ Death said, ‘why you are not silent and well behaved, as the others were.’

‘Because they were Vessels who never knew love.’

‘It is his doing, isn’t it?’ Death’s face darkened. ‘That traitorous Scythe, for turning you weak and soft.’

‘And hers.’

Death scoffed. ‘She is dead.’

‘Get away from my child, devil.’

Death recoiled. His smile fell as he glanced around. Clearly, he had never heard Skully speak before.

‘She has always been with me,’ Hop said.

Death straightened and asked in a chillingly soft voice: ‘Where are you, little dove? You know I always find you, no matter where you hide.’

Silence.

Death’s cold gaze fixed on Hop. ‘It is you that has ruined my Vessel then. It is true that when they are a blank slate it is easier to slip into their bodies, without their souls screaming in my head.’ His long fingers ran down Hop’s cheek. ‘But there are ways to deal with this. What do you say, little dove? Shall I make it slow, or fast? Shall I cast his soul into the abyss, or shall I destroy him first?’

Fear bubbled in Hop’s gut, but he did not look away.

‘I wonder if he will scream when I break him, as you did?’

Hop gathered all his energy, threw back his head and spat in Death’s face.

Death snarled and cast Hop to the ground. Death was upon him in a moment, hands around his neck, squeezing his windpipe.

Hop did not feel pain. But a great wooziness overcame him. The blackness spun.

A part of him screamed to run. To escape into that growing oblivion at the back of his mind, where all was still and silent. Another part told him to fight, to kick and scratch until the very last breath.

Hop was done with running.

The version of Death before him, like Spider-baby, had been told he was a monster. He was a legacy of suffering and gore-soaked fields. But in her final moments Amber had given Hop a gift. A clue.

‘I lived a thousand lifetimes, and only in two did you ever take my hand.’

Hop remembered that flash of memory Amber had given him. Hands linked. A surge of feeling.

In one of their other lifetimes, Death had held Providence’s hand, just as Hop had. That life was important. He needed to remember it. And Hop had spent too long shrinking away from the shadow that stalked him.

Hop clutched Death’s arms, his fingers sinking deep into the blurred gold edges of his ancient soul.

‘You cannot fight me,’ Death said.

Hop smiled, enveloping himself in the flickering memories. ‘I’m not fighting you. I’m seeing you.’


Your newest life is so loud it drowns out the others. Like a spot of black paint on a palette of white. It is fuelled by fear, and the need to kill to sate it. The people placed a crown of bones upon your head, forced you to mutilate your siblings, then were shocked when you killed their children in the square.

It is as if they do not understand what Death means.

The lives of the ones they call Vessels are fleeting. Their will is like a whisper, sunlight smothered behind storm clouds. They do not have time to flourish.

It is their easy, silent nature that has allowed you to grow. That has amplified the bloodlust that is necessary for your domination. You are a threatened species with a single aim – your survival in a world that is beginning to loathe you. A people who have outgrown you, who desire your destruction. To survive you must suffocate the softer parts of you. They are unnecessary.

But they are still there. Hundreds of years and countless lives that came before.

Some are quick. Uneventful. They are spent upon cold thrones in dark rooms. Others strike though your core like a knife, and their wounds echo across timelines, like scars in the earth from when the plates shift.

Like the boy with freckles who played with you as a child, who stood against a tirade of hate, and died in your arms. Now, freckles make you sad, even twenty lives later, when you do not remember why.

In one you barely make it to sixteen. They keep you alive with potions and tonics. You never do find out why your godly healing could not fix that broken body.

In one of your female forms, you fall in love with a woman. You plait forget-me-nots through her red hair and kiss her fingertips beneath willow trees. You pretend not to see her tears when you choose her brother for your consort. She does not understand that you picked him so when you awaken in your next form, you will look at your reflection and find her eyes again.

But there is one life whose choice impacts everything. You have buried it deep, like a sickness you cannot face. A weak ankle in a sword fight, pivoting away so your enemy cannot exploit the flaw.

You have buried him for centuries.

He lingers, beneath the layers of lives. You dig through the foundations of earth until your shovel strikes true. Four hundred years after you were first summoned from the universe when the mortals slaughtered their young to beg for your aid, he is there.

You are there.

Ever since you awoke in this form you have heard the cries of the dead.

When you were young, they would rouse you from sleep, begging for assistance. But as you’ve aged, the dead have grown with you. When your siblings look over the fields and mountains, they marvel at the beauty of the world you formed together. But you see only the souls of the suffering.

Your sisters and brothers tell you not to worry. That it is the natural order of things. All things die.

But they do not feel the torment of a million trapped souls. They do not lie awake listening to the cries of mothers for children, and lovers who cannot find each other. You fear it is your existence that has imprisoned them.

You are sixteen, in mortal years, when you decide to help them.

You dedicate precious years to study, you dive into memories, you ask Providence to look into the threads of the future to find one with the answer you seek, but she shuts herself away from you.

In the end, you must take a risk.

You know there is a place beyond all this. This mortal realm is not the only one that exists. There is a place where these souls can find rest.

You are nineteen when you attempt to build a door between realms.

You know it will take immense power, even the might of an immortal God – a force of nature encased within a human shell – may not be enough. But there is a chance. That is what you give the suffering souls. It is all you can give them.

You will build a door for the dead from your bones.

You walk to the ocean and start a fire in the sand. You strip off your clothes and stand naked on the beach.

‘I give you my body,’ you say, sending your words out into the universe. ‘I sacrifice my tie to this earth, to build a door, so that the dead may walk through it.’

Then you cast yourself into the fire.

It is not easy to kill a God. As soon as the flames are upon you, your skin hurries to mend, to keep the blood inside. Luckily, you are a master of blood. You tell the skin to stop mending. You tell the blood to flow. It obeys.

You know death better than anyone, but yours does not come easy. Every part of you rises in fury. A great cry of souls who came before, who cling to this world they formed from the ashes of a dead one. It is ours. It belongs to us. They do not wish to return to that weightless existence that came before. To be thrown to the breeze like so many petals.

But your will is stronger. You tell them to let you die even as your own soul weeps in fear.

As your grip on this realm loosens, you gather the last of your strength. In a blaze of pain you cling to the pieces of you scattered in the fire. You will them to assemble into a door.

You think you feel it – a tug in some distant part of you, or the sound of thousands of souls sighing in relief. You think you feel it work.

But you are not here.

You return to the abyss. You are a force tied to the whims of the universe, and you cannot help people from here. You can only watch them live and die and suffer.

