


Where the map ends,  

adventure begins . . .

11-year-old Zebedee Bolt is on the run – again. Only this 
time, it’s not the police or the social workers who find him; 
it’s an evil harpy called Morg. And when she hauls him into 
the Unmapped Kingdom of Crackledawn, Zeb discovers 
that running away only gets you so far.

Where magic is involved, you’ve got to pick a side. And 
though Zeb vowed he wouldn’t trust anyone ever again, he 
didn’t expect to stumble aboard The Kerfuffle, an enchanted 
boat belonging to a girl called Oonie and her talking 
chameleon, Mrs Fickletint.  Finding himself on a voyage 
like no other, can Zeb muster enough trust in others – and 
in magic – to summon a dragon, find the Ember Scroll, and 
defeat Morg once and for all . . .?

Dive into the final instalment of the epic Unmapped 
Chronicles in this exclusive early sample from bestselling 
Abi Elphinstone. 
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Welcome to the Unmapped Kingdoms …

Most grown-ups are far too busy to believe in magic. 
They have newspapers to read, bills to pay, phone 
calls to answer and – most time consuming of all 

– children to nag. But if grown-ups were a little less busy and 
a little more curious, they might notice some of the things 
that children see. Unlikely, impossible, extraordinary things. 
Like portals to secret kingdoms that reveal the truth about 
how our world actually began . . .

In case you’re wondering, it all started with an egg. An 
exceptionally large one. And when this egg hatched, a 
phoenix emerged. It wept seven tears on realizing it was 
alone and when these tears fell, the Earth’s continents were 
born, forming the world as you and I know it. The phoenix 
called these lands the Faraway but they were dark and empty 
places, so, to brighten things up, the phoenix shed four of 
its golden feathers. And from these feathers grew secret, 
unmapped kingdoms, invisible to the people who would go 
on to live in the Faraway. These kingdoms held all the magic 
needed to conjure sunlight, rain and snow, and every untold 
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wonder behind the weather, from the music of a sunrise to 
the stories of a snowstorm.

Now, you may have encountered wisdom before: 
grandparents are wise, librarians are wise and some (though 
not all) elephants are wise. A phoenix is wiser still, and 
this particular phoenix knew that if used selfishly, magic 
will grow strange and dark. But if it is used for the greater 
good, it can nourish an entire wo     and keep it turning. 
So the phoenix decreed that those who lived in the four 
Unmapped Kingdoms could enjoy all the wonders that its 
magic brought, but only if they worked to send some of that 
magic out into the Faraway, so that the continents there 
might be filled with light and life. If the Unmappers ever 
stopped sharing their magic, the phoenix warned, both 
the Faraway and the Unmapped Kingdoms would crumble 
to nothing.

Next, the phoenix set about choosing rulers for these 
kingdoms. And being such a wise creature, the phoenix 
gave squabbling kings, queens and politicians a wide berth 
when deciding who to appoint. Instead, the phoenix chose 
the Lofty Husks – magical beings all born under an eclipse 
and marked out from the other Unmappers on account of 
their wisdom, unusually long life expectancy, and terrible 
jokes. In each kingdom the Lofty Husks took a different 
form, from wizards and golden panthers to ancient elves and 
snow eagles, but they all ruled fairly, ensuring that every 
day the magic of the phoenix was passed on to the Faraway 
through the weather.

The four kingdoms all played different roles. Unmappers 
in Rumblestar collected marvels – droplets of sunlight, rain 
and snow in their purest form – which dragons transported 
to the other three Unmapped Kingdoms. There, they were 
mixed with magical ink to create weather scrolls for the 
Faraway: sun symphonies in Crackledawn, rain paintings in 
Jungledrop and snow stories in Silvercrag. Little by little, the 
Faraway lands came alive: plants, flowers and trees sprang 
up, and so strong was the magic that eventually animals 
appeared and, finally, people. 

The phoenix looked on from Everdark, a place so far away 
and out of reach that not even the Unmappers knew where 
it lay. But a phoenix cannot live for ever. And so, after five 
hundred years, the first phoenix died and, as is the way with 
such birds, a new phoenix rose from its ashes to renew the 
magic in the Unmapped Kingdoms and ensure it continued 
to be shared with those in the Faraway.

Time passed and every five hundred years, the Unmappers 
learnt to watch for a new phoenix rising up into the sky 
to refresh the Unmapped magic and herald the arrival of 
another era. Everyone believed things would continue this 
way for ever  .  .  . But when you’re dealing with magic, for 
ever is rarely straightforward. There is always someone, 
somewhere, who becomes greedy. And, when a heart is set 
on stealing magic for personal gain, ancient decrees and 
warnings can slip quite out of mind. Such was the case with 
a harpy called Morg who grew jealous of the phoenix and 
its power. 
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Almost four thousand five hundred years ago, Morg 
cursed the nest of the phoenix on the night of the renewal 
of magic. No new phoenix appeared, so Morg seized the nest 
as her own and set about seeking to claim all the magic of 
the Unmapped Kingdoms for herself.

But, when things go wrong and magic goes awry, it 
makes room for stories with unexpected heroes and unlikely 
heroines. Perhaps you have heard about the girl from 
Crackledawn who sailed to Everdark to steal Morg’s wings, 
the very things that held the harpy’s power? Maybe you 
know about the boy named Casper who journeyed from 
the Faraway to Rumblestar to destroy those same wings 
so that the Unmapped Kingdoms and the Faraway might 
be saved from ruin? Possibly you have come across the 
Petty-Squabble twins who travelled from the Faraway to 
Jungledrop to find a mythical fern, that banished Morg from 
the Unmapped Kingdoms and restored rain to our world? 
Or, you might just be one of those wise children who sense 
the ways of dragons and know that they are now roaming 
the Unmapped Kingdoms, scattering moondust from their 
wings to keep what is left of the Unmapped magic turning, 
until Morg dies and a new phoenix rises. And rise it must 
because the magic is fading every day, despite the dragons’ 
efforts to keep it alive, and it will not be long before it 
vanishes altogether. For only the arrival of a phoenix can 
restore what Morg has destroyed and renew the kingdoms 
to their former glory.

There is still one story to be told, one final adventure 

waiting to take us to the Unmapped Kingdoms. The 
Petty-Squabble twins might have adventured through 
Jungledrop, trapped Morg in a never-ending well and saved 
the world from her dark magic . . . but all things eventually 
come to an end, – even never-ending wells. And from an 
underground world, Morg has been patiently scratching her 
way, ever-closer, to the Faraway. She knows that if she can 
get hold of the immortalised tears of the very first phoenix 
that fell there when our world was born, she can use their 
power to break back into Crackledawn, an Unmapped 
Kingdom she still has followers in after a visit she made 
there many years ago. Then, she can seize control of the 
Unmapped Kingdoms once and for all.

Day after day, Morg has been following the pull of 
the phoenix-tear magic and tonight she has reached an 
entrance to the Faraway. But the harpy is too weak to break 
the boundary into our world so she waits in the darkness 
beneath an abandoned theatre on Crook’s End, a dimly-lit 
and mostly-forgotten side street in Brooklyn, New York. 
Once, this street boasted a string of restaurants and queues 
of excited theatre-goers but as the neighbourhood grew 
rougher and more dangerous, people moved away and the 
restaurants and theatre closed.

No one lives on Crook’s End anymore. But all that is 
going to change because an eleven-year-old boy is on the 
run and his feet are pounding nearer and nearer. He does 
not know that it is magic leading him towards this deserted 
street. But there cannot be phoenix tears, a harpy and a 
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portal to an Unmapped Kingdom close by, without there 
being consequences. 

And though Zebedee Bolt might not be the kind of child 
who has time for magic, it very much has time for him. 
Morg needs somebody to let her in to the Faraway and the 
Unmapped Kingdoms need somebody to kick her out once 
and for all. Zeb needs no-one and trusts no-one and that is 
all well and good but trying to escape magic when you’re 
hurtling towards it is like trying to stop eating a doughnut 
when you’ve already taken the first bite. Quite impossible. 
You may as well just get on with it and accept that while 
magic throws its weight around you’re in for a bumpy 
ride. Especially if that ride involves dragons rather than 
doughnuts because dragons, as Zeb is about to find out, are 
even wilder than magic …

Chapter 1

Zebedee Bolt was good at running away from home. 
He’d done it enough times, after all. And not the 
half-hearted wandering off that involves shouting at 

your parents, storming to the bottom of the garden, then 
slinking back in time for tea. When Zeb ran, he crossed 
bridges and raced through unfamiliar parks, safe in the 
knowledge that he had memorised all the latest tricks from 
The Tank (a survival expert with his own television show 
who did deeply uncomfortable things like drink his own 
sweat and make rescue ropes out of his beard hair).

But Zeb was always found in the end. And this was because 
he found it almost impossible to rein in the Outbursts. These 
episodes came upon him without warning and consisted of 
an embarrassing amount of sobbing on street corners. By 
the time he’d got a grip of himself, various grown-ups were 
usually stepping in to bring his getaway to a close.

You see, Zeb wanted to be tough. He longed to be like The 
Tank, who could escape any situation, like surviving weeks 
in the wild on a diet of grasshoppers, or emerging from a 
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tussle with a bear with nothing but a bit of light bruising. 
But when you’ve got no money, a limited supply of food and 
no friends to fall back on if things go wrong, it is a bit harder 
to remain upbeat. 

