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THE PROPHECY

 

In the world there will rise a dark and evil queen Who will wreak terrible horrors never before seen; The land will descend into ruin complete And good will perish beneath darkness’ great sheet.
Our world will be plunged into ceaseless night Until three arrive to lead the fight. One elf, one witch, one vampire, destined from birth,
Bearing inside them water, air, fire and earth. Only by their hands will this sorcerer fall, But if they fail it’s eternal darkness – Forever and for all.
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Unlucky Thirteen

Gwen Henderson stared out of the car window miserably. They were in the slow lane on the freeway and the other cars were speeding past their red station wagon.

As they hit a pothole in the road the entire car, including the trailer, the luggage and its four passengers, bounced into the air.

‘Sorry,’ Gwen’s father said as a box of books toppled over on the back seat.

The car landed with a massive thud and a loud metallic crunch. Gwen sighed and flicked her red fringe out of her eyes. ‘Dad, I think you broke the car.’ She paused. ‘Maybe we should just go back to Smithville?’

‘Gwen,’ said her father with exasperation, ‘I told you, it was time for us to go.’

Gwen opened her mouth to argue but stopped. What was the point? It was always the same fight and she always lost it.

Harold Henderson glanced over his shoulder, trying to catch Gwen’s gaze, but she would not look back at him. The car swerved a little. He frowned. ‘It’s for the best.’

Why was it for the best? wondered Gwen. He was always saying that exact sentence to them. Gwen was too angry at that moment to say anything, but a sound resembling a growl escaped from her.

It was uncomfortably silent in the car now.

Was he waiting for her to say something? Gwen crossed her arms and studied her father’s face. He looked tired and guilty. Good, Gwen thought, he should feel bad for moving them yet again.

Harold turned on the radio. He fiddled with the dial until he found a station to his liking – country, of course – and proceeded to sing along, off-key.

Gwen scowled angrily at her sisters. Rain was listening to her headphones, while Nel was carefully picking the fleas off Jed and releasing them out the window. Jed was sleeping on his back with his paws in the air, and happy snoring sounds were coming from deep within his round belly.

‘Fine,’ Gwen muttered to herself, before staring out at the traffic again. She played with the locket around her neck. It was the only thing she had left from her mum and it always made her feel better.

Her father never spoke about her mother. None of them did. And no matter how hard she tried, Gwen couldn’t remember her either. Their mother had died when the sisters were only days old. Gwen ran her finger over the mysterious ‘E’ engraved in the locket. She wished she knew what it stood for.

Harold was doo-doo-doing loudly to the song.

Was he hoping that they would start to sing with him? As if! Gwen grimaced as her father missed a high note. Finally, Gwen let out a long, frustrated sigh for everyone to hear, but no one paid her any attention. She sighed again and her breath fogged up the window beside her. She pressed her head against the cold glass and drew a two-digit number with her nail-bitten index finger: 46.

That was the number of times they had moved in the last 12 years.

They’d spent just 72 hours in Smithville, though it had started out so promisingly. Their father had been unusually excited about the town, and had declared, ‘It’s a safe place. The people are born here, live here and die here. Everyone knows everyone in this town.’

‘They don’t know us,’ Rain had observed.

It was odd, then, that two days later their father had begun to show the F.E.A.R. signs: Freak-out. Escape. Abandon. Run.

Harold had stormed into class at their new school and announced to the concerned teacher, ‘Family emergency, so sorry.’ Then he piled the girls into the car and said, ‘Wind the windows up tight. Lock the doors. Don’t look at anyone.’

Nel and Rain nodded, and did as he said.

‘What’s happening, Dad?’ Gwen asked.

‘Just don’t let the mist in,’ Harold had mumbled worriedly.

Gwen was perplexed, as always, by her father’s fear of storms, rain and mist. ‘It’s just fog, Dad. What’s weird about fog?’ Gwen rolled down her window and stuck out her arm into the thick, dense fog that was rolling in over Smithville. ‘See?’

‘Gwen! Close the window!’ Harold cried in panic.

‘Okay,’ Gwen replied. He was definitely losing it, she thought.

‘Yes, time to move,’ Harold said, more to himself than to the triplets. He ran a red light on the way to their rented apartment. Once they arrived at the front of the beige block, he scanned the street carefully before instructing the girls to race as fast as they could to the door.

Once they were safely inside, Harold locked the door, bolted the three chains, pulled down all the blinds, turned to the girls and uttered the words Gwen had heard so many times before: ‘Pack your things. We leave tomorrow morning.’

That was five hours ago. And Gwen was sick of it. No matter what happened, she was determined they would never move again. She was the oldest of the triplets by two whole minutes, so it was her responsibility to put a stop to the moving. But she had to admit she was running out of ideas. Everything she had tried so far had completely and utterly failed.

She faked having the measles once, using a red permanent marker. It was all going well until it turned out she was allergic to the ink and her face broke out in huge welts.

Then there was the time she dug a deep trench to hide all the family’s belongings in so they couldn’t pack the car and head off into the night. The Hendersons were still finding dead earthworms in their pockets.

In one particularly desperate moment last May, Gwen had told her dad that she was suffering from agoraphobia, and was having a panic attack. She had read about this fear of being in public places and thought it was the perfect solution. That was until she realised two days into the mission that it meant she could never leave the house.

When Gwen eventually confessed, her father said to her sadly, ‘You should be careful of crying wolf all the time. What if something really bad happens? How will I know if you are telling the truth or not?’

Gwen was shaken from her thoughts by Nel’s excited voice.

‘Jamestown!’ she exclaimed as they passed the neighbourhood’s welcome sign.

‘It’s just like the postcards!’ Harold said. ‘Now we need to find 103 Lavender Drive.’

Gwen looked at the streets of Jamestown as they drove. It seemed as if the entire town had been pulled from a postcard. All of the houses and lawns were perfect. Not a single thing was out of place.

Eventually Harold turned the car into Lavender Drive. ‘Ninety-seven, ninety-nine. We’re getting close! There it is, our new home!’ Nel cried, pointing down the manicured street.

Gwen looked at the large white house with the number 103 on it. ‘Can we afford this, Dad?’ she asked.

‘Not on my writer’s earnings, I’m afraid. But this house belongs to Aunt Sylvie. She’s travelling around the world and said we could stay here while she’s gone,’ Harold explained.

‘Aunt Sylvie?’ Gwen asked. She had never heard of her.

Harold looked confused. ‘Haven’t I ever mentioned her?’

Gwen shook her head. Maybe Dad’s fixation with writing books about magical creatures had somehow reduced his ability to function in the real world, she thought.

‘You’ve never mentioned any of our relatives, Dad,’ Nel replied, holding Jed up to the window so he could see the house too. The dog pressed his wet nose against the glass and his long tongue rolled out of his mouth contentedly.

Harold pulled into the black asphalt driveway. ‘Um, well, never mind that, here we are at our new home.’

They all piled out of the car and stood staring at the massive house in front of them.

‘This can’t be it. It’s a mansion!’ Rain said, clutching her denim bag and running up to the white-panelled front door, where she proceeded to jump up and down in delight, screaming, ‘I LOVE, LOVE, LOVE it!’

Gwen wanted to stay angry with her father, but she couldn’t, not once she’d seen their new home. The house was three storeys high and covered in heavy honeysuckle vines. ‘It’s beautiful, Dad,’ she mumbled.

There was no way they could move again. This had to be their home forever, Gwen decided, breathing in the heavy sweet scent of the garden.

‘Please tell us we never have to move again,’ Rain begged.

‘Well, Aunt Sylvie did say we could stay as long as we liked,’ Harold smiled.

‘Really? Even when she comes back?’ Nel asked.

‘Yes,’ Harold replied. ‘Even then.’
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They were still exploring all the rooms at 103 Lavender Drive when the doorbell rang.

‘I’ll get it!’ Harold called from upstairs. ‘I’m coming.’

‘It’s fine. I’ve got it,’ Gwen replied, opening the door.

A small girl with red hair stood solemnly on the steps. She was holding a basket of oddly shaped and decorated cupcakes. Some were triangular, while others were completely flat. Their colours were equally strange. Lime-green cakes sat next to ones that looked as if they had been tie-dyed.

‘Gwen! It’s you! I’m Molly,’ the girl declared. She gave Gwen a huge hug, and then walked in.

‘How do you know my name?’ Gwen said suspiciously, shuffling back into the hallway and banging into one of the unpacked boxes in the foyer.

Harold shouted over the upstairs banister. ‘Gwen! How many times have I told you not to open the door to anyone? I answer the door, remember?’

‘Uncle Harold! I’m Molly. Aunt Sylvie told me you were coming today,’ Molly announced cheerfully, stepping in front of Gwen to make sure she could be seen properly. The little girl grinned, showing a deep dimple on her left cheek, and pulled up her purple overall straps.

Aunt Sylvie? thought Gwen. Was this girl a relative too?

‘So you’re the famous Molly Aunt Sylvie has told me so much about.’

Molly blushed. ‘Are Rain and Nel here too?’ she asked.

‘Yes, we’re all here. They’ll be happy to meet you,’ Harold added warmly as he came down the stairs.

What was with all the relatives? thought Gwen. First one, and now two. ‘So we are related?’ she asked.

‘Molly can explain,’ Harold replied, picking up a suitcase and starting up the stairs. ‘I have to finish unpacking.’

‘Dad?’

‘You’re the one who’s always hounding me about relatives – well, here you are, face to face with your cousin,’ Harold answered as he disappeared into the study.

‘And we’re going to be best friends,’ Molly said confidently, peering inquisitively past Gwen and up the staircase.

Gwen was still suspicious. ‘So you’re my cousin?’

‘Close enough,’ Molly grinned. ‘You’re the bookworm, right? I mean, it’s easy to guess which triplet you are, with your red hair, and freckles. Aunt Sylvie told me all about you. I think it’s so cool how you had a two-week episode of altitude sickness that ended up in a medical journal.’

‘Whaat? How do you know about that? And how old are you?’ Gwen mumbled, trying to understand how a girl of no more than seven could even know what altitude sickness was.

‘I am six and three-quarters.’ Molly looked around hopefully. ‘Where are Rain and Nel?’

‘Nel! Rain! VISITOR!’ Gwen hollered up the stairs. Then she turned back to Molly. ‘What do you mean by close enough to being our cousin?’

‘Aunt Sylvie found me on this doorstep when I was a baby and I had this around my neck,’ Molly said. She held up a locket in the shape of the sun. On it was engraved a single swirly letter ‘E’.

Gwen looked at it closely. It was the same strange engraving she had on hers.

‘Hey, you have one too!’ Molly squealed in delight, grabbing hold of the locket around Gwen’s neck and almost pulling their two heads together.

‘So Aunt Sylvie found you on the doorstep?’ Gwen prompted, hoping to get the rest of the story.

‘Yep. And then my parents adopted me,’ said Molly.

‘And you think that makes us cousins?’ It’s a bit of a stretch, thought Gwen.

Molly gave Gwen another spontaneous hug, and didn’t let go. ‘That’s what I said. Close enough!’

At that moment Rain and Nel came running down the stairs, with Jed following behind.

‘Nel, Rain, this is our “sort of” cousin Molly,’ Gwen said with a wave of her hand.

‘A relative!’ Nel said with delight, giving Molly a big squeeze.

‘Welcome,’ Rain beamed, kissing Molly on each cheek.

This was not the response Gwen had expected. ‘Don’t either of you think it’s weird that we suddenly have a cousin?’ Confused faces looked back at her. ‘I mean, look at her locket.’

Nel knelt down in front of Molly and said apologetically, ‘Don’t mind Gwen. She can be rude – but she doesn’t mean it. Do you?’ She looked at Gwen reproachfully.

‘Can I see?’ Rain asked, also bending down to take a closer look at Molly’s locket.

Molly held up her locket for Nel and Rain to inspect. They ran their hands over the engraved ‘E’ and made soft murmuring noises of agreement. Molly’s ‘E’ was the same as theirs.

‘We must be related then,’ Rain declared.

Gwen shook her head in dismay. Only her fashion-obsessed sister would accept an accessory as scientific proof of a shared bloodline.

‘Gwen, be nice. We wanted relatives and here’s Molly,’ said Nel.

Molly nodded happily. ‘Yep. Here I am.’

‘Well, it’s lovely to meet you,’ Rain smiled.

Molly blushed. ‘I better go now,’ she said suddenly.

‘Already?’ Nel said. ‘You only just arrived.’

‘My mum will be waiting. She told me to drop off the basket and then go home.’

Rain looked disappointed. ‘We’ll see you soon?’

‘As soon as I can, I’ll be back,’ Molly replied as she ran out the door.

Gwen closed the door behind her and glared at her sisters. ‘Aren’t either of you slightly freaked out by that?’

Rain crossed her arms defensively. ‘I think she’s adorable.’

‘Me too. It’s kind of cool meeting a relative,’ Nel agreed.

Gwen shook her head. Was she the only one who thought something was wrong? ‘We know nothing about any of our relatives, and then in one afternoon we suddenly discover two? Isn’t every bone in your body tingling and saying something’s very strange here?’

‘I think she looks a little like you,’ Rain teased.

Gwen scowled. They’d only been in Jamestown for a short time and already it felt strange. What was going to happen next?
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Two hours later, Gwen’s mood had not improved. They were sitting on the floor in the living room, surrounded by boxes and eating pizza. ‘Dad, tell me again how Molly is related to us,’ she asked.

Harold picked up the tray and offered it to Nel. ‘More pizza?’

‘Dad! Stop ignoring me.’

Dad shrugged. He was used to Gwen’s persistence. ‘It’s simple. I’ve told you already. She’s your cousin.’

‘She does have the same locket as us,’ Rain added.

Gwen pushed her plate aside. ‘Just because she has the same locket doesn’t mean she’s our cousin.’

‘Just be happy like the rest of us,’ said Nel.

Us. Trust Nel to drive that word in like a knife in her heart. Was it her fault that she always had a different opinion? Gwen wondered.

Gwen gestured to the framed pictures on the walls. They were all photographs of a woman in her sixties. In every single one of the shots, the robust retiree was doing something extreme. In one picture she was even jumping out of a plane.

‘The mysterious Aunt Sylvie,’ Gwen’s voice dripped with disbelief. ‘How do we know that these photos on the wall belong to anyone real?’

‘Dad, please make her stop,’ Rain complained. ‘She’s been doing this ever since Molly left the house.’

‘Enough of this talk.’ Harold picked up the plates and took them into the kitchen. ‘You’ve got a big day tomorrow. It’s your thirteenth birthday and your first day at school.’

Gwen frowned at her family. If her father wouldn’t answer her questions, she would have to find out the answers herself.
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Gwen was running as fast as she could but her time was running out. A fireball hit the tree in front of her and, trying to dodge it, she tripped and fell into the cold mud.

Sparks of fire landed all around her and roots shot out from the dirt, grabbing for her hands. She fought them off and started to run again, stumbling with every step.

The ground was slippery beneath her bare feet. The icy air choked her lungs. Where was she? There were threadbare trees everywhere and in the distance she could see mountains, although they were nothing like the mountains she had seen before. They were glowing gold.

There was something evil behind Gwen. She knew that. And it wanted her.

And then Gwen heard a voice in her head. A female voice.

Mine.

Gwen broke into a clearing. Small rocks sheltered in the dying grass. Where could she hide? What could she do?

Gwen looked back. Another fireball was coming for her. She ducked – and felt the heat scorching the top of her head. Whatever the creature was, she was getting closer and her aim was getting better.

There was the sound of wings flapping high above her. Gwen looked up, struggling to see her new enemy, and heard a familiar voice.

‘Gwen,’ Nel said, reaching down from a flying horse. ‘Take my hand!’

Gwen strained to grab hold of Nel’s hand but she slipped. Her fingers were covered in mud. Twigs cracked under her feet as she stretched with all her being again.

‘Don’t give up!’ Nel cried. ‘We need you. Ethra needs you!’

Ethra? ‘What is Ethra?’ cried Gwen.

Nel swung to the side of the horse. She gripped its belly with both her legs. Nel was hanging upside down now, two arms reaching for Gwen. ‘Jump, Gwen, jump!’

Gwen heaved herself off the ground and Nel gripped her, lifting her easily onto the horse. Gwen looked back. A cloaked woman was emerging from the dense woods. Her angelic face was twisted in hate.

The woman threw another fireball after them. Nel and her winged horse swerved to avoid it but the aim was too accurate. Gwen pushed free of Nel’s grip, hoping that the ball would come after her. Her stomach dropped as she sped towards the ground. Gwen closed her eyes and waited to hit the earth.

And then her whole body jolted. But the ground was soft and warm . . . Gwen opened her eyes. She was alive. She wiped the sweat from her face. Her heart was still racing. It was dark and the room was still. The tick-tock of the clock calmed her breaths. She wished her sisters were with her.

It had just been a dream. A horrible dream.

She shook her head, trying to erase the image of the creature from her head. Of course it wasn’t real, Gwen thought. Nel couldn’t ride a flying horse.

Two words, thought Gwen. Cheesy pizza.

She rubbed her face sleepily. It was still very early.

She heard a scraping noise and peered out the window. A branch had been caught at an odd angle. In the blustery wind, it was hitting the glass. Gwen opened the window to push it aside but as she did an icy fog drifted into her room.

Gwen’s skin pricked underneath its touch. Even the fine hairs on the back of her neck stood up.

Was she dreaming again?

The fog swirled around her. She tried to move, but found she was frozen to the spot. She watched, horrified, as tiny limbs reached out from the fog towards the locket around her neck. She screamed. Then a bright pulse of light sprang from her locket, knocking the fog back out the window. It was swallowed up by the dark.

Gwen slammed the window shut, her heart thumping and her ears pounding. What had just happened? She held up her locket. It looked just the same as before. But she could feel a warmth from it.

Suddenly the door flew open.

‘Gwen!’ her father called, running into the room. ‘Is everything okay?’ He looked anxiously around.

‘I don’t know,’ Gwen stammered. ‘Are you dreaming too?’

Harold studied his daughter. ‘Why? What’s happened?’

Gwen wasn’t sure what to say. It was crazy enough thinking it in her own head. ‘It’s just I had this weird nightmare and I thought I’d woken up but then there was this thing at the window.’

‘What was it? Can you describe it?’

‘It was, it was a fog . . . It came in through the window,’ Gwen said slowly. Her words sounded ridiculous, yet familiar. Why was that?

‘Are you okay, Gwen?’

Then Gwen realised. She sounded just like her father. ‘Maybe I’m more like you than I thought, Dad. I mean, it was just fog.’

‘This was a bad idea,’ Harold said, shaking his head. ‘Maybe we aren’t safe here after all. Maybe we need to move again.’

‘No!’ Gwen protested. ‘No, it’s okay . . . Really, Dad. I’m sure it was nothing.’

Her father gave her a worried look, and stared out the window.

‘Please. Let us stay here,’ Gwen pleaded. ‘We’re all tired of moving. There is nothing to be afraid of.’ For the first time, though, Gwen wondered if this was really true. Maybe their father had a real reason to keep moving them after all?

‘There’s always something to be afraid of,’ he replied. He secured the latch on the window. ‘Keep that shut tight, okay?’

Gwen nodded. It had just been a dream, but it was best to keep her father happy.

Harold pushed up the sleeves of his stripy pyjamas and moved a couple of Gwen’s book-filled boxes to clear a path in the room.

‘Rain and Nel have already decorated their rooms. You might want to get started too. Nel’s got all her horse posters arranged and Rain has all those teen girls all over her walls . . . what are their names? Lava Silner, Peony Fink, New Yawn?’

‘Lana Silver, Penny Finch and New York, Dad!’ Gwen laughed.

‘You look pale,’ Harold said, placing his hand on Gwen’s forehead. ‘You’re sure nothing else happened?’

‘I’m fine. Really.’ Gwen hoped she hadn’t given him a reason to uproot them all. Again.

A strange, almost sad look appeared on her father’s face.

‘Are you okay, Dad?’ Gwen pressed.

He nodded uncomfortably, before regaining a little of his composure. ‘Of course I am. Happy thirteenth birthday.’ Harold kissed Gwen on the top of her head and left the room.