It is in this endless nothingness that you realize some souls are not moving through your door. They cling to the lives they have left, to a world they should be leaving.

They need your help, but you cannot give it.

Something tugs you back. A snag on your soul.

A voice says, ‘Not yet.’

You awaken with a gasp. You lie on the beach, spluttering for breath in a body that feels all too human – heavy and fragile.

You are not alone. Five people sit around you, cradling your body between them. They are all crying, your sisters and brothers. They are disfigured, missing pieces. Remedy’s ears are gone. Darkness’s nose. Flame and Earth are without legs and hands. And when you look upon Providence she has no eyes.

‘I could not return you without a body,’ Remedy says.

They have cut pieces off themselves to create a body for you. Five God-folk have sacrificed themselves so you can live.

You sob as you take Providence’s hand and ask why.

‘Because we are not done yet, are we?’

You are not. There are people who need you.

With Providence you build the place where you will help those unable to pass on. It will seal the souls within, allowing you to guide them to the door of your bones. Providence imbues the place with memories of this world and all the dead. You do not release her hand until it is done.

You will not hold it again in this lifetime.

You leave your siblings and the living behind. This strange place you built, and the dead within it, become your world. You help the ones that cling on, soul by soul. You are with them through their memories, and you are with them at the end.

You leave only once, when your time shortens and you must ensure you produce an heir.

‘You will return?’ your caretaker asks.

You cannot answer confidently. You do not know what form your next life will take. You do not know if they will hear the cries of the dead.

You worry for all these lost souls. So many you ran out of time to save. They need protection. You give your caretaker instructions. When you leave your realm, you feel as if a piece of you remains there.

But your time is running low. Your cup is almost empty. ‘It is yours,’ you whisper to the sea breeze. ‘If you are worthy of it.’



When Hop awoke back in the place behind the window, the hands that had strangled him now held him tenderly. It was not Death before him, but a young man with warm brown skin and kind hazel eyes, shaking with sobs.

This man was the version of Death he had just lived through. The one who had thrown himself on the fire. Who had built a door of his bones.

‘You’re the same person?’ Hop asked, glancing around for the Death he knew.

‘I am many lives across many forms. Just as a book is comprised of many words, and can be written by many people, but is still one book.’ He released Hop. ‘Sometimes one life, and its desires, are so strong they overpower the others. Sometimes the world demands I become someone terrible to survive it. But yes, the one you knew is here. He is a part of me. A page within my book.’

Hop wasn’t sure survival was ever worth that. ‘So you are Death?’

‘That is one of my names. Though it does not suit this form. I am not just Death, I am not just an ending. I am the lifeblood of the planet. I went by Ichor in life.’

‘I knew another Ichor . . . he was not so kind.’

‘Correct. He is a part of me also.’

Hop swallowed hard. ‘And what I saw . . . what the other God-folk did for you, that really happened? You didn’t cut them? They cut themselves to save you?’

‘Exactly—’ Ichor’s voice broke.

Hop had always thought Death’s nature had no place in a world of innocent people. He believed Death had cut the other God-folk to dominate them, and Hop had recreated that terrible tale upon the stage, bloodied blade in hand.

But that had been a lie. The true story was never one of power or control. It was one of friendship. Four hundred years after the God-folk first came to these lands, Ichor’s friends had sacrificed pieces of themselves to save him, and now Hop’s friends’ bodies were scattered across the Hollow Place. ‘I have friends who need my help too.’

Pain flashed in Ichor’s eyes. ‘I’m sorry. I only know how to guide the souls to the next life, not back to the ones they have left. Only Remedy was ever capable of that, and she is gone.’

‘That’s what the Bone Door is, isn’t it? It’s not a way out.’

‘Of course it is,’ Ichor said. ‘It is the only way out, just not to the place you assumed.’

Somewhere in the vastness of the Hollow Place Hop could feel a flicker of his friends’ souls. They had not passed through that door, they were here, which meant there was a chance. But only Death and all his power could bend the labyrinth to his will.

Hop could not save them alone. He looked at the man before him, and although the face was kind, he knew that was not all he was. He was every incarnation of Death and Ichor and everything in between. He was the man who had stained the fields red with blood, and the monster Hop had been running from since he first heard him whisper in his ear.

Hop couldn’t pick and choose. He couldn’t pluck out the difficult parts. Without accepting all of him, Hop could never help his friends. Everything in balance, just as Granny had said what felt like so long ago.

‘I think I know how to help them. But I can’t do it without you.’

Ichor smiled. ‘This is your turn. Remember that, Hop. I am with you, all of me. But you’re in control now.’

Hop opened his arms and embraced him fully.

Their souls joined easily. Some of the God’s other lives fit perfectly within Hop; they slipped around him like a second skin. But others grazed, like squeezing himself into an ill-fitting shirt. The terrible cruelty of Death raged against Hop’s nature.

But Death was as essential as Ichor was. Death had been a mercy to Hop’s suffering father. Death could be a sacrifice that saved a thousand lost souls. And without it, the delicate life of a flower would not be so precious, so wondrous. After all, some green shoots grow all the better from scorched earth.

There was no good at all without the bad. No beginning without an end.

Hop gasped as he returned to his body. He wiggled his toes and breathed a lungful of air. ‘I’m here. I’m back.’

He wasn’t alone. He felt all the lives of his past incarnations as if they were his own. Their natures jostled within him. Mercy and bloodshed. Fear and joy. Love and hate. All those lives were within him, but he was a fresh page in a well-thumbed book, and new words could be written.

What he had done – embracing and opening himself up to Ichor, had allowed him to combine his soul with the God’s, but without the brutal wrestle of control and takeover that Death had inflicted on him.

He was everyone Ichor had been. But first and foremost, he was Hop.

His past lives settled. Still there, but calm, like a gentle current rather than a raging sea.

He closed his eyes and felt every inch of his labyrinth, every lost soul crying out, every brief memory of hope and suffering. Four souls were not like the others. The great weight of them tugged. They had gathered like frightened doves.

He called to them, and they came instantly. They knew their brother.

One soul did not answer when he called. Hop sought out Bear in the labyrinth but couldn’t find him.

The souls of his friends were not singular, like his own now was. They were a combination of blue and gold, two distinct parts knitted together. The mortal and the God.

Hop could see the stitches, could pluck them out; it would be no trouble at all.

Perhaps there had been a time when Gods were needed, when the people sacrificed their own children to call for their help. But that time had passed. The God-folk were not worth what they cost.

No more children would be offered up to the Gods.

Returning his friends to a world where they were nothing but Vessels would be damning them all over again.

They deserved to live their own lives. Thistle needed to see fireflies.