So, while Zeb’s getaways always started well, it wasn’t long 
before the fear and panic kicked in. Where, really, was he 
running to? What hope was there for an eleven-year-old 
boy alone in New York? Who actually cared about what 
happened to him? Not that he ever talked about his feelings 
to the grown-ups who found him, the social worker in charge 
of him or the foster families he’d lived with. Because talking 
meant trusting. And trusting other people had gone out of 
the window years ago for Zeb. 

Tonight would be different though. Tonight he had 
remembered biscuits. And he had made a solemn vow in 
front of the mirror that he wouldn’t burst into tears and 
get found, not even when it got dark, or a little bit scary. 
Because Zeb had had enough of being passed around people’s 
homes like an unwanted package, enough of hearing the 
same things whispered about him by the foster families 
he’d known: He’s so quiet. Why does he never smile? Is he 
always this moody? And, overheard this morning, from foster 
parents Joyce and Gerald Orderly-Queue of 56 Rightangle 
Row, Manhattan, while on the phone to his social worker: 
We’ve had him for six months now and it’s simply not working. 
He doesn’t smile, he doesn’t laugh, he barely even talks! And 
he spends so much time shut away in his bedroom he is almost 
certainly plotting something dreadful. So, before he poisons us 

in our sleep or, worse, sprays graffiti all over the sitting room, 
we’d very much like to hand him back.’ 

Their words jostled in Zeb’s ears as he ran over Brooklyn 
Bridge. It was always the same thing; he was never what 
foster families wanted. And while the welfare agency in 
charge of him had placed dozens of other children in 
loving homes, those – like Zeb – under the care of social 
worker Derek Dunce hadn’t had the same luck. Derek 
Dunce was a buffoon of a grown-up who was capable of 
messing up even the simplest of things, like walking down a 
corridor. Finding loving families to nurture and understand 
vulnerable children was completely beyond him. So, like a 
disappointing meal in a restaurant or a faulty coat from a 
department store, Zeb was always sent back to the welfare 
agency in the end. 

Zeb had crept out of Number 56 Rightangle Row for 
good over an hour ago, as soon as he’d gobbled down his 
dinner and finished talking to himself in the mirror. Now 
he was on the run, and though he wasn’t sure where he was 
running to, he kept going, even as the dark settled in and 
the city lights began to glitter. He pulled the hood of his 
jacket up, partly because he’d once seen The Tank do the 
same, moments before facing down a lion, and partly as a 
precaution. If the Orderly-Queues had sounded the alarm 
and the police were out looking for an eleven-year-old boy 
with blonde hair, green eyes and a fondness for hysterical 
crying, Zeb wanted to be disguised. 

He turned off the bridge and hurried into the heart of 
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Brooklyn. The place was buzzing. People poured in and out 
of restaurants, music sailed through open windows and taxis 
honked. For a second, Zeb allowed himself to wonder what 
belonging to a neighbourhood like this, with family and 
friends around him, would be like. Bike rides with a mum 
and a dad in the park? Weekend cinema trips with kids from 
school? Sleepovers at the neighbour’s house? 

A longing grew inside Zeb and with it, a lump in his 
throat – the first sign of an Outburst. He swallowed it down, 
then did what The Tank did when the going got tough: some 
jaw clenching, followed by a grunt. Instantly, he felt better 
and as he made his way on through the crowds, he reminded 
himself that dreaming up family and friends was pointless, 
because you could never count on other people. Not when 
they’d let you down time and time again. Humans, Zeb had 
come to learn, were a bit like vegetables. They claimed to 
be full of all sorts of good things but ultimately they were 
pretty disappointing.

According to Derek Dunce, Zeb had been born in the 
Bronx, his mother had died when he was only a few months 
old and his father had wanted nothing to do with either 
of them. At first, those responsible for Zeb had hoped that 
the foster homes would be temporary, that he might soon 
be adopted into a loving family.  But because Derek Dunce 
was entirely unqualified for his job, the foster parents Zeb 
had encountered were the sort of grown-ups who only really 
wanted uncomplicated children, the types who may throw 
the odd tantrum around mealtimes and get in a flap about 

having their toenails cut, but who generally just got on with 
growing up. 

Zeb was not one of these children because it is hard to 
get on with growing up when being loved hasn’t happened 
first. His Outbursts led to him being labelled a ‘difficult 
child’ and at the string of schools Zeb had been to, he’d 
never made friends. He kept himself to himself, too wary 
to let his guard down even for a moment. It was a lonely 
business, but it was better than trying to make friends, only 
to be moved on again. 

Zeb slowed to a walk as he made his way on into the city 
alone. He left the bustle of restaurants and bars behind him 
and turned into sleepy side roads lining closed parks, until 
the neighbourhood began to fray and become a less-visited 
sort of place. Zeb gripped the straps of his rucksack. This was 
the furthest he’d ever come by himself. He contemplated a 
brief sob before thinking better of it and walking on through 
the trail of autumn leaves. 

It was quieter here – and darker. Many of the street lamps 
had fizzled out and the moon was tucked behind the clouds. 
Zeb went on into the shadows, unknowningly drawn by the 
pull of magic. The streets had emptied and now the night 
belonged to strays: a prowling cat, a dog hunting for scraps 
and a rat scampering into the gutter. 

Zeb stopped again and the panic swelled inside him. He 
had pinched a sheet of tarpaulin from the Orderley-Queue’s 
garage because The Tank was always talking about thinking 
ahead when building a shelter. But how did you know 
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where to set up camp? Should you just curl up beneath the 
tarpaulin, with your biscuits, and hope for the best?

As if the city could sense Zeb’s unease, a breeze came 
out of nowhere, stirring a handful of leaves at his feet 
before nudging them on down the road. Zeb found himself 
following the leaves as they tumbled one after the other 
down the street and across another road. 

He passed a discarded newspaper and only half-registered 
the headlines:

GLOBAL TEMPERATURES SOAR
POLAR REGIONS MELT AT RECORD SPEED 
ARCTIC ANIMALS FACE EXTINCTION
SEA SWALLOWS COASTAL TOWNS

In the last hundred years, there had been two major 
climate disasters. A series of hurricanes which had nearly 
torn the world apart, then a drought that had starved the 
planet of rain for months on end. And now huge chunks 
of polar ice were melting each day; the polar bears and 
beluga whales were almost extinct; the rising sea was 
flooding entire cities, and the hottest summer on record 
had seen raging wildfires across the world. Millions had 
lost their homes, thousands had lost their lives, and the 
Arctic and the Antarctic were disappearing at terrifying 
speeds. Everyone living in a city by the sea was nervous – 
everybody except Zeb. Because stopping global warming 
wasn’t top of his agenda tonight, or any night really. 

Preventing an Outburst and finding a place to hide was.
Zeb followed the leaves until they settled at the foot of a 

signpost that marked the start of a street so dark, it looked 
like the mouth of a cave. Zeb felt his knees wobble and a 
familiar lump slide into his throat. To prevent an episode of 
uncontrollable howling, he puffed out his chest, raised his 
chin and focused on the fact that there was nothing and 
nobody waiting for him if he let An Outburst loose now. 
Joyce and Gerald Orderly-Queue had shown more affection 
for the Saturday crossword than for him. He had to go on. 
He had to start a new life on his own.

He looked up at the street sign. It was rusted at the hinges 
and the lettering was chipped but he could just make out 
the words.

‘Crook’s End,’ he murmured.
He took a small step closer. There were more signs nailed 

to the buildings: PABLO’S PIZZAS; PASTA HEAVEN, 
BROOKLYN BURGERS. But these restaurants looked like 
they’d been boarded up for a while now and at the end of 
the street, closing the road off into a dead end, was another 
building. It was taller and wider than the others, and the 
stonework above the old wooden door was a little fancier.

Zeb glanced at the faded sign hanging above the door: 
THE CHANDELIER, it read, and beneath it was a list of 
what appeared to be out-dated show times. 

‘A theatre,’ Zeb whispered. ‘All the way out here.’ He eyed 
the door which had been padlocked shut. ‘Grown-ups, they 
always focus on the doors …’ 
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But Zeb knew, from personal experience, that if you could 
escape a building in a number of ways: out of a window, via 
a skylight, down a fire escape – then there were multiple 
points of entry, too.

He settled for a ground floor window now, one covered 
with planks that had rotted through. He pulled them away 
to find a grubby pane of glass and he hadn’t expected to see 
much when he pressed his face up against it. But at that 
precise moment, the moon edged out from behind a cloud. 
And because the roof of the theatre was in need of repair, 
the moonlight slipped in through the cracks and shimmered 
on the most enormous chandelier Zeb had ever seen. 
Hundreds of glass droplets hung from the domed ceiling, 
glinting silver like a giant’s crown. 

The moonlight was so bright that Zeb could see quite 
clearly inside now. Beyond a tiny foyer, the theatre opened 
to reveal a balcony of seats up high, and down on the floor, 
more seats arranged in rows and draped in cobwebs. These 
led up to a stage fringed by tattered curtains and covered in 
dust. The stage was empty but for one thing. And when Zeb 
saw what it was, a small smile escaped his lips.