Thirteen, thought Gwen. That was an unlucky number, wasn’t it? Gwen shivered and glanced at the window. But she was just being superstitious, wasn’t she?
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So Losing It

Gwen had almost finished making her bed when she heard Rain screaming from the bathroom. She jumped. What else could go wrong this morning?

‘An all girls’ school!’ shouted Rain. ‘What about boys? No, I am not going there! No way!’

Gwen ran to the bathroom to try to calm her sister down. Rain scowled when she entered. ‘You knew, didn’t you?’

Gwen shook her head.

‘It’s not fair. Is it too much to ask for a co-ed school?’

‘Dad’s doing his best for us,’ Gwen argued.

‘But . . .’ Rain’s shoulders dropped. ‘I know. It’s just I really wanted to go to my first dance. We’ve missed every single one, ever!’

‘I am sure they must do something with a boys’ school around here,’ Gwen offered.

Rain’s eyes lit up. ‘You think so?’

Gwen grinned. ‘Absolutely.’

‘I guess that would be okay, then,’ said Rain.

‘And you don’t want us to move again, do you?’ Gwen pleaded. ‘Not on our birthday?’

‘Some birthday,’ Rain pouted as she pulled her hair into a high ponytail. ‘Well, of course not. I’ll never get an agent if we keep moving.’

‘Exactly,’ Gwen agreed, relieved.

‘Though I still can’t believe Dad’s booked us into an all girls’ school,’ said Rain. ‘What was he thinking?’

Gwen smiled.

‘Your hair – I need it,’ Rain demanded as she added a fine plait to the end of her ponytail. ‘It’ll be fun. I promise.’

Fun? Gwen made a face. Other words came to mind. ‘P’ words, like pulling and pain.

‘No buts, your hair now,’ Rain said bossily.

Under the skilled hands of her sister, Gwen’s red bed head was totally transformed into soft smooth locks in fifteen minutes.

Rain was pleased with the result too. ‘You’re really pretty, Gwen. Why don’t you ever make an effort?’ Before Gwen could respond her sister called out, ‘NEL! I’ll do your hair now.’

‘Where have you been?’ Gwen asked as Nel stuck her wet head into the bathroom.

‘I went on a 10-kilometre jog with Jed. We needed to stretch our legs,’ Nel explained as she sat down and Rain started the blow dryer.

‘Dad let you out of the house? By yourself?’ Gwen asked in surprise. Their father never let them go anywhere anymore, not on their own.

Nel bit her lip. ‘You know how he is about us going out on our own. I snuck out.’

‘And he thinks you’re the good one,’ Gwen laughed.

‘I am!’ Nel replied with a wink, before Rain quickly straightened her head.

‘Stop moving!’ You can talk without looking at each other,’ Rain said, rolling her eyes.

Thankfully it didn’t take too long to sort Nel’s hair into a side part with two clips.

‘Perfect,’ Rain declared proudly, holding a mirror to the back of Nel’s head.

Nel and Gwen smiled at one another.

‘So what do we wear?’ Rain asked, casting a weary eye over their T-shirt pyjamas.

‘Dad says that’s a surprise,’ Nel replied.

‘It is our birthday!’ Rain grinned. ‘Maybe he finally opened up one of those fashion catalogues I keep giving him.’

‘He says we can get changed after breakfast,’ Nel said.

‘I’m right!’ Rain beamed. ‘I know it! He’s bought us some cool gear to make our first day at a new school a little easier.’
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Ten minutes later, they were all sitting at the kitchen table.

As her father poured some orange juice into her cup, two images suddenly flashed into Gwen’s mind: Molly’s face and their front door. Gwen spat out her mouthful of alphabet cereal.

Rain looked horrified. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘Molly,’ Gwen whispered as the scene became clearer in her head. ‘I think she’s about to ring the doorbell.’

Gwen slumped in her chair. It was official. She really was losing her mind.

‘What?’ Harold went absolutely white. ‘Can you hear her?’

Rain and Nel shook their heads.

And then, the doorbell rang.

Jed barked and Gwen jumped in her seat. She wished she hadn’t said anything. Everyone was staring at her. ‘Shouldn’t somebody answer the door?’

‘They can wait a minute.’ Harold’s lips hardly moved as he spoke.

Rain wrinkled her nose. ‘I thought you were pretty weird before, but now you’re really being weird.’

Nel fed Jed a piece of her toast. ‘I think it’s kind of cool. Spooky, even.’

‘Maybe you’re psychic!’ said Rain.

‘No one’s psychic,’ Harold snapped.

The doorbell rang again.

‘I’ll get it,’ Gwen offered. Anything, even Molly, was better than dealing with this.

Harold removed the kettle from the stove. ‘No, I’ll get it.’

‘But we’re still in our pyjamas!’ Rain cried.

‘It’s not the fashion police,’ Gwen replied.

When their father left the kitchen, Gwen whispered to her sisters, ‘No more weird talk, okay? Especially in front of Dad.’

‘Why are we whispering?’ Rain asked, leaning closer.

‘Because I don’t want Dad to make us move again,’ Gwen explained. ‘Do you?’

‘You’re the one who’s acting strange,’ Rain retorted. ‘Don’t get mad at us. Besides, it might not even be Molly at the door.’

‘It is,’ Gwen mumbled. She didn’t know how, but she knew she was right. What was happening to her?

‘What’s going on with you? If you don’t want Dad to move us, act normal. Pray that this place is ordinary and boring,’ Nel said, swallowing her honey toast. ‘With absolutely no fog.’

‘That’s the problem,’ Gwen sighed, remembering what had happened a few hours before. ‘Some fog tried to take my locket early this morning.’

‘Fog tried to take your locket?’ Rain’s mouth dropped open.

Gwen nodded. It sounded crazy. Still, something had happened and it had made her locket glow.

Before she could explain further, Molly came racing into the kitchen lugging piles of black school shoes and navy bags emblazoned with a school crest.

Rain sat up in her seat, surprised. ‘Molly?’

‘Told you so,’ Gwen mouthed.

‘I’m back,’ Molly smiled, dumping the gear in the middle of the table and nearly knocking over the jug of juice.

‘What are these?’ Rain said, frowning.

‘Your bags and school shoes, silly!’ Molly replied.

Rain’s lips trembled. ‘School shoes?’

‘Yep,’ Molly said, ‘and Meg’s got your uniforms.’

Molly might as well have been talking to a wall. Rain heard nothing after the words ‘school shoes’. She was staring at them. Silently. Stewing.

‘Meg. Who’s Meg?’ Gwen glanced at the doorway. No one was there. Yet.

And then Rain blinked. Gwen covered her ears; this was going to be very loud.

‘UNIFORMS!’ Rain exploded, her whole face crimson. ‘No one told me about uniforms!’

Nel tried to reason with her. Simple words were best when Rain was like this. ‘Calm. Down. It’s not that bad.’

‘Not that bad?’ Rain spat. She picked up a shoe by a single lace. ‘Just look at these!’

Molly was oblivious to Rain’s tantrum. ‘Meg’s my big sister.’

‘Ahem.’ Harold stepped into the kitchen with a middle-aged man and woman dressed in expensive business suits, followed by a girl about the triplets’ age. The woman was carrying a large cake with candles.

Rain dropped the shoe.

‘Girls, I’d like you to meet Molly’s family. This is Molly’s mum, Mrs Reid,’ Harold said.

‘Happy birthday, girls,’ Mrs Reid beamed. ‘It’s such an honour to meet you all.’

Gwen was confused. ‘It is? Why?’

Nel kicked her under the table. ‘Gwen means thank you, don’t you?’

‘Sorry,’ Gwen mumbled.

‘And this is Mr Reid,’ Harold said, taking the cake from Mrs Reid and popping it on the table.

‘Yes, this is a wonderful day indeed.’ Mr Reid smiled widely, showing his teeth. ‘We’ve been waiting for you to arrive for some time now.’

Gwen was shocked. ‘You have?’

‘They have,’ Harold mumbled, shooting Gwen a ‘what’s wrong with you?’ sort of look.

Mr Reid bit his lip. ‘Well, Aunt Sylvie told us about you coming.’

‘Of course she did,’ Nel agreed.

There was a moment of silence and Mrs Reid nudged someone behind her.

A girl with a strawberry-blonde bob stepped forward. ‘Hi.’

‘Oh! It gets worse,’ Rain groaned, seeing the tartan uniform Meg was wearing and the matching uniforms in her arms.

‘Where are your manners, Rain?’ said Harold, frowning.

‘Sorry,’ Rain replied. ‘It’s just the uniforms. They’re . . .’ She struggled to find the right words. ‘So ugly.’

Meg tried to hide the uniforms behind her. ‘You’ll get used to it.’

‘Don’t worry about Rain,’ said Nel, holding out her hand to take the uniforms from Meg.

‘Meg and Molly, you stay here with the girls while your father and I talk to Mr Henderson,’ Mrs Reid instructed.

‘Yes, Mum,’ Meg replied, taking a chair.

Molly pulled up a seat next to Gwen.

‘We’ll be back in a minute,’ Harold said as he left the room with Mr and Mrs Reid.

Molly picked up a piece of toast and covered it with peanut butter. ‘Yum,’ she said, taking a big bite.

‘You’re still hungry?’ Meg asked.

‘I’m always hungry,’ Molly smiled through a mouthful of toast.

‘Would you like some breakfast, Meg?’ Nel offered.

‘No, thanks. I’ve eaten already, plus I’m allergic to pretty much everything.’ Meg bit her lip. ‘I’m hopeless like that.’

Gwen wanted to hear what her father was saying to the Reids. ‘What do you think they’re talking about out there?’

‘You don’t want to know,’ Meg said dismissively.

Molly looked at Gwen. ‘I’d say they are talking about you. You’re all they talk about these days.’

‘Me?’

‘Not just you,’ Molly giggled. ‘You and your sisters.’

‘That’s enough, Molly.’ Meg glared at her.

Molly looked annoyed. ‘But they’re family.’ 

‘We are family,’ Gwen nodded, thinking for the first time that it might be useful for Molly to believe that. ‘What have your parents said about us?’

Nel elbowed her hard.

‘Ow!’ Gwen complained. ‘I thought you wanted me to welcome Molly to the family.’

‘You didn’t want to?’ Molly said in a hurt voice.

‘Of course she does,’ Nel said, a little too quickly.

Molly didn’t look fooled but seemed to decide to tell them what she knew anyway. ‘My parents were just talking about your school uniforms, that kind of stuff. They wanted to help Aunt Sylvie out. Help you settle in, but that’ll be easy. You’ll love Jamestown.’

‘I’m sure we will,’ Nel beamed.

Rain nodded, hopeful. ‘What’s our school like?’

‘It’s pretty good,’ said Meg. ‘It’s got everything – sport, art, drama – but the biggest thing is dance. We’ve won the last seven Dance Eisteddfods. So it’s a pretty major deal to get picked for the dance team.’

‘When are the next auditions?’ Rain asked.

‘Next week’, Meg replied.

‘Cool,’ said Rain, grinning. ‘Are you on the team?’

Meg paused. ‘No.’

Gwen sensed there was a lot more to that story.

‘She was on the team,’ Molly said.

Meg ignored her sister. ‘I could introduce you to the captain, Stephanie, if you want?’

Rain nodded. ‘I’d like that.’

‘She’s still talking to me, sort of,’ Meg said.

‘That’s your fault,’ Molly pointed out. ‘For keeping that stupid promise to Taylor.’

Rain was confused. ‘Taylor?’

‘Taylor’s our big brother,’ Molly explained. ‘He made us promise to stay away from Stephanie before he left.’

‘Why? And where did he go?’ Gwen’s eyes narrowed.

Molly frowned. ‘Boarding school.’

‘I thought everyone in small towns got along,’ said Nel.

‘Everyone but Taylor and Stephanie,’ said Meg slowly.

‘Don’t blame her,’ Molly said, quietly.

Meg sighed. ‘I don’t. I’m just keeping my promise. So should you.’

‘I would if it made any sense!’ Molly huffed. ‘Just because Taylor doesn’t like her anymore doesn’t mean that we can’t like her. She’s always been nice to us. He broke her heart. Remember?’

Meg’s face crumbled. ‘Never mind.’

Rain leaned forward. She loved a tragic story.‘ What happened?’

‘Are we interrupting something?’ Mrs Reid smiled as she walked into the kitchen. Mr Reid and Harold were close behind.

‘No,’ Meg stammered. ‘We were just . . .’

‘Finding out about our new school,’ Gwen finished.

‘Throtene is an excellent school,’ Mr Reid explained.

‘Thank you for bringing the cake and the girls’ uniforms.’ Harold hesitated. ‘Isn’t that right, girls?’

‘Yes, thank you,’ the triplets chimed.

‘It’s our pleasure. Any friends of Sylvie’s are friends of ours,’ Mrs Reid said.

Mr Reid ruffled Molly’s hair playfully. ‘Time for us to go.’

‘Dad!’ Molly ducked her head out of reach.

‘Ready, Meg?’ Mr Reid asked.

‘Sure.’ She looked at the triplets. ‘I’ll see you in class a bit later.’

‘Meg will be in after recess,’ Mr Reid explained. ‘She’s got a doctor’s appointment now.’

‘I’ll show you out,’ Harold said as he escorted the Reids to the door.

Rain poked the school uniforms with her butter knife.

‘Don’t you think it’s weird?’ Gwen asked.

Rain raised an eyebrow. ‘No, it’s just an ugly blazer.’

Gwen sighed. ‘Not that, Rain. Everything else. The fog, the Reids knowing that we were coming and booking us into a school. I mean, how did they know our sizes? And who told them it’s our birthday? And where did all of these “relatives” come from anyway?’

‘Well, technically, Molly isn’t a blood relative,’ Nel replied.

‘And Aunt Sylvie isn’t either. She’s just someone Dad knows. Dad told us last night, remember?’ Rain added.

‘You know what I mean,’ Gwen grumbled.

‘What are you girls talking about?’ Harold asked as he sat back down at the table.

‘Gwen’s being paranoid. Again,’ Nel replied.

‘Who are those people?’ Gwen asked.

‘They’re good friends of Aunt Sylvie,’ said Harold cheerfully.

‘Exactly.’ Gwen’s eyes narrowed. ‘Suddenly we have an “aunt” and a “cousin”, but they’re not really related to us.’

Harold sipped his tea.

‘How do they know it’s our birthday and what sizes we are? I don’t even know my size,’ Gwen said.

‘I know my size,’ Rain said.

‘Actually, I thought it was lovely of them,’ Harold said.

‘I think so too,’ Nel agreed.

‘Why do you always do that?’ Gwen asked.

Harold tried to look innocent. ‘Do what?’

‘Avoid my questions. You’re constantly avoiding my questions.’ Gwen’s voice trembled.

‘Could you be any more paranoid?’ Rain laughed.

‘Well,’ Harold smiled. ‘It’s best you find the answers yourself. At any rate, we’d all better hurry up with breakfast. You three have to get changed so I can drop you at school.’

‘Fine,’ Gwen muttered. She picked up her half-finished bowl of cereal to carry it to the sink.

As she did, she noticed something very odd. The letters in her cereal were drifting to the side of the bowl until there was an empty sea of white at the centre. Then, letter by letter, a word began to appear in her breakfast.

d.a.n.g.e.r.

Gwen gasped, staring in disbelief.

‘What is it?’ Harold leapt to his feet.

‘There’s a word in my cereal! Look!’

Rain, Nel and Harold peered into Gwen’s bowl.

‘What word?’ Nel asked.

Gwen looked again. The word was gone.

‘What did it say?’ Harold stirred the milk in Gwen’s bowl, looking for the word.

‘Danger. It said danger,’ Gwen replied.

All the colour drained from her father’s face. ‘It did?’

‘I told you she was paranoid,’ Rain teased. ‘Now she’s seeing things.’

‘I’m not making this up,’ Gwen replied.

Harold was wary now. ‘And you saw it in here?’

‘You believe her?’ Rain asked, bewildered.

Their father gazed into the bowl, the tip of his nose almost skimming the milk as he gave it one last hopeful stir. ‘Did it say anything else?’

Gwen couldn’t see any words in the bowl now. She shook her head.

No one spoke.

Harold muttered something into the bowl.

‘Is everything okay?’ Nel whispered.

He sighed, but didn’t answer. ‘You should all get ready for school.’

[image: Images]

The Henderson car pulled up in front of Throtene Girls’ Academy. Harold turned off the engine.

Gwen looked at him warily. It had taken all of her persuasive powers to convince him that they should go to school.

‘It’s okay, Dad. See. Nothing bad happened on the way here. We’re all fine,’ Nel said reassuringly.

‘I know,’ Harold said. ‘Are you going to be okay without me?’

Gwen gazed at the imposing school with its huge windows and sandstone walls that extended high up into the sky. She hoped they would.

‘Dad, we can look after ourselves. We’re thirteen today!’ Rain protested. She reached impatiently for the door.

‘And that’s why I am worried,’ Harold said sadly. The colour had not returned to his face since breakfast.

Gwen didn’t like how much older her father was looking these days. ‘Please?’ she pressed, gently.

He closed his eyes and nodded.

‘Thanks, Dad.’ Gwen elbowed her sisters to open the door before their father could change his mind. The girls jumped out of the car, and Nel and Rain raced up the stairs towards the school, but Gwen stopped to give her father a kiss on the cheek. ‘Love you, Dad.’

‘Love you too. That’s why I worry, you know. I have to. You don’t understand.’

Gwen waited, hoping her father would finish what he had started to say. But he just looked at her with sad, grey eyes.

‘No, I don’t understand, Dad,’ Gwen said, shaking her head. ‘But we can’t run away anymore. I deserve a normal life. So do Nel and Rain. And so do you.’ She struggled to stop her voice from breaking, but couldn’t hold back the tears that were already welling in her eyes.

Her father nodded slowly. ‘I know, and you’re right.’ At that moment, he looked more miserable than Gwen had ever seen him.

Harold started the car. ‘I’ll be back at three thirty to pick you up.’

Gwen nodded and then watched him drive away.

‘Come on, Gwen!’ Rain called from the top of the stairs.

‘Okay,’ Gwen replied, wiping the tears from her cheeks and running up the mountain of white stairs towards her sisters. She was out of breath by the time she joined them at the doorway that led into the academy.

‘It’s huge!’ Rain said excitedly, shifting her navy backpack on her shoulders.

The old building extended up five floors into pointed arches, was as wide as two football fields across, and extended back as far as Gwen could see. The flags hanging above the entrance flapped and billowed in the wind. ‘Wow,’ Gwen breathed.

‘Are you okay?’ Nel asked.

Gwen nodded. ‘I hope Dad is too.’

Nel smiled. ‘But he let us stay.’

‘He’s been so jumpy lately,’ Rain added.

‘Maybe Dad isn’t as crazy as we thought he was. There’s something I haven’t told you yet,’ Gwen said.

‘What?’ Nel asked.

‘Excuse me,’ a girl said as she squeezed past.

The triplets moved to the edge of the doorway, making way for the large crowd of girls walking into the school.

‘Ow,’ Gwen complained as she was pressed up against the wall.

Rain threaded her black hair around her finger with concern. ‘Maybe I’m the wrong hair colour for this school.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Gwen asked.

‘Haven’t you noticed? Almost every single one of them is blonde,’ Rain replied.

Nel sighed and turned to Gwen. ‘What exactly haven’t you told us?’

But before Gwen could tell her sisters about the strange light her locket had released that morning, a skinny woman accosted them.

‘My word, look at those white socks of yours,’ she said disapprovingly.

‘Sorry, Miss,’ Nel replied, not sure what the problem was.

‘Ms Schultz to you, young lady,’ the woman replied. ‘Now roll them down.’

Rain looked completely horrified. ‘But they look terrible like that.’

Ms Schultz ignored her. ‘And the two top buttons of your shirt – done up, now!’

‘It’s our first day,’ Nel said by way of explanation.

‘Obviously,’ Ms Schultz replied, before pulling a ribbon off the plait of a girl who walked by. ‘That’s not regulation. Navy blue, not sky blue!’ she barked, putting the ribbon into the pocket of her grey cardigan.