Hop tore the blue free and cast the gold into the beyond.

Only Amber’s soul resisted. Providence clung to the mortal. Their souls were so fused together, Hop could not see a way to tear them apart without destroying her.

He held the fluttering souls in the palm of his hand like so many butterflies. He wasn’t sure this would work. A God of Death didn’t revive people.

But he was more than Death. His mother had been right. He was a springtime child. He grew flowers in a garden atop the world. And Death was only half the cycle.

He was life.

He guided the souls back into their bodies across the labyrinth. He felt them gasp. He felt them wake.

‘Hop?’ Amber was before him. Alive.

‘Amber!’ He smothered her in a hug.

‘Ach! Steady! Let me breathe!’

But Hop had no intention of doing that. He intended to hug her so hard the life would pop out of her and he’d have to slip it back inside again.

‘I can’t believe this is how I’m gonna die.’

He finally let her go but refused to release her hands. ‘I’m sorry. I tried to strip away Providence’s soul from yours. But they were stuck together.’

‘Yeah . . .’ She shifted. ‘That’s not surprising. Providence is kind of unique. She’s not like the other God-folk. She doesn’t need to be summoned by age or strangulation. She has always been here. I have always been here.’ She touched a hand to her chest. ‘Maybe it’s something to do with Providence’s power. She’s the God of Memories and Foresight, after all.’

‘Wait . . .’ Hop started. ‘You’re telling me you’ve had all of Providence’s memories, as long as you’ve lived?’

‘I didn’t understand them when I was young. It was confusing and kinda traumatic.’

A child burdened with the knowledge of a thousand lives already lived. To have seen the world and the way the Gods had changed it, and to know what was coming, and that you could not stop it. ‘I’m sorry, I wish I could take it away from you.’

‘Of course you do.’ She sighed. ‘I owe you an apology. I betrayed you. I took your memories. I lied to you before—’

‘I know that!’ Hop threw up his arms. ‘I understand why. What I did . . . what Death did was terrible. It was right to cast me in here; God-folk have no place ruling mortals. I deserved to die.’

‘That’s not it at all. Everything I did was to help you, Hop.’ She paced the room. ‘The Red Flame asked me for help. To betray all of you.’ Her throat bobbed. ‘She promised I would be spared but I knew that was false. The future spreads out before me, many possible paths, depending on the choices made. But after Children’s Day, every path ended in fire. There was no world where the Red Flame did not burn it all down. No world where all the Vessels and I weren’t cast in here.’ She wrung her hands. ‘The only choice I had was to make the best of an impossible situation. If I was part of her plan, if I earned her trust, then I could stack the cards in your favour. So I agreed to let them into the monastery while the rebels set it alight. I led them to your room. I was there when they . . . Sometimes I still hear you screaming.’

Hop laid his hand against her back. ‘It’s okay.’

‘They asked me to put all the Vessels to sleep, so they could take you to the Hollow Place safely. I did the same thing to Sunny when he attacked you in the mountain. We’re lucky it worked, Flame hadn’t fully taken control of him yet.’ She breathed deeply. ‘The rebels also asked me to erase each Vessel’s memory of Remedy’s death, though I didn’t know why. I used that chance to do a little more.’

‘You erased all our memories. Why?’

She stilled. ‘The rebels expected Death to be summoned immediately as you woke up because of what the Red Flame did to you. They thought the trauma would be enough. It probably would’ve been. But I couldn’t risk that happening. It was very important that you remained Hop, and not Death. So I hid your memories away, along with the other Vessels’, to give you the best possible chance. Unfortunately, memories are not easy to keep at bay, especially in a place like this. Yours started to bleed through the edges.’

‘The rebels’ whole plan seems kinda risky,’ Hop said. ‘They just hoped Death would awaken and kill all the other God-folk?’

She scowled. ‘They didn’t tell me about their back-up plan if the trauma wasn’t enough to awaken Death within you. I didn’t know they slung Bear in here with us until he was strangling you. That’s why the Red Flame specifically wanted the memories of Remedy’s death erased, so Bear could claim to be her Vessel. Bear was their insurance, to summon Death by force. Seems they couldn’t entirely trust a God. They probably suspected me.’

‘That’s why you stopped him strangling me,’ Hop recalled. ‘And why you tried to distance me from Bear. I thought you were jealous.’

‘Maybe I was a little jealous,’ she grumbled. ‘And I did try very hard, but I realized if I kept pushing you would lose trust in me. So, I settled for never letting you be alone with the fraud.’ She sniffed loudly. ‘And I guess a part of me hoped that . . . if anyone could change his mind about you, it would be you.’

Hop’s chest ached. ‘I tried. It didn’t go to plan.’

‘Even you can’t win them all.’ She shrugged. ‘More than anything, I just wanted you to be you, Hop. Not Death’s Vessel.’

‘But why?’ Hop asked. ‘I don’t get why you did all this. Why not just let me summon Death? Why not keep me contained here? You saw what Death did. You saw all the possible endings.’

For a moment Amber did not speak, then she raised her head. ‘Even memories of Gods are fleeting. The cycle of rest and wake affects your recollections. None of you remember as I do. I suppose it makes me more temperate. Less affected by the souls I share a form with. I’ve lived a thousand lives. I’ve seen what Death has become, and what he has done to the world. But I am the only soul living who remembers what he once was. Someone soft and sweet who sacrificed everything to help those who could not help themselves. I thought that version of him was gone forever.’ She reached for him. Hop guided her hands to his face. ‘Then came you. You saw I was scared in that garden and you took my hand. You took my hand over and over again, you wee dote. You gave me hope I had not felt in a thousand years.’ Tears glistened on the amber of her eyes. ‘I couldn’t let them kill you, Hop.’

Hop’s legs almost buckled. He thought Amber had betrayed him. But it was the opposite. She had done everything in her power to save him.

‘When I first woke up here, I couldn’t find you. I wandered the entrance chamber for hours . . . This place conjures up nightmares. I’ve experienced my friends, my family, die over and over again. I’ve experienced them forgetting all about me when I have nothing but memories. For so many years, so many lifetimes, I have felt utterly alone, until you.’ A tear travelled down her cheek.

‘You won’t be alone again.’ Hop took her hand. ‘But what if the Red Flame’s plan had worked? It almost did work. I . . . killed the other God-folk. And Death said he would simply break free of the labyrinth.’

She smirked. ‘He couldn’t do that for two reasons. First: this is not just Death’s labyrinth. He’s so quick to forget that—’

‘—we made it together,’ Hop finished, Ichor’s memories rising to the surface.

