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CHAPTER 1

BRACKENHILL TOR
Ava ran down the hill, her bare feet digging into the dew-dampened 
grass as her dress wrapped around her legs, nearly tripping her up. 
Her long hair flew behind her and a fresh morning breeze blew 
in her face. Flying free and happy, she spread her arms out like an 
aeroplane and glided down the hillside. A young woman sitting on 
the grass laughed at her antics, their joy joining the other children 
and mothers playing in the field. The young woman jumped up 
and raced ahead of Ava towards the outstretched arms of a copper-
haired woman waiting at the bottom of the hill. The breeze became 
warm and blustery almost blowing Ava’s dress over her head, 
making her squeal in surprise. She stumbled. The sunlight turned 
a burnt orange colour and piercing screams reached her ears. A 
flare of red caught her eye. She stared in shock as a fireball landed 
a distance away.

‘No, no! Look out!’ the young woman screamed in anguish. Ava 
turned to see the two women running towards her – terror etched 
on their faces.

‘Ava! Ava, you’re going to be late!’ called Gran.
Ava jerked awake and groaned at the familiar feeling of sweat-

drenched material sticking to her skin. She rolled her lean frame 
out of bed and staggered to the bathroom. After her shower, Ava 
dressed quickly in jeans, T-shirt and running shoes. She sighed 
at the thought of another long day working in the manor house’s 
hot kitchen while her schoolmates enjoyed their Saturday off. Ava 
scooped up her sweaty PJs and left the room, taking the stairs 
two at a time. Gran was sitting at the table in their cosy kitchen 
sipping tea, one hand holding open a worn leather-bound book. 
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A constellation map was inked onto one yellowed page while the 
opposite was filled with flowing handwritten notes.

Gran looked at the PJs and gave Ava a warm smile. ‘Bad dream 
again?’ Concern edged her voice.

‘Yes. The same one as always,’ she said, tossing her PJs into the 
washing machine. Ava combed her fingers through her long wet 
hair and looked out of the kitchen window at the garden beyond. 
The bluebells were beginning to open. Soon there would be a carpet 
of them, their intensely shaded, bell-shaped heads bobbing in the 
breeze and their scent filling the air. A soft mist hung over the small 
stream running behind the garden and as her eye caught a glint of 
light sparkling off the water, a sense of peace flowed over her. She 
loved the little thatched cottage they lived in. She didn’t have much 
time to herself, and when she did, she enjoyed going into the garden 
and watching the birds roost on top of Brackenhill Tor. They looked 
like falcons but were larger than usual, and she couldn’t pin them 
down in her gran’s bird book.

‘Hmm. The stars are in a strange alignment today,’ said Gran, 
flicking through the pages of the book. ‘Both good and bad.’

Not taking much notice because Gran was always practising 
her starcraft, Ava startled when Gran’s arms encircled her waist. 
Ava turned into the embrace and hugged her back. Gran had long, 
thick, shiny grey hair, which she wore in a variety of styles. Today 
she had three plaits running through the length of it, and the style 
went well with her flowing blue dress. Ava rested her head against 
Gran’s shoulder.

‘Go carefully,’ said Gran, giving her a final squeeze.
Ava nodded and headed to the front door, grabbing her quilted 

coat off the coat hook on the way out. Gran was her world. She 
didn’t remember her mother, who had died in a car accident soon 
after she turned four, and she had never known her father who had 
left before she was born.
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***

Ava stepped out of the front door onto the country lane. The mist 
had thickened and pressed against her, sending tendrils of damp to 
curl over the edges of her collar. With a shiver she pulled her soft 
faux-fur collar closer around her neck and walked briskly down the 
narrow road that led towards the manor house. Lost in her thoughts 
amid the mist and familiarity of the lane she had walked all her life, 
she felt something give way and squelch under her foot. Ava lifted 
her foot and saw a dead blackbird. ‘Ew, ew, ew, gross!’ Hopping on 
one foot and holding her nose, she hobbled to the grass on the side 
of the lane and hurriedly wiped the bottom of her shoe until it was 
as clean as she could get it. Ava eyed the bird uneasily. Gran had a 
thing about blackbirds, and she would have seen this as a bad omen.