‘A piano,’ he breathed. 
You see, Zeb had not been brewing poison or shaking 

up cans of graffiti paint inside his bedroom on Rightangle 
Row. He had been teaching himself to play the keyboard 
he’d found under the bed there. Music, it turned out, was 
the one thing that could blot out everything else for Zeb. 
As soon as the first few notes of a song sounded, the rest of 

the world fell away. And whilst music didn’t seem to be a 
priority for The Tank, Zeb had watched an episode where 
the survival expert fashioned a rescue horn out of an ox’s 
thigh-bone, so he decided it must be all right to play a few 
sonatas from time to time. 

Zeb gazed at the grand piano, sleek and black as if it had 
been cut from midnight. And suddenly he forgot all about 
Outbursts and disappointing foster homes. He heaved the 
window up until there was space enough to climb through. 
Then, throwing one last look down Crook’s End to check he 
hadn’t been followed, he squeezed himself into the theatre 
and closed the window behind him. 

It was absolutely silent inside and Zeb winced as his 
footsteps bit into the quiet. But he made his way past the 
stalls, beneath the chandelier and towards the stage. In the 
wings and scattered in moonlight, Zeb could see old set 
designs piled up on top of each other – mountains, palaces 
and jungle trees – as well as heaps of abandoned props. 
Birdcages stacked up beside lamps, parasols left on sagging 
armchairs and typewriters plonked on old trunks. Zeb was 
relieved that he would be spending the night curled up 
in an armchair rather than huddled under the tarpaulin 
outside. Now, though, he wanted to play the piano – while 
the moonlight was at its brightest and everyone else was 
asleep, so that whatever he played would go unheard, and 
he wouldn’t be caught.

He sat on the stool before the piano. The keys were 
coated in dust and Zeb wondered how long the instrument 
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had stood there unused. He blew the dust away and the 
chandelier glittered mischievously above, as if inviting him 
to play. Perhaps if Zeb had known that the real danger that 
night didn’t lie out on the street but under it, he would 
have got up there and then and left Crook’s End. But Zeb 
did not know that a harpy was waiting for him beneath the 
theatre. And so he played the tune he loved most, the tune 
he chose whenever he felt afraid and alone because it carried 
him back to a memory of long, long ago. He played it softly, 
slowly, but even as the first few notes tiptoed out into the 
empty theatre, Zeb felt a sense of calm settle inside him. 

He forgot about the Orderley-Queues. He forgot about 
eating lunch alone in the school canteen. He forgot about 
nights spent crying under his duvet. Instead he thought 
about the mountains, palaces and trees in the wings of the 
theatre and as he played he imagined they were real and 
that he was walking amongst them in a land far away. On 
and on Zeb played, unaware that deep underground, below 
this very piano, Morg’s dark magic was stirring.

Chapter Two

The biscuits didn’t last long. In fact, by the next 
morning, Zeb had eaten all twenty-four of them and 
polished off his bottle of water. But a quick snoop 

around the theatre showed him there was a dressing room 
with a sink, running water and a working toilet and several 
packets of Jelly Beans in a box in the foyer. Not enough to 
throw a dinner party, but enough to keep an eleven-year-old 
going for a day or two. 

Zeb still wasn’t entirely sure what his plan was. He just 
knew that inside this theatre he had a bed, a piano and 
lots of places to hide if someone came looking, or a bout of 
explosive crying took hold. So, until the Jelly Beans ran out 
there was really no need to leave. 

He rooted through the props and placed all the slightly 
scary ones in a bathtub he’d spotted at the back of the 
theatre. Waking in the middle of the night to find himself 
face-to-face with a one-armed china doll wedged down 
the side of his armchair was not an experience he wanted 
to repeat. He spent a large chunk of the day in front of 
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a dressing room mirror, flexing his undersized biceps in 
preparation for intruders. Mostly though, Zeb found himself 
counting down until moonrise and the silvery hours that 
followed when the rest of the world had gone to sleep. 
Then it would just be him and the grand piano, safe in the 
knowledge that nobody would hear. 

Only somebody did hear. 
Several streets away, there lived a young woman with 

fire-red hair called Fox Petty-Squabble. As an eleven-year-old, 
she had spent her days bickering with her twin brother, 
Fibber, but all that had changed after an adventure in the 
Unmapped Kingdom of Jungledrop where they had banished 
Morg down a well, and restored rain to our world. That 
was some time ago and Fox was almost thirty now, but she 
could remember the glow-in-the-dark rainforest as if it was 
yesterday. And now that the world’s climate was spiralling 
out of control again, faster than any of the scientists had 
predicted, Fox lay awake wondering whether there might be 
trouble in the Unmapped Kingdoms once again. 

Fox was a social worker now. She had dedicated her life 
to helping others. But she knew that if Morg was behind 
this latest climate emergency, she’d need to go back to the 
Unmapped Kingdoms to sort things out. The only snag was 
that like last time, she’d need a phoenix tear to get there. 
There were only five of these tears left, and who knew where 
they were? She and Fibber had only stumbled across one the 
first time, because an old antiques collector called Casper 
Tock had thrust it into her palm.

That night, Fox listened to the sound of the piano, so 
faint that at first she thought she was imagining it. But it was 
there, just at the edge of her hearing – music so beautiful it 
was like listening to waves rolling. It had been the same the 
night before, too, as she lay in her bed struggling to sleep. 
So, who was sitting down to play the piano in the middle 
of the night?

She sat up, padded across the bedroom of her top floor 
flat and pulled back the curtains. Was the music coming 
from Crook’s End? That would be impossible – no-one lived 
there anymore. When she had visited the theatre a few years 
ago the week before it closed, she had most definitely seen a 
grand piano up on stage as part of the last production. Surely 
there was no-one inside The Chandelier after all this time?

Now, most people would think twice about venturing 
into a boarded-up theatre at night. But when you have faced 
cursed trees and demon monkeys, you find yourself blessed 
with more courage than most. So, Fox bundled on some 
clothes and made her way out into the dark.

Zeb, meanwhile, was half way through a piece of music 
he had composed the week before. It was low and brooding, 
inspired by an episode of The Tank, where he’d watched his 
hero hypnotise an elephant while simultaneously building 
a campfire. Zeb couldn’t read music. He’d never had lessons 
and he’d always played the Orderly-Queue’s keyboard with 
headphones plugged in so that no-one would poke their 
head round his door and tell him to be quiet. But he couldn’t 
help feeling that music was, rather curiously, in his bones. 
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Melodies seemed to come to him far more easily than family 
and friends. Zeb had put his musical talent down to a strange 
stroke of luck but there was more to it than that. Magic was 
at work here. And this magic knew that one day Zeb would 
need his secret talent to work a miracle and save the world.

Zeb closed his eyes as he played, lost in the rise and fall 
of the notes. But when he opened them, he shrieked. There 
was a woman with bright red hair standing in the foyer! Zeb 
hurtled off stage into the wings, grabbed a vicar’s robe from 
a pile of costumes and threw it over his hoodie and jeans. 
Then he waited, crouched on the ground with his heart 
thudding, as the footsteps came nearer.

‘I won’t hurt you,’ the woman said. ‘I just want to talk.’
Zeb burrowed deeper into the vicar’s robe, instantly 

regretting it as a form of cover and cursing himself for 
playing the piano in the first place. The Tank would never 
have let a midnight concerto give him away. 

‘You’re good at the piano,’ the woman said. ‘Really good.’
Zeb could tell she was close. He risked a peep out of the 

vicar’s robe and squeaked. The woman was on the stage now 
and she was looking right at him. Zeb held her gaze and 
tried his best to look fierce. Being hardcore was exhausting, 
especially when all you wanted to do was burst into tears, 
but right now it was absolutely necessary. Zeb continued to 
glare at the woman. Would his biceps be up to the challenge 
if she got tricky?

‘Why are you in here all alone in the middle of the night?’ 
the woman asked.

Zeb pursed his lips and said nothing. Well-meaning 
members of the public often stepped in at critical points 
during his getaways but they didn’t care what happened to 
him in the end – not really. Once they’d phoned the police 
and an officer had come round to collect him, he wasn’t their 
problem. But this woman didn’t reach for her phone. She 
knelt down on the stage in front of Zeb instead. And smiled. 

‘Do you enjoy playing the piano?’ she asked.
To his horror, Zeb found himself nodding inside his robes. 

What was he doing? If you were on the run, you didn’t engage 
in chitchat about music! He did some jaw-clenching and a 
small grunt to make up for it.

The woman kept talking and Zeb noticed her voice was 
gentle, quite unlike the clipped tones of Joyce and Gerald 
Orderly-Queue and the dull drone of Derek Dunce.

‘I’m hopeless with musical instruments,’ she said. ‘But I did 
go to an orchestral concert in Germany a few years ago, in a 
little village called Mizzlegurg with a dear old friend called 
Casper Tock, and the pianist there was quite something.’ 
She paused. ‘Almost as good as you, in fact. She was from 
Nigeria – and they say when she plays, the clouds part.’

Zeb was unsure how to respond. An Outburst didn’t seem 
to be brewing anymore but he didn’t exactly want to get 
himself caught up in a conversation either. Which is why he 
was surprised to hear himself say ‘You heard Alaba Abadaki?’ 