‘He takes all the credit as usual. It was his idea but this place is made of memories. He wouldn’t be able to open a way out with me scattered to the abyss. He would have been trapped; the Red Flame knew that – I told her.’

‘But that’s great!’ Hop bounced in place. ‘You’re here, and I’m here! We can get out, all of us, you, me, Thistle and the twins. We can open a way out.’

The voice that spoke next was not Amber’s: ‘No. You cannot.’
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‘Dolores!’ Hop ensnared her in a hug before she could get away. ‘Did you get the others to safety?’

‘What did I say about – ugh – physical affection?’ She wriggled free. ‘Yes, they are in my kitchen, likely gorging their way through my cookies.’

‘Thank you thank you thank you!’

‘Do not thank me,’ she sighed. ‘I have come to rain on your parade, as the mortals say. You cannot open the labyrinth and escape with your friends, because you are not master of it.’

‘But I joined with Death. He’s here.’ He placed a hand to his chest. It was hard to wrap his head around, carrying so many past lives. ‘But I’m not Death, or Ichor. I’m Life.’

‘It suits you, Hop.’ Amber smiled.

‘But Death is here!’ Hop gestured to himself. ‘And Death is your master, so I’m your master!’

‘You are not my master. Do not make me repeat myself.’ She brandished her stick. ‘My master gave me strict instructions as to what to do should he ever return. He was exceedingly fond of his labyrinth, and rather protective of the souls within it, as am I.’

A wave of gratefulness surged within him. Not Hop’s emotions. Ichor’s. ‘Your master says thanks. He died for it. And you kept it safe.’

Dolores’s feathers ruffled about her cheeks. ‘J-Just so. But yes, he was aware of the turbulent nature of his powers. He knew the bloodlust and the potential cruelty. He could not risk the safety of the millions of souls, or their refuge.’

‘That seems wise.’

‘He was wise. Most of all because he left it in my capable wings.’ She tittered lightly. ‘He wanted to ensure whatever version of himself returned was worthy of this place, that it could be safely entrusted to them.’ Her galaxy eyes gazed at him. ‘He commanded I subject any potential successor to four tests. They would have to complete all successfully in order to be granted full mastery of the labyrinth, including the ability to leave it.’

Hop’s mouth went dry. ‘The missions. You’ve been testing me all along.’

‘Indeed. From the moment you accepted, this has all been a test to see if you are worthy to become master of this labyrinth.’ Dolores clutched her cane.

He turned to Amber. ‘Did you know about this?’

She smiled. ‘It’s why I let them throw you in here. Why I wanted you to remain Hop, not Death, and why I erased all your memories. I wanted you to complete the missions on your own merit. If anyone can do it – you can.’

Hop’s heart warmed.

‘Nevertheless, one mission remains unfinished. And so you have not passed the test, and you are not my master.’

Hop pulled back his sleeve. The words were still carved into his arm: ‘Save her’.

‘As I said, there is no time limit. You may still complete it, if you wish.’

‘It’s Little, isn’t it? The one I have to save?’

Dolores inclined her head. Yes.

A fiendish test, to save the one who loathed him more than any other.

Hop hadn’t seen her since she had shared her life with him, then fled in terror. She must be hiding somewhere. ‘And if I pass, we can be free? All of us?’

‘You will be master: you can do what you wish. But it is not an easy thing, to save souls, and that one is particularly difficult.’ Dolores observed him, a small smile tugging at her beak. ‘Will you continue? Will you save her?’

Amber laughed. ‘If there’s someone who needs saving, there’s no world where Hop will abandon them.’

As usual, she was right.

* * *

Hop didn’t expect Little to be easy to find, even with her blazing soul. She was, after all, an expert at hide and seek.

So it was with surprise he found her not hiding, but seeking.

She was still in the last room, searching through the empty houses as the crowd gathered in that ill-fated square for the hundredth time. She delved within cupboards and flipped over tables.

‘What are you looking for?’ Hop asked.

She leaped up, red hair wild. She darted to the doorway, but Hop beat her to it.

‘I know you’re afraid of me.’ He wasn’t sure yet how souls worked when taking the form of a younger version of themselves, but he could hazard a guess that her fear and hate for Death was great enough to survive whatever transformation she had undertaken. ‘But I want to help you. I know there’s something you’re looking for because you’re holding on to this world. Maybe we can find it together?’ He opened his hand.

She observed him like a wary cat.

‘I’ll give you shiny things.’

Her hand fell into his.

Hop wasn’t sure how to help Little. She herself didn’t seem to know what she was looking for.

She had been forced to grow up fast, thrown on the streets at an early age – she had really had no childhood at all. Just the instinct to survive. She didn’t know the wonder of watching a ghost orchid bloom, or the way the city lit up at night in a golden haze.

Hop had spent his own childhood inside a tower. But he had had two people who loved him and indulged his passions. They had managed to carve out a childhood between them, even if it was spent in locked rooms or snow-covered courtyards.

So, he would give Little one.

The labyrinth answered his call, shifting and morphing. He took Little to caves deep within mountains, their dark walls heaving with so many diamonds they glittered like stars. They played tag in rainbow waterfalls, and caught falling sunbeams in fields of white may lilies. They rode unicorns over rolling hills, and exchanged wishes beneath blushed-peach clouds.

The more delights he gave her, the more Little laughed. And instead of making herself small and unremarkable, she took wide strides and lost the tension in her shoulders.

But even then, Hop would catch her glancing aside, seeking something he had not yet given her.

Little had always been reaching for one hand in particular. She had attached herself to him from the moment he appeared.

‘You want Bear,’ Hop said as they sat crunching apples beneath a blossom tree. ‘You want your son?’

Little went very still.

‘Do you regret it? How you treated him?’

She flung her apple to the ground and leaped up, but Hop caught her arm.

‘You can’t run from it, not here. And I don’t think you’ll ever be able to rest until you face this.’

She stilled.

‘I know what it’s like, trying to escape from the truth. I did it myself; I was really good at it,’ Hop said softly. ‘But no matter how hard you try, it’ll always be waiting for you. A good friend showed me how important it is to face your monsters head on.’

She turned, eyes locking with his.

Hop’s chest ached at the sadness in them. ‘You have to face him. It won’t be easy. In fact, I think it’ll be very hard.’ He released her arm, and clutched her hand instead. ‘But I’ll be with you. All the way. You won’t be alone.’

Tears swam in her eyes; then she spoke: ‘I wasn’t a mother to him.’ She was suddenly so much older. Not a child. A woman, her gaze heavy with regret.