Positioned on the outskirts of the small Welsh town of Buttercup 
near the English border, the cottage was halfway between her school 
in Buttercup and the Brackenhill Manor estate, which was a few 
miles outside the town. Ava worked in the manor house kitchen 
after school, on Saturdays and during her school holidays alongside 
Finn, the head chef, his partner Emma and several other kitchen 
helpers. Unlike the helpers, who lived in Buttercup town, Finn 
and Emma lived at the manor house. Emma helped Finn in the 
kitchen, and she was the head housekeeper. Ava had been coming 
to the manor house for as long as she could remember, and with 
no children of their own, Finn and Emma had taken her under 
their wing. It had been natural to join in with their kitchen and 
household activities, taking on more as she got older.

The couple were complete opposites in personality and physical 
appearance and they balanced each other perfectly. Finn was six 
feet tall with a soft build and rich, deep grey eyes. Emma was short 
at five foot one and thin. She had soft ash-blonde hair brushing her 
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shoulders and blue eyes. Where Finn was steady and calm, Emma 
was a whirlwind of activity and life. Emma fussed around Ava, 
organising her tasks, mending her school uniform, checking her 
homework, arranging her meals, and insisting she take food home 
every evening for Gran. At times Emma was overwhelming, and on 
those days when Ava was sure she had the ‘deer in the headlights’ 
look, Finn always helped her out. In his quiet way, he would send 
her a wink and distract Emma.

Despite the cold mist, by the time Ava reached the Brackenhill 
gates she was hot and shrugged off her warm coat. She looked 
around. Where’s Grimbell? He waited for her outside the gates every 
day. The chilly morning breeze made her warm skin pebble as she 
peered through the gates and over the wide moat.

Ava approached the dragon-shaped gate pillar attached to the 
stone wall running alongside the moat. For the first time, she saw 
a faded insignia on the dragon’s chest – a shield with a tree in the 
centre of it. She reached towards it. The hairs on her arms stood up.  
Ava yanked herself back and shook her head to release the weird 
feeling. That’s odd.

 Ava studied the dragon’s face. Each morning when she arrived 
at the gate, Grimbell would retrieve an ornate key from his pocket 
and slip his hand into the dragon’s mouth. Moments later, the 
gates would open and the drawbridge would slide out horizontally, 
bridging the moat and linking the outside world to Brackenhill 
Estate. I wonder if there’s a switch in the mouth? It looked rather 
dark and menacing. Nervously she stretched her hand out towards 
the mouth, and the dragon bellowed, ‘Who seeks entry?’

Ava jumped back and stared at the stone dragon. Impossible! 
Stone can’t talk! The dragon’s mouth didn’t move, did it?

‘Ava! Wait! I’m coming!’ A tall man, panting and waving 
frantically, was running down the estate’s cobbled driveway. Ava 
frowned as she raised her hand in greeting. Why is Finn meeting 
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me today? When he reached the edge of the moat, the drawbridge 
began to move towards the gates. He stepped on it and let it carry 
him the rest of the way.

Ava waited and watched. She loved how the drawbridge 
appeared to hover above the water as it slid open and closed. When 
it touched the moat edge with a gentle thud, the gates opened wide 
enough for her to slip through. She stood on the drawbridge next to 
Finn, who was still breathing heavily after his run. The gates closed 
and the drawbridge retracted, carrying them across the moat.

The manor house stood majestically near the base of the Tor. The 
Tor, a steep, grass-covered hill, was the only one for miles around. 
It still amazed her how the back of the manor house’s ground floor 
extended beyond the first floor into the Tor, so the ground-floor 
roof had become a terraced area, partially cut into the Tor. To 
the right of the house was the extensive vegetable garden, which 
supplied most of the produce for the kitchens. The land to the left 
of the house flowed into open fields. She had heard the kitchen staff 
say that Lady Arryn owned the Tor and the land around it.

‘Morning, Ava,’ said Finn with a gentle smile as he bent to give 
her a hug.

‘Morning,’ she said, squeezing him back. ‘Where’s Grimbell? Is 
everything alright?’

‘He’s running an errand for Lady Arryn,’ he said and changed 
the subject, clearly not wanting to discuss Grimbell any further.

When the conversation lulled, she said, ‘The stone dragon moved 
and spoke to me.’ Startled, Finn glanced at her and something 
flickered across his face. It was too subtle and swift to interpret, he 
hid it quickly and coughed as if to clear his throat.

Finn stepped from the drawbridge onto the driveway and said, 
‘Surprised you, did it? That was a motion detector in its mouth 
with a speaker that plays a recording. I forgot Grimbell installed 
it recently. It’s proving effective at discouraging unwanted visitors.’
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They walked the rest of the way to the kitchen in silence. She 
couldn’t quite convince herself that she hadn’t seen the dragon’s 
mouth move or felt the weird sensation from the dragon’s insignia.