The woman’s face lit up. ‘Yes! That was her name!’
Zeb had heard the famous pianist a number of times on 

the radio in his bedroom and he could only imagine how 
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brilliant she must have been to see. But he tried not to dwell 
on this thought – he had a conversation to shut down and 
a visitor to dispose of before his getaway got completely out 
of control.

‘I’m Fox,’ the woman said. 
Zeb stiffened inside his robe. This did not sound like the 

end of a conversation. Why wasn’t this woman dragging him 
off to the police station?  

And then Fox said: ‘I’m a social worker and I live near by.’ 
Zeb narrowed his eyes. The last thing he needed was a 

social worker foiling his escape, though she did seem very 
different from Derek Dunce. Her voice was softer, her eyes 
were brighter and she didn’t fill the silences with pointless 
suggestions. 

‘I want to help you,’ Fox said. 
Zeb glowered at her. ‘I don’t need help. From anybody.’
Fox held up a half-empty packet of Jelly Beans and smiled. 

‘Looks like you’re almost out of these.’
Zeb snatched the packet from her and shoved it under 

his robe. 
‘Listen,’ Fox said. ‘Why don’t I take you out for some 

proper food? There are always a couple of diners open 
through the night. You can order anything you want: a 
burger, a plate of chips, a milkshake – whatever. And we 
can have a little chat.’

Zeb’s stomach growled at the mention of burgers. But the 
‘little chat’ did not sound good. 

‘I’m staying here.’ Zeb flapped his robe dramatically to 

make his point. ‘I’m not going out for food or back to a foster 
home ever again.’

Fox looked at the boy sadly. She and her brother had 
been miserable and lonely as children. She knew what it 
was to feel unloved by grown-ups and she recognised it 
before her now.

‘I can’t force you to come with me, Zebedee.’
Zeb flinched. ‘How do you know my name?’
Fox nodded towards the foyer. ‘It’s inked onto your 

rucksack.’
Zeb picked at his robe. The Tank could have warned him 

that taking named belongings out into the wild might be 
problematic. 

‘Go away,’ he muttered after a while, even though the 
thought of how he was going to find food once the Jelly 
Beans ran out was starting to make him feel uneasy.

He expected Fox to stand up, whip out her phone and call 
in reinforcements. But she understood that children were 
complicated creatures, and though she knew she ought to 
walk Zeb to the police station, she sensed he wasn’t the sort 
of child who was ready to turn in just yet. 

‘Life won’t always be this hard,’ Fox said softly. 
Zeb blinked. He wasn’t used to tenderness and Fox had 

caught him off guard. Zeb tried to steel himself, but it was 
too late. Her kindness had triggered an Outburst and though 
he swallowed and swallowed to force down the lump in his 
throat, Zeb had to face facts: the tears were coming whether 
he liked it or not. 
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‘One day, things will be better,’ Fox went on. ‘Brighter.’ 
Zeb rubbed the first tear away and Fox leaned in a little 
closer. ‘One day you will realise that you matter.’

A second tear dribbled down Zeb’s face until his cheeks 
were streaked. He brushed them away but more fell so he 
buried himself under his robe, where it was safe, and sobbed. 
And the more he sobbed, the angrier he felt. He had been 
doing just fine until Fox showed up. Now he was having an 
Outburst and the whole getaway was lurching to a close. Zeb 
waited, again, for Fox to haul him up and insist he come 
along to the police station with her. But she didn’t and for a 
wild moment Zeb found himself wondering whether perhaps 
she really might be different from all the other grown-ups. 
He stamped the thought out as quickly as it had come – 
Outbursts always played havoc with his emotions. 

‘I’m going to hurry back to my flat and get my purse,’ Fox 
said. ‘Then when I come back, maybe we can have another 
think about that milkshake?’

Zeb sniffed. As far as he could tell, he had three options: 
wait here under the vicar’s robe in the unlikely event 
that Fox kept her promise and came back for him; run 
off once again into the night; or sail out of New York on 
a raft built from theatre props like The Tank would do. 
Zeb wiped his nose, forced the Outburst away and tried to 
make a decision. It was pointless, really, because the harpy 
underground, had been listening to everything. She had 
her own agenda – and it had nothing whatsoever to do 
with what Zeb wanted.

Fox stood up. ‘I’m coming back for you. I promise. Just 
stay here until then.’

She turned and hurried out of the theatre. And as soon 
as she was gone, the whispers started.
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Chapter 3

Tucked under the vicar’s robe, Zeb didn’t hear the 
whispers at first. He was too busy trying to work out 
what he thought about Fox. But as he shrugged off 

his costume, he heard faint scratches of words coming from 
the direction of the piano. 

‘F – Fox?’ Zeb called nervously. ‘Is that you?’
There was a brief silence. The chandelier sparkled in the 

moonlight. Then the whispers resumed, a little louder and 
more urgent than before. Zeb frowned – they seemed to be 
coming from inside the piano.

He eyed the instrument from the wings of the stage. This 
was not good. His survival training hadn’t factored in the 
possibility of whispering pianos. The whispers grew louder 
and Zeb realised they were saying one word over and over 
again, which slid down his spine like ice.

‘Zebedee. Zebedee. Zebedee.’
Zeb let out a terrified moan. Why was there a voice inside 

the piano calling his name? He’d looked inside earlier when 
blowing dust off the strings and there hadn’t been a person 

hiding there. But more than that, this voice didn’t sound as 
if it belonged to Zeb’s world – it was the kind of voice rust 
might have if it could speak and yet there was an edge to it 
that sounded somehow female. Zeb gulped. Was the theatre 
haunted? Was this a ghost lurking inside the piano? 

He tried to move. Perhaps running off again was the safest 
bet because now that the Outburst had passed, he felt fairly 
sure it was madness to think he could rely on Fox. What 
would make her any different from the other grown-ups he’d 
met? All that talk of burgers and milkshakes was probably 
just a trick to get him out of the theatre. For all he knew, Fox 
could be at the police station right this moment turning him 
in. But when Zeb made to move, his legs wouldn’t budge. 
Fear held him just where he was. Right where Morg, the 
whispering harpy, wanted him to be.

‘I can summon anything you want,’ the voice was saying 
now. ‘A getaway plane, riches galore. A place of your own 
miles away from anybody else so you never need to bother 
with other people again. With my magic, anything is possible.’ 

Zeb was still too frightened to move. This ghost, or 
whatever it was, seemed to know things about him. Had 
it been listening in on his conversation with Fox? But 
alongside Zeb’s fear, curiosity emerged. Nobody had ever 
promised him getaway planes, riches and remote hideaways 
before. Zeb shook himself. He had watched close to a 
hundred episodes of The Tank and not once had his hero 
mentioned magic. But despite knowing it didn’t exist, Zeb 
found himself imagining the possibilities of a future built 
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with magic: a palace in the Himalayas; a castle in some 
remote forest in Finland; a fortress in Outer Mongolia… 
Zeb blinked to stop himself getting completely carried away.

But the voice went on, laying its promises at Zeb’s 
lonely feet. ‘You could have a castle with a hundred floors 
and a grand piano in every room. You could have rooftop 
swimming pools and a private cinema. You could be so filthy 
rich you would never want for anything.’

Zeb steeled himself again. Getting sidetracked by 
something as ridiculous as magic was bound to end in 
disaster. He tried to focus on the voice itself instead. Was 
it actually coming from the piano, or was it all in his head? 
He stood up on shaking legs and made his way towards the 
instrument. Holding his breath, he peered inside. No ghost 
looked up at him, no hideous spectre leapt out. There was 
nothing inside the piano, just the strings and hammers – 
and the voice.

‘I am not of your world, Zebedee. I am a creature trapped 
just beyond it because the journey here has taken nearly 
all of my strength. With your help, I will be able to do 
extraordinary things. Magical things that could change 
your life.’

Zeb stared at the piano in disbelief. The voice was real, 
and it was defintitely coming from inside the piano. So, 
what if it really did belong to a creature somewhere beyond 
his world – did that mean magic was real? The thought was 
so completely absurd that Zeb almost lost his balance. He 
tried to think rationally, as The Tank would do. Perhaps 

this piano was some elaborate mechanical prop from a 
past performance that had been programmed to speak 
nonsense after someone played it. But the voice had called 
Zeb by name…

‘There’s got to be an explanation for all this,’ Zeb said in 
a trembling whisper. 

‘Magic,’ the voice replied. ‘And once you accept that it 
exists, we can get down to business. And getaway planes …’

Zeb chewed his nails. It was muscles, not magic, that got 
you out of scrapes. Wasn’t it? 

‘I could slink off, I suppose,’ the voice said. ‘Find someone 
else to shower with riches and — ’

‘Don’t go,’ Zeb blurted. And then he found himself saying: 
‘If, by some miracle, magic exists, how can you change my 
life when you’re in one world and I’m in another?’ He paused. 
‘What if you’re just like everyone else I’ve ever met: full of 
promises you can’t keep?’

‘Oh, I’m not like anyone else,’ the voice replied. ‘I will 
keep my promise to you – if you keep a promise for me 
in return.’ 

Zeb frowned. ‘But how can a voice keep a promise? It 
doesn’t make sense.’