‘No, you weren’t. But in here, you can be.’

‘She w-w-wants me now?’ Bear appeared beneath the cherry-blossom tree, pink petals in his auburn hair. Hop knew instinctively he was not a memory. This was his soul. This Bear was a ghost, like his mother.

‘I called for you!’ Hop moved to him. ‘I tried to save you.’

‘I know.’ He scratched his neck. ‘I didn’t w-w-want to be saved.’

‘Bear—’

‘I wasn’t worthy of saving. I killed . . .’

‘I’m not dead, for the record! At least I think I’m not. But that God business is all sorted now, so no need to stress about it. No more God-folk. Well, there’s me. And Amber. But that’s a long story and’ – Hop waved his hands – ‘I hope that’s not why you’re still holding on.’

Bear’s expression shifted as he looked at his mother. Hop could not decide if her expression was adoring or terrified.

‘Did you stay here for her? Like she did for you?’ Hop asked Bear.

‘She did not s-s-stay for—’

The Red Flame strode towards him, grasped his hand and held it to her heart.

Bear blinked away tears. ‘I only ever wanted to p-please you. I s-s-sacrificed my life for your cause. But it was never enough.’

She made a gesture with her hands.

‘What did she say?’ Hop asked.

Bear swallowed. ‘You are enough.’

Her hands flashed again.

‘And I’m sorry,’ Bear translated.

She repeated that sign over and over again: ‘Sorry sorry sorry.’

‘It’s a shame,’ Bear said, ‘you only realize this now, Mother. W-W-When it is too late to fix our relationship.’

‘It’s never too late,’ Hop said. ‘Please let me help. I can take you to a mountain made from—’

The Red Flame made a sign, and then looked at Bear.

‘Are you sure?’ Bear asked her.

She nodded.

Bear said softly, ‘We want to live.’

A warm feeling bloomed in Hop’s chest as he watched them, a mother clutching her son’s hand. ‘I can help with that.’

So, he gave them the lives that were stolen from them. He gave them a house at the top of a hill with a little gate and a garden, which sat directly in the sun. He willed the labyrinth to shift with the passing of the seasons.

He gave Bear a childhood not spent translating his mother’s words to rooms full of angry, grieving people. He gave him a childhood where the word ‘revolution’ was only found in the books his mother read to him. Where she knew his favourite food, pushed him on the swing and held him at night when storms rattled their little house.

He gave her the motherhood she craved. He let her rock him on her knee until he was too big, then she found the things he adored – books and cakes and sweet things – and surrounded him with them.

Most of all he gave them time.

‘Sometimes,’ Hop’s mother said, ‘I would lie awake at night imagining a life just like this for us.’

Hop held the shard of bone to his heart.

Eventually mother and son returned to him, hand in hand. Her soul was still ablaze, but it was the warming embrace of a hearth, not a city aflame.

‘Are you ready?’ Hop asked.

They were.

Hop took them to the Bone Door. Because of course Dolores had spoken true: for almost every soul in here, it was the only way out.

He did not struggle to find it.

It called to him like a long-lost friend. Like a piece of his soul discarded in some distant place, but not so far at all.

It stood alone in an expanse of starlight and galaxies. Perhaps it had been just outside Dolores’s window all along.

Hop had expected a grand imposing structure. Like the bones of a giant or a thousand skulls standing a hundred feet high. But this was an ordinary door, made from the ordinary bones of a God who had cast his mortal body into fire to forge it.

Hop felt the pull here, greater than he had on the beach, as if his own soul was tethered to this door. He supposed it was.

The bones were warm as he laid his hand upon them. But when he pushed the door did not open.

‘It doesn’t open for the living,’ he said, though it was Ichor’s knowledge that told him as much. ‘It is for the dead.’ He turned to Little and Bear.

Their hands were linked as they approached the door. They pressed their palms against it, and it swung open, bathing them in soft white light.

Terrible aching guilt roiled Hop’s stomach. ‘I’m sorry! For what I did in that life. I’m sorry for what I took. For all of it.’

The Red Flame gave a nod. It was not forgiveness. It was acceptance. And that was the best he could hope for.

‘I hope I helped,’ Hop cried. ‘In some way.’

Bear turned, tears gleaming with silver light. ‘Little brother – nobody can help people like you do. Never doubt that. Promise me.’

‘I promise.’

‘Thank you,’ Bear said. And his mother mouthed it too: Thank you. Then they walked through the door together, their blue souls melding with the abyss.

‘You’re welcome,’ Hop whispered, his cheeks wet with tears and his heart wonderfully full. ‘So very welcome.’

‘Good job, Bunny.’
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47 Respite Room

‘Welcome home, master.’

Hop emerged into Dolores’s cinnamon-scented kitchen to a sea of welcome faces.

‘Hop.’

‘Giant-slayer!’

The twins barrelled into him, sending him sprawling to the floor.

‘We’ve been waiting a whole day for you,’ Storm moaned, hastily pulling on her prosthetic leg.

‘It’s been longer than – oof!’

She pummelled his chest. ‘That’s for killing me! And my brother! That was really not cool, Hop!’

‘It wasn’t him,’ Sunny said.

Storm’s punching ceased.

‘It was . . . kind of . . .’ Hop said. ‘That was me once . . . so I suppose in a way—’

‘Amber filled us in.’

Hop’s body went pleasantly tingly. ‘Thistle.’

He shifted, hands in his pockets. ‘I thought you were gone . . .’

‘I’m sorry! I didn’t hurt you, did I?’

A flash of a smile. Hop wished he could bottle it and keep it with him forever. ‘Welcome back, Hop.’

Amber poked Thistle’s side. ‘Aren’t you going to hug him too?’

‘I will end you.’

Dolores cleared her throat. ‘Clear a path, would you, mortals? You’re rather ruining the speech I’ve been planning for centuries.’ She batted them aside with her stick. ‘Do get up, master, it’s rather unceremonious to do this with you sprawled on the floor.’

Hop rose, brushing down his clothes.

‘You have successfully completed the final task,’ she said. ‘My master instructed me to find a successor worthy of this place and the souls within it. You have shown your values, your courage, your understanding, and most of all your kindness. You have passed the test, and I believe my master would be very pleased with his heir.’ Her eyes met his. ‘I certainly am.’

‘Dolores,’ Hop whispered, his heart swelling.

‘This place is yours now. It is a heavy burden, but one I entrust to you. Though of course I will be here to assist.’

Hop breathed deeply, readying his body for something. Some surge of power. But as he stood in the kitchen the moment stretched and nothing happened.

Sunny coughed.