She pondered on what it must be like to live in a place like 
this as her footsteps echoed on the cobblestones. It was almost 
like stepping back in time, with the old rotary-dial telephone in 
the main hallway, the glow emanating from fireplaces in the main 
rooms, and the apparent lack of modern devices like TVs, mobiles 
and computers. She imagined Victorian ladies walking through the 
gardens in their bell-shaped dresses and footmen standing between 
the two massive columns that framed the heavy double front doors.

Walking through the vegetable garden to the right of the manor 
house, they made their way to the side door and entered the hustle 
and bustle of the hot kitchen. Finn went back to his cooking and 
left her to hang up her jacket and get on with her duties.

***

It was a particularly busy morning in the kitchen, and Ava almost 
missed Finn and Emma whispering in the pantry. She tried not 
to listen to their conversation but couldn’t stop herself from being 
drawn towards the pantry door.

‘… she needs to be told soon,’ said Emma.
‘If she’s meant to, she’ll learn in good time and when she’s old 

enough to understand,’ said Finn.
‘Old enough!’ said Emma. ‘If she’s not at school, she’s working 

here. She’s sixteen now and she has no real friends. It’s not healthy. 
We should introduce her to Jack’s boys.’

A loud, shrill clang sounded. Finn must have dropped the 
sizeable pot she’d seen him carry to the pantry. It had been full of 
potatoes if the sound of heavy things rolling on the floor was any 
indication. Ava jumped, nearly knocking over a bucket and mop 
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standing next to the pantry door.
‘Lady Arryn has said no, Em. You know the rules,’ he said firmly 

and calmly, his voice seeming to come from different areas of the 
room as if he was retrieving rolling potatoes.

Emma huffed and called out, ‘Ava, we need some vegetables for 
tonight’s meal.’

Ava moved quietly away when she heard Emma’s footsteps 
approaching the pantry door. They were talking about me. What 
aren’t they telling me? Who are Jack and his boys? Emma had said, 
‘Jack’s boys’ as though they lived next door.

Besides the ground floor, the first floor of the manor house and 
the vegetable garden next to the kitchen, she’d never been allowed 
to explore the estate on her own.

Each evening she helped Emma carry vast amounts of prepared 
food from the kitchen to both the dining room and up onto the 
terrace on the first floor at the back of the house. Oddly, she never 
saw anyone on the estate other than Finn, Emma, Grimbell, Lady 
Arryn, some housekeepers and kitchen helpers, yet the plates 
returned to the kitchen completely empty. Where did the food 
go? Why did they prepare enough food every day to feed an army 
when only four people lived on the estate? When she asked Finn, 
he would raise his arms dramatically and say cheerfully, ‘Well, who 
do you think feeds all the birds and moles?’

His response was frustrating. No matter how hard she pushed, 
Finn never gave a straight answer, and as the years passed, she had 
stopped asking.

With her attention focused on the conversation she’d overheard, 
she almost forgot to answer Emma. ‘I’ll get them now, Emma,’ 
she called.

‘Not so fast!’ Emma’s voice sounded much closer. Her heart 
stopped. Did Emma know she had overheard them talking?

‘There you are,’ said Emma, walking towards her, her face open 
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and friendly. Apart from some tightness around her eyes, Emma’s 
face revealed nothing of her argument with Finn. ‘It’s a lovely day. 
Please pick some daffodils before you pick the vegetables. There 
are plenty this year in the field next to the vegetable garden. You’ve 
been working so hard. I think some fresh air will do you good. 
Don’t wander too far or Grimbell will have plenty to say about it.’

Grimbell was the caretaker of the manor estate. A broad, 
muscular man, he stood at five foot six, making him taller than Ava 
by at least two inches. Grimbell was old and weather-beaten and 
barely said a word, grunting his way through every conversation. 
He was unable to move his left arm and its skin looked like it had 
been melted in a fire.

‘Don’t wander outside the field and stay away from the Tor,’ said 
Emma, brushing a strand of hair away from Ava’s face.

‘Yes. Thank you,’ Ava said, rushing for the door before Emma said 
anything else or changed her mind. She couldn’t believe her luck.

While removing her kitchen apron and collecting the basket to 
hold the soon-to-be-picked vegetables, she heard Emma and Finn 
having another heated discussion.