The girl nodded, hurrying away as fast as she could. A bell rang shrilly inside the building.

‘We’re looking for Mr Raple’s class. Do you know where that is, please?’ Nel asked, repeating the instructions the Reids had given Harold.

‘Down there to your right. You can’t miss it,’ Ms Schultz snapped, pointing through the main doorway down the corridor.

‘What’s her problem?’ Rain said as they headed inside. ‘A uniform check? Whoever heard of such a thing? Top buttons done up, socks rolled down. They have no fashion sense!’ Her voice echoed off the lockers in the now empty hall.

‘We’re late. Let’s go,’ Nel said, tapping her watch. Punctuality was very important to Nel.

Rain was still grumbling. ‘I can’t believe there are no boys! I could kill Dad!’

‘Now, Gwen, tell us what you were going to say,’ Nel prompted as they picked up the pace.

‘My locket did something when the fog came in the window,’ Gwen started.

‘What?’ Rain asked, brushing her long black fringe across her face.

‘It let out this light,’ Gwen explained, taking hold of her heart-shaped pendant as she did so.

‘Serious?’ Rain asked.

‘Yes.’ Gwen nodded solemnly. ‘I wouldn’t make up something like this.’

‘Fog, premonitions, a word in your cereal, and now your locket is glowing? You have to admit it sounds just a bit crazy,’ Rain said.

‘I know,’ Gwen replied.

‘Well, you’re going to have to tell Dad,’ Nel insisted.

‘I started to, but it just seemed to stress him out more,’ Gwen answered.

‘So you told Dad something?’ Nel asked.

‘Sort of,’ Gwen shrugged. ‘I told him about the fog and he was so freaked out, I couldn’t tell him about the glowing locket.’

Nel and Rain exchanged worried looks.

‘Let’s sort this out ourselves,’ Gwen urged. ‘I don’t want us to move again and I don’t think Dad could handle this right now.’

Nel mumbled unhappily.

‘I don’t know,’ Rain said nervously.

‘Please?’ Gwen begged.

Finally Rain and Nel agreed.

At that moment the loud bell chimed again high above them.

‘Quick,’ Nel called, racing ahead, her black school shoes tapping on the freshly polished linoleum.

‘I think it’s that one,’ Rain said, pointing to a door past the grey lockers. ‘On the left.’

‘You’re right,’ Nel agreed, stopping outside. ‘Room 301. Should we knock? We are really late.’

Gwen curled her fingers around the metal doorknob. ‘It’s our first day. I’m sure they’ll understand.’
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When Gwen opened the door, she realised she was very wrong. Every girl in the room turned to look them over.

‘Hi,’ Gwen offered awkwardly to the class.

‘Ahem,’ coughed a voice behind them.

‘Hello,’ Gwen said nervously, turning to face the teacher. He must have been in his late forties, she guessed, but his brown tweed vest made him look about a hundred years old. ‘My name is Gwen Henderson and this is Nel and Rain. Is this Carmen House for year sevens?’

The teacher finished wiping the chalkboard with his duster, then said, ‘You’re five minutes late.’

‘We’re sorry,’ Gwen said, studying her new teacher. She was sure no one nice had eyes as small as that.

He picked up a clipboard with the attendance sheet on it and ran a pen over the list of typed names. ‘So I assume you are the Henderson triplets?’

‘We are,’ Nel answered, pointing out their names on the roll.

‘I’m Mr Raple. Don’t be late again. Now sit down,’ Mr Raple said firmly, ticking their names off with sharp, angry strokes.

‘It’s our first day, we got a little lost,’ Gwen explained.

‘No excuse whatsoever, Miss Henderson,’ Mr Raple replied. ‘Now find your seats.’

Gwen looked around and saw some empty chairs at the back of the room. Gwen signalled to Nel and Rain to follow her and hurried over. They sat down miserably. Even Nel looked concerned.

What a horrible man.

Gwen tucked her navy bag under her desk. ‘He sure is,’ she said under her breath.

Rain spun around to face Gwen, her black eyes wide. ‘What did you say?’ she whispered.

‘I agree with you. He’s horrible.’

‘But I didn’t say it, Gwen; I thought it,’ Rain explained.

‘What! You just read Rain’s mind?’ Nel whispered excitedly into Gwen’s ear.

‘Try again,’ Rain suggested.

Gwen stared at Rain. At first she could only hear her own thoughts and then she heard it: Freaky.

‘Freaky?’ she said.

‘No way!’ Rain was nodding.

 ‘Try me,’ Nel said, leaning towards Gwen.

Gwen listened carefully. ‘Jed?’

Nel nodded in amazement.

‘Me again!’ Rain said excitedly.

‘Miss Gwen Henderson,’ interrupted Mr Raple. ’Would you please share with the rest of the class what you and your sisters find so interesting?’

She looked up and remembered where they were. Everyone in the room was staring at her.

‘Uh, nothing, Mr Raple,’ Gwen said quietly. She pondered her options. She could make up some outrageous story and entertain the class, though judging by the stony faces in front of her, that seemed highly unlikely. So she opted for something stranger instead – the truth.

‘We’re waiting,’ said Mr Raple.

‘It seems I can read my sisters’ minds,’ said Gwen.

Mouths dropped open around the classroom. ‘Weirdos,’ whispered one student. Others began to giggle.

Rain put her head in her hands while Nel went bright red.

‘Lying is not advocated in this school, Gwen,’ Mr Raple barked. ‘You and your sisters will be joining me for detention. See me after class for the details.’

The giggles turned into laughter.

‘Enough!’ Mr Raple ordered.

The classroom fell silent.

‘Eyes to the front of the room – now!’
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‘Detention! I don’t know what’s worse, jelly or detention.’ Rain picked up the apple jelly from her lunch tray and hung it upside down. It didn’t move. ‘They’re both completely unnatural.’

‘Well, it’s one way of making an impression here,’ Nel offered.

Gwen looked around the packed cafeteria. Every table was filled with girls chattering as they ate lunch. ‘We did make an awfully big impression,’ she said with a laugh. ‘The kind of impression which has given us this huge table all to ourselves.’

‘Yeah, thanks a lot, Gwen,’ Rain said glumly.

Nel tucked her blonde hair behind her ears and leant forward so her sisters could hear her above the cafeteria noise. ‘Mind-reading. Did you have to tell them?’

‘No one ever believes the truth,’ Gwen answered.

Rain poked the jelly with her spoon. ‘No, now they just think we’re weirdos. I really wanted to get a spot in their dance team. You do know that freak and dance team do not go together.’

‘You could be the very first of your kind,’ Gwen teased.

‘It’ll be fine, Rain. You’ve always made it through every audition you’ve ever gone for,’ Nel said.

‘It’s all right for you. No one on the horse-riding team cares about how you look or what people think about you. They’re too busy training to pay attention to these things,’ Rain said.

‘Please be serious,’ Gwen groaned.

‘Gwen,’ Rain said sternly, banging her hand on the lunch table, ‘I am being serious. It’s important to me. I’m proud to admit it, I love it, I love dancing!’

‘I know,’ Gwen smiled. ‘I can hear you going over your new routine.’

‘Well stop listening!’ Rain ordered.

‘If I could I would,’ Gwen laughed, almost losing a bit of tomato from her mouth in the process.

Nel dipped one of her corn chips into the bean dip on her tray. ‘Do you think it’s a sister thing? Maybe we can all read each other’s minds?’

Gwen hesitated for a moment. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’

‘I hope not. I don’t want to know what you’re thinking,’ Rain admitted.

As Gwen ate her salad roll, she could hear her sisters’ thoughts. All Rain wanted to do right now was make it onto the dance team.

Nel finally said, ‘Gwen, you’re going to have to tell Dad about this. About all of this; the fog, the glowing locket, the mind-reading.’

‘But we agreed we wouldn’t worry him,’ Gwen argued.

‘He’s our dad – it’s his job to worry,’ Nel replied. ‘And this stuff is too strange to keep to ourselves.’

Gwen shook her head. ‘He’ll make us move again.’

‘Some thirteenth birthday this is turning into,’ Rain sulked, sinking back into her seat. ‘Dad’s not going to be happy.’

‘I don’t want to upset him if we don’t have to. Maybe it’s something completely explainable. Like the cheesy pizza last night?’ Gwen suggested. ‘Promise me you won’t say anything about this.’

Nel shook her head. ‘I can’t.’

‘Rain?’ Gwen asked.

Rain crossed her arms. ‘I don’t like it either.’

‘You have to tell him,’ Nel repeated.

‘Okay,’ Gwen gave in. ‘But let me tell him in my own way.’

Lunchtime was nearing an end and students were lining up nearby to drop their plates and cutlery into soapy buckets. There was a roar of gossiping girls, clanging cutlery and dishes splashing into water.

Rain stood and picked up her bag. ‘We’ve got some time before class and I want to squeeze in some dance practice before the audition next week.’

‘After everything, is that all you can think about?’ Gwen asked.

‘No,’ Rain said defensively. ‘It just helps me think more clearly.’

‘Hey,’ Meg called as she walked towards their table.

‘Hey,’ Gwen replied.

‘How’s your first day going?’ Meg asked.

‘It’s been interesting,’ Gwen said honestly.

 ‘We’re going to practise some dance moves,’ said Rain. ‘Do you want to join us?’

‘Sure,’ Meg agreed, smiling. ‘I’d like that. I miss dancing since I left the team.’

‘Why did you give that up exactly?’ asked Gwen.

‘I made a promise,’ Meg said flatly. ‘To Taylor.’

Rain opened the door. ‘Let’s go. I want to make this team, remember.’

The others followed her into the corridor.

‘I’m glad you’re going for the squad, Rain,’ Meg said. ‘It’ll make my parents happy.’

Gwen’s eyebrows shot up. Why did they care about that?

Meg bit her lip, sensing she may have said more than she should have.

‘What else aren’t you telling us?’ Gwen wanted to know.

‘I thought,’ Meg started, ‘I thought your father would have mentioned it already.’

Gwen crossed her arms. ‘Mentioned what?’

‘I’m sorry.’ Meg was lost for words. ‘I thought you all knew. I overheard my parents talking about it last night.’

‘About what?’ Gwen asked.

‘I’ve said too much already,’ Meg mumbled.

‘Please,’ Gwen pressed. ‘Whatever it is, we have a right to know.’

Meg nodded and then said quietly, ‘Your family’s being watched by social services. They’ve threatened to take you away from your father.’

The triplets stared back at Meg, their faces completely white, their mouths wide open. What? Gwen heard the silence in her sisters’ minds, followed quickly by panic. And fear.

‘Why?’ Rain croaked.

‘You’ve moved too much, missed too much school. They think he’s an unsuitable father.’ Meg’s face crumpled as she said ‘unsuitable’.

‘He’s a great father!’ Gwen’s heart sank. The idea of being separated from her family was too much. ‘Who are they to judge our family?’

‘It’s serious, isn’t it?’ Nel asked.

‘Yes. But my parents are doing everything they can to help your father keep you.’ Meg’s voice was more hopeful now. ‘In the meantime, you have to stay in one place, fit into this school and go to classes,’ Meg replied. ‘Joining the dance team and doing everything you can to be part of this school isn’t such a crazy idea. It’ll stop them sending an inspector out.’

Nel blinked. ‘They’re about to do that?’

‘Not if you join the team!’ Meg grinned at Rain.

‘Then that’s exactly what I’ll do,’ Rain decided.

‘I’d rather eat mud than do that,’ Gwen said.

Rain pouted. ‘Thanks a lot.’

‘You might change your mind once you see them perform, Gwen,’ Meg said. ‘They’re amazing. They won the national champs last year. You should give it a go.’

Gwen shook her head. ‘Never, ever, ever.’

‘You should join one of the clubs though. It looks good and it’ll make it easier,’ Meg replied.

‘For who? Social services?’ Gwen asked.

‘Yes,’ Meg agreed. ‘For you too. This school is fun. It’s not been the same for me since I split with Stephanie.’

Rain was wide-eyed. ‘The girl your brother broke up with?’

‘Why? Does she run the school or something?’ Gwen joked.

‘Kind of,’ Meg smiled. ‘She’s the head of our year, captain of the dance team and she’s fun to hang out with . . . was fun to hang out with.’

Gwen shrugged her shoulders. ‘Is that all?’

‘Not quite.’ Meg tapped her finger on the locker label beside her: This locker supplied courtesy of James Corp. ‘Her family kind of own everything in this town. Stephanie James, as in Jamestown. Her great-grandfather started this town.’

‘No way!’ Gwen ran her finger over the embossed James Corp logo.

‘Yes, way,’ Meg said quietly.

‘And you gave up your friendship for your brother?’ Rain probed.

‘I did,’ Meg replied.

‘Did he tell you why he wanted you to do that?’

‘He didn’t. He couldn’t.’

Rain digested that. ‘She didn’t do anything to you?’

‘No.’ Meg looked down. ‘She was my best friend.’

‘Wow.’ Rain was stunned. ‘You must really love your brother to hurt her like that.’

Nel offered Meg a warm smile. ‘I’m sure if she’s your friend she’ll understand.’

Meg nodded.

‘So, Meg,’ Rain changed the subject determinedly. ‘How amazing is this dance team? Can you give me any insider tips?’

‘Actually, yes,’ Meg replied. ‘But are you okay to start your dance practice a little later?’

‘Sure.’ Rain was excited now. ‘Especially if it helps me to get onto the team.’

‘Stephanie keeps a disc of their performances with her,’ Meg said.

Gwen chuckled. They thought she was the freak here. ‘Yeah, she sounds really cool.’

‘It’s because their performances are top secret. We don’t want another school getting hold of their material,’ Meg replied.

‘That makes sense,’ Nel said.

‘I’m pretty sure I could get her to lend you one so you know what you’re aiming for,’ Meg said. ‘If that’s okay by you?’

Rain clapped her hands. ‘Yes! Of course it is!’

‘I thought you weren’t supposed to have anything to do with her,’ Gwen said.

‘I promised not to be her friend,’ Meg replied. ‘It won’t hurt to talk to her. Quickly.’

‘You sure you don’t mind?’ Rain asked.

‘Not at all,’ Meg said sincerely. ‘They’re in the yard. They go there every lunch.’ Meg pointed through the window. A group of blonde girls was sitting in a large circle. They were all very pretty.

‘Which one is Stephanie?’ Rain pressed her nose against the glass.

Meg gestured to the tallest girl in the group. ‘That one.’

Gwen turned to see who this girl was and for a single second their eyes met. Every hair on Gwen’s body stood on end. Her face. It reminded Gwen of the woman in her dream last night. But it couldn’t be. Stephanie’s nose was different, she was decades younger and of course her hair was blonde, not black.

But one reaction was undeniably the same. Gwen could feel it intensely. Gwen hated her. She hated her more than she thought it possible to hate anyone.

Stephanie was the first to look away. For a fleeting moment, Gwen thought she saw that same hate reflected back at her.

‘She’s beautiful,’ Rain said.

Gwen nodded. There was no question that she was beautiful. Her golden hair dropped to her waist in perfect, soft curls. She didn’t look like she was in year seven at all. ‘How old is she?’

‘Thirteen, just like us,’ Meg replied. ‘But she has a stylist.’

That didn’t surprise Gwen.

Rain was impressed. ‘Wow.’ She grabbed her sisters by the elbows. ‘Let’s meet her.’

‘Follow me,’ Meg said.

Gwen dragged her feet. ‘This is stupid.’

‘If it helps us keep social services away, it’ll be worth it,’ Nel replied.

When they neared the circle of girls, Meg coughed to get their attention. Everyone looked up.

‘Meg.’ Stephanie smiled ear to ear. ‘It’s really good to see you. I see you’ve made some new friends.’

‘I have,’ Meg said. ‘I wanted you to meet Rain, Gwen and Nel.’

‘Nice to meet you all. I’m Stephanie,’ the girl chirped.

Her voice grated against Gwen’s insides. How could she hate this girl so much? She didn’t even know her.

Stephanie scrutinised Gwen for a moment before introducing the triplets to the rest of her group. ‘This is Jemma, Rae, Kelly, Elsie and Lisa.’

A round of hellos were exchanged.

Stephanie held up a plate of caramel slice. ‘Would you like some? I made them myself.’

‘It’s yum!’ Jemma grinned.

Rain and Nel both took one. Gwen shook her head.

Stephanie offered the plate to Meg. ‘Meg?’

‘I can’t.’ Meg’s voice broke.

Gwen wondered if that was part of Meg’s promise. She studied Meg’s face, wishing she could read her mind and suddenly she heard something . . . I promised, Taylor told me not to trust her. He said no matter how nice she is I have to remember she is dangerous.

And just as fast, Gwen lost it. She tried again, but nothing.

Rain was the first one to try a full sentence. ‘So, Stephanie,’ she started nervously. ‘Meg said you’re head of the dance team?’

‘I am,’ Stephanie said. ‘Does that mean you’re going to audition?’

‘I’d like to,’ Rain replied.

‘That’s great news,’ Stephanie beamed. ‘Does that mean you’re coming back too, Meg?’

Meg shook her head.

‘Oh,’ Stephanie broke off. ‘Well, you should join us, all of you.’

The group made room.

Rain smiled. ‘I’d like that.’

Stephanie studied Meg. ‘What about you, Meg?’

‘I’m so sorry, but no,’ said Meg.

Stephanie looked disappointed and something else that Gwen couldn’t quite read. Annoyed? She was hiding it well.

Meg was a strange green colour. She was finding this difficult too. ‘But I was hoping you might be able to lend Rain one of the performance discs? I thought it would help with her audition.’

Stephanie pulled a disc holder out of her bag, unzipped it and carefully chose a disc. ‘You’ll love this one.’ She placed it into a case and held it out to Rain.

‘Here you go.’

‘Thanks,’ Rain said as she took it.

‘No problem,’ Stephanie said breezily. ‘So you sure you don’t want to stay?’

Meg started to back away. ‘I better go.’

‘We should too,’ Gwen agreed.

Nel nodded. Rain was reluctant – Gwen didn’t have to read her mind to know that – but she also didn’t want Meg to feel dumped by her.

‘Thanks again, Stephanie,’ Rain said.

‘You’re welcome, see you at the audition,’ Stephanie replied.
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Rain was skipping to the school’s entrance to meet their father. Gwen and Nel were close behind.

Rain was still elated at getting the disc from Stephanie. Even Nel thought Stephanie was pretty cool. Gwen didn’t want to read their thoughts but she couldn’t help it. ‘Can’t you think about something else, someone else?’ she said.

‘You have to admit she was nice to us,’ Nel offered.

‘You didn’t think she was fake?’ Gwen sighed. ‘Even just the littlest bit?’

Gwen couldn’t shake the feeling they should stay away from Stephanie. Why did she look so much like that woman in her dream? Meg’s brother Taylor had told her to stay away too. What did that mean?

‘What? She was anything but.’ Rain held out her precious disc. ‘Look what she trusted me with.’

Gwen scowled. ‘Fake!’

Cool.

‘Stop it!’

‘That’s what you get for reading my mind!’ Rain grinned.

‘Can you turn it off?’ Nel asked.

‘I wish I could,’ Gwen mumbled.

She really did. Just for a second she wanted enough free space in her head to think her own thoughts. She didn’t know what had come over her sisters. They were completely obsessing over Stephanie. She had made some kind of crazy impression on them so that they were thinking about her. Weird.

Something else was bothering her too – Meg’s promise. Gwen had to get to the bottom of that. Why had Taylor made her promise to stay away from Stephanie?

Gwen hadn’t told her sisters about reading Meg’s mind. It had only been for a second anyway, so it probably didn’t really count. She still had to figure out that freaky fog, this weird new power and deal with social services.

‘Social services.’ Gwen hadn’t meant to say it out loud.

‘We’re going to be okay,’ said Nel ‘They don’t have any reason to take us away. How could they split us up?’

Gwen smiled. Nel always found a way to make things sound better.

Nel adjusted her heavy backpack on her shoulder. ‘So are you going to help Rain audition?’

‘Do I have to?’ Gwen asked.