‘When does it happen?’ Hop asked. ‘Like maybe I start floating, or a giant beam of light pours out of me?’

Dolores cleared her throat. ‘It’s already happened. You became master of the labyrinth when you passed the final test.’

‘Oh. So you’re saying the true power was in me all along?’

‘No. Did you not hear a word I just said? It happened when—’

‘The power was in you all along!’ Storm snatched his hand and they bounced together.

‘Master—’

Thistle leaned towards Dolores. ‘Don’t bother.’

‘Hop.’ Amber was before him. ‘You know what this means, right? We can open a way out.’

‘You mean the Bone Door?’ Thistle asked.

Hop addressed them all: ‘The Bone Door is a way out but only for the dead, into the realm beyond this one. But now I’m master of the labyrinth and I have Amber with me, we can . . . well why don’t we just show them?’

‘Always the dramatics.’ Amber offered her hand, and he took it.

Connecting with the labyrinth was easier every time Hop did it. It stretched out around him, as infinite as galaxies. But also so small, so very malleable. Yet when he reached for the outside world, he felt as if he were pressing against a great wall.

Then a new feeling. Warm and familiar. Like a hug from his mother, or the touch of a lifelong friend.

Amber guided his hand to the mortal realm, and together they made a door. It appeared in Dolores’s kitchen haloed in white light.

Storm whistled. ‘Badass.’

‘Any of you can open this one,’ Hop said. ‘It’ll take you to the outside world.’

Sunny glanced at Storm. ‘We can’t go out there. We’re Vessels, so—’

‘No, we’re not,’ Thistle said. ‘Isn’t that right, Hop?’

Hop nodded. ‘I’m sorry. You’re not Vessels any more.’

‘What!’ Storm barked. ‘You should really ask before stealing someone’s superpower! I never even got to use it!’

‘Sorry!’ Hop said. ‘But you can go out there and live whatever lives you want. You can do anything. Be anyone.’

Storm’s eyes bulged. ‘You mean it? I could ride dragons?’

‘Maybe a very fast horse?’

The twins exchanged a devious smirk that made Hop’s stomach ache. ‘We’re going to have a GRAND time together, Hop!’ she squealed. ‘I’ll beat you at dragon racing and horse racing.’

Hop stared at the door.

‘Master?’ Dolores tapped his shoulder. ‘You can leave. There’s no obligation for you to remain here. You are so very young.’

Hop stared down at his hands, then back to the door. Dolores was wrong. There were many things keeping him here. Most of all, thousands of lost souls crying out for him. And now he knew exactly how to help them.

He was needed here far more than in the world of the living.

‘I’m going to stay.’

Thistle pushed past the twins, gripping his shoulder. ‘Don’t talk shite.’

‘There’s lots I need to do here,’ Hop said. ‘There’re souls clinging to this world because of their unfinished business, or monsters they’re yet to face. I have to help them, or they’ll never be able to pass through the Bone Door and find peace.’

‘So what?’ Thistle grunted. ‘They’ve suffered for a hundred lifetimes. They can suffer for one more. You’ve done enough; you don’t need to sacrifice your life.’

‘It’s not a sacrifice!’ Hop pressed. ‘I want to do this. I want to help them. It’s the only thing I want.’ He did not say apart from seeing fireflies with you.

‘Then I’m staying too,’ Thistle said stubbornly.

‘No. I promised you a life and I’m giving it to you.’

Thistle threw down his arms. ‘I don’t want that life! I want . . .’

Silence.

Hop touched his arm. ‘This is a place for the dead and all their demons. You have seen enough monsters. You need to see fireflies now.’

Thistle’s eyes swam. For a moment, Hop thought he would cry. Instead, he said, ‘I’m going to come back.’

‘Thistle—’

‘I’ll live my life, just like you said. But I’m coming back.’

‘But you’ll die!’ Hop gasped.

Dolores cleared her throat. ‘Master. You can make it so the entrance chamber doesn’t kill mortals. You have that power now.’

‘Oh yeah. I’ll do that.’ He glanced back at Thistle. ‘Don’t come back until ten years have passed. Minimum.’ Hop held out his hand.

‘Fine.’ Thistle shook it, but his hand lingered. Hop was used to holding hands, more so than the others, but for some reason holding Thistle’s hand felt as though he’d never felt human touch before in his life.

‘I’m staying too,’ Amber said. ‘Like you said, the world is better off without God-folk fucking it up.’

While that was true for most of them – Death and Darkness and the unwieldy forces of the elements – it was not so for her. In every lifetime Providence had offered herself up to the people. She had guided them, even helped them with a revolution to free themselves of her own kin. Providence was their guardian.

‘They need you,’ Hop said. ‘It won’t be easy for the people to adjust to God-folk being gone. They’ll need someone to—’

‘I’m not a leader.’

‘Not to lead them, to guide them.’

She winced. ‘I’ve done that for millennia.’

‘And I’m asking you to do it just once more.’ He took her hands. ‘I’m sorry I have to ask it of you. You can say no if you—’

‘Of course I’ll do it,’ she sighed. ‘On one condition – you let me come visit whenever I want to beat the crap out of you.’

Hop grinned. ‘Deal!’

Storm rushed to the door. ‘What are we waiting for? There are dragons out there!’ She flung the door open. A salty sea breeze passed through the darkness beyond.

Hop hoped they would be all right. They were returning to a freshly wounded world that had many reasons to mistrust them.

‘I’ll look after them,’ Amber whispered. ‘I’ll explain everything.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Bye, Hop!’ Storm smothered him in a hug. ‘I’ll see you again! Probably when I’m dead!’ She lingered a little longer, squeezing him tight. ‘You’re the best rabbit I ever caught. I’m so glad I didn’t eat you.’ Then she raced through the door.

Sunny came before Hop, and one by one unloaded every blade on his person. ‘I don’t think I’ll need these any more.’ He gave Hop a wonderful smile before following his sister.

‘Ten years,’ Thistle said. Hop wished he would look at him; he wanted to gaze into those ink-spill eyes one last time. Because he did not believe for one moment that Thistle would return after he realized how wonderful the world could be when not tethered to a monster.

But then it was too late, and he was gone.

Amber wrapped her arms around him. ‘You did perfect. I knew you would.’ She leaped away. ‘Tell anyone I hugged you and I’ll cut off those golden curls.’ She marched through the doorway, and it closed behind her, vanishing into stardust.

Only then did Hop let himself cry. A part of him still seized up whenever the tears started to fall. An instinct flared to smile and repress.

He adored his father, but he had been so wrong about tears.