‘You said she could go where? You know Grimbell will be angry 
if he finds out. Let’s hope nothing happens to her again, or worse, 
she goes missing too,’ Finn said to Emma as Ava hurried out of the 
kitchen door. She didn’t want to wait around to hear any more or to 
be told she was no longer allowed to go into the field. It was a lovely 
day and a great opportunity to explore.

***

Ava disappeared into the vegetable garden and ducked into the 
greenhouse. After stopping for a moment to see if anyone was 
going to try to call her back, she relaxed and sat down on a small 
wooden stool. What an odd morning. Someone was missing, but 
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who? She hoped it wasn’t Grimbell. She scooped her thick chestnut 
brown hair into a loose ponytail using a hairband she always kept 
on her wrist. The day was warming quickly and she was glad to 
have it off her neck.

When she thought it was safe to venture out, Ava slipped out 
of the greenhouse. Her thoughts tumbled as she walked along the 
stone path that wound its way through the extensive vegetable 
garden. Now that she was sixteen, she had to decide if she wanted 
to carry on with school or leave and work full-time at the manor 
house. Truthfully, she couldn’t see herself continuing with school. 
Most of the schoolkids belonged to the Thorn gang, who were well 
known for pushing a highly addictive drug called IceFire at school. 
Recently the gang had stepped up their efforts, forcing more 
children to join them. She’d been lucky until now and it wouldn’t be 
long until they turned their focus onto her.

Ava tried to make sense of Finn’s comment that morning. 
‘If anything happens to her again …’ Had they even been 
talking about me?

Her musings were interrupted by a strange noise coming from 
the far wall of the vegetable garden next to the meadow. Looking 
first to see if Finn or Emma had heard the noise, she carefully made 
her way towards the sound. In the past, she had peeked over the 
wall, which revealed a meadow pitted with craters. It looked like 
an old battlefield from the Second World War. It must have been a 
while ago because the craters were now covered in grass and bushes.

A rumble came from underground as she peered over the wall. 
The sound was coming from a deep grassed crater in front of her. 
Grass, flowers and soil from the edge of the crater shot up into the 
air. Instinctively Ava closed her eyes as clumps of dirt showered 
down on her. On opening them again, she saw the dirtiest, 
strangest-looking boy with scruffy black hair standing in the crater. 
Behind him was a fresh hole in the crater’s wall. The boy’s oversized 
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hands were full of soil; he was barefoot, and fine, softly sheened 
black fur was visible under his denim dungarees. He was only about 
an inch taller than Ava, and he went bright red as he tried to speak 
several times.

His warm brown eyes squeezed shut as he said, ‘Oh dear. Ivan’s 
never going to take me out again. Nice to see you, Ava.’ He dived 
head first at the other side of the crater and with some weird noises 
and movements, he created a second hole and disappeared down it at 
a rate that her brain battled to take in. Oddly, there was an ‘L’ sticker, 
like those found on cars for learner drivers, stuck to his bottom.

Not even two seconds later, another odd-looking boy popped out 
of the first hole in the side of the crater. With his messy black hair 
and similar facial features, he was clearly related to the previous boy, 
just older. He was taller than the first boy by several inches and had 
well-defined muscles. His broad hands were easily the size of a side 
plate and he had strong, thick fingers.

‘Ava?’ His brow furrowed in dismay. ‘You’re not supposed to 
be here. Sorry about Hugo, I don’t think he’ll ever get the hang of 
navigation. Dad is going to go mad when he hears about this.’

‘Uh …’ she said, loosely pointing at him, ‘what … how … who?’
‘Must run. Don’t worry about the burrows,’ he said as he 

disappeared into the second hole.
Her mouth dropped open. Burrows? Recalling Gran’s saying about 

catching flies, she snapped it shut. She shook loose some of the dirt 
from her hair and quickly brushed it off her clothing, discarded her 
basket and clambered over the wall. On the other side, she jumped 
into the crater, which now contained two holes, one on either side. 
She peered into the first hole where the boys had come out and then 
went over to the second hole they had disappeared down. Both holes 
looked roughly made, the soil was slightly moist, with a freshly dug 
earth smell, and they disappeared into darkness.
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THE MOLERS
Ava hesitated for a moment and broke into a cold sweat as she 
seriously considered climbing into the hole. She hated dark and 
cramped places. Emma wasn’t going to be happy about this but Ava 
had to find out more about these boys. After wiping her sweaty 
palms on her jeans, she crouched down on her hands and knees 
and crawled into the hole.