A silence followed and Zeb inched closer to the piano. 
Had he blown it by asking too many questions? Had the 
creature sloped off to pester someone else? Then Zeb’s skin 
tightened. The air inside the theatre was changing. It had 
felt stale before but now it felt alive, charged. The moonlight 
throbbed and then, into the silence, there was a rush of wind 
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that seemed to come from the piano itself. 
It tore through the stalls, whipping up clouds of dust from 

the seats, before spiralling round the chandelier. Zeb gasped 
as the light rocked back and forth, gathering momentum as 
it swung. And then a gust wrenched it from the ceiling and 
sent it hurtling down towards Zeb. He dived sideways and 
covered his eyes as the chandelier smashed onto the stage 
with a deafening crash. 

Zeb opened one eye to see thousands of glass droplets 
strewn like shattered ice across the stage. Then the voice 
spoke again.

‘I will keep my promise, Zebedee. I will conjure you a 
new life if you bring me the droplets still hanging from the 
chandelier. The ones that are glowing.’

His ears still ringing from the crash, Zeb glanced at 
the chandelier. It was turned on its side and most of the 
glass had shattered, but Zeb could see a cluster of droplets 
dangling down that were perfectly in tact. They were small 
– no bigger than marbles – and they were shining with the 
blinding blue that belongs to kingfishers and jungle frogs. 
Zeb’s eyes widened. Whatever this creature was, it was 
powerful. It wasn’t even in Zeb’s world yet and somehow it 
had torn down a chandelier.

‘Time is running out,’ the voice crooned. ‘You cannot 
make a noise that loud without somebody coming to 
investigate. That meddling woman might come back. And 
she’ll come with more than her purse.’ The creature hissed. 
‘She’ll come with the full force of the law on her side, and 

when the police see the mess you’ve made of that chandelier, 
they might even lock you up. After all, nobody wants a 
vandal in their neighbourhood.’

‘But Fox said she was coming back to take me out for food. 
She –’ Zeb stopped, realising he’d been quietly believing 
in the social worker all along. What was wrong with him 
tonight? Why was he suddenly believing in unlikely things 
left, right and centre?

The voice cut into his thoughts. ‘You know as well as I 
do, Zebedee, that the social worker has gone to the police. 
And if you turn away from me now you’ll be back where you 
were: alone and unhappy and utterly without hope.’ There 
was a pause. ‘Bring me the droplets, boy.’

Zeb looked from the chandelier to the piano. It was one 
thing admitting that the voice was probably right about Fox 
but it was quite another to go believing in magic. ‘If – if you 
still have enough magic to summon a wind and pull down a 
chandelier, why can’t you summon the droplets?’

‘Because those droplets are filled with a different magic 
from mine,’ the creature snapped. ‘They are immortalised 
phoenix tears, shed a long time ago, and phoenix magic has 
a will of its own which, right now, is sitting stubbornly out 
of my grasp. I can sense this magic though, even without 
seeing it, and when it is brought to me, I will use it to help 
you. I will build you an almighty home filled with pianos.’ 
The voice paused. ‘But perhaps you don’t want my help. 
Perhaps you’ve got your life all figured out and it’s time I 
left you alone.’
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Zeb knew he was running out of time and options. With 
no money or connections, he could only run for so long 
and who knew what punishment might lie in store for him 
if he was accused of vandalising the theatre when he was 
eventually caught? He thought again of the creature’s offer: 
a getaway plane, riches and a home. For the first time in his 
life, there was a chance for him to escape – properly escape 
– and now it had been dangled in front of him he couldn’t 
pass it by, no matter how unlikely it all seemed.

‘Well?’ came the voice again.
Zeb imagined his palace in the Himalayas. He’d never 

thought about living in a grand home before but now one 
was forming in his mind. He could see his bedroom: a 
glorious four-poster bed and a piano pushed up to a window 
overlooking snow-capped mountains. There was a heated 
rooftop swimming pool, too. And a landing pad for his 
getaway plane. He wasn’t sure how he’d go about flying this 
getaway plane but perhaps when you had magic on your 
side, how wasn’t so much of an issue. Maybe the voice inside 
the piano could demand pilots as well as planes and no-one 
would bat an eyelid. The palace grew and grew in Zeb’s mind 
until the possibilities of it all outweighed the doubt and he 
found himself daring to believe in magic. 

He tiptoed over the glass until he came to four glowing 
droplets. Up close, they shone so brightly that he blinked. 
Reaching out a hand, he yanked them from the chandelier. 
He was so keen to claim his reward, he didn’t notice a fifth 
droplet which had broken away from the others and was 

tucked beyond the stage curtain – beyond the creature’s 
radar, too. 

‘Yes,’ the voice breathed, as Zeb made his way back towards 
the piano. ‘I can feel the phoenix magic stirring now.’ 

The droplets tingled in Zeb’s palm and a thrill rushed 
through him as he thought of what lay ahead. Would 
the getaway plane appear in Crook’s End the moment he 
handed the droplets over? Perhaps he’d arrive at his rooftop 
swimming pool for a quick dip before bed?

The creature’s voice, rich with desire, gave one last 
order as Zeb drew close: ‘Drop the phoenix tears into the 
piano, Zebedee.’

Zeb held the droplets above the strings and for a 
moment, he wavered. Why, just as he was about to secure 
himself a brilliant future, had the image of Fox drifted 
into his mind? He cast her away and hardened his heart 
to any shred of possibility that she might have kept her 
promise and come back to help him. That just wasn’t the 
way people worked. He let the first three droplets clatter 
down into the piano, but he held on tight to the last one, 
just in case he needed some bargaining power during the 
exchange of riches.

For a few seconds nothing happened and Zeb wondered 
whether perhaps he’d gone mad and simply imagined 
the voice altogether. Then an arm burst out from under 
the strings and hammers. A thin arm, covered in black 
feathers. Zeb recoiled as five clawed fingers reached out 
towards him and gripped him by the shoulder. He tried 
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to yank himself free but the fingers were strong and only 
held tighter. 

Then, in one swift pull, they dragged him down into 
the piano. Chapter 4

Zeb kicked and screamed. He was tumbling down and 
down into darkness. Where were the strings and 
hammers inside the piano? Where was the bottom 

of the instrument? He shrieked as clawed fingers scrabbled 
at his hand, then the last droplet was gone and Zeb’s body 
brushed past something cool and hard, like stone. He landed 
with a thump on a heap of soil and as his eyes adjusted to 
the gloom, his whole body filled with dread. 

Somehow, he had fallen through a crevice of rock into a 
very large cave. A mass of tangled roots covered the roof, 
and tucked into their folds were hundreds of skulls that 
shone with an eerie green light. Jagged rocks lined the 
cave, several shadowy tunnels led off from it, and at the far 
end, there was a throne carved from stone and wrapped in 
spiderwebs.

In front of Zeb, dusting herself free of soil, was the creature. 
She had a black-feathered body, talons instead of feet and 
a mangy pair of wings sprouting from her back. Over her 
face she wore the pointed skull of a long-dead bird and Zeb 
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could see two yellow eyes shining with menace behind this 
skull. They blinked and Zeb scrambled backwards. Then the 
creature laughed darkly and as she raised the glass droplets 
in her hand, Zeb noticed her wings begin to change. They 
grew bigger and stronger as more and more feathers appeared 
until they were no longer the tattered, limp things they had 
been. They rose up either side of the creature, huge and 
black like a cape of oil. 

‘Almost five hundred years I have waited for this moment!’ 
the creature cried. ‘I have crawled through darkness day 
after day, night after night to find enough phoenix magic 
to restore my strength and begin my reign. And tonight I 
have succeeded!’ The creature cackled and her laugh echoed 
down the tunnels. ‘I, Morg, am a harpy filled with magic 
once more!’

Zeb was now so frightened he thought he might be sick. 
Magic was real; that much was clear. But what he hadn’t 
expected was for it to be so utterly terrifying. Even the 
shadows seemed to shrink with fear every time the harpy 
moved and Zeb noticed the crevice he had fallen through 
had now closed up completely.

Morg slipped the droplets into a pouch around her neck 
then turned her attention to Zeb. ‘Welcome to Hollowbone, 
my underground lair, a land so full of darkness it barely 
belongs to any world at all.’ 

The cave was so quiet Zeb felt sure the harpy would hear 
his heart thumping into the silence but he willed his words 
on, despite his fear. ‘You – you said you’d summon anything I 

wanted. So, I’d like to climb inside my getaway plane, collect 
my riches and get out of here. Please.’ He looked around him. 
‘Maybe you could park the plane in that tunnel over there – 
with a pilot inside it because I can feel an Outburst coming 
and I’m not sure I can sob and steer at the same time.’

Morg flexed her wings. ‘There is just one small thing I 
still need you to do, Zebedee. One last item I need you to 
bring me for my powers to be fully restored.’ 

A shower of black sparks fell from the harpy’s wings, 
singeing holes in the stone floor as if it had been made of 
paper. Zeb flinched. If this was the harpy before she came 
into her full strength, he didn’t dare imagine what she might 
be like at the height of her powers. Zeb forced himself to 
his feet nevertheless. He needed to show Morg he meant 
business, even though he was so scared he could barely 
breathe. ‘You – you look like you’ve got plenty of magic to 
be getting on with things yourself, and I – I kept my side of 
the bargain. So, I’d like to get going in my plane now.’ 