These ones were precious, because they were for his friends. He cried because they meant something to him.

‘Tears are not an evil,’ his mother said, and he agreed completely.
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Epilogue Seven Years Later

Hop was writing in his bedroom when he felt him.

He would’ve liked to say the room was tidier than when he had first awoken in it, but that would be a lie. It was hard to care about tidy bedrooms when the souls of the dead were so much more interesting.

The latest one Hop had guided to the Bone Door might be his favourite of all. Though Hop thought that about every soul. But this one had taken weeks to soothe. He had even thrown tea on Hop at one point.

In the past, Hop would have allowed his Ichor side to take the reins with such a difficult soul, as he had when Hop was younger and found it hard to understand the problems older souls often faced. But he was eighteen now, and he had done it all by himself.

He rolled up his parchment and placed it precariously atop the nearest stack. He documented all the souls he had helped through the Bone Door. He wasn’t sure why – he didn’t plan to reread the hundreds of papers. But it felt right to keep some record of them. Something tangible to hold on to, after they had passed.

Sometimes he would lie in bed, look at the stacks of scrolls, and smile or cry. Sometimes he did both.

‘That’s number three hundred,’ his mother said. He had gathered the pieces of bone and glued them back together. It was a bit messy, but it worked.

‘You’ve been counting?’

‘Of course, my wee storeen. A mother loves to boast.’

That’s another phrase she had taught him – my little treasure.

‘Master.’ Dolores appeared in the doorway. ‘I sense a living soul.’

Hop rose from his chair. ‘Me too.’

Dolores clutched her cane.

She was clearly concerned; there’d been no living people cast into the Hollow Place since Hop took over. He had passed that request to Amber during one of her first visits, and the people must have agreed. The Hollow Place would never be used as a punishment again.

‘Would you like me to inspect?’ Dolores asked.

‘No need!’ He swung his arms. ‘I know exactly who it is, Dolly.’

Her beak twitched. ‘I did request you stop calling me that.’

‘You did.’ He moved to the door. ‘Water my plants while I’m gone, please, Dolly?’

She sighed deeply. ‘Of course, master. It’s not like you’re the God of Life who could simply—’

‘Thanks, Dolly!’

* * *

Hop found him in the entrance chamber. It looked completely different from when he had originally entered – far fewer spiders for one.

The ground was grass, and the walls that had been black stone were now covered in torrents of green ivy, sprouting tiny golden flowers which bees and butterflies adored. They buzzed around his head as he approached the figure.

‘You’re early,’ Hop said.

Thistle turned.

Hop had seen a lot of faces over the last seven years: the faces of the dead, the ones in their memories and the ones conjured up by this place. But none were as lovely as the one before him now.

Thistle had grown into all his sharp edges, and he was a lot taller, though still skinny, and his hair still curled so perfectly at his temples, skimming those dark eyes that smiled at the corners.

‘Thistle,’ Hop breathed.

‘What gave it away? The missing nose?’ He didn’t wear his bandage any more. He looked even better without it.

‘No! I’d know those eyes . . .’ Hop’s cheeks blazed. ‘You’ve grown! Me too, I guess . . .’ Thistle’s gaze flickered over Hop’s hair, hanging in golden curls past his shoulders. ‘I probably should have cut it! Only I wasn’t expecting—’

‘Don’t!’ Thistle said sharply. ‘Don’t cut your hair.’

‘Okay! I won’t.’ Hop laughed as a red butterfly landed on his nose. Thistle looked at Hop in a way that made his entire body feel as fluttery as that butterfly. ‘What are you doing here? Not that you’re not welcome of course – but we had a deal. You’re three years early.’

Thistle took the butterfly from Hop’s nose. It sat on his finger, wings opening and closing. ‘I’ve seen enough fireflies to last a lifetime.’

Hop hadn’t expected to see Thistle until he died, and even then he sort of hoped he wouldn’t. He didn’t want Thistle to have anything that would stop him passing through the Bone Door (though a selfish part of him secretly wished there might be one thing). Amber had been giving Hop updates about the outside, but she never told him much beyond: ‘We’re rebuilding and it’s difficult, people suck, but not everyone so we’ll get there.’ It certainly didn’t sound like a world that Thistle needed to escape from.

‘Whatever you’re running from, this isn’t the place to do it,’ Hop said.

‘I’m not running from anything. I’m running to something.’

Hop scratched his chin. ‘There’s not much here. Just the dead and their memories – oh, and Dolly’s cooking.’

‘You missed something.’ Thistle’s voice sounded strange, all still and serious.

‘What?’

‘Don’t make me say it, eejit.’ His hand brushed Hop’s.

‘Oh.’

* * *

Hop wanted to show Thistle everywhere and everything. He also just wanted to sit in a quiet room and stare at his face some more, but knew that would probably be a little strange. Instead, Hop took him to a hill in the land of the ancients where the grass grew long and it was so silent it felt as if the entire planet was holding its breath. From here, they could look upon the whole world as the setting sun streaked the sky in blushes of pink and gold.

As they ate the cream cakes Dolores had kindly prepared, Hop asked Thistle everything about his life. The twins were still causing mayhem, and, to Hop’s surprise, Thistle had lived with them for a while. But it hadn’t been as easy for him to adjust to a world where everyone knew everything about him. No matter where he went, he would always be a Vessel. Some people were cruel and some were kind, but it wasn’t that which bothered him, it was the fact that he was never able to forge his own path, and be his own Thistle.

So, one night he crept aboard a ship crossing the sea and docked in a place where nobody knew what a Vessel was, and a boy without a nose was just a curiosity, not a devil. It was a world of deserts, with towering golden pyramids, and people who sang to greet the rising sun every morning.

‘It must have been an amazing sight!’ Hop grinned through a mouthful of cake.

‘It was all right.’

‘Thistle!’ Hop flumped on the ground. ‘I’ve been talking to the dead for seven years! Tell me about the living!’

‘They’re all fine. Nice even. Some of them anyway.’ A crease appeared in his brow as he looked over the horizon. ‘It’s just . . .’

‘What?’

‘I would rather sit on a hill eating cake with you forever than see a single wonder of the world.’

Hop’s chest seized so violently he briefly worried his heart had exploded. ‘Don’t say that. It’s cruel to tease.’

Thistle gave a wicked smirk. ‘Wow. You’ve started standing up for yourself.’

‘I’ve been learning from my mother. She also tells me where to kick people to make it hurt.’

Thistle stared.

‘Oh. This skull has my dead mother’s soul attached to it. I forgot I didn’t tell you that.’