‘It’s just for her practice sessions,’ Nel sighed.

Rain stopped and turned to face Gwen, her long black hair flying behind her. ‘What’s is your problem?’

‘What? Rain, you are such a groupie.’ Gwen decided she wasn’t going to let her sisters fall under Stephanie’s spell.

‘I am not. She was being nice!’ Rain’s lips wobbled. ‘I was being nice back!’

‘And what’s next?’ Gwen asked. ‘Bleaching your hair blonde to look like Stephanie and her copycat friends?’

‘Gwen, stop stirring!’ Nel scolded.

Rain smiled, imagining herself with blonde hair. She didn’t mind the idea at all.

‘She’s thinking about it,’ Gwen responded indignantly.

‘Then don’t listen,’ Nel replied.

‘I can’t help it. It’s giving me a headache,’ Gwen moaned.

‘Serves you right,’ Rain said. ‘Anyway, I’d look good as a blonde.’

‘You’re not serious!’ Gwen exclaimed.

‘Enough, you two,’ Nel interjected sternly. ‘There are more important things for us to talk about.’

‘There are?’ Rain laughed.

‘We have to talk to Dad about social services. He can’t keep such a big secret from us. And Gwen, you said you would tell Dad about the fog and your new power,’ Nel said.

‘I think social services is enough at the moment,’ Gwen replied.

Rain frowned. ‘Gwen might be right. She can tell Dad about her power and the locket later.’

‘Gwen, you have to tell him,’ said Nel. ‘It’s bad enough with social services watching us, but with this power of yours, I’m scared. And who knows what the glowing locket means. Something strange is going on.’

‘But he’ll make us move again,’ said Gwen.

‘Not with social services on our tail he won’t,’ Nel said. ‘Meg said that they don’t want us to move anymore.’

‘Fine,’ Gwen said. ‘I’ll tell him.’

‘Promise?’ said Nel.

Gwen rolled her eyes. ‘Yes.’

‘Well now’s your chance,’ Nel said, spotting their car and waving to Harold.

‘Hi, Dad,’ Gwen said as she got into the car with her sisters.

‘How was it?’ Harold asked. ‘Everything was okay? Nothing bad happened?’

Rain and Nel exchanged uncomfortable looks with Gwen.

‘It’s school, Dad. School’s school, you know?’ Gwen replied, before quickly changing the subject. ‘How was your day?’

Rain and Nel frowned at Gwen and she crossed her arms defensively.

‘Gwen,’ Nel prompted.

‘I will,’ Gwen replied.

‘You will what?’ Harold asked.

‘Nothing,’ Gwen said.

Their father started the car. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Why didn’t you tell us about social services?’ Gwen blurted out.

Harold paused. ‘How did you find out?’

‘Meg told us,’ Gwen replied.

‘You can’t hide these things from us,’ Nel said.

‘I just . . .’ Harold stammered. ‘I didn’t want to worry you.’

‘Well, it’s too late, we’re worried,’ Gwen said.

‘Can they really take us away from you?’ Rain asked.

‘Not if I have anything to do with it,’ Harold replied. ‘We just need to stay in one place, make sure you attend school and do nothing out of the ordinary. You girls can do that for me, can’t you?’

A glowing locket and mind-reading sounded anything but normal to Gwen, but maybe it was some strange fluke, and then nothing odd would ever happen again.

‘I can’t hear you!’ Harold pressed.

‘Yes!’ the triplets chorused.

‘That’s better,’ Harold grinned. ‘Now I hope you’re hungry. I baked you a birthday cake.’

‘Yum!’ Rain smiled.

‘Thirteen is a big deal,’ Harold beamed.

Gwen sighed. Maybe being thirteen was a bigger deal than she could handle.

‘I’m finally old enough to date,’ Rain declared. ‘But it would have helped if you’d sent me to a school with boys!’

‘Date?’ Harold spluttered, swerving a little and nearly running into a bush.

 ‘I’m a teenager now,’ Rain replied.

 ‘There’s plenty of time for that later,’ said Harold. ‘Today, I have some surprises for you.’

‘More surprises?’ Nel cheered.

Harold smiled in response.
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‘Okay, first surprise coming up,’ Harold said as he turned the key in the front door. The door slowly swung open and Jed raced out, licking the girls.

‘Ewww!’ Rain made a face. ‘This is the surprise?’

‘Wait for it,’ Harold said. As they stepped into the foyer a horrible piercing sound emitted from speakers in the hall, in the kitchen, in the living room – from every room in the house.

The girls covered their ears.

‘Make it stop!’ Gwen implored.

Harold beamed proudly as he typed a series of numbers into a box on the wall, and the terrible noise stopped.

‘Well, that’s pretty cool, Dad, but do you really think we need all this security?’ Nel asked.

‘Yes, I do,’ Harold replied firmly.

Rain crossed her arms. ‘That’s a terrible birthday present.’

‘Oh, that’s not your present,’ Harold replied.

‘It’s not?’ Rain said hopefully.

‘Dad, there’s something Gwen should tell you first, before presents,’ Nel said.

Gwen sat on a small milk crate near Nel and sighed.

‘What is it, Gwen?’ Harold asked.

‘Something happened at school today,’ Gwen explained.

A look of concern washed over Harold’s face. ‘What happened at school today?’

Gwen stared into her father’s worried eyes and hung her head sadly.

‘Gwen?’ Harold pressed.

‘I . . .’ Gwen stammered. An awkward silence fell over the room. Gwen stared at her father. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t tell him, not now. ‘We got detention.’

Nel and Rain gave Gwen dirty looks.

‘Oh,’ Harold frowned. ‘That’s no good. Why?’

Gwen ignored her sisters. ‘It’s a long story. And it’s our birthday, so you can’t be mad at us.’

Harold tilted his head. ‘I suppose that’s true. I mean, what kind of father would I be if I got angry at you on your thirteenth birthday? Let’s open some presents – they’re in the kitchen.’

At the mention of presents, Rain’s face lit up. She grabbed Harold’s hand and dragged him into the kitchen. ‘Show me!’

‘You have to tell him,’ Nel whispered to Gwen.

‘I know. I will. It’s just he looked so sad,’ Gwen replied.

Nel glowered at Gwen. ‘I know you want to tell him in your own way. But if you don’t tell him by dinner, I’ll tell him.’

[image: Images]
‘I wanted this birthday celebration to be just right,’ Harold said.

There were colourful balloons everywhere, and a big shiny banner hanging from the cupboards wishing the girls a happy thirteenth birthday. Harold had even sprinkled the furniture with glitter. There were also piles of cupcakes, chips and a huge three-tiered cake, each layer a different flavour: strawberry for Nel, chocolate for Rain and vanilla for Gwen.

Gwen beamed at her father.

‘Now for your presents,’ Harold said.

‘Which one’s mine?’ Rain asked happily, leaning over the bench in search of parcels.

‘It’s down here,’ Harold grinned back, then ducked behind the kitchen bench. When he reappeared he had a camera in one hand and lots of parcels hooked under his other arm.

‘Dad!’ Rain screamed with delight.

‘Now, remember, one at a time,’ Harold said with a laugh. ‘I’ve got the camera and I want to capture your smiles! I hope you’ll love them.’

Nel lifted Jed up in her arms so he could see what was happening. ‘I’m sure we will.’

Rain reached out excitedly towards the presents. ‘Me first! Me first!’

‘Okay, Rain,’ Harold laughed, handing her three parcels.

Rain peeled back the paper. Inside the first box was a dress from Diesel Kids, in the second box a pair of brown knee-high boots, and in the third a home pedicure kit. Rain squealed with happiness.

‘Dad! It’s soooo cool. It’s just what I wanted. How did you know?’ Rain held the pink denim dress in front of her.

‘I have my ways,’ he said with a wink, before asking, ‘So, who’s next?’

Gwen nudged Nel beside her. ‘You go.’

Nel looked up. ‘Me please, Dad,’ she replied, putting Jed down on the tiled kitchen floor.

Harold handed Nel her present. She carefully pulled the shiny blue satin ribbon off the large parcel. ‘It’s a saddle! Dad, it’s so beautiful. And look. My name is on it. It’s the very best gift ever.’ Nel ran over to hug him.

 ‘I’m so happy you love it,’ Harold said as Nel squeezed him tight.

‘Now for you, Gwen. I hope you like it,’ Harold said nervously as he passed Gwen a small rectangular parcel.

‘I know I will,’ Gwen replied as she took the present in her hands. She opened it slowly, trying to guess what was inside.

‘A dictaphone,’ she said delightedly, gently running her fingertips over the smooth, cool plastic. ‘It’s perfect for my interviews.’

‘I know how much you want to be a writer when you grow up,’ Harold replied.

‘Maybe I can finally start that newspaper I keep talking about,’ Gwen teased, hugging it to her chest. She was already imagining her first headline: ‘The Truth about Jamestown’.

Gwen took a deep breath and concentrated on ignoring her sisters’ excited voices in her head. Finally, there was silence. Gwen smiled. Maybe she was getting used to this strange new power.

‘Say cheesy!’ Harold said as he lifted up the camera.

‘It’s cheese, Dad!’ the sisters laughed.

Harold shrugged. ‘Cheese.’

The camera flashed.

In the next moment, Gwen was somewhere else entirely. She was alone, cold and shivering in a burned-out field. Her heart started to pound. What on earth had just happened? But then she realised she wasn’t alone. She looked up and saw a red cape flying in the wind.

It was the woman from her dreams. She was walking slowly towards Gwen.

She tried to turn but her legs wouldn’t respond. She faced the woman. ‘What have you done to me?’

Gwen’s captor walked slowly and gracefully towards her, and studied her greedily. Her face was luminous and ageless. The woman tucked her long black hair behind her ears as she stopped in front of Gwen. Her narrow smile chilled Gwen to the bone.

‘No more than you have done to me, child.’ Her voice was low and cold.

Gwen’s body began to shake with fear, but she refused to let this woman hear it in her voice. ‘Who are you?’

And then Gwen heard the woman say her name. Driath.

‘Driath?’ Gwen repeated out loud.

‘I’m the one who is going to kill you,’ Driath said as she reached her fingers towards Gwen’s face.

Then Driath roared and grabbed Gwen’s neck hard. Her hands were ice cold, but when she squeezed her fingers burned into Gwen’s flesh.

The sudden pain made Gwen flinch, but she bit her lip. She would not let this monster hear her scream.

‘Give it to me,’ said Driath.

Gwen’s eyes watered as her neck seared under Driath’s touch. ‘What? I don’t have anything.’

Driath picked up Gwen and threw her across the field. She fell to the ground hard, her face hitting the rocky ground. She couldn’t feel her legs, and she could see that her arms were bleeding. She rolled over and saw Driath flying across the field towards her. Gwen fought to keep Driath in focus. She had to do something. What? She blinked. A fireball was coming towards her.

‘No!’ Gwen cried, trying to shield her face.

Then nothing. Gwen opened her eyes. She was in the kitchen again. Her feet gave way beneath her.

‘Gwen!’ Harold dropped his camera and it crashed on the kitchen tiles. ‘Gwen, are you okay?’

Gwen moaned.

‘Can you hear me?’ Harold waved his hand in front of her face.

Gwen nodded.

He knelt beside her and looked her over. ‘Are you okay?’

‘What happened?’ Nel asked.

Gwen didn’t know how to begin. ‘I, well . . .’ She wasn’t sure the truth would be a good idea.

Harold’s eyes dropped to Gwen’s neck. ‘Your . . . I . . . It can’t be,’ he quavered.

‘What’s wrong?’ Rain asked.

Harold pointed a trembling finger at Gwen’s locket. It was glowing. He looked at Nel and Rain. Their lockets were glowing too.

Rain held hers carefully. ‘Gwen, is this what it looked like?’

‘What? It’s happened before?’ Harold asked.

‘Yes, this morning,’ Gwen said, and then she heard her father’s thoughts, muffled at first.

He had known this would happen. ‘You know about this, Dad?’ she asked.

Harold’s eyes were unsteady. ‘Yes.’

‘What do you know?’ Rain asked.

The sisters looked warily at Harold, waiting for an answer. The colour had drained from his face and he was running his hand over his lips.

Gwen tried to read his mind but his thoughts kept shifting, too fast for her to catch.

Harold’s words were uneven. ‘There’s something I need to tell you. I’ve waited too long. But it’s time. Follow me and I’ll explain.’

Gwen could hear Nel and Rain’s worried thoughts again as they followed their father upstairs into the study. Gwen tried to ignore them, and concentrate on what her father was thinking, but she didn’t have the energy to block them out.

Her head was exploding with noise.
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The girls sat silently on the brown leather couch opposite Harold’s desk. They had been waiting for at least five minutes, with no one saying anything. But Gwen could hear what they were thinking. Rain was worried that their father was about to reveal some terrible family secret that would ruin her chances of ever being a dancer/model/actress/designer. Nel was worried that social services might actually have a good reason to take them away.

Gwen looked up at her father hopefully, wondering when she would get another glimpse of what he was thinking. She was as uneasy as her sisters, waiting for him to explain all the stuff that had been happening to them.

But Harold just sat in his blue armchair behind the desk. He was staring at them uncomfortably and tapping his fingers on the mahogany desktop.

‘What do you need to tell us?’ Gwen asked finally. ‘Why are our lockets glowing?’

‘They’re here,’ Harold replied.

‘Who’s here?’ Nel said warily.

‘It’s dangerous,’ Harold replied.

‘What’s dangerous?’ Rain asked.

Gwen looked down at her locket. The glow was fading. She checked Rain’s and Nel’s. Theirs were fading too.

‘Look, it’s stopped,’ Gwen said hopefully.

‘No,’ Harold said sadly. ‘I think it has only just begun.’

He picked up a pen from his desk and twirled it absent-mindedly in his fingers. ‘Our family,’ he said, ‘we’re not the most conventional people.’

‘What’s wrong with us?’ Rain murmured. She began to visualise all the insane relatives he was about to reveal.

He paused, looking at them nervously. Gwen could tell he was struggling with the news he had to tell them.

‘I wanted to tell you,’ he said, ‘but there never really seemed to be a good moment to do it.’ Harold looked at them and his face fell. ‘I’m sorry it has taken me so long, but I see it is now time.’

They all nodded encouragingly.

‘You are descendants of a great and wonderful line of magic,’ Harold explained, putting the pen down and making his hands into fists under his chin. He leant on his elbows and his eyebrows knitted together in concern.

Nel squirmed. ‘But that’s not possible. There’s no such thing as magic.’

Jed poked his little nose up sleepily from Nel’s lap. His round ears perked up.

‘There is, and I should have told you this morning when Gwen saw the warning in the cereal,’ Harold replied.

Gwen couldn’t believe it. ‘You saw it too? But why did you pretend you hadn’t?’

Their father stood up. ‘I’m sorry, Gwen. I wasn’t lying. I really didn’t see it, but I knew it was possible. Every generation of our family has someone who can divine the future. I just wasn’t sure if you would come into your powers here on Earth at all, because in our world you would have had them from birth. It would have been easier, safer, if you had never developed them here.’

‘What? Are you saying we’re not from this world?’ Gwen asked incredulously.

‘It’s complicated,’ Harold replied.

‘So I can see the future?’ Gwen asked.

Harold nodded. ‘Among other seeing gifts. They develop differently for everyone.’

‘What are we then?’ Rain asked hesitantly. ‘Please tell me we’re human.’

‘No,’ Harold said quietly. ‘We’re not human.’

Rain started to cry. ‘I don’t believe you!’

Gwen and Nel tried to comfort her, but it was no use. Rain’s mind was spiralling out of control.

Harold stood up. ‘I’ll have to show you.’

The sisters huddled together.

‘What?’ Rain whimpered.

‘What I am,’ Harold replied. ‘Don’t be afraid, okay? It’s still me.’

‘Afraid of what?’ asked Gwen.

‘What I am about to become.’ Harold pursed his lips. ‘Promise me you won’t be afraid.’

‘Okay,’ Nel said. She glared at Rain and Gwen.

They nodded. Rain sniffed and wiped her tears with her sleeve.

Harold pushed the table out of the way and with the smallest effort it flew towards the wall, stopping just before impact.

Rain gasped. Gwen had always thought her father was uncoordinated. Had he been pretending all this time? Who was he? What was he?

‘You promised,’ Harold reminded them.

They were silent.

Harold hesitated for a split second and then took a deep breath in. Suddenly his body began to shake and tremble. Violently.

The sisters held each other tightly. Gwen wanted to look away but she couldn’t. None of them could.

Harold was growing in every direction, towards the ceiling, the walls, the sisters. Bone-cracking sounds filled the room as he tripled in size. Harold’s head was almost unrecognisable now. It was completely distorted and getting bigger by the second, then his nose shot forward and turned black. His mouth and chin morphed into an enormous muzzle. Huge teeth exploded from his mouth. Their razor-sharp points shone in the study’s dim light. Claws formed at the end of his fingers and toes. Finally, a black coat of fur began to cover him, until it wasn’t their father standing there anymore.

It was a massive black bear.

They all stared at him.

‘Is that really Dad?’ said Rain

‘Yes,’ Nel said, looking at both of them in turns. ‘I think so.’

Don’t be afraid.

‘Dad?’ Gwen nodded.

You heard me?

She nodded again and stood up.

‘No,’ Rain clutched her arm, pulling her back. ‘It might not be safe.’

‘It is safe.’ Gwen prised Rain’s fingers apart. ‘I’ll show you.’

Gwen walked slowly up to her father, who was now at least five times her size. She reached out her fingers and carefully touched his fur. It was thick and warm.

The bear seemed to smile, and made a low, happy sound.

‘It’s him,’ Gwen grinned.

Should I change back?

Gwen laughed. ‘You’d better. Rain is still freaking out.’

You should stand back.

Gwen did as she was told. ‘He’s changing back.’

‘You can read his mind too?’ Rain’s mouth fell open.

‘Yeah,’ Gwen admitted. ‘Mostly. It’s a bit broken up in my head, but when I concentrate I can make it out.’

The black bear began to shake, and the floor and walls of the office trembled.

Gwen joined her sisters on the couch while Nel covered Rain’s eyes. ‘Here he goes again.’

Rain shooed away her hands. ‘I can do this.’

The black bear began to shrink and his fur disappeared into thin air. It was easier to watch the second time, Gwen decided. It didn’t look as though it hurt their father at all.

Moments later, Harold was back.

He waited for one of them to say something.

Gwen had so many questions to ask him, but the one she wanted to know most was why. ‘Why now? What has made this happen?’

Harold coughed, finding his human voice again. ‘The lockets warn and protect you. Someone dangerous must be close.’

‘How can they do that?’ Rain stammered. ‘Who’s after us? Why? What have we done?’

Harold sighed. ‘There’s so much to tell you. I’m not even sure where to start. The lockets are magical. They have been enchanted to protect you. Your powers will help you. I will help you.’

The triplets were silent.

‘And why didn’t we get our powers straight away?’ asked Gwen.

‘I’m not sure,’ said Harold. ‘The portal we travelled through may have frozen them.’

‘Portal?’ repeated Rain. ‘What portal?’

‘And you think that something has triggered my power?’ Gwen asked.

‘Maybe,’ Harold agreed. ‘It could also be turning thirteen. In Ethra, that is the age at which you come into your full powers. I’ve been worrying about your birthday for thirteen years.’

‘So you couldn’t always turn into a big black bear?’ Nel asked.

Harold chuckled. ‘Until I was thirteen I could only change part of me. A foot or an arm once, and then I had trouble changing it back. It was a bit embarrassing going to school with a hairy foot.’

‘So what are you exactly?’ Rain whispered. ‘What am I? What’s going on?’

‘In our family we have wizards, giants, witches, elves and merfolk,’ said Harold. He pulled the desk towards him with a single finger and sat down on its edge. ‘We even have a strong contingent of vampires.’

‘Vampires!’ Rain exclaimed, grabbing Gwen’s hand for comfort. She squeezed it so hard that Gwen grimaced.

‘Yes, vampires, Rain. The truth is vampires are far from evil. As with ordinary people, some vampires are good and some are bad. In fact, vampires are extraordinary magical beings. They are the peace-bringers of our world, and they leave the world a more beautiful place than they found it.’