Morg picked up a stone and Zeb watched in horror, as 
she crushed it into a handful of dust. ‘Your time will come, 
Zebedee. But until it does, I need you to listen and obey.’ 

Zeb tried his best to steer the harpy back to their bargain. 
‘But you said — ’

Morg growled and Zeb watched, wide-eyed, as the rocks 
lining the mouths of the tunnels sharpened into spikes. She 
took a step closer to Zeb and the air chilled. 

‘Have you ever wanted something, Zebedee? Wanted it so 
badly you would do almost anything to get it? And I’m not 
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talking about getaway planes or rooftop swimming pools...’ 
Zeb was too petrified to speak or look up but he could feel 

the harpy’s eyes boring into him. 
‘What about power?’ Morg continued. She stalked over to 

her throne then sat upon it with her wings tucked up behind 
her. ‘You could build a home in the most remote part of your 
world but there would still be a chance – however slim – that 
someone would find you and drag you back to your old life. 
And then all this would’ve been for nothing.’

Zeb was silent for a moment. He was aware that he was 
treading a fine line between having a conversation and 
being crushed into a handful of dust. And yet when he raised 
his head he found the harpy glaring at him so intently he 
felt compelled to reply. ‘What – what are you suggesting?’ 

The harpy cocked her skull mask to one side. ‘That we 
build a new world. A world where we are in charge.’

Half an hour ago, Zeb would have scoffed at the idea, 
but now that he had been yanked from Brooklyn, dragged 
down into an underground lair and was face-to-face with a 
magical creature, it didn’t seem so far-fetched. More than 
this though, Zeb was in the grip of Morg’s magic now and 
the possibility of a safe new world had grown legs of its own, 
filling Zeb’s mind until he could barely remember the city or 
the house he’d been running from.  

He shifted under the harpy’s gaze. ‘You’re sure this is 
possible?’ 

‘Anything is possible,’ Morg spat, ‘if you have enough 
magic. The only reason I didn’t mention it to you earlier 

was because building a new world comes with –’ she paused 
– ‘a catch. And you seemed to be taking such a long time 
to decide on what to do with yourself I thought it best not 
to fluster you further.’

‘Would the catch still mean I get a plane and riches and 
a palace in this new world?’ 

Morg nodded.
‘And we wouldn’t have to live next to each other or 

anything?’ Zeb grimaced at the thought. ‘You could be in 
charge of one half of the world and I could rule the other?’

‘Correct. There will be more than enough magic for both 
of us to live the lives we want.’

Zeb weighed all this up then he took a deep breath. ‘What 
exactly do you want me to do? And what’s the catch?

The harpy leant forward on her throne and in a singsong 
voice she began to tell Zeb a story. ‘Before I came along, a 
phoenix ruled the world from Everdark, a hidden land just 
like Hollowbone here. It’s half way between the Faraway – 
where you’re from – and the Unmapped Kingdoms, magical 
lands where sunlight, rain and snow are conjured.’

Zeb pulled himself onto a rock and tried his best to follow. 
‘It was the phoenix’s job to watch over these four kindgoms 

and ensure the Unmappers who lived there shared their 
magic with the Faraway, so that your continents might 
be filled with light and life. Phoenixes are weak though. 
Every five hundred years the reigning one would die and 
a new phoenix would rise from its ashes to watch over the 
Unmapped Kingdoms. But then I came along . . .’ the harpy 
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smirked. ‘I rose from the ashes of the last phoenix nearly five 
thousand years ago. And do you think watching over other 
people and sharing magic with humans is something I do?’

‘Er, no,’ Zeb replied hastily. ‘Smashing chandeliers and 
hauling people into pianos is more your style.’

‘You’re catching on.’ Morg steepled her clawed fingers. 
‘Without a new phoenix rising every five hundred years, the 
Unmapped magic is beginning to run out. The kingdoms’ 
dragons may be scattering moondust to keep what is left of 
it going, but every day a little more fades. Only the birth of 
a new phoenix can restore the magic I have destroyed so far. 
So, now is my time to act.’ 

Zeb inched a little further inside his hoodie. He was still 
coming to terms with the harpy and now there was talk of 
dragons, too…

‘Three times over the last five thousand years I have tried 
to steal the Unmapped magic. And three times I have failed. 
But this time, I will seize it all and then I will have the power 
of the elements on my side.’ Morg’s wings shimmered. ‘I will 
command the sun to scorch, the rain to unleash mighty 
storms, and the snow to cast the fiercest blizzards, until every 
Unmapper is destroyed. Until the Kingdoms of Rumblestar, 
Jungledrop, Crackledawn and Silvercrag are no more. Then 
I will use this Unmapped magic – the most powerful magic 
of all – to build us both a new world.’

Zeb was starting to feel alarmed. ‘But if you get rid of 
these Unmapped Kingdoms, doesn’t that mean the Faraway, 
where I’m from, goes too?’

‘And there you have the catch,’ Morg replied. ‘The 
Faraway will vanish, and all the people with it.’ She paused. 
‘But your world hasn’t exactly been kind to you, has it, 
Zebedee?’ 

Zeb looked down. There were eight billion people on 
planet Earth and not one had shown him they cared. That 
social worker called Fox might have claimed to, but who 
was to say she would actually have come back? And as for 
the Unmapped Kingdoms: he’d only heard about them for 
the first time just now. So, it should have been easy for Zeb 
to wash his hands of the lot of them. 

‘You’re quite sure the only way to build a new world is to 
wipe out the Unmapped Kingdoms and the Faraway?’ he said. 

‘Of course I’m sure,’ the harpy snapped. ‘I wouldn’t be 
wasting my time with you if there was another way.’

Zeb was trying extremely hard to focus on power and 
riches instead of world anhilitaion but it was proving harder 
than expected. ‘Does wiping everyone out seem a little bit,’ 
he searched for the right word, ‘drastic to you?’ 

‘I knew you’d be too weak for this,’ Morg hissed.
The harpy stood up and as she raised her wings, a flurry 

of black sparks danced around her. Zeb didn’t know much 
about magic but he could clearly sense that a whole lot of 
trouble was about to come his way.

‘Wait!’ he cried. ‘I wasn’t saying I wouldn’t help you. I was 
just – just – thinking things through.’ 

Sparks poured from Morg’s wings, hissing as they hit the 
ground. ‘You’re either in or you’re out, Zebedee.’ She took 
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a stride closer and her dark magic crackled. ‘Which is it?’
Zeb knew deep down that even though he was unsure 

about erasing humankind, he was trapped in Hollowbone 
with the harpy and unless he went along with her plan, he 
was as good as dead. He tried to focus on the end result: once 
the new world had been conjured and he and Morg had gone 
their separate ways no-one, least of all Derek Dunce, would 
meddle in his life ever again. Zeb would finally be in charge 
of his own destiny, like The Tank himself, only smaller and 
with less facial hair. 

Morg was cradling a ball of black sparks in her hands 
now and as she raised it high, Zeb knew he had to make his 
decision now.

‘I’ll – I’ll do it,’ he stammered. ‘I’ll help you find whatever 
it is you need to build another world.’

Morg let the ball of dark magic fizzle to the ground then 
she folded in her wings and sat back down on her throne. 
Zeb blew out through his lips. 

‘I plan to use the last of the magic inside the phoenix 
tears you brought me to break open a portal into the 
Kingdom of Crackledawn,’ Morg explained, ‘where 
sunlight is made. I went there after leaving Everdark 
years ago, and I still have followers there. Midnights, I call 
them. They know that without a phoenix, the kingdom’s 
magic is hanging by a thread, so they have seized upon 
Crackledawn’s vulnerability and for the past decade they 
have been making things even trickier for the Unmappers 
and their precious sun scrolls. This is why your climate has 

been spiralling out of control again. Just as it was when 
I meddled in Jungledrop and you had no rain for months 
on end, and when I broke into Rumblestar and you were 
plagued by hurricanes.’

Zeb thought of the soaring temperatures, melting ice and 
rising sea levels, the families who had lost homes and loved 
ones and the TV footage showing polar bears stranded on 
melting ice. All that had happened because of this harpy? 

‘Smudge and Bartholomew might have locked me back 
in Everdark,’ Morg muttered, ‘Casper Tock might have 
flung me out of Rumblestar and Fox Petty-Squabble might 
have trapped me in a never-ending well after banishing me 
from Jungledrop five hundred years ago. But this time will 
be different. This time all the phoenix tears are here.’ She 
patted her pouch, unaware that in her greed at becoming 
a harpy again she had been careless and overlooked the 
fact that there was still one phoenix tear unaccounted for. 
She crooned on, blind to her mistake. ‘This time no pesky 
eleven-year-olds from the Faraway can use the tears to enter 
the Unmapped Kingdoms and thwart my plans.’ 

Zeb’s pulse quickened. The social worker back in the 
theatre had been called Fox. And hadn’t she mentioned 
going to a concert with somebody called Casper Tock? But 
the harpy had talked of meeting Fox five hundred years ago 
and that couldn’t possibly make sense . . . 

‘Does time pass in the same way in the Unmapped 
Kingdoms as it does in the Faraway?’ he asked, trying to 
keep his voice calm.
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The harpy shook her head. ‘One year here is almost thirty 
years in the Unmapped Kingdoms.’