The soil around her was surprisingly firm, and although the 
hole was big enough for her to crawl down, it was not a comfortable 
fit. Her arms, legs, torso and head scraped and bumped the sides 
of the hole as it changed in width and height. The crisp air blowing 
in from the hole’s entrance became dense and moist the deeper she 
went. The hole travelled sharply downwards and the light from 
the entrance faded quickly. Nervous, she slowed down. What am 
I doing following these strange boys? I don’t know where this tunnel 
leads. Ava stopped. The tunnel was now completely dark. The space 
around her closed in and darkness pressed against her. Her heart 
lurched and spots danced in front of her eyes. Panic threatened to 
overwhelm her. She wheezed as her throat began to close. Think! 
Breathe! Several long minutes passed before she was able to think 
even a little. Had the tunnel entrance collapsed? A rational part 
of her understood that the light from the entrance was no longer 
reaching her. Terror roared up again when she tried to turn around. 
Her eyes filled with tears as she tried to reverse. Her body and 
clothing caught against the rough walls, hindering her retreat.

A scuffling sound came from behind her. She froze. A big lump 
formed in her throat as terror pulsed through her. What was that?

‘You don’t like tight spaces, do you? You must keep going 
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forward,’ said a young voice.
Her heart thumping, Ava scrambled blindly forward.
‘It’s okay, Ava, it’s only me,’ the voice called out. ‘We’ll be out 

of this excuse for a burrow soon and it won’t close up for at least 
another few minutes.’

Some of what he said penetrated her fear-filled mind; she 
stopped and took some deep breaths. It was a while before she 
regained her composure.

‘You scared the life out of me! How do you know my name? 
What do you mean, “close up”? Who are you?’

‘I’m Tom,’ the voice declared proudly. ‘I’m seven years old.’ Well, 
that was helpful.

‘Why are you following me? Why will this hole close up?’
‘This is a burrow, not a hole. You ask more questions than I do. 

Why are you following Hugo and Ivan?’
This was going nowhere. ‘Tom,’ she said, digging deep for 

patience. ‘Who are Hugo and Ivan and what do you mean, burrow?’ 
She slowly crawled forward, realising she had no choice if she 
wanted out of this cramped space.

‘My brothers, of course,’ said Tom, who sounded right behind 
her. She was relieved that it was dark, and this boy couldn’t see her 
in this awkward position. ‘Burrows are dark, low and narrow, and 
you must crawl through them like this. Holes are just that, holes. 
Did you like the learner sticker I put on Hugo's bottom?’

Amused, Ava relaxed a little. Her anxiety had receded, and the 
claustrophobia was easier to manage since Tom's arrival. Ignoring 
his question, she said, ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but what sort of 
people are you?’

‘We are molers. Molers are miners, gardeners and landscapers 
of the land,’ Tom said as though reciting something he’d been told. 
He sighed. ‘It’s boring really. Hugo has just become a moler and 
Ivan is trying to teach him how to navigate. Hugo has no sense of 
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direction, which is a problem if you’re a moler. That’s why I gave 
him a learner sticker.’ Tom laughed. ‘I’m not going to be a moler. 
I’m going to be a dragonknight.’

Tom’s answer only served to confuse her more. Briefly closing 
her eyes in a reach for patience, she reminded herself that Tom was 
seven years old.

‘When will the burrow close?’ she said, concerned that this 
never-ending burrow was going to seal up on her at any minute.

‘Don’t worry. This is a travelling burrow, so we’ve got plenty of 
time. It’s the escape burrows you must watch out for – they close 
in seconds.’

Her head ached after the morning’s strange events and the 
aftermath of the panic attack. Ava crawled her way awkwardly 
around a sharp bend. A light flickered up ahead.  She scrambled 
towards it and crawled out of the burrow into a brightly lit tunnel.

Ava stood up and blinked a few times, allowing her eyes to adjust 
to the light emanating from glowing yellow crystals embedded in 
the ceiling. She placed her hand on the smooth stone wall to help 
steady herself. Ava stared at the two boys she had followed into the 
burrow. They stood in front of her looking surprised.

‘She’s even prettier close up.’ The shorter younger boy 
turned crimson.

The older boy rolled his eyes. ‘Hugo, you’ve burrowed into the 
outer perimeter tunnel and with all this noise, the whole hill is going 
to know something’s up. I bet George and his patrol are already on 
their way.’ He looked at Ava. ‘We must get you back to the surface 
as quickly as possible before anyone discovers you down here. Why 
on earth did you follow us?’