‘What’s your gift?’ Rain crinkled her nose in disgust. ‘Scary bear?’

‘My gift is transformation. I am able to change into a bear at will,’ Harold answered. ‘And Gwen’s gift appears to be mind-reading.’

Rain thought about that and smiled. ‘Well maybe Nel and I aren’t going to turn into anything, then. I mean, we haven’t shown any powers.’

‘Yet,’ Harold paused. ‘I’d say it’s only a matter of time until you do.’

Rain slumped back in the couch. ‘Oh.’

‘Do you know what we are?’ Nel asked.

‘As a general rule it all comes down to hair colour. White means merfolk, red means witch, blonde means elf, black means vampire and brown is usually a mix of them.’ Harold paused while they realised just what he was saying.

‘So I’m . . . a witch?’ Gwen asked.

‘And I’m an elf?’ asked Nel.

‘We’ll have to test what power you each have to be absolutely certain,’ Harold said.

Rain sprang up from the couch, pulling Gwen and Nel up with her, and flipping poor Jed onto the ground.

‘No! I can’t be! A vampire! NO!’ Rain wailed.

‘I’m a vampire too, Rain,’ Harold replied.

‘But you go out in the sun! You don’t dissolve into ash or melt or whatever it is vampires are supposed to do!’

‘Of course I don’t. That’s just a silly legend,’ Harold laughed.

Gwen stepped forward cautiously, and took a good look at her father’s teeth. He didn’t have any fangs either. ‘So you really are a vampire?’

‘I am. And no, I do not drink blood or chase after innocents. I have no time, anyway. I have three daughters to raise.’ Then he added in a serious voice, ‘I do not have the great magical powers of some in our family, but I was once able to do a great deal of good in our home world.’

‘Our home world?’ Gwen asked nervously. There seemed to be so much more for her father to reveal to them.

‘Oh no! Are we aliens as well?’ Rain cried. ‘Am I an alien vampire? Do vampires even date? No boy is going to ever ask me out now!’

Harold sighed and tapped the desk with his palm, encouraging Rain to sit next to him. ‘There’ll be some lucky boy for you when you’re very much older. And, no, you are not aliens – not like they have in the movies, anyway. It’s a long story, but yes, we do come from another planet, very similar to Earth. It is called Ethra, and we had to leave and come to this place where magic is hidden, and feared.’

Ethra, thought Gwen.

‘Why did we leave?’ Nel asked.

‘A great witch named Driath was after us. She sent her army to kill you.’

Gwen went white. It couldn’t be. ‘Did you say her name was Driath?’

‘Yes.’ Harold fixed his eyes on Gwen. ‘Why?’

‘Is she beautiful? I mean, scary beautiful. Does she throw fireballs? Fly? Freeze you on the spot?’ The words stumbled out of Gwen’s mouth one on top of another.

Harold’s forehead creased. ‘Yes, that’s her, but how do you know that?’

‘I saw her in my dreams,’ said Gwen. ‘She’s been in all of them lately.’ Gwen’s stomach tightened. Driath was real. The woman who wanted to kill her existed. ‘She wants to kill me. Us.’

Rain crossed her arms angrily. ‘Why? What have we ever done to her?’

‘It’s not what you’ve done to Driath,’ said Harold, ‘it’s what you’re going to do. There’s a prophecy that you are going to bring about her downfall. Bring peace back to Ethra.’

‘Ethra,’ Gwen said again; saying the word aloud made the place more real somehow. She ran her finger over the engraved ‘E’ on her locket. ‘That’s what the “E” on our lockets stand for, right?’

Harold nodded.

Rain sat on the desk next to her father and leant against him miserably. ‘It’s official. I won’t ever have a first kiss now! My life is over.’

Harold opened his mouth to say something, but closed it again, lost for words.

‘You don’t do magic anymore?’ Nel asked, leaning her elbows on the desk.

‘No; I mean, I don’t really have much power. I can change into a bear, but that’s about it.’

Gwen tried to remember what she knew about vampires. ‘Do you cast spells? Control minds?’

‘No,’ Harold chuckled. ‘Witches cast spells and, yes, some vampires can control minds. My cousin could.’

Rain sighed with relief. ‘Maybe I can get some power that no one will notice then, like that.’

‘You’d like that,’ Gwen grinned. ‘Wouldn’t you?’

‘It sounds okay,’ Rain admitted.

‘We get one power each?’ Nel was still processing everything Harold had said.

‘Two at most,’ Harold replied.

Gwen was piecing things together too. There was one part that didn’t quite fit. ‘If you’re a big, scary, indestructible vampire/bear, why did you have to keep moving us? I mean, Driath is on Ethra, right?’

‘We’re not the only magical creatures on Earth,’ said Harold. ‘I didn’t want to attract too much attention to ourselves. It was best that we kept on the move to keep them off our scent.’

Rain sniffed under her arm. ‘We smell?’

‘There are vampire trackers with the ability to track the scent of any creature.’

Gwen sat cross-legged on the floor in front of them. ‘So you don’t know if she’s here or not, do you?’

They all looked at their father curiously.

‘I don’t think she’s here, not yet. It’s very difficult travelling between our worlds. Usually, portals appear at will. The only creatures Driath has been able to send through are ghosts, or those made of water – non-solid beings. But many have died trying. Driath would never risk coming herself until she knew it was safe to do so.’

‘How did we get through then?’ asked Gwen.

‘A powerful wizard named Orthius opened a portal for us,’ Harold replied.

‘And Driath hasn’t found a way to get through yet?’ Nel asked.

‘So she could give up?’ Rain said hopefully.

‘Draith doesn’t give up,’ Gwen whispered.

‘No,’ Harold agreed. ‘Driath won’t give up.’ He squirmed a little under their gaze, searching for the right words. ‘Professor Reginald thinks Driath and her army have never given up their quest to find and kill you. I have to agree with him.’

‘Who’s Professor Reginald?’ Gwen asked.

‘Professor Reginald has been our family’s teacher for the last five hundred years. He’s been living in the trunk,’ Harold answered.

‘The big trunk with the chunky lock that we’ve dragged with us everywhere? He lives in that? That’s awful,’ Rain said.

‘And cruel, Dad. Does he ever come out?’ Nel asked.

Their father laughed. ‘Well, he’s not really a person at present. A scroll, a mirror and a book are just some of the forms he has taken. It’s part of his duty to us.’

Gwen looked suspiciously at the objects around the room: the packed books, the dusty globe in the corner. Could any of these things be Professor Reginald? ‘So he was a person once?’

‘He was. In fact, he is one of your relatives. Five hundred years ago Professor Reginald broke the code of magic, and as punishment he was sentenced to a thousand years as the family teacher.’

Rain bit her lip. ‘What did he do to deserve that?’

‘The woman he loved died and he tried to use magic to bring her back.’

‘That’s so sad,’ Nel replied.

‘And he’s going to teach us?’ Rain asked.

‘Yes,’ Harold replied. ‘He was your mother’s teacher and now he will be yours.’

‘He knew Mum?’ Rain asked.

Harold nodded sadly.

Gwen wondered if he would talk about her now. She could hear her sisters thinking the same thing.

‘Your mother was a great student, so talented. Professor Reginald won’t admit it, but she was his favourite.’ Harold sighed. ‘He will be able to help you fight Driath.’

‘So if Driath isn’t here on Earth, who is after us?’ Gwen said worriedly.

‘Her supporters,’ Harold replied.

Rain turned white. ‘How do you know that?’

‘The lockets,’ Harold said, holding Rain’s between his fingers. ‘Your mother charmed them to keep you safe. They’ve woken up. That means someone is here. Loriana knew what she was doing.’

Gwen had never heard her father say her mother’s name before. ‘You’ve never said anything about her before.’

‘Then it’s time for the truth. The whole truth.’ Harold sat on the couch, and the girls huddled around him.

Until now, he had only ever told them three things about their mother. One: she loved them dearly. Two: that she was now gone. And three: there was nothing else to be said on the matter.

He cleared his throat. ‘I could never tell you much before, because in doing so, it would have left so much more to tell. But now, you know the truth, and it’s time you knew the truth about your mother too. She was lost soon after your birth, just as I have always told you. The only thing I did not say was that she was not lost here on Earth. We were being chased by Driath’s army and your mum stayed to block their way so we could escape to this world and keep you safe.’

‘Because of the prophecy?’ Gwen asked nervously.

‘It was a prophecy made by Orthius. He was the oldest and wisest among us and he saw you three in a vision not long before he died. He sent his apprentice, Antice, to warn us. He told your mum and I that you were all in great danger and that we must flee immediately because Driath was after you. He started to tell us the prophecy but before he could finish we were attacked.’

Gwen frowned. ‘What did he tell you?’

‘That you’re all a threat to Driath, that one of you would acquire the only elemental power she is missing and that you would be her downfall.’

‘What’s an elemental power? Gwen can sense things, but what good is that in a fight? And Nel and I can’t do anything at all,’ Rain said.

‘Which power is Driath missing?’ Gwen wanted to know.

‘The power of water,’ Harold replied. ‘But it’s impossible for you to get that power now. At least it should be,’ he added.

Rain was confused. ‘What?’

‘The only way the elemental powers have been handed on in the past was from elder to elder. As an elder died, his or her power flowed into the new elder. But Driath found a way to steal the power from its rightful owner. Then Orthius prophesied that a person would be born with the powers – a prophecy that has put your lives in danger.’

‘So you think one of us might have the power?’ Gwen asked.

Harold nodded.

Nel gulped. ‘But you’re not sure?’

‘No,’ said Harold.

‘So Driath might not want to kill us?’ Rain said hopefully.

‘I wish it were that simple . . .’ Harold’s voice trailed off. ‘She goes to extremes for what she wants.’

Nel shook her head. ‘Driath has killed for her powers, hasn’t she?’

‘Yes, and that’s why your mum and I had to protect you. It’s what your mum died for.’

Rain leaned against her father fearfully.

Nel bit her lip. ‘So you didn’t see her die. She could still be alive?’

‘No, honey, Driath keeps no prisoners. I’m afraid your mum is gone. My lovely Loriana is gone,’ Harold said sadly, pulling them in closer.

A tear ran down Nel’s cheek. ‘I wish we had known her.’

Rain nodded miserably as tears fell from her eyes.

Gwen felt her throat tighten. ‘Even for just a second.’

‘You don’t need to.’ Harold’s voice was breaking. ‘She’s inside each of you. She was so beautiful and bright, just like all of you. That is why she stayed behind to protect you. Her powers were much stronger than mine and I had no hope of holding them off. I will always regret that it wasn’t me who stayed behind, so you could have known your mother.’

‘We love you. We’re just grateful to have you, Dad, and each other,’ Nel replied, holding her father tighter. Even Jed waddled closer and snuggled up to Harold with his wet black nose.

And then they all wept, allowing the sadness they had held on to for thirteen years to engulf them completely.

After a while, Gwen sat up. She swallowed hard, her throat dry from crying and her eyes red and raw, and looked up at her father with new-found admiration. He hadn’t been mad for moving them. He had been trying to save their lives.

‘Thank you, Dad, for keeping us safe,’ Gwen said. ‘We’re alive because of you.’

Harold smiled sadly. ‘I think Professor Reginald had a lot to do with that. He always sensed the imminent danger. I think Driath has been trying to find you for a long time. Only now we can’t move again or social services will take you. Now, we have to stand our ground.’

‘And we will,’ Nel answered.

Harold walked over to the bookcase. ‘I think it’s time for you to meet Professor Reginald.’

Harold ran his fingers over the books on the third shelf. He stopped when he reached a purple velvet book called Ultimate Conversation Stoppers. He tapped it three times and then pushed it in.

The entire bookcase made a groaning sound and then split in half to reveal a huge room.
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Professor Reginald, If You Please

‘Wow! A secret room?’ Rain stared into the space with wide, curious eyes.

‘Every house should have one,’ said Harold, leading the way into the mysterious space.

The sisters stepped into the secret room. It was lit by the warm glow of oil lanterns that were fitted to each wall with intricate black iron castings. There was an antique desk, bookcases filled to overflowing, soft caramel couches and an oriental rug with beautiful red and gold flowers. A brass trunk stood in the centre of the room.

‘How did you manage to bring that when we were escaping from Ethra? It’s so big and heavy,’ Nel said, attempting to lift it up by one of its iron handles.

‘Like this.’ Harold tapped the trunk three times. It began to shake and rattle. And then, in a flash of light, it was no bigger than a 20-cent coin.

Gwen poked it, just to check it was real. ‘Very cool!’

Jed gave the tiny trunk a suspicious sniff.

‘And to make it big again?’ Nel asked.

Harold bent down on one knee and waved a single finger over the tiny trunk.

It rattled again, and Harold jumped back as the trunk resumed its full size in a burst of white light.

‘Are you going to show us how to do that too?’ Rain asked, sitting on the trunk.

‘No – well, maybe I’ll show you a few things. But the teaching will be left to Professor Reginald. He is very good, if sometimes a little difficult,’ Harold replied.

Gwen eyed the trunk, worrying thoughts filling her head. Along with Rain and Nel’s thoughts, it was all adding up to one big throbbing headache. The last thing she wanted was another Mr Raple on her back. ‘Difficult?’ she asked.

‘He can come across that way, but Professor Reginald knows what he’s doing. He’s going to make you the most powerful creatures you can be. You just have to give him time.’

‘What about all the other stuff we want to do?’ Rain demanded. ‘Shopping, dancing, dating. How are we going to fit those in now?’

‘And horse riding?’ Nel added.

Harold tapped his finger on the emerald jewel embedded in a unicorn bookend on the shelf. There was a loud wooden bang as the bookcase swung shut, enclosing them all in the secret room. ‘We’ll make it work. You can go to school during the day and then have magic class in the afternoon. I am sure we can spare weekends for the other stuff. But there probably won’t be time for dating!’ He looked at Rain.

Gwen could hear Rain’s brain going into overdrive. That’s not fair. I am not going to miss out on dating and kisses and dances!

Gwen thought her head was going to burst. ‘Rain! Ow! Stop it. Please.’

Harold looked at Gwen with concern.

‘She can read our minds too,’ Nel explained.

Harold glowed with pride. ‘That is a blessed gift, just one part of your seeing power, I am sure.’

‘More like an invasion of privacy,’ Rain argued, crossing her arms.

‘Well, I’m not thrilled about it either. It hurts,’ Gwen said, trying to sort her own thoughts from everyone else’s.

‘It takes practice to turn it off, but you’ll learn how,’ Harold reassured her. ‘Anyway,’ he continued, ‘learning magic can be fun. Professor Reginald demands a lot from his students, but that will make you all the very best you can be.’

‘What form do you think he will take this time?’ Gwen asked, touching the trunk. What could fit in there? she wondered.

‘Perhaps a mirror again?’ Nel offered.

‘Cool,’ Rain declared, pulling a tube of lipgloss from her pocket and applying it with delicate strokes.

‘And there will be symbols,’ Harold added.

‘Symbols?’ Nel asked.

‘Yes, a symbol and stone will appear for each of you. They’ll mark your lockets, creating one powerful amulet. You’ll also learn something about your destiny when they appear, because their meanings will be unique to you. Do you think you’re ready?’ Harold asked as he pulled a small golden key from his pocket to open the trunk’s lock.

Gwen hesitated. Would any of them ever be ready for what came next? She was already disturbed by her new abilities.

Harold turned the key in the lock and the trunk burst open. It was dusty and dark inside, but there was a faint golden glow coming from something in it.

‘Wow!’ Rain squealed, stepping back. ‘It’s a laptop!’

‘Another Henderson, I presume,’ a hoarse voice groaned.

‘Professor Reginald, it is time for you to meet the triplets,’ Harold said, leaning into the trunk.

‘Show me the worst of it,’ Professor Reginald said.

‘What?’ Rain asked.

‘A mirror, girl. I want to see what I am in this lifetime,’ Professor Reginald demanded, his deep voice echoing inside the trunk.

‘There’s one on the bookshelf, Rain,’ said Harold.

Rain found the mirror and held it over the trunk.

‘I can’t see a thing,’ Professor Reginald complained.

Nel carefully reached in and picked up the laptop. Rain held the mirror up to it. Gwen held her breath.

‘No! This is beyond imagining! What am I? What is this? And the colour? Pink. I never!’ Professor Reginald was clearly horrified.

Harold tried to hide his smile. ‘It’s not that bad, Professor Reginald. You’re a laptop. I guess it’s quite fitting in today’s world. Computers are everywhere.’

‘I am not common!’ Professor Reginald said sharply.

‘Of course you aren’t,’ said Harold. ‘Now you must meet the girls properly. This is Gwen, Rain and Nel,’ he said.

The three girls stood before the screen. They had never talked to a laptop before.

‘Hi,’ Gwen said.

‘Professor Reginald, if you please. I am your teacher, after all,’ he replied.

‘Professor Reginald,’ Gwen repeated.

Nel placed Professor Reginald on the desk and tapped his screen. It was completely black.

The sisters stood back and waited to see what would appear.

‘Hello?’ Harold prompted.

The computer shook a little and tiny pink lines of gobbledygook ran across the screen. ‘Give me a moment to try this new and most horrible thing on for size,’ Professor Reginald said.

The screen began to blur a little and bit by bit the image of a fat, middle-aged man with a beard and a bald head appeared on the screen. His beard was wiry and bright orange. Gwen wondered if there were a few double chins hidden beneath its hairy cover. Professor Reginald was wearing a white ruffled shirt with a high collar and a gold-embossed red cape that was tied at the throat with a black cord.

‘Well, here I am,’ he declared.

Harold peered into the screen. ‘How is it? Fit okay?’

‘Appalling. I absolutely loathe this reincarnation. Only man, in his magic-less world, would create such a ridiculous contraption,’ Professor Reginald complained.

Nel carefully ran her finger over his keyboard mouse and double-clicked on an icon that had appeared on the screen. ‘At least you’re connected to the internet. That’s something to be happy about.’

Professor Reginald’s on-screen form attempted to run towards the icon, his belly bulging in every direction as he moved. ‘The internet? What is that? Some confounded trap? How could that be a good thing?’

Gwen and Rain giggled.

‘The internet is a massive online library, which basically means that you will have access to an enormous database of information,’ Harold explained.

‘The internet? Let me try that,’ Professor Reginald said, jumping up and down on the screen. His picture disappeared and in its place the Yahoo homepage appeared.

‘You’re surfing!’ Rain said happily.

‘Surfing? What do you mean, surfing,?’ Professor Reginald’s voice replied sourly.

‘You know, surfing the web,’ Rain replied, typing teen vogue into his search engine.

‘No, actually, I don’t think he does,’ Nel answered.

‘Earth is a strange place, Professor Reginald – I myself am still exploring that language. Surfing used in this instance means exploring the internet,’ Harold told him.

‘I see,’ Professor Reginald replied, reappearing alongside some thin young women who were modelling their bikinis in the shallow waters of a beach. Professor Reginald poked them, trying to get them to move out of his way. The models screamed and ran off in horror.

‘Well at least this gives me a tool I can use to research this world and find out more about the dangers that reside here. Aunt Sylvie has been helpful, but I suspect this will speed up some of our inquiries.’

‘She’s been helping you all this time?’ Gwen asked. ‘How? You’ve been a trunk.’

Professor Reginald grumbled. ‘Aunt Sylvie is gifted. She is able to communicate with anything, from anywhere in the world.’

‘Speaking of Aunt Sylvie, is she really related to us?’ Nel asked.

‘She is magical, though not of our blood. Sylvie’s family stayed with some other foolish magic creatures on Earth when most magical people left for Ethra long ago,’ Professor Reginald explained, sitting down on the sand on the screen.

‘And Molly?’ Gwen had so many questions she could hardly decide which to ask next.

‘We think she’s from Ethra too. She came through a portal and Sylvie had a vision of her arriving here on Earth and rescued her. Found her a home,’ Harold replied.

Gwen nodded. A single question popped into her head, more important than any other. ‘Could you show us what our mother looked like?’