If time back home passed that slowly, then it was possible 
that five hundred years could have gone by in the Unmapped 
Kingdoms since Fox had beaten Morg as an eleven year old, 
because that would make her about thirty now. Could the 
social worker called Fox, who he had only spent a matter 
of minutes with, have been mixed up in this so-called 
Unmapped magic too? Had she battled the very harpy Zeb 
had just made a deal with? 

For a wild second, Zeb wanted to rush back to the theatre 
and find Fox. He’d been reluctant to talk earlier but now 
there were dozens of questions he needed to ask. What if she 
really had saved the world from Morg and here he was about 
to destroy it? Was a world worth saving just for one person?

‘This Fox Petty-Squabble,’ Zeb said slowly. ‘What colour 
was her hair?’

The harpy looked at Zeb intently, as if reading his mind. 
Then she said: ‘Red.’ 

Zeb’s eyes widened. But before his thoughts could gather 
any more momentum, Morg spoke again. 

‘Fox Petty-Squabble, who you did indeed meet in the 
theatre tonight, is one of the nastiest humans I have ever 
encountered. There she was promising to help you and 
acting like she cared. But what would you think if I told you 
that in her quest to save the Faraway, Fox betrayed her own 
brother? She lies, you see, and she only ever thinks about 
herself. She’ll stop at nothing to ensure things go her way.’ 

Morg cackled. ‘And there you were hoping that there might 
have been just one person in the Faraway who actually cared 
about you.’ 

Zeb felt a familiar hurt sweep through him. He didn’t 
know this Fox person at all and though he was still wildly 
unsure of the harpy, she did at least seem like the kind of 
creature who got stuff done. Zeb thought of the crevice of 
rock he’d fallen through and how it had closed up, sealing 
his way home. He knew, deep down, that he didn’t really 
have a choice in what he was about to do. The harpy had 
him trapped. 

He pulled his shoulders back and raised his head. ‘What 
needs to happen next?’

Morg rose from her throne. One flap from her wings and 
she was at the roof of the cave, her talons latched on to the 
tangled roots. She tugged one of the skulls free and as she 
swooped back down, Zeb noticed it wasn’t shining green like 
the rest. The light inside this one was gold. 

‘Being trapped in a never-ending well has its advantages,’ 
Morg said. ‘You’re forced to dig yourself out and five hundred 
years of digging is bound to throw up secrets… I found 
Hollowbone eventually and tucked into a crack in the rock 
here I found one half of the long-lost Ember Scroll. It tells 
the story of how the world began. And the very first phoenix 
hid it here to keep it safe from harm because it knew how 
secret in-between worlds like Everdark and Hollowbone are.’ 

Morg stroked the skull and Zeb noticed the light inside it 
was moving. He edged forward. And as he peered through 
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the eyes of the skull he saw two gold wings, no bigger than 
a swallow’s, hinged together at the centre.

‘The Ember Scroll is made up of two parts which have 
been separated over the years: the scroll itself, which is a 
piece of sacred parchment, and these wings, which are made 
from phoenix feathers soaked in Stargold. Once the wings 
are fixed to the parchment, the Ember Scroll can fly out over 
the Unmapped Kingdoms.’

Zeb watched the little wings open and close and he felt 
suddenly glad of their light in the deep, dark cave.

‘Legends claim that the story written on the Ember Scroll 
is waiting for an ending, for someone to write a new phoenix 
into life to ensure peace and prosperity forever more for the 
Unmapped Kingdoms and the Faraway, no matter what 
happens to the magic there now.’ The harpy snorted. ‘If I 
can find the scroll and write my own ending onto it – where 
I steal the Unmapped magic and build a new empire – I will 
break the cycle of the phoenix magic once and for all, and 
my words will ring true for eternity.’

Zeb looked up at Morg. ‘But how do I fit into all of this?’
‘The phoenix was a creature of fire and flame and many 

believe that it will have placed the Ember Scroll somewhere 
hot, somewhere far out of reach.’ 

Zeb swallowed. He didn’t like the sound of where this 
was heading.

Morg’s eyes glittered behind her mask. ‘You, Zebedee, are 
going to steal the scroll from the sun.’

Chapter 5

‘WHAT?!’ Zeb spluttered. ‘How on earth am I 
going to get to the sun? And how am I going 
to survive that scorching furnace of gas if I do 

get there?’ Even The Tank would have drawn the line at this.
But Morg raised the skull containing the Stargold Wings 

and simply said: ‘Stargold. Whoever carries it is protected 
against fire.’

Zeb’s palms were beginning to sweat. He was all for siding 
with the harpy if it meant conjuring up a new life but what 
she was suggesting was impossible! ‘Can’t you carry the 
Stargold Wings and I’ll just cheer you on from down here?’ 

Morg shook her head. ‘I am a creature of darkness and 
shadows, like my Midnights. Not even Stargold can protect 
us from the sun. But you will be safe. Phoenixes have a 
sentimental fondness for humans so anything imbued with 
their magic will help you.’

‘But the sun is huge!’ Zeb cried. ‘A hundred times 
bigger than earth, according to my science teacher. So if, 
miraculously, you find a way to get me there, how am I going 
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to locate a tiny piece of parchment? It’ll take me forever!’
‘Magic is drawn to magic, Zebedee. When the Ember 

Scroll senses its wings are nearby, it’ll come to you.’
Zeb slumped onto a rock and ran a hand through his 

hair – it was a lot to take in.  ‘How do I know you’re telling 
the truth about all this? How do I know the phoenix magic 
will protect me?’

Morg set the skull with the Stargold Wings inside down 
by Zeb. ‘Because I’m trusting you with this – the very thing 
I need to build a new world.’ The harpy stalked off towards 
one of the tunnels. Then she stopped at the opening and 
looked back over her shoulder. ‘And because, much as I hate 
to admit it, phoenix magic is strong; it’s what saved Fox 
Petty-Squabble from me in Jungledrop.’ 

Morg swept off down a tunnel, her wings trailing behind 
her. And though Zeb scooped up the skull and made to 
follow, the spiked rocks lining the tunnels crunched closer, 
barring his way on. Zeb gulped. He might have been 
interested in Morg’s offer, but one thing was crystal clear: 
until he found the Ember Scroll, he was little more than the 
harpy’s prisoner. So, no matter how impossible or terrifying 
the journey to the sun sounded, he knew he had no choice 
but to do it.

Zeb looked about him – he wasn’t sure if it was night or 
day beyond the cave. Hollowbone had swallowed all sense 
of time. And having grown used to the clatter of New York 
City and the comfort of hearing and playing music, he 
found the cave’s silence smothering. But he was tired, and 

he figured that sleep was probably a good idea considering 
the scale of the task ahead.

Zeb glanced at the Stargold Wings fluttering, like a 
trapped moth inside the skull. He didn’t know what to make 
of phoenixes. But the fact that one had befriended Fox, even 
though she’d apparently betrayed her own brother, didn’t fill 
Zeb with much enthusiasm. Although there was something 
comforting about the Stargold’s glow, as if someone had 
remembered to save a little piece of light for Zeb should his 
world come crashing down. 

Zeb woke with a start, a few hours later. Morg was towering 
over him, her wings bathed in the cave’s green glow.

‘Ready?’ she muttered.
Zeb felt for the skull containing the Stargold Wings and 

hauled himself up. He couldn’t help thinking a bit more 
problem-solving and even a spot of breakfast might have 
been sensible before journeying to the sun. But he was too 
scared to suggest it in case the harpy started juggling balls 
of dark magic again. Besides, Morg seemed to have other 
plans anyway.

‘Follow me,’ she said, whipping her wings round towards 
a tunnel. 

The stone spikes barring the way slid back, the harpy 
hurried through and Zeb followed nervously. Now and again 
there was a candle perched on a rock, casting a flickering 
glow on the wet stone, but more often than not, Zeb had to 
feel his way on through the darkness. 
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Eventually, the tunnel widened and a green glow slipped 
inside from somewhere up ahead. Then the rocks pulled 
back and Zeb found himself in another cave. It was as big 
as a stadium, with stalactites dripping down from the roof 
and thousands more skull-lamps lining the walls. But what 
made Zeb shiver was the lake that filled it. The water was 
black, lit green in parts by the lamps. It was eerily still and 
all around the edge lay heaps of broken bones.

Zeb’s toes curled inside his trainers. The cave was 
completely silent – even quieter than the cavern he’d slept 
in, if that was possible. And this was the kind of silence that 
comes before something terrible happens. Glancing down at 
the skull in his hand, Zeb noticed that the Stargold Wings 
were shivering. 

He turned to the harpy. ‘Could we just have one little 
chat about how exactly I’m going to reach the sun and 
what I – ’

The harpy, Zeb realised, wasn’t listening to him at all. 
She had taken the phoenix tears out of the pouch around 
her neck and was staring at them intently.

‘There are only four.’ She seized Zeb by the scruff of his 
neck. ‘Where’s the fifth?’

‘There – there wasn’t a fifth,’ Zeb stammered. 
The harpy hissed. ‘Turn out your pockets.’
Zeb did so. ‘See – nothing. There were only four phoenix 

tears in the theatre.’
Morg shoved him aside and curled her fingers over the 

tears she had. ‘There is one last phoenix tear unaccounted 

for but even if it is found somewhere in the Faraway, I am 
on the cusp of entering Crackledawn. No-one can stand in 
my way now.’