‘Who are you?’ she said.
The boy’s forehead furrowed. ‘Sorry, I forgot. I’m Ivan. The boy 

with the red face is Hugo, my middle brother, and Tom, there is 
my youngest brother.’ Ivan turned towards Tom. ‘Why are you 
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following us? You were told to stay at home.’
Tom tucked in next to her. He looked like any other small 

human child. He didn’t have the fur and broad-palmed hands his 
brothers had.

Ivan dragged his hand through his hair. ‘We need to get Ava out 
of here now.’

‘Ive, we should take her home first,’ said Hugo, his eyes widening. 
‘Ava needs to clean up before Emma sees her. She looks like she’s 
been rolling around in the mud.’

He was right. There were damp patches on her jeans after 
crawling, and her white T-shirt had turned a mottled grey-brown. 
Her hair was bound to be a mess and most likely full of soil as well. 
Ava groaned. Facing Emma and explaining why she had crawled 
into a hole after a boy she didn’t know would not be fun.

‘You have a point,’ Ivan said, looking her over. ‘I think we should 
hand Ava over to George and let him sort this out.’

‘No!’ said Hugo, paling. ‘I did this. I don’t want her getting into 
trouble because of me. Anyway, you owe me for covering for you 
when you slipped out last Saturday to see Kate.’

‘Okay,’ Ivan grumbled. ‘I’ll get you close to the guardhouse and 
then it’s over to you. Let’s hurry.’ He set off without waiting for 
agreement.

Tom grabbed her hand and pulled. ‘Look.’ He pointed to the 
burrow they had crawled out of.

Ava watched in amazement as the burrow closed, leaving the 
tunnel wall completely intact. The only trace of there ever being a 
hole was the soil lying on the tunnel floor that had fallen off them 
as they’d exited the burrow. She swallowed hard. Thank heavens she 
hadn’t still been stuck in the burrow when it closed.

‘Impressive, isn’t it? That is the gift of a moler. It closes to hide 
the fact that molers exist,’ said Hugo, quickly brushing away any 
traces of fresh soil on the tunnel floor with his foot. They hurriedly 
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set off after Ivan. ‘I never tire of watching them close. Mum was 
able to make her burrows seal up right behind her. If I tried that, I’d 
end up killing myself because the ground hardens too quickly for 
us to dig through it right away.’

‘Hugo, none of this makes sense. Where are we? Why do you 
look …?’ She stopped when Hugo winced; her mind was still 
buzzing with questions. ‘What is a dragonknight?’

‘You mean you don’t know?’ said Hugo pausing for a moment, 
his shoulders stiffening. ‘You’ve been coming to Brackenhill all 
your life and don’t know what goes on here?’

‘No, not a thing, by the sound of it,’ she said, feeling defensive 
and confused.

Ivan stopped and pointed to the entrance to another small 
tunnel, low to the ground. ‘Quick – move into the flood tunnel. 
George’s patrol is coming.’

Ava was amazed that Ivan knew people were approaching when 
she couldn’t hear anything. In single file, they followed Ivan into 
the tunnel, which wound its way deeper into the earth, eventually 
stopping at a wooden panel. Ivan stuck one of his hard nails into a 
crack and put his ear to the panel. After a few seconds, he turned 
his finger. The panel opened inwards into a five-sided room.

‘This old water junction will work nicely as a distraction for us,’ 
he said, stepping into the room. They quickly followed him in, and 
the door closed behind them.

‘What is it used for?’ she said, turning in a circle to look around 
the room. Each wall had a wooden door like the one they had come 
through, set tightly into a stone frame. A steep stone stairwell rose 
from the centre of the room and up through the ceiling.

‘It was used to fill the moat around the manor house. This 
junction isn’t used anymore,’ said Ivan.

She had never considered how the moat remained full. There 
were no rivers close enough to feed it that she knew of, but then she 
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had never been all the way around the moat.
‘Hugo,’ said Ivan. ‘As soon as I’ve gone, seal the door and flood 

the chamber. Everyone will be busy for an hour or so while they 
drain it. It will give you enough time to get Ava through the guard 
entrance. I’ll go back and distract the patrol.’ He turned and left.

Hugo turned to Tom and Ava, his expression tense. ‘You two, go 
up to the next landing on the stairwell while I flood the chamber. It 
will take a few minutes and it’s dangerous if I get it wrong.’

Taking Tom’s hand, she headed up to the landing and they sat 
on the top step waiting for Hugo.