‘Yes,’ Professor Reginald replied, after which half the screen filled with an image of Loriana. She was smiling, her red hair flying in the wind and her green eyes glowing brightly.

Rain reached out to touch the image and Professor Reginald coughed uncomfortably. ‘Let me fix that,’ he said, and then with a wave of his hand their mother was in the room with them.

She looked almost real, except that they could see through her. She stood in the middle of the room. Gwen’s heart lurched. The truth hit hard and tore at her insides. The woman in front of her was a stranger. Gwen didn’t know her. She would never know her. Gwen wished she could know the simple things. What her mother’s voice had sounded like, what had made her laugh, how she had walked. But she knew she would never know those things. This ghostly figure would be all she could have.

‘Would you like to hear her voice?’ Harold asked.

Gwen looked up in surprise. The girls nodded.

Professor Reginald clicked his fingers and the picture of their mother changed in front of their eyes. She aged a little and her belly grew. Her cheeks were flushed and happy. She stroked her stomach gently. ‘I know exactly what I will name them. Rain, for she will be sent from the heavens; Nel, for she will be fair and true and above all things kind; and Gwen, for she will have spirit and bravery like none before her.’

‘She was beautiful,’ Rain said softly.

Gwen gripped her fingers into tight fists. Was. Would that loss ever stop ripping her apart? Gwen’s lips clamped down hard. This was Driath’s fault. If she hadn’t gone after them, their mother would still be alive. Not a magical projection but a real live woman. Here. If it took her last breath, Gwen promised herself that she would make Driath pay. Somehow.

‘Just like my girls,’ Harold said proudly.

The family stared in silence at her image for a few minutes more, wondering what life might have been like with their mother in it.

‘Let me do something for you,’ Professor Reginald offered. ‘Open your lockets for me.’

The triplets did as they were told. Professor Reginald waved his hand. ‘Captura.’

The image of their mother dissolved into particles of coloured light. They flew at speed into each locket. Once safely inside, the lockets shut with a snap.

Professor Reginald’s face softened. ‘If you miss your mother, you can open your lockets and see her. She’ll always be with you.’

Nel pressed the locket against her heart. ‘Thank you.’

‘Yes, thank you, Professor, that was very good of you,’ said Harold.

Professor Reginald blushed. ‘So what other questions do you have for me?’

‘Why did all the magical people leave Earth?’ Rain asked.

‘It’s too hot,’ Professor Reginald complained, wiping the sweat off his glistening bald head.

Rain looked confused. ‘They left because they didn’t like the weather?’

‘No. I’m hot,’ the professor said.

Nel called up the search engine and keyed in snow resorts.

Soon, Professor Reginald was lodged on a huge red velvet sofa in a room not unlike the study they were currently standing in. He smiled contentedly. ‘That’s better. They left because of the witch hunts, vampire persecution . . . we were always being hounded by humans. They made up horrible lies about us and so we chose to move on to a better place. Unfortunately, in order to keep you girls safe, we ended up here. Personally I think the danger is worse on Earth, because magic is hidden. How do we know who is our ally and who is not?’

It was at that very moment that something became apparent to Gwen. Every book her father had written had a magical theme. There had been books about werewolves, vampires, Big Foot and the yeti. She looked up at her father. ‘So it’s true, everything you wrote about in your books?’

‘It was. You see, I needed to earn a living here and I thought I should write about something I knew,’ Harold said.

‘So werewolves, Big Foot, the Loch Ness Monster – all of these things exist too?’ Nel asked.

‘They do, although not nearly as many as those found on Ethra. It’s been sad these past thirteen years, meeting all the magical beings left behind on Earth,’ Harold explained.

Professor Reginald flicked his hand and all kinds of mythological and magical creatures began to appear in the room. A hairy Big Foot munching on an apple, a werewolf cutting his nails, a merman reading a magazine called Big Sea Catch, and a tiny little leprechaun clutching his pot of gold tightly.

They looked more solid than their mother had. Rain poked the werewolf and he poked her back.

‘Ow!’ Rain rubbed her arm. ‘That hurt!’

These creatures were real, more real than her mother, Gwen decided. She supposed this was because their mother wasn’t here anymore. Again, sadness flooded through her. Gwen wondered if her magic powers could help her bring down Driath. But what could a sixth sense do to fight a witch who threw fireballs? Still, witches could cast spells and do all sorts of magical things, so maybe there was a potion or a charm that would bring down that witch.

Gwen’s train of thought deteriorated under the weight of her sisters’ thoughts. Nel was curious about what power she had, while Rain was the opposite – she wanted nothing to do with magic. Gwen was really surprised. Of all of them she thought Rain would have loved to have a special power the most.

‘Let me get this straight, Dad – while we were at school you were hanging out with werewolves?’ Rain scrunched up her nose, disgusted at the idea.

Big Foot threw his apple core at Professor Reginald. ‘Can I go now?’ he asked grumpily.

Professor Reginald clicked his fingers and they all disappeared.

‘They helped me understand this world a little more. After all, their families have been here all along,’ Harold replied.

‘Do you speak werewolf?’ Nel asked excitedly.

Harold looked amused. ‘They can speak the same language as us. It’s just that most of us don’t listen to what they have to say.’

‘I so have to try that!’ Nel jumped up. ‘Dad, do you think I could talk to werewolves?’

‘Because you are Ethran, you should be able to,’ Harold said.

‘Do all animals talk then?’ Rain asked, peering at Jed who was curled in a ball on the floor, snoring.

‘Of course they do. In Ethra every animal speaks,’ Harold explained.

Rain scratched the back of Jed’s head. ‘Do you understand me?’

Jed looked annoyed at having been woken up and curled back up to sleep.

‘Can you understand him?’ Nel asked, patting Jed gently.

Harold shook his head. ‘I can’t talk to the animals on Earth.’

‘What about Aunt Sylvie?’ Gwen interrupted. ‘Can you tell us about her?’

This time the room filled with Aunt Sylvies. They were almost identical: Aunt Sylvie with her thick grey hair in a practical long plait over her shoulder, wearing khaki from top to toe and carrying a water bottle in one hand; climbing a mountain, rafting down rapids or parachuting out of a plane in one remote location after another.

‘She’s pretty, um . . . ’ Gwen ducked out of the way of the falling parachute. ‘. . . out there.’

‘Yes, without a doubt,’ Harold answered. ‘But she’s the one who had a vision that we were coming and met us on the other side of the portal.’

‘Is she a witch like me?’ Gwen asked.

Professor Reginald clapped his hands and all of the Aunt Sylvies instantly dissolved.

Harold smiled softly. ‘She is a morph. She has a combination of powers, though her dominant powers are witch-based. Her visions have helped us stay safe. She sees things before they happen. A bit like you did this morning, Gwen. When we arrived Aunt Sylvie gave us money and contacts, and helped me learn about this world – this strange place that only exists as part of a children’s fairytale in Ethra.’

‘A children’s fairytale?’ Nel was confused.

‘I’ll show them,’ Professor Reginald said. He waved his hands and the room filled with young witches and vampires being attacked by men and women with pitchforks. ‘See?’

The men and woman tried to round up the sisters too. Rain screamed. ‘Stop!’

Professor Reginald sighed and clicked his fingers and the people were gone.

Nel put an arm around Rain, who was still shaken. Gwen was frustrated. Professor Reginald didn’t have to frighten them to make his point.

‘You didn’t have to scare us!’ she grumbled.

Professor Reginald glowered at Gwen. ‘You should be scared.’

‘Gwen, girls,’ Harold paused. ‘Professor Reginald is just trying to do his job. Sometimes he takes it a little too far.’

Professor Reginald crossed his arms gruffly, but said nothing.

‘On Ethra it is a terrible thing to imagine being without magic, so in our children’s fairytales we tell of frightening places where beings called humans live in a world without magic. It was only when we arrived here that I realised it really existed and that our people originally came from Earth,’ Harold explained.

‘And we’re here, suffering in this horrible place. The time is coming for us to work out how to get back home to Ethra. For now we can protect you properly there with the rest of the family. Running away is no longer acceptable,’ Professor Reginald said.

‘Go home?’ said Gwen. Earth wasn’t home. Every new truth suddenly hit her. She wasn’t human. She was a witch. Gwen wondered what was going to happen to them next.

Rain trembled. Gwen could tell that the idea of going to some place she did not know or understand scared her. ‘But Earth is our home. What about our lives here?’

‘What?’ Professor Reginald barked, his face turning red.

‘So we’re supposed to give up everything for this world we don’t even know?’ Rain could hardly finish the sentence.

Gwen’s head throbbed. Nel’s fears were the same as Rain’s. They were both scared of giving up their life and dreams here. But Gwen wanted to see this new world. Why shouldn’t they leave Earth? Nothing was keeping them here. How could Rain be upset at giving up a career as a fashion designer when she could be a vampire?

‘Are you mad?’ asked the professor. ‘You’ve got a magical world waiting for you and you want to stay in this place?’

Gwen was a little unnerved that she and Professor Reginald were thinking the same thing.

Harold was more understanding. ‘Well, there’s no reason why you can’t come back here, but first we need to make sure that Ethra and our people are safe. Who knows what else Driath has done to our world.’

‘That should be their only priority. The rest is ridiculous,’ Professor Reginald stated.

Nel stood up and started pacing the room. ‘Is there no one else who can do this? We’re only thirteen. How can we save an entire world?’

‘It is your destiny, you cannot fight it,’ Professor Reginald declared.

‘But we’ve been safe here on Earth,’ Rain argued. ‘They’ve left us alone so far.’

Professor Reginald was positively purple. ‘Your lockets were a warning!’

‘Calm down, everyone,’ Harold begged. ‘We don’t have a choice now. We tried to stay out of it. Now we have to fight.’

‘But one day we’ll have to go to Ethra, won’t we?’ Nel wanted to know. ‘But how? You said it’s almost impossible.’

Harold stood up. ‘Yes, we will. And that is something I have been trying to work out for some time.’

‘Aunt Sylvie has had another dream about a portal key and has gone to see if she can find it,’ Professor Reginald answered.

Rain’s misery washed through Gwen. ‘So we’re going to Ethra?’

‘Yes,’ Harold replied. ‘Professor, show them how beautiful it is.’

Professor Reginald obliged. Soon the girls were no longer standing in the study. The walls, floor and furniture faded away. They were sitting on a cloud, flying high above a green field. Their hair streamed behind them in the wind as they soared across massive valleys in which unicorns ran.

Gwen was astonished. Ethra was more amazing than anything she could have imagined. An enormous castle perched on the point of a mountain. Dragons slept in the sun at the top of wondrous giant trees and tiny fairies surrounded them, their transparent wings sparkling.

Professor Reginald slowed the cloud to a stop. ‘This is your true home. Not Earth. This is how it was. Once.’

The fairies sat among the soft folds of the clouds and leant against the sisters. They began to sing a gentle melody. Their voices were angelic and it made their sad song more touching.

‘What are they singing about?’ Gwen asked.

Gwen couldn’t read the look on her father’s face. His lips twisted. Was that pain? Anger? Loss? ‘The Missing Song,’ he said.

‘What is the Missing Song?’ Rain whispered.

‘It is a song in the Old Tongue. It is sung when someone or something precious has been lost forever.’

Nel sighed. It was hard not to fall in love with this place and its people. ‘So how do we get back here? Can’t we go through the portal we used before?’

‘I’ve tried but it wouldn’t work again,’ Harold replied. ‘So now we have to find another one to get home.’

‘And until we find a way home, we need to keep you safe. Magic draws magic. Now that Gwen’s powers are active, Driath’s supporters will be able to trace any powers she uses outside this protected house,’ Professor Reginald explained. ‘If we don’t succeed, then Earth too may look like this.’

The sky began to turn black and the fairies screamed and vanished. The once healthy trees shrivelled and the dragons became bones in the mud. It began to pour, and the rain was icy cold.

‘This is what our world looks like now,’ said Harold sadly.

He held his daughters close. They were soaking wet and shaking with cold. ‘Time to go home.’

‘Not yet,’ Professor Reginald said. ‘They have to see one more thing.’

The ground beneath them shook and on the horizon there appeared an army as far as the eye could see. They were as tiny as ants at that distance, but the roar of their march was deafening. They destroyed everything in their path. Gwen couldn’t make out their faces at first, just their shapes. There were giants, elves, vampires, witches and warlocks. All wore cloaks which covered them completely. It was only as they drew closer that Gwen could see what was underneath. All the faces looked the same. Flat, expressionless. Without life.

‘This is what you are up against,’ said the professor.

Rain hid her face in Harold’s chest.

‘Enough,’ Harold sighed.

Professor Reginald nodded and soon they were back in the study. The girls were dry again, though Rain was still shaking.

Harold held her tightly. ‘It’s going to be okay.’

‘You don’t know that. Not with those things – ’ Rain spat the last words, ‘– after us.’

Gwen frowned. ‘They’re not who we should be afraid of.’

Rain glared at Gwen. ‘Who should we be afraid of then?’

A chill ran down Gwen’s spine. ‘Driath.’
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They were sipping hot drinks and bombarding their father with questions.

‘So how do you plan on keeping us safe from Driath?’ Rain wanted to know.

‘Professor Reginald cast a protection spell last night, but he’ll cast another spell on the house tonight. Nothing evil should be able to pass through these walls.’ Harold tapped the brick wall next to him.

Rain looked around nervously. ‘Should be able to pass through?’

‘I hope it will hold,’ Professor Reginald replied. ‘But the truth is unless we know exactly what is after you I can only cast general spells. Your lockets are your best defence. And their combined power is the strongest. So stay close to each other.’

‘Do you have a locket too, Dad?’ asked Gwen.

Their father reached into his vest pocket and pulled out his silver fob watch.

‘Not one as powerful as yours, but I do have this,’ he replied, opening it. Inside was a clock, but like none Gwen had ever seen. Its numbers floated into the air and its arrows pointed randomly from one number to the next without actually telling the time. A white stone with tan stripes ran circles around the numbers.

Gwen wasn’t impressed. ‘That doesn’t look very helpful.’

‘It’s been like this since we got here,’ Harold explained.

‘What does your stone mean?’ Nel asked.

‘My stone is an agate. It’s a protecting and healing stone. It increases courage and energy,’ Harold answered as he closed the watch. The numbers, arrows and stone were sucked back inside just in time.

‘Has it been warning you of danger?’ Gwen asked.

‘No, it hasn’t really done much since we’ve been here – but now, with your powers becoming active, maybe it will start to work again,’ Harold said hopefully.

‘Unlikely,’ Professor Reginald said. ‘Now, girls, are you ready for your lockets to be marked with your symbols? They’re inside the trunk.’

‘I guess so,’ Gwen shrugged.

Nel peered into the trunk. ‘I don’t see anything in there.’

‘You have to perform a simple spell to call them to you,’ Professor Reginald explained. ‘All you need to do is tap the trunk three times with the tips of your fingers, say Revlere, and the trunk will give you a special stone and engrave a symbol onto each of your lockets.’

Gwen stuck her head inside the trunk. It seemed to be bottomless and its blackness went on forever.

Nel and Rain stood beside her, looking as nervous as her, and thinking the same worrying thoughts. Or was she thinking their thoughts? Gwen’s head hurt just thinking about who was thinking what.

‘Rev what?’ Rain asked.

Professor Reginald floated off the desk and turned to face them. He shook his pudgy finger at them. ‘Revlere. This trunk is enchanted. It will only respond to your voice for this task.’

Gwen took a deep breath. ‘Revlere.’ Nel and Rain did the same. Nothing happened.

‘Try it again, but with gusto!’ Professor Reginald suggested.

‘Revlere!’ Gwen shouted as she tapped her fingers on the trunk three times. Nel and Rain copied her. Still nothing.

‘There’s nothing in there.’ Gwen wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved.

‘They’ll come to you, just wait,’ Harold said.

And then Gwen saw something; a faint yellowish glow from deep inside the trunk, accompanied by a strange humming sound.

‘Something is happening!’ Rain hid behind Nel.

The yellowish glow broke off into three circles and the colour in each grew more intense, until they were three small suns the size of tea saucers. The circles floated out of the trunk, one coming towards her, another going to Nel and the last one to Rain. They began to circle them slowly.

‘Dad?’ Rain said uncomfortably, taking a step back.

‘It’s okay, Rain. It’s just deciding what to give you,’ Harold reassured her.

The glowing spheres stopped at the base of each girl’s throat. Lights shot out of the centre of each circle and flew towards their lockets. The spheres vanished.

Rain picked up her locket and studied it. It had two symbols branded onto it. ‘I’ve got two. I thought we were only supposed to get one?”

‘I’ve got two as well,’ said Gwen.

‘And me,’ added Nel

‘Two?’ Harold asked, rushing over and peering closely at their lockets.

Professor Reginald’s laptop hovered across too. ‘It can’t be!’

‘Why not?’ Gwen asked Professor Reginald.

Professor Reginald’s face filled the entire screen. ‘Only one symbol is ever given.’

‘It is a rare honour, then, for each of you to have two,’ Harold said happily, holding Gwen’s locket between his fingers.

‘We’ll see,’ Professor Reginald said darkly, floating away from Gwen and moving towards Rain and Nel to verify that they also had two symbols on their lockets.

The girls studied the mysterious signs on their lockets.

‘What is this one?’ Nel pointed to the star-shaped sign on her own locket.

Gwen squinted at the symbol. ‘I’ve got that one as well.’

‘Me too,’ Rain said quietly.

‘That’s a pentagram, obviously.’ Professor Reginald rolled his eyes. ‘It’s a five-pointed star that symbolises the five elements: earth, air, fire, water and spirit.’

Rain grimaced. She wanted nothing to do with the elements if that was what Driath wanted. Gwen had to agree with Rain’s thoughts. How could this be a good thing?

‘You’ve each got a second symbol too. Do you recognise them?’ Professor Reginald asked.

‘I have a unicorn, with pale pink stones as its eyes,’ Nel answered.

Rain held hers up. ‘I have a sort of cross with a circle at the top. And at its centre there is a silvery stone with a rainbow shimmer.’

‘I’ve got a flower with lots of pointy petals and a black stone in it,’ Gwen answered as she held her locket. It was still warm. ‘Do you know what my symbol stands for?’

Professor Reginald smiled. ‘I’m glad you asked that.’
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5
You’re Being Watched

The following day, Harold reluctantly drove the girls to school.

Gwen listened to his internal battle.

Should we move again? No, that won’t work. I could take them back to the house right now. Maybe I could hide them? But where? Some kind of spell perhaps? We could create replicas of them and send them to school. He shook his head. They might melt before the end of school.

Melt? thought Gwen.

Social services. Driath. Social services. Driath.

Harold argued with himself for a long time, then he sighed.

They had arrived at the school.

I can’t leave them.

It took Gwen six full minutes of arguing to get him to even unlock the doors. ‘Dad, you know we have to go to school,’ she said. ‘I could come to school with you,’ he suggested hopefully. Rain showed her teeth. ‘Dad! We’re not in preschool!’

 ‘We have the lockets to protect us,’ said Nel. ‘You said that Professor Reginald was going to charm the school too, and you’re the one who said at breakfast that we have to stop running now. It’s our destiny to fight her.’

I know, it’s just that you’re my girls.

‘We know that we’re your girls,’ Gwen smiled. ‘But we won’t be able to fight Driath if social services take us.’

Harold slumped in his seat. ‘Okay. Go.’

The girls kissed their father on the cheek and then raced out of the car.

Gwen waited until he pulled away.

The morning at school was a complete blur. Science, English and Drama . . . Gwen could hardly remember anything that the teachers had said to her. It was hard enough trying to block out what her sisters were thinking, let alone concentrate on what someone else was saying to her.

She was waiting for something bad to happen. She looked suspiciously at everyone who walked by them. If a teacher’s eyebrow wavered even slightly, Gwen would catch her breath, wondering if they were about to morph into an evil creature.

But nothing happened.

That made Gwen more afraid . . . the not knowing. Not sure who they could trust. Not knowing who she really was.

‘Gwen!’

Gwen looked up. Rain and Nel were practising Rain’s audition routine in the gym. ‘Yes?’

‘Come on, Gwen!’ Rain shouted as she did a backflip into the splits. ‘Join us!’