She held the tears high and they pulsed blue. Then 
the lake rippled, even though there was no wind, and the 
harpy shouted: ‘Arise, broken bones! I built you from the 
dregs of my magic but I am growing in power. With this 
phoenix magic here you will become my followers! My 
Midnights!’

The silence swelled. Then came the sound of bones 
clanking. And Zeb watched in horror, as one by one, 
skeletons rose up from the heaps of bones lining the lake. 
Necks cricked and limbs twisted, until an army of gaping 
mouths and empty eye sockets turned to face Morg. 

She crowed with delight. ‘The day is drawing near when 
I will steal all of the Unmapped magic and use it to conjure 
you Midnights a whole new world!’

Zeb made a mental note to build a very high wall 
separating his side of this new world from Morg’s.

‘Now though,’ the harpy said, ‘you will follow me as we 
break into Crackledawn to steal the Ember Scroll.’

The skeletons let out a ghostly cry but Zeb’s eyes slid to 
the lake. It was moving again. Ripple after ripple broke the 
surface, then the water began to fizz and boil. Zeb’s heart 
thumped. Something was coming, something big. 

Morg raised the phoenix tears once again and as they 
glowed, the lake erupted. Water spewed over the skeletons 
and up rose a towering ship. The deck was black, the rigging 
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was black, the sails were black. And the sea serpent carved 
into the prow was blacker still.

‘All aboard Darktongue,’ Morg shrieked, ‘my ship built 
from shadows!’ 

The skeletons reached for their boned spears and began 
banging them on the cave floor as they marched into the 
lake towards the ship. Zeb wanted to shut his eyes and 
disappear. His getaway, that had begun just with running 
over Brooklyn Bridge, was now reaching unforeseen levels 
of terror. He knew he had to hang in there if he wanted the 
new world and all its possibilities but that didn’t stop him 
feeling the need for a quick whimper in the shadows. He 
shuffled back inside the tunnel. 

The harpy’s clawed hand dug into his shoulder. ‘Leaving 
so soon, Zebedee?’

‘I – I wasn’t leaving,’ Zeb spluttered. ‘I was just – just 
getting a better view.’

‘Good,’ Morg replied. ‘Because you will be lost for eternity 
if you slink back inside those tunnels. There’s no way back 
to the Faraway from there. But climb aboard Darktongue and 
a new world awaits.’

She stalked off towards the ship. Zeb bit his lip to stop 
it trembling then he steadied his legs and forced them into 
a swagger, the kind of walking The Tank did when he was 
about to face extreme danger. Zeb’s swagger was more of 
hesitant limp but it nudged him forward and, moments 
later, he found himself aboard Darktongue, which Morg’s 
Midnights had steered to the shore. 

The Midnights poured over the ship, letting down sails, 
sorting the rigging, manning the wheel at the helm and 
unfurling a shining black flag from the crow’s nest. As 
Darktongue pulled back from the shore, Zeb threw one last 
look around the cave and was surprised to see a large heap 
of bones in one corner that didn’t seem to have become a 
terrifying Midnight. But he quickly forgot them as the ship 
began to gather momentum, speeding towards a vast wall 
of rock at the far end of the cave.

‘We’ll be killed if we charge into that rockface!’ Zeb yelled.
Morg was up on the deck at the prow now, her wings 

outstretched and rippling, her hands clasping the phoenix 
tears. She had been waiting for this moment for a long, long 
time. And as the last of the phoenix magic burned blue, 
there was a loud crunch and the rockface before them slid 
back, like a giant stone door opening.

Light poured in, the blinding white light of a sun just 
risen, and Zeb raised a hand to cover his eyes. There were 
new sounds now, too: seagulls crying and waves roaring and 
Zeb almost wept with relief at hearing these noises because 
it meant the eerie silence and neverending darkness of 
Hollowbone was coming to an end. He could taste salt on 
his lips and feel wind ruffling his hair. He lowered his hand 
from his eyes. An ocean spread out as far as he could see, 
diamond-bright under a wide blue sky. Zeb felt almost dizzy 
thinking of how far he’d come from Brooklyn. Dragged 
down into an underground lair and then forced out in a 
totally new world through a portal Morg had opened.
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The harpy screeched with delight as Darktongue forged 
its way into Crackledawn. Then the Midnights banged their 
spears on the decks and cheered, and even Zeb managed a 
shaky smile. Morg had done what she said she was going to 
do: she had broken into the Unmapped Kingdoms. And now 
Zeb was moving closer to a brand new life. 

The harpy laughed as she tossed the phoenix tears, now 
drained of magic, overboard. Then she leant over the sea 
serpent prow and smiled. Because there were creatures 
waiting for her as the ship sailed out of Hollowbone. 
Followers who were rising from the depths of the ocean to 
swim alongside Darktongue. 

Zeb leapt back from the edge of the ship as an enormous 
eel with purple skin, flickering gills, two forked tongues and 
a single roaming eye surfaced for a moment, then sunk out 
of sight. Then came a red kraken with enormous suckers 
and slime-drenched skin. 

‘Ogre eels and fire krakens!’ Morg cried. ‘So my army of 
Midnights grows! I thank you for your work here. Your dark 
magic kept me alive as I clawed out of the never-ending well, 
found Hollowbone and made my way on to the Faraway! I 
am looking forward to helping you drain this kingdom of 
magic and put an end to all those who live here!’

Zeb began doing some wild jaw-clenches. Anything to 
distract himself from the reality of Morg’s plans and the 
sea monsters racing along either side of the ship. He looked 
out over the ocean again. Had there not been ogre eels and 
fire krakens splashing about, Zeb figured this world would 

look a lot like his own, though something about the air 
here felt different, as if the wind might be carrying secrets. 
He shrugged off his hoodie. It was warm in this kingdom, 
tropically warm. He tried to imagine what kind of creatures 
might live in a land like this and found himself looking for 
the seagulls he’d heard earlier. But they were nowhere to be 
seen now and despite the heat, Zeb shivered suddenly. The 
birds might have flown off but surely there should have been 
others, or at least some fish beneath the surface of the sea. 
But there was nothing. No sign of any boats either. And Zeb 
wondered then whether the wind might be carrying fear as 
well as secrets.

He glanced behind him. Only the mouth of a cave 
remained of Hollowbone, a yawning darkness behind them 
in a sea of infinite blue. But from it, there came a cry. And 
it was much, much louder than the shrieks of the seagulls 
earlier. Wilder, too. Then a clanking rang from the cave 
and Zeb thought of the heap of bones he’d seen left behind. 

The clanking gave way to a steady, beating whrum. Zeb 
swallowed. Whatever it was that was coming, had wings.

And then one last Midnight bound to Morg’s will burst 
out of Hollowbone: a dragon built of bones.

Zeb ducked as it raced past the ship, breathing blasts of 
red-hot fire, before climbing up into the sky. Its tail slithered 
like a snake’s but the bones leant every movement a hollow 
clatter. The dragon’s wings were more like giant fingers, 
its skull was horned and its cry sent shudders through 
Darktongue’s sails.
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But when Zeb saw Morg look from the dragon to him then 
back again to the dragon, he knew that this Midnight had 
been called for a purpose. 

This was his ride to the sun. The inspiration behind the 
Unmapped Kingdoms

The Unmapped Kingdoms started with a daydream, a what 
if, in my writing shed at the bottom of the garden. I thought 
back to all the incredible skies I’d seen on my book research 
adventures dog-sledding in the Arctic and living with the 
Kazakh Eagle Hunters in Mongolia: raspberry-pink sunrises, 
luminous sunsets, rain that summoned rainbows and made 
waterfalls roar, and snow that built jewellery out of spider 
webs. And I started wondering: what if all the grown-ups 
have got it wrong about our skies? What if it isn’t science 
and geography behind the weather, but magic? What if 
there are four secret kingdoms – Rumblestar, Crackledawn, 
Jungledrop and Silvercrag – filled with fantastical creatures 
who conjure weather for our world? Perhaps drizzle hags brew 
rain in giant cauldrons and snow trolls beaver away with 
moon syrup and cloud wisp to make snow? And so, the idea 
for the Unmapped Kingdoms came about…

Each book in The Unmapped Chronicles is set in one of 



these four secret lands. In Everdark, you visit the sea kingdom 
of Crackledawn, complete with silver whales, rock goblins 
and underwater palaces. In Rumblestar you encounter a sky 
kingdom ruled by wizards with unending pockets from an 
enchanted castle built on the backs of sleeping cloud giants. 
In Jungledrop, you dive into a glow-in-the-dark rainforest 
filled with gobblequick trees, golden panthers and parrots 
who repeat what you think, not what you say. And in The 
Crackledawn Dragon, you start off in a sea kingdom but 
end up somewhere else entirely…

There’s not an awful lot of time for sightseeing though, 
because Morg is on the loose and she’ll stop at nothing 
until all of the Unmapped Kingdoms are under her power. 
And so it is up to various kids like Smudge in Everdark, 
Casper Tock and Utterly Thankless in Rumblestar, Fox and 
Fibber Petty-Squabble in Jungledrop and Zebedee Bolt in  
The Crackledawn Dragon to step in and sort things out…

Abi Elphinstone