‘Hugo likes you,’ said Tom, drumming his foot against the step 
below. ‘I’ve been watching him watching you when you go into 
the vegetable garden. We’ve only watched because we’ve not been 
allowed to talk to you.’

‘Why not?’
‘I don’t know. Princess Arryn’s orders.’
‘Princess Arryn? Don’t you mean Lady Arryn?’ Tom didn’t 

answer and Ava was silent, contemplating yet another piece in the 
puzzle that was her life.

After a few minutes of silence and some scraping sounds from 
Hugo on the level below, a blast of wind swept up the stairs, followed 
by the noise of rushing water. Ava looked down the stairs as Hugo 
raced up them to escape the rising water.

‘Let’s go,’ he said, flushed with excitement. ‘We’ll talk more as we 
climb the stairs.’

‘Okay,’ she said, following closely behind him. ‘Tom mentioned 
that you chose to become a moler, but Tom looks human. Are you 
no longer human?’

‘Up until four weeks ago, I was human. Now, I’m a moler and 
Tom is still human. I went through a morphing ceremony just after 
my sixteenth birthday. I never understood how much effort and 
muscle you need to use when digging a burrow. Dad let Ivan take 
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me out today for a training run, but my navigation is terrible, and I 
ended up outside the vegetable garden.’

Beside her, Tom said, ‘We live in the pit under the Tor next to 
Princess Arryn’s manor house. We’re lucky. Most mole families live 
in Mole City or Moler Valley. I think it’s more fun here.’

Ava felt her eyebrows shoot up. ‘A pit?’
Hugo glanced back at her with a slight smile and said, ‘Nah, not 

in the way that you’d think. The pit, as we affectionately call it, is the 
dungeon of the old castle buried under the Tor. It’s the lowest part 
of the Tor where my dad works.’

‘Is your dad’s name Jack, by any chance?’
‘Yes! How did you know?’
‘I overheard something this morning,’ she said.
‘Let’s stop for a moment,’ Hugo said. ‘The water won’t come any 

higher, and we still have a couple of levels to go before we leave the 
stairwell.’

Ava sank down onto the stairs, grateful to rest her aching 
legs. The others appeared relieved too, although Hugo was lost 
in thought.

‘What is it, Hugo?’
His eyes jerked to hers. ‘Nothing serious. When Tom mentioned 

Moler Valley I wanted to tell you more, but it’s a lot to absorb if 
you’ve never seen it before. But let’s try anyway.

‘We molers look after the Lower house, Moler Valley, moat, 
tunnels and burrows. In the Middle house you’ll find Princess 
Arryn, the manor house and the Great Hall. The Upper house is at 
the top of the Tor where the dragonknights live. Still with me so far?’

Ava nodded, although she wasn’t entirely sure.
‘Okay. Next to Moler Valley are two other valleys called 

Brackenhill Valley and Dragon Valley. These three valleys lie 
behind the Tor, hidden from the world by Oak Tree magic. The Tor 
is the entrance to the valleys.’
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Hugo stood up slowly and stretched before he resumed climbing 
the stairs. Tom and Ava rose with him.

‘The valleys are boring,’ said Tom, wrinkling his nose. ‘Tell her 
about the dragonknights. That’s lots more fun.’

Hugo huffed at Tom. ‘Fine. Dragonknights are a military division 
of featherlites and they are Princess Arryn’s personal guard. When 
a specific type of dragon melds with a human, the two become a 
featherlite—’

‘Wait. Did you say “dragon”? An actual dragon. Dragons exist?’ 
Ava said, her voice high pitched in disbelief.

‘Yes,’ said Hugo, his brow furrowed. ‘You look at me and see a 
moler. Is it such a stretch to believe that dragons might exist too?’

Ava smiled sheepishly and let Hugo continue his explanation.
‘If you’re eighteen or over, you go on a quest into the Dragon 

Valley to find a featherlite egg that’s about to hatch. If the newly 
hatched dragon chooses you and you both survive the melding, 
you are joined to the dragon for life and become a featherlite. You 
can then go on to train as a dragonknight, dragonscout or even a 
dragonkeeper.’

‘I must say, going on a quest and becoming a featherlite sounds 
exciting,’ she said, sighing wistfully.

‘Oh no, not you too,’ said Hugo. ‘Tom never stops talking about 
finding dragon eggs. Featherlite eggs are hard to come by. There’s 
only one featherlite egg bearer left and she and her partner are old 
now. We haven’t had a featherlite hatching in many years and sadly 
our numbers are dwindling.