Gwen shook her head.

Nel turned down the music. ‘You sure? I think it’s a good way to take our minds off everything . . . at least for now.’

Gwen shook her head even harder. The last thing she felt like doing was dancing with her supremely coordinated sisters. As if they could forget how unco she was. As if she could do a backflip splits like that. She’d break a leg – or two!

Rain shrugged and turned the music back up. She tapped her foot three times and again she and Nel went through the complicated two-minute routine.

Gwen watched them for a while, happy at least that while they were focusing on the dance they weren’t filling her head with their thoughts.

When they finished, applause broke out. Gwen turned around, immediately on guard. She hadn’t heard anyone come in.

‘Wow!’ Stephanie cheered as she walked over to them. ‘That was seriously good! I’ve never seen that combo before! A backflip into the splits, it’s amazing. You have to show me how to do that.’

Rain blushed. ‘Thank you.’

‘It’s the truth, you don’t have to thank me for that,’ Stephanie grinned. ‘Nel, tell me you’re auditioning too.’

Nel shrugged. ‘It’s not really my thing.’

‘But the team would be so much better with both of you on it! Gwen, are you just as good as your sisters?’

‘How did you get in here?’ Gwen asked suspiciously. Nel elbowed Gwen, hard.

‘Ow!’ Gwen snapped, then she turned to Stephanie. ‘How did you get in?’

Stephanie looked uncomfortable. ‘Ah . . . through the door?’

‘Like normal people do, Gwen.’ Rain glared at Gwen.

Stephanie frowned. ‘Sorry, did I do something wrong?’

Rain shook her head. ‘Don’t worry about Gwen. She’s just tired.’

‘Yeah, she’s just really tired,’ Nel nodded.

‘Oh.’ Stephanie shrugged. ‘Well in that case you’ll have to say yes.’

‘To what?’ Gwen asked.

‘To joining me for lunch. I organised a special picnic

lunch for you all. A welcome to the school. Our family chef made it for us.’

‘No, thank you,’ Gwen replied.

‘Speak for yourself!’ Rain said. ‘I’m in.’

Nel looked uncertainly between Rain, Gwen and Stephanie for a few moments. ‘I’m in too.’

Gwen scowled.

‘That’s great,’ Stephanie smiled. ‘Sure you don’t want to join us, Gwen?’

‘Absolutely not,’ Gwen said abruptly, before picking up her bag. ‘I’m headed to the library.’

‘But Dad said we should stay together . . .’ Nel started.

Gwen didn’t reply or turn back, but she did slam the gym door behind her – hard.

Traitors!

After school, the girls were in Gwen’s bedroom, lying on her floor. There were still unpacked boxes pushed to the side of the room.Jed was nestled in the small of Nel’s back, staring at the ceiling with his tongue hanging out.

Gwen was trying hard to study but she was still angry at her sisters for spending time with Stephanie.

Rain had completely fallen under Stephanie’s spell and was still thinking about the new dance move that she had taught her at lunch.

‘Can you stop thinking about her?’ Gwen grumbled.

Rain shrugged. ‘Can’t you stop eavesdropping?’

‘I can’t help it!’ snapped Gwen.

‘Stop it, both of you!’ Nel sighed. ‘Professor Reginald expects us to know these chapters by tomorrow morning.’

‘Then why did he only give us the books this afternoon? How am I supposed to learn all of this stuff overnight?’ Gwen complained.

Nel pressed her lips together and didn’t reply.

Gwen propped herself up on her elbows, staring at the books in front of her. She’d already had enough of The History of Amulets and The A to Z of Crystals, and she’d only been reading them for a couple of hours.

Half the battle had been to open the books in the first place.

Of course, Nel had mastered hers already. ‘Try a soft pat, Gwen. Gently, like this.’

And as Nel softly ran her hands over her textbooks, they purred and fell open for her.

Rain wasn’t at all interested in her books but they seemed to like her, flopping open and following her everywhere.

‘Not fair!’ Gwen grumbled. She was doing her best to keep her books happy by stroking them awkwardly and attempting to smile at them. But they just growled back at her.

She sighed. The books were so thick. There was so much to learn. How was she going to bring down Driath with her mind powers? ‘I hope you two get an active power instead of a useless brain one like mine. I mean, what am I supposed to do against a fireball? Will it away?’

Nel propped herself up on her elbows. ‘Why not? After everything that’s already happened it might just be possible.’

‘I hope so,’ Gwen said, frowning. She wasn’t so sure, but she did wish Rain would stop sulking. Her miserable thoughts were driving her crazy. ‘Rain, get over it. You can’t undo this.’

Rain scowled. ‘I didn’t choose any of this.’

‘But it chose us,’ Nel said kindly.

Gwen agreed. ‘We have to work together to fight Driath.’

‘Shouldn’t we be more worried about social services? I mean, if they find out we’re magical freaks they’re going to take us for sure!’ Rain said angrily. ‘What we need to do is stop playing at this magic stuff and Driath’ll leave us alone.’

‘I don’t think Driath will ever give up. She’s been chasing us for thirteen years,’ Nel replied. ‘We don’t have any choices here. We just have to learn this stuff. Fast. And stay under the radar of social services.’

‘Yeah, that sounds really simple,’ Rain said sarcastically as she lifted her nose from the huge book that was purring in front of her. She rested her chin on top of it, and its pages nuzzled her back.

‘It will be,’ Gwen said, lying her head sideways in the pages of her book. It snapped at her, almost catching her nose in it.

Rain glared at her. Don’t lie to me.

‘I’m not.’ Gwen shook her head. Okay, she didn’t completely believe everything was going to be fine, but there had to be some hope, didn’t there? They’d survived thirteen years, so that was something, wasn’t it?

Nel looked up from The History of Symbols. ‘Come on, you two. The longer you fight the longer this is going to take. Professor Reginald wants us to learn about our symbols, so let’s do that. Everything one step at a time.’

‘I can do that,’ Gwen said.

Rain scowled and turned her attention back to her book.

The girls studied in silence for a while and Gwen focused on her own thoughts. It took some effort to block out her sisters, but she was getting better at it. The last thing she wanted now was to listen to Rain’s moaning or Nel’s fears.

Gwen took a deep breath. She was determined to finish her symbol homework and worry about Driath and social services next. Like Nel said, one step at a time. Gwen concentrated on the words in her book.

The pentagram did symbolise the elements, just as Professor Reginald had said, so it made sense that they each had that on their locket. Their destiny was tied to the elements. Gwen tried to interpret what that meant. She supposed in this case the elements related directly to Driath and her obsession with the power of water. It was the only power she was missing.

Gwen paused.

One of Rain’s thoughts jumped into Gwen’s head.

Please let me get no power . . . Please! But if I have to get something, can’t I just get something no one normal will notice, like . . . like? What are some stupid vampire powers? Flying? No. Turning into bats? No. Super night vision? That could work. But would it do something to the shape of my eyes? I like the shape of my eyes.

Gwen blocked her out.

Maybe Rain was right. It was better to do nothing. For a split second Gwen willed herself to believe that, but her gut was screaming at her: There’s a fight coming. Get ready.

Gwen flicked through the pages of the book. They fought against her the whole way, but she finally found the page that had a picture of the other symbol on her locket. It was a lotus. It symbolised life. Life?

Gwen read further. The lotus symbolises a life that springs from the darkness into the light.

‘Gwen!’ Nel grabbed her shoulder.

‘Not now.’ Gwen didn’t even look up.

‘Now!’ Nel shouted.

Gwen sat up. ‘What?’

Nel didn’t say anything else, she just pointed at Rain. Gwen’s reaction was slow, but Jed’s was swift. He bolted under the bed, only his shaking tail visible.

‘What?’ Rain brushed her black hair off her face. ‘What are you staring at?’

Gwen wasn’t sure what to say. Rain’s skin was black – furry black – and her nose had sprouted whiskers. Her clothes were being swallowed up by the fur.

Rain stood up and looked at herself in the mirror on the back of Gwen’s bedroom door. Her mouth opened in horror. A silent scream.

‘I’m sure Professor Reginald can fix this,’ Nel said encouragingly. She stared at Gwen. Say something nice – now.

‘Yeah,’ Gwen mumbled.

Rain looked at her hand. ‘My hand. It’s ticklish.’ And then her hand morphed into a paw with claws.

Gwen tried to make her lips form a smile. Unsuccessfully. ‘Cool.’

Rain opened her mouth to tell Gwen off but a hiss came out instead.

I hate you.

‘It’s going to be okay,’ Nel said. ‘Don’t panic. I’ll get Dad.’

Rain didn’t need to speak. Her cat eyes were black with fury. She was not impressed. With one last shake her body transformed.

‘OMG! You’re a jaguar,’ Gwen said.

Great.

Nel glanced at Gwen. ‘What’s she thinking?’

‘She thinks it’s great.’

‘Really?’ Nel patted Rain. ‘That’s good.’

Rain growled and showed her impressive sharp teeth.

Gwen’s bedroom door creaked open and they saw their father, balancing three huge plates of spaghetti. He dropped the plates as soon as he saw Rain. But they didn’t fall to the ground, they just hovered in front of him.

‘Rain?’ His words were hardly audible. ‘Is that you?’

Rain nodded her Jaguar head.

Harold walked slowly towards her. ‘You’re beautiful.’

I’m a monster.

‘She thinks she’s a monster,’ Gwen translated.

Harold fell to his knees and looked into Rain’s black eyes. ‘You’re not a monster, Rain. You are the first jaguar in our family history. It is a great honour.’

Rain shook her head. A tear ran down her face.

I can’t live like this.

Gwen felt her sister’s pain. ‘She doesn’t want to live like this.’

I want to be me.

‘She wants to be human again.’

Harold nodded. ‘You can turn back. Just see yourself human again.’

I’ll try. Stand back.

Gwen passed on Rain’s instruction and stepped back. Harold and Nel did too.

Rain’s black body began to tremble.

‘That’s it,’ Harold said encouragingly.

At first Rain’s paw turned into a hand, but then it changed back to a paw.

Rain howled.

Harold’s eyes narrowed. ‘Keep focusing.’

I am.

Rain’s anger and effort soon paid off. Her long hair grew out of her head, the claws disappeared and her skin became white again. A few minutes later a very tired Rain was lying on the floor, staring up at them.

Harold picked her up and helped her to the bed. Jed stuck his head out, glad the scary animal had gone. ‘You’re going to be okay.’

‘Sure,’ Rain managed.

Gwen heard her father debate what else he could say, but he said nothing. Gwen could smell the cheese on the pasta. It smelt delicious. Her tummy rumbled loudly.

‘You should have some dinner,’ Harold said.

The spaghetti plates flew towards the girls.

‘More magic?’ Nel gently pushed her plate away from her mouth.

‘Professor Reginald enchanted the house. A side effect is that the kitchen has become rather more interesting,’ Harold shrugged.

Forks and glasses of lemonade suddenly came flying into the bedroom.

A fork dived into Gwen’s pasta. ‘Thanks,’ she said.

Rain shook her head. She wasn’t hungry.

‘Please, eat something,’ Harold pleaded. ‘You need your energy.’

Rain sighed and picked up her fork. It swirled on its own, wrapping as much pasta as it could around itself. Rain opened her mouth and the fork fed her. She swallowed, without really chewing.

‘There is something else you have to have,’ Harold said before whistling.

Gwen swallowed her pasta quickly. ‘What?’

‘It was your birthday yesterday and we missed one very important thing,’ said Harold.

There was big thud on the door and the three-tiered cake pushed its way through.

Nel beamed. ‘Thanks, Dad.’

The candles on the cake lit up.

‘Professor?’ Harold called.

The pink laptop hovered into the room. ‘Present,’ Professor Reginald said.

Their father began a chorus of ‘Happy Birthday’.

‘Happ-Y Birth-DAY,’ the professor sang in a loud voice.

When they had finished singing, Harold kissed each of the girls on the top of the head. ‘I know this has been tough on you,’ he said, ‘but you can do this. Now, make a wish!’

The triplets closed their eyes and made their wishes, before blowing out the candles. The cake sat itself down on the floor and a knife circled and dived into the sponge

‘This is for after their dinner,’ Harold told the knife. It slumped and waited.

‘Aren’t you going to join us?’ Gwen asked.

‘I think not,’ Professor Reginald barked. ‘We have work to do.’

Harold shook his head. ‘I’m afraid I can’t. Enjoy your dinner.’ He tapped his watch. ‘Then straight to bed, okay?’
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Half an hour later, the sisters were in the bathroom getting ready for bed.

Jed was sitting on the tiled floor watching them and scratching the odd flea bite.

Fleas. There are fleas near me.

‘Rain thinks Jed needs a flea bath,’ Gwen said.

‘Don’t speak for me, Gwen,’ Rain said crossly, adding another scoop of green avocado goop to her face. A big drop fell off onto the floor and Jed licked it up greedily.

‘Well, you thought it,’ Gwen declared.

Nel shrugged. ‘He’s clean, I promise.’

‘Rain wants to know what he’s scratching then,’ Gwen teased.

‘Gwen!’ Rain yelled, her green face cracking with anger as the mask set.

‘Jed?’ Nel prompted. ‘You know, Rain, you could be nicer to Jed,’ Nel continued through a mouthful of toothpaste.

‘I am nice to Jed,’ Rain replied. ‘They only know your tone, not what you’re saying. See?’ She demonstrated. ‘Jed, I think you’re a hairy four-legged flea bucket,’ Rain said lovingly as she stroked Jed’s short furry coat.

Jed woofed happily in response, rolled onto his back and lifted his paws in the air.

Rain and Gwen laughed.

Nel frowned. ‘That’s not funny.’

‘Woof, woof, oof,’ Jed replied.

And then Nel excitedly woofed and oofed back at him.

Gwen and Rain looked at each other.

‘Nel, what’s going on?’ Gwen asked.

‘Woof!’ Jed added, standing on his hind legs and giving Nel’s face a big sloppy lick.

‘Eww!’ Rain screwed up her nose.

Jed turned and gave Rain an angry glare.

‘He understood me. He actually understood me,’ Nel replied.

Jed nodded, his long ears flapping up and down.

‘Jed understood you?’ Rain asked as she washed off her mask with a warm flannel.

‘I told him what you said,’ Nel replied.

Gwen laughed. ‘You can speak to animals?’

‘Prove it,’ Rain demanded. ‘Tell Jed to do something.’

Nel crossed her arms defensively. ‘Fine.’ She then knelt on the tiled floor, lifted up Jed’s long ear and woofed some instructions.

Jed wagged his tail and gave Gwen and Rain a suspicious look before leaving the bathroom with his tail in the air.

Moments later he was back with something in his mouth. He dropped it on the floor. Gwen leant over for a closer inspection. It was Rain’s eye mask, with dog drool all over it.

Rain screamed. ‘Yuck! How am I supposed to use that now?’

Nel laughed and gave Jed more instructions in woofs. He wagged his tail and put the mask into the washing basket.

‘Satisfied?’ Nel asked.

‘No,’ Rain grumbled, as she picked up her brush and began her regular night-time strokes. ‘I don’t understand why I had to get the freakish power.’

‘Turning into a jaguar isn’t freaky, Rain. It’s cool,’ said Nel.

‘Then you can have it,’ Rain frowned.

‘You’ll get wrinkles if you keep looking like that,’ Gwen said, giving Jed an affectionate scratch behind the ears.

Rain stopped frowning and applied a bedtime jasmine cream to her flawless skin.

‘I guess Professor Reginald will show us how to use our powers to fight tomorrow,’ Nel said.

‘I don’t know, maybe, but what are any of us going to be able to learn at five thirty? It’s way too early,’ Gwen replied.

‘What about my audition practise?’ Rain asked. ‘The dance tryouts are only a week away.’

Gwen sighed. Is that all Rain could talk about after everything that had happened?

‘Perhaps we can practise after detention?’ Nel suggested.

‘I forgot all about our detention,’ Gwen groaned. She stretched her arms and yawned, catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror – and a shadow. She stepped back against the wall, pulling Rain quickly away from the mirror.

‘What is it?’ Rain asked.

Jed jumped up and barked angrily at the mirror.

‘Jed can smell someone in the room,’ Nel said.

Gwen nodded. ‘I saw something.’

‘Our lockets!’ Rain cried. ‘They’re glowing!’

Inside the mirror Gwen could see only their scared faces looking back. She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to block out Nel and Rain’s thoughts and the sound of Jed barking wildly.

A second later, Gwen opened her eyes again and stared hard at the glass, daring whatever it was to show itself. And then she saw it clearly. It was a thick black shadow and it was on the other side of the mirror, staring at the sisters.

‘Can you see it?’ Gwen whispered. Nel and Rain stood on either side of her, too scared to move.

‘No,’ Nel whispered back.

Get out of here.

Gwen flinched. ‘Did anyone hear a woman’s voice?’

Rain and Nel shook their heads.

Gwen wondered if Driath had found them. Could this be her? But the voice in her head sounded different.

‘What do you see?’ Rain asked, pressing her back hard against the wall behind them.

A long lean arm reached out of the mirror towards them. ‘We have to get out of here!’ Gwen yelled. But she was too late. The hand grasped her. Its grip was tight and cold on her skin, and the fine hairs on her arms prickled.

Rain and Nel screamed, trying to hold Gwen as she was pulled towards the mirror.

Gwen felt her hand going through the glass. Her fingers were losing all sensation. She shivered wildly as her heart raced.

‘Pull harder!’ Nel shouted at Rain.

Rain tightened her arms around Gwen and pulled with all her strength.

Gwen pushed her feet against the sink, trying to help.

‘Mine!’ the thing screeched as the mirror rippled and cracked.

‘NO!’ the sisters shouted together.

And with that command their three lockets opened and pulled towards one another with a burst of brilliant white light, tossing the girls and Jed high into the air.

‘No!’ the creature hollered as it lost its grip on Gwen. A piercing cry erupted as the cracked mirror shuddered and broke into tiny pieces.

The sisters’ lockets pulled apart and closed, extinguishing all the light in the room.

Gwen hit the ceiling with a hard jolt, and fell to the ground.

In the darkness, it took her a moment to focus. Nel and Jed were lying on the ground next to her.

‘Where’s Rain?’ Gwen asked, panic-stricken.

‘A little help, please,’ Rain’s voice came from above.

Gwen looked up and saw Rain floating near the ceiling.

‘Are you okay?’ Gwen asked.

‘You can fly,’ Nel said, her mouth agape.

‘Great,’ Rain sighed. ‘I’m the double freak! I mean, look at these wings!’

Nel and Gwen stood up on the bench and reached up to grab hold of Rain. With a bit of effort they brought her to the ground. Jed licked her happily.

Rain brushed herself down but her black-feathered wings were shaking. She closed her eyes and in the next instant the wings were gone.

‘What was that?’ Gwen asked her sisters seriously.

‘I don’t know,’ Nel said quietly.

‘Whatever it was, it’s gone,’ Gwen said.

‘For now,’ Rain added.

Gwen called out carefully from the bathroom. ‘Dad?’

There was no answer.

‘Dad!’ Gwen called again, louder. She made her way, feeling with her hands, to the door.

Rain and Nel peered out behind her.

‘I don’t like this,’ Rain said.

‘Follow me,’ said Gwen, trying to sound more confident than she really felt.

She stepped out into the corridor. The floorboards creaked a little under her weight and Gwen grimaced. Rain, Nel and Jed followed behind her.

‘Dad?’ Gwen called again. She looked at Nel and Rain worriedly. The pitter-pat of Jed’s paws was the only sound in the darkness.

‘Girls?’ Harold replied from downstairs. ‘Are you okay?’

‘We’re coming,’ Gwen said as they made their way carefully down the wooden stairs and into the living room.

Their father stood still in the moonlight. Gwen could see that the giant mirror in the living room had shattered too. There were fragments of glass all around the room.

‘What just happened?’ Rain asked.

‘They’ve found us,’ he said grimly. ‘Our protection spells have failed to stop them.’

Gwen gripped her locket hopefully. ‘Our lockets stopped it.’

Nel stepped cautiously around the broken glass. ‘What do we do?’