Thistle looked at Skully, strapped to Hop’s chest. ‘Of course it does. Why the feck not.’

Hop stretched his legs. ‘So when will you go back?’

Thistle closed his eyes, breathing deeply.

‘What?’

Thistle turned, sweeping up Hop’s hands. ‘Because even after seven years you still seem incapable of reading between the lines, I’m going to say some things. If you repeat them to a single soul – living or dead – I will gouge out my eyes.’

‘But I love your eyes!’

Thistle’s ears went very pink. ‘Listen – I’ve travelled across the sea, I’ve met hundreds of people and tried hundreds of things, but all it did was make me realize how special you are.’

‘Me?’ Hop breathed. ‘But I did nothing.’

‘Every night I think about when I was alone in that room, and the whole labyrinth melted to black around me. I remember sitting there with all my monsters and thinking that I would never leave. That that was where I deserved to be. But then . . . you came back for me. I would still be in that room if you hadn’t helped me.’ He squeezed his hands. ‘That’s not nothing, Hop.’

‘You’re the one who faced down your monsters. I learned how to do that from you.’

Thistle smiled and it softened his face so wonderfully it made Hop’s heart ache. ‘You know what I thought, before the light came to me that first time? I can’t be so utterly terrible. I can’t be completely worthless. Because this boy won’t leave me the hell alone, no matter how awful I am to him. There must be something about me worth fighting for.’

‘All of you is.’

‘So I don’t want to see any more wonders,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to go anywhere, or do anything, or talk to anyone, without you.’

A warmth spread down Hop’s body, from the tips of his fingers still clutched in Thistle’s hands to the soles of his feet. ‘I have to help the dead. I can’t leave.’

‘I know,’ Thistle said softly. ‘So let me stay and eat cake with you.’

‘I would like that.’

Thistle leaned in. His lips brushed against Hop’s, and neither pulled away.

* * *

They were watching the final sobs of sun vanish behind the horizon when Hop’s mother spoke: ‘I’m ready now, my wee storeen.’

‘For more cake?’

‘Bunny.’ There was something in the tone of her voice that made Hop understand what she was ready for. Though he was not.

She had remained with him for these past seven years, accompanying him with every soul he brought to the Bone Door. But the more they visited that place, the quieter she had grown.

Hop knew her pain. He had felt an echo of it in her and Ichor’s memories, the agony of clinging to dead bones, experiencing the pain of death over and over again. Even if being near Hop numbed it a little, he knew it was unfair to ask her to remain within the skull, no matter how much he loved having something tangible of her to hold.

‘If the skull is too painful, then you can take form here, like the others,’ he said softly. ‘The labyrinth makes it seem real, even if it isn’t.’

‘That’s not it. The Bone Door. It’s been calling to me for many months.’

‘What’s happening?’ Thistle asked.

Hop gripped the ground. ‘Don’t go. Please. I need you, Mother.’

‘You don’t need me. Not any more.’

‘Hop?’ Thistle edged closer. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I’m only eighteen.’ He rose to his feet as the sun sank behind the horizon. ‘That’s not that old – other people have their parents much longer. And I only got to see you once a year before we got here. That’s not enough; it’s—’

‘It is more than either of us could’ve dreamed of,’ she said. ‘I made a promise: I said I would make sure you’re never alone.’

‘Then why are you leaving me?’ he demanded, tears rolling down his cheeks. ‘You promised!’

‘Because you never will be now.’

A finger brushed a tear from his cheek. ‘Are you okay?’ Thistle’s voice shook with concern. ‘What can I do?’

‘It’s my mother,’ he whispered, running a hand over the skull.

‘He will look after you. And if he doesn’t, I will claw my way back from the abyss, break through the Bone Door, and make his every waking moment utter torment.’

Hop chuckled.

Thistle’s hand trembled against Hop’s cheek. ‘What’s the skull – your mother – saying?’

‘That she’ll come back from the afterlife and kick your arse if you ever hurt me.’

Thistle relaxed. ‘Oh, thank fuck. I’m safe. No risk of that.’ He twirled a strand of Hop’s hair.

‘I will stay if you ask. Just say the word, and I’ll remain here. I promise you that.’

His mother had already defied death for him; she had leaped from that window and fled the dogs that hunted her. She had lived a thousand painful existences just for the chance to see him one day every year. Then she had defied death again, clinging to her broken bones, just to remain by his side.

Perhaps the opposite of death was not life, but love.

In truth, he had known it since he first found her in that snow-laden entrance chamber. She did not belong here.

His mother deserved to rest.

‘You can go now,’ he whispered. ‘If you’re ready.’

‘I hear them calling for me beyond the door. My father, my mother, my brothers.’

‘I’ll take you to the Bone Door.’

‘No need. Nothing anchors me any longer.’

Hop slipped the skull from the sling and pressed it to his cheek. Cold bone against warm skin.

‘I adore you, Bunny.’

Hop’s throat closed around every word. In the end there were only two he could utter: ‘Thank you.’

Like a breath exhaled and spirited away by the breeze, she was gone. She left him as swiftly as a dove taking to the skies.

Thistle held Hop as he fell to his knees beneath the star-strewn sky. He cradled him as he cried.

Hop wasn’t sure how long they sat like that; time was so difficult to track here. But when he finally stopped sobbing, he cupped Thistle’s cheek. He half expected him to pull back, but Thistle placed his hand over Hop’s and said: ‘I’ve got you.’

He was here. He was here and wonderful. ‘What do you want to do now? I can show you anything. Take you anywhere,’ Hop said.

‘You choose.’

Hop traced his finger along the ground. ‘There’s a place. A garden. My garden. I grew it all myself, no God-powers or anything. It’s the only place here apart from Dolly’s house that the dead can’t reach. You’ll probably think it’s dumb—’

‘Show me.’ Thistle helped Hop to his feet.

Hop’s heart did a giddy little flip. He waved their linked hands. ‘Look, you’re holding my hand!’

‘I swear to—’

‘You hugged me!’

‘I will end—’

‘You kissed me! More than once!’

He seized Hop’s face and did it again, fiercely. Hop staggered back, holding his lips, his entire body aflame.

‘You may be a God, but I’ve achieved the greatest miracle of all – I found a way to shut you up.’ Thistle smirked. ‘To the garden, then?’

‘To the garden. You’ll have to be careful though . . .’ He threw him a devious smile. ‘It has my most favourite flower of all.’

‘Don’t you say it.’

‘It’s a bit prickly.’

‘Hop—’

‘It has SO many thistles!’ He leaped out of kissing range, then ran down the hill, laughing.

With a groan, Thistle followed.
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