‘Tom wants to become a dragonknight when he grows up, but if 
he doesn’t stop skipping school, all he’s going to become is a saddle 
polisher. There was much excitement sixteen years ago when one 
featherlite egg was laid. Sadly, the egg doesn’t seem to want to 
hatch. Tom thinks it’s waiting for him to be old enough,’ said Hugo, 
winking at Ava.
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‘When a featherlite egg is laid, it has a blue flame burning 
around it. They say it’s an enchanting sight,’ said Tom, his gaze lost 
in dreamy wonder.

‘I’m not sure why you would want to be a featherlite anyway,’ 
said Hugo, lifting his shoulder in a half shrug.

‘Why not?’ said Ava.
‘You have to go through three years of training, schooling with 

Princess Arryn and the physical changes to your body are mad. If 
that wasn’t enough, Blackthorn gets to hunt you down.’

Her mind was jumping all over the place. ‘Do you mean creepy 
Blackthorn from Blackthorn Farm?’

‘Yes, that Blackthorn,’ said Hugo, curling his lip. ‘He is Princess 
Arryn’s half-brother and wants her crown and the dragons. The 
one who controls the dragons controls the Dragon Kingdom. 
Blackthorn will wipe out everything in his path and anyone who 
gets in his way. Princess Arryn has a big job keeping Brackenhill 
safe from Blackthorn and any threats the outside world might pose.

‘Hush now, we’re here,’ he said quietly.
Hugo looked sweaty and her own face felt flushed from exertion. 

With a flick of his hand Hugo signalled something to Tom. She 
guessed it was to check if the tunnel was clear. It was obvious that 
they had done this many times before. Tom shot into the tunnel 
and within a minute returned and nodded.

They entered the tunnel and followed it in silence for a couple 
more steps before stopping at a T-junction. With another one of his 
hand signals, Hugo instructed Tom to take the left-hand tunnel.

Ava and Hugo followed him at a distance. Tom entered a 
big cave. Directly in front of him was a sandstone wall with an 
impressive arched opening. The portcullis was raised. A full-sized 
brown and yellow flag hung on each side of the entrance. To the 
right of the gate, a guard exited the guardhouse.

‘Tom, come and get a note for your father before the Tor is put 
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into a lockdown,’ said the guard.
Tom followed the guard into the guardhouse and coughed 

twice, which turned out to be the signal that the entrance was clear.
Hugo put a finger to his lips and then whispered, pointing to 

the arched stone doorway. ‘We’re heading to the castle gate. Stay 
behind me and move as quickly as possible.’

She nodded.
They moved swiftly in the direction of Tom’s cough and within 

the space of a few steps, they had entered the cave. Ava came to a 
halt and stared around her in wonder, only snapping out of it when 
Hugo dragged her forward. ‘The guard might see us,’ he whispered.

‘Stop!’ bellowed the guard from within the guardhouse as they 
arrived under the arch of the castle gate.

Hugo shoved her through the archway. Ava looked back to 
see Hugo rushing into the guardhouse and blocking the doorway. 
‘Only me,’ he stammered, ‘in a rush, water junction has sprung a 
leak, got to get tools from the pit.’

‘Yes, we know,’ said the guard. ‘And you breached the defence 
tunnel. All hell is breaking loose.’

On the other side of the entrance, Ava looked down a wide castle 
passage lit with burning torches on the side walls. The passageway 
split into two, one ramp going upwards and the other downwards. 
It looked old, solid and well used. Before she could take another 
step, two nasty-looking guards appeared on either side of her. They 
were as surprised to see her as she was to see them.

The guards wore armour plating with a green, red and black 
tunic, a helmet with a shield-shaped badge stamped into it and 
shiny black boots. They had the same fur as Hugo and Ivan and 
even bigger hands and muscles. The insignia on their tunic sleeve 
was a shield with three parallel stripes running diagonally from the 
top left to the bottom right. Within each stripe was an image. The 
top brown stripe depicted a mole head, the middle yellow stripe 
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had a tree, and the bottom brown stripe a portcullis.
‘Halt!’ said one of the guards, taking a step towards her. ‘Who 

are you and why have you entered the castle?’
Behind her, she heard the portcullis rolling closed.
The second guard pulled a sword that was strapped to his back. 

‘You will come with us!’ he said, and they rushed towards her.
Ava stumbled backwards towards the side of the gate. Her knees 

buckled and she fell into a small crevice in the wall. The guards 
shouted as she fell through a trapdoor.