‘Fight,’ Harold replied.

‘We’re no match for whatever that was,’ Rain said, staring through the window at the quiet street outside.

Their father spread some old newspaper on the floor, and began to stack pieces of the broken glass on it. ‘You will be.’

Gwen noticed that he was clasping one of his hands and that a small drop of blood had fallen on the Persian carpet.

‘Dad, what happened to your hand?’ Gwen asked, reaching for it.

He stepped back, holding his injured hand. ‘They won’t give up.’

‘Show us,’ Rain said, peering at her father’s closed fist.

‘You can read it, I won’t hide anything from you anymore,’ Harold replied as he unfolded his fingers.

Gwen covered her mouth in horror. Inside her father’s hand was a message. It started in his palm and ran up his arm. Each tiny scratched word was cut into the surface of his pale skin.

Save your other daughters. Give me the one with the power I seek.

‘How did they do that to you?’ Gwen asked.

‘It brushed over me before disappearing. This is what it left.’ Harold grimaced.

Gwen stared at the terrifying message, her heart racing. ‘What do they mean?’

‘They only want one of us?’ Rain asked.

Gwen read relief in Rain’s thoughts, followed by guilt and fear. She was scared they were after her.

Harold shook his head. ‘They’re not having any of you.’

‘There’s something I need to tell you,’ Nel said, wondering if the power she had or the new power Rain had would help at all.

‘What?’ said Harold.

‘I can talk to animals, well, Jed, anyway.’ Nel paused. ‘So maybe other animals too.’

‘That’s wonderful,’ Harold smiled.

‘And . . .’ Nel stopped.

‘There’s an and?’ Gwen could tell Harold didn’t like the sound of that.

Nel’s eyes pleaded with Rain. She didn’t want to be the one to tell him. Gwen saved them both the effort. ‘Rain has another power. She can fly, she even has wings!’

‘What?’ Harold caught his reaction too late. ‘I mean, that’s wonderful too.’

‘See, I am the freak. I was only supposed to get one,’ Rain sulked.

‘No, this is good. Two active powers. It means you can fight,’ Harold replied.

Rain wasn’t happy about that. ‘Great.’

Another drop of blood fell from their father’s hand onto the carpet.

‘I’ll get a towel,’ Nel suggested.

‘There’s no need,’ Harold said. ‘See?’

As they watched, the words in his arms healed. In just a few moments his skin looked as if nothing had ever happened.

‘But?’ Rain asked.

‘We’re vampires. We heal faster than most,’ Harold answered.

‘I heard the crash! Is everyone here? Is everyone okay?’ Professor Reginald asked, flying into the room. His laptop was smashed and he was missing some of his keys.

‘What happened to you?’ Harold asked.

Professor Reginald’s cheeks were bright red and his eyes wide. ‘Something knocked me out as I tried to get here,’ he explained. Then he saw their faces and his expression clouded. ‘Oh, no. You’d better tell me what has happened.’
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6
So NOT Normal

The Henderson family stared into the fire, allowing the heat from the flames to warm them. An hour had passed since the attack, but Gwen’s heart was still racing.

She rubbed her arms, trying to shake off the icy feeling that was in her bones. She was terrified of what could happen next. How could they possibly fight that thing?

‘Hot chocolate!’ Harold said decisively from his armchair by the fireplace. ‘That’s what we need.’

The triplets nodded from the floral sofa. Gwen could hear her sisters’ worried thoughts. Nel was scared that she had not been able to see the shadow. Rain kept sneaking looks at their father, and the spot where he had healed so quickly, wondering if her skin would do that too.

‘Hot chocolate is not the solution, Harold. These girls need to learn how to wield their magic!’ Professor Reginald argued as he hovered angrily about their heads.

Harold frowned at Professor Reginald, his lips drawing into a thin line. ‘Hot chocolate first, Professor Reginald,’ he said firmly, before casting a spell. ‘Nahuatl.’ On cue, four floating mugs of steaming hot chocolate appeared.

Gwen carefully took one from the air in front of her and sipped it. The creamy chocolate warmed her immediately.

‘How can we fight this thing?’ she asked, knowing that this was the question in her sisters’ minds too. ‘I’m pretty sure it’s a her.’

‘You can fight her by learning how to use your power. Powers, in Rain’s case,’ Harold explained.

Rain dropped her eyes. ‘Can’t we just give them what they want?’

Gwen glared at Rain. Hadn’t she been listening to what their father had said? ‘We don’t have the power she wants, remember? And even if we did we can’t, because she’s destroying Ethra with the powers she has already.’

‘I hope we never get an elemental power.’ Rain crossed her arms.

‘I know this is a lot to deal with,’ Harold said. ‘But you have to believe in yourselves. We can get through this.’

Gwen stared into the fire and tried to separate her thoughts from those of her sisters. Every now and again she had to block out her father too, but she couldn’t hear anything from Professor Reginald. She wondered why she couldn’t.

‘That thing was so strong,’ Rain said worriedly. The flames from the fire reflected in her black eyes.

‘And you will be too,’ Harold said certainly.

‘Was that Driath?’ asked Rain.

‘No,’ Gwen sighed, remembering the dark hand on her arm. The memory sent a horrifying chill up her spine. ‘Somehow I know it wasn’t.’

Harold picked up an iron tong and carefully moved another log onto the fire. ‘I agree with Gwen. It’s just like Driath to send someone to do her dirty work. It sounds like the creature you encountered was a shapeshifter. They’re made of water, so they can come through portals more easily than solid creatures.’

‘So that thing was from Driath’s army?’ Nel asked as she tucked her long blonde fringe behind her ears.

Rain jumped up on the couch, waking Jed. ‘I couldn’t see it, Dad, and neither could Nel. Why couldn’t we see it?’

‘Gwen has the gift of seeing, as part of her mind power, so she sees more than us. Remember she knew Molly was at the door and she saw the words in the cereal,’ Harold explained.

‘Could you see it?’ Rain asked Harold.

‘No, that is not one of my gifts,’ Harold replied.

Gwen frowned miserably and stared into her hot chocolate. She didn’t think it was a good thing that she could see that horrible dark figure. ‘I heard a voice just before she attacked.’

‘Do you think it was the shapeshifter’s thoughts?’ Professor Reginald asked.

‘No.’ Gwen shook her head. ‘It was someone else.’ And familiar, but Gwen didn’t know why. She thought the voice had been trying to help them.

Professor Reginald studied Gwen. ‘Perhaps your powers are expanding and you’re hearing people further away now.’

‘I think she was trying to warn us,’ Gwen offered.

‘Maybe it was your witch instinct protecting you?’ Harold suggested.

‘Maybe,’ Gwen replied.

‘What did it look like?’ Nel asked.

‘It was nothing real,’ Gwen started, trying to describe the creature. ‘What I mean is that sometimes it seemed solid and other times, I could see through it. It reminded me of the shadows in horror films, the ones with eyes. When I touched it, it was like putting my hand in a vat of ice. Freezing and numb.’

‘How can we help Gwen if we can’t see the danger?’ Rain asked.

‘You can help Gwen by using your powers,’ said Harold.

Rain raised one eyebrow. There was hope in her eyes. ‘So if we get rid of this thing and Driath and save this planet, we can get back to our normal lives?’

‘Yes,’ Harold agreed. ‘If that’s what you want.’

‘It’s what I want,’ Rain replied.

Gwen was uneasy. On the one hand Rain was thinking she would take on the ‘stupid magic stuff’, but on the other she wasn’t prepared to give up any part of her ‘normal stuff’.

‘So how will my ability to speak to animals help?’ Nel said.

‘You’d be surprised what damage you could do talking to animals,’ Professor Reginald replied, before landing on the coffee table in front of the triplets. ‘But the time for talking is over,’ he said. ‘We’ve got work to do.’
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The next morning, the very tired sisters were struggling to keep their eyes open as they listened to Professor Reginald.

‘Wake up!’ Professor Reginald hollered.

Gwen rubbed her eyes. How many hours of sleep had they had? Maybe four? And here they were again in the secret room. Their restless books were piled in their laps, their white pages stretching to and fro.

One of the magical books in Gwen’s lap pinched her elbow. ‘Ow!’ Gwen complained. ‘They hate me.’

‘Enough of this nonsense,’ Professor Reginald chided, knocking each of the girls on their heads.

Rain fixed up her black hair, and wondered if Professor Reginald was always so cranky.

Gwen frowned. She hoped not.

‘We have precisely two hours before you have to get ready to go to that ridiculous human institution they call school,’ Professor Reginald continued, his large belly wobbling on the screen as he spoke. He clapped his virtual hands. ‘The work begins.’

The girls nodded solemnly.

‘You’ve researched the symbols on your lockets?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ the sisters chimed from the couch.

‘You all have a pentagram. What does that say about you?’ Professor Reginald asked.

Nel raised her hand.

Professor Reginald inclined his head towards her.

‘Well, as you told us it’s a five-pointed symbol, with each point representing an element. And the last person to have this symbol on their amulet was Orthius,’ Nel said.

‘The same great wizard who made the prophecy about you,’ Professor Reginald added.

Nel nodded. ‘Yes – and he had the power of water.’

Professor Reginald moved towards Rain. ‘How did he get this power, Rain?’

Rain yawned. ‘An ancient witch gave it to him when she died.’

At least Gwen had done the homework. She picked up a wrinkly old book that was snoring in her lap. ‘So I can fight against Driath with my mind? This book says she has the powers of earth, fire and air.’

‘What hope do we have against that?’ Nel frowned.

‘Would you rather just hand yourselves over?’ Professor Reginald was losing his patience. ‘She wants the power of water. She thinks one of you has it. She will destroy every last atom of you looking for it.’

The sisters paled.

Gwen knew when she was backed into a corner. ‘So we fight.’

Professor Reginald nodded. ‘I’m glad you finally worked that out.’

‘Where do we start?’ Nel asked.

‘First, you master your powers, and to do that you have to pay attention to these classes. Understood?’

‘Understood,’ the sisters said quietly, wondering what they were really agreeing to.

Professor Reginald looked at Rain. ‘Tell me about your other symbol.’

Rain squirmed in her seat. ‘Well, I have an ankh, which is an Ancient Egyptian symbol for eternal life, and I also have a moonstone in its eyes.’

‘Yes?’ Professor Reginald prompted.

‘Moonstones harness the energy of the moon, and my ankh is a key to eternal life – but I don’t know what that says about my destiny,’ Rain said with a shrug.

Gwen sighed. When were they going to learn about their powers? What use was theory and homework? They needed to practise.

‘These things aren’t always clear, but one day they will be – and hopefully not too late for you,’ Professor Reginald replied. ‘Nel?’

‘Mine is a unicorn, which can mean “peacebringer”, and is known for its powers of healing. And my stone is rose quartz, which is also a healing stone.’

‘Yes, you’ve done your basic research. Now Gwen, your turn,’ Professor Reginald said.

Gwen looked up. ‘My other symbol is a lotus. It has lots of meanings. Life, wisdom, enlightenment, learning; and the stone is jet – which means transformation and drawing power.’

‘Exactly,’ Professor Reginald said. ‘Tonight you will each write me a 1000-word essay telling me what you believe your destiny to be based on these symbols and crystals.’

Fine, but I am not going to give up my dance audition. I have to be able to do something that I love. Just one little thing.

Gwen wished that Rain would stop worrying about her audition. As if it mattered now. A world was in danger and there was some terrifying shadow after them, not forgetting the most powerful witch of all time.

‘Eyes to me,’ Professor Reginald ordered. He clicked his fingers together and a book appeared on Gwen’s lap.

Gwen poked her book carefully, and her finger went right through the cover. The book was made of water and it smelled of salt and the sea. But what fascinated Gwen most was that when she held it to her ear she could hear the sounds of the ocean inside.

‘The Guide to Seeing. An important title for you, Gwen, since you’ve already shown an aptitude for mind powers.’

Gwen nodded warily as her Seeing book sniffed her, leaving little wet marks on her arms.

‘Rain, you’ll have two powers to master,’ Professor Reginald said. ‘Flight and morphing.’

Rain mashed her lips together.

The professor clicked his fingers twice. A feathery winged book appeared on Rain’s lap, before promptly taking off and soaring into the rafters.

Rain looked for the other book. Underneath the couch, a shadow emerged and shaped itself into a long black claw. It leapt onto her lap, curled up and went to sleep with a soft purr.

‘Now for Nel.’ Professor Reginald nodded his bald head, and a book arrived on Nel’s lap. The book resembled a small dog, with four stubby brown legs. The pages hung out in the place of ears and a tongue.

Nel gave it a rough scratch and it gave a scratchy ‘Woof!’ in reply.

Jed woofed back eagerly.

‘So if I study this book I am going to learn how to fight with my brain?’ Gwen wondered if that was hard to do.

‘Eventually, yes,’ Professor Reginald explained.

‘How am I supposed to do that? I can hear what Nel and Rain are thinking. I can hear what other people are thinking sometimes. I saw a shadow. I saw a warning in a cereal bowl. I heard a voice tell us to escape. What good is that? I can tell us when to run, that’s all.’ Gwen frowned. She was going to get them all killed if they relied on her to save them.

‘You should be grateful,’ Professor Reginald huffed. ‘Your powers will develop. Some witches with mind powers can tell people what to do. It is a powerful gift.’

‘So I could tell Mr Raple to cancel our detention?’ Gwen grinned.

‘Absolutely not,’ Professor Reginald snapped. ‘That would be breaking a rule of magic. Besides, we do not use magic in front of humans. They have a tendency to put things they don’t understand into rooms with no windows and dissect them.’

‘What if I accidentally morph in public?’ said Rain with a white face.

‘I wouldn’t like that to happen but, thankfully, humans tend to try to find rational stories for the things they see,’ Professor Reginald explained. ‘Surely you’ve heard stories about it on the news? Like that giant white wolf they spotted in the city park two weeks ago.’

‘That was an Ethran?’ Nel asked.

‘More likely than not,’ Professor Reginald said.

‘So it’s okay for us to use our powers in public sometimes?’ Gwen said. ‘But what if I hear what someone is thinking outside this house?’

‘That’s acceptable because humans cannot sense that, and neither can most magic creatures,’ Professor Reginald replied.

‘When is it acceptable to use magic on a human or in public?’ Gwen asked.

‘When your life is at risk,’ Professor Reginald said shortly. ‘Otherwise I recommend you practise magic at home. Unless, of course, you want to be cut up for science?’

‘Got it,’ Gwen gulped.

‘So Gwen is a witch who can use her mind to do all kind of things. Can she fly a broom like they do in the movies?’ Rain asked.

‘Ridiculous human nonsense,’ Professor Reginald barked. ‘She could cast a spell though to make herself fly. Witches can cast spells and make potions.’

Rain laughed. ‘We’ll have to get you an iron cauldron, Gwen!’

‘What can elves do?’ Nel wanted to know.

‘Some can swim great distances in the ocean. Others can will the forest to do their bidding. It depends on each elf. So far it seems you have a gift with animals,’ Professor Reginald replied.

‘All animals or just dogs?’ Nel looked at Jed.

‘That will emerge as you grow in power,’ said Professor Reginald.

Rain bit her lip. ‘What can vampires do?’

‘Do your research and find out. I have given you the books. And now: we have work to do.’ Professor Reginald sighed.

Gwen stared at the book shuffling in her lap, then nervously touched the cover. ‘Where do we start?’

‘Oh, that’s not all of them.’ Professor Reginald chuckled. He clicked his fingers and three identical books appeared on each of the sisters’ laps. ‘This is Introduction to Magic – a title I expect you to study religiously.’

Gwen opened the book, trying not to wake it. The pages inside were blank for a second, but as she turned to the first page words began to appear letter by letter. She had never seen a book do that.

Chapter One

The 10 Essential Rules of Magic

(1) You will not harm another, except in self-defence.

(2) You will not use magic for gain.

(3) You will not

Gwen’s book stopped writing. ‘Huh?’ she said.

‘My book is doing something really strange,’ Nel said, running her hands over the page. Gwen saw that her book had stopped on rule five.

(4) You will not alter the course of history.

(5) You will not take what does not belong to you.

‘My book stopped on three, but Nel’s stopped on five,’ Gwen said.

‘Huh?’ Rain complained, holding her open book up the air. It promptly closed itself. ‘Mine’s broken. There’s nothing on the pages.’

‘It’s show and learn. It’s how some books operate on Ethra. As you understand the words, they appear,’ Professor Reginald remarked. ‘You also have to really want to learn this material.’

Rain attempted to stifle her thoughts, but Gwen still heard it loud and clear – Fine. I really want to learn this.

Gwen laughed. ‘I don’t believe you.’

‘Stop reading my mind!’ Rain snapped. She tried again, giving herself limited choices: die and never live a normal life, or do this for a bit and then live a normal life. That made the choice easy. And the words appeared on her page.

Gwen wondered why Nel had been able to read further than her. She looked over her shoulder to see what the third rule was.

You will not alter time.

It was the first thing Gwen had considered when she found out she was magical. She thought maybe she would learn how to change time. She could go back and rescue their mum. ‘What happens when we break the rules?’

‘I’d say I am a fairly good example of what happens, Gwen,’ Professor Reginald replied.

Gwen wished she hadn’t asked. She remembered her father saying that Professor Reginald had tried to save someone he loved. She understood that. Would it be worth the cost?

‘It’s never worth the price you have to pay, Gwen,’ Professor Reginald answered her thoughts.

Gwen squirmed uncomfortably in her seat. Had he just read her mind? Could he do that? Professor Reginald glared at her for a long moment. Gwen thought she’d better concentrate on class just in case.

‘Read the rest, please, Nel, as you seem to have a greater understanding than your sisters,’ Professor Reginald said.

Nel gently ran her finger over the page and new words began to appear.

(6) You will seek to do good with your magic.

(7) You will practise your magic to the very best of your ability.

(8) You will not use magic to hide the truth.

(9) You will earn your full magic powers.

(10) You will honour the gift that has been given to you.

‘Now you know the rules of magic, it is time for your first magic lesson: object calling for Gwen, morphing for Rain and talking to animals for Nel,’ Professor Reginald said.

They all watched him anxiously.

Gwen didn’t know which book to use.

Professor Reginald clicked his fingers and a casting book appeared in front of her. It was covered in red velvet and hovered in the air. ‘This one.’

He is reading my mind, she thought.

‘But I thought my power was reading minds?’ Gwen was confused.

‘That’s your active power, but as I explained, as a witch you will also have the power to cast.’ Professor Reginald turned his attention to the other two sisters. ‘Rain, as you have two power books you will use your morphing one first. Nel, you can read your Talking to Animals book. Read everything it says and then we’ll begin.’

Gwen read carefully, trying to take it all in.

Lesson One: Calling. In order to summon an object to you, you must: (1) Close your eyes. (2) Visualise the object. (3) See the object in your hands or, if large, see the object beside you. (4) Say the name of the object with confidence.

It sounded easy enough.

‘Gwen, you can go first,’ Professor Reginald said, pointing to a silver pen sitting on the desk. ‘We’ll start with something small.’

Gwen closed her eyes, visualised the pen, saw it in her fingers, then quietly said, ‘Pen.’

She felt something brush fast by her ear. Gwen opened her eyes and looked for the pen. It had darted tip first into the couch behind her.

‘Hmmm. A little finessing is needed, I think,’ Professor Reginald said, before turning to Nel. ‘Your turn.’ He clicked his fingers and a wolf appeared in the room.

It growled.

Jed hid behind Nel and Rain flinched.

The wolf took a step back. It didn’t seem to like Rain at all.

Nel stood up and nervously approached the wolf. ‘Grrr?’

Another growl.

‘You have to concentrate when you start,’ Professor Reginald scoffed.

Nel closed her eyes. A low, guttural howl escaped her lips.

The wolf looked at Nel and tilted its head. It made a small high-pitched noise.

Nel smiled. ‘She says hello back.’

‘Well done,’ Professor Reginald said. ‘Keep practising. See if you can have a proper conversation with the wolf.’

Nel led the wolf away while Jed chose to stay on the couch.

Gwen was a bit jealous. She wondered why she couldn’t practise on her own too.

‘I guess it’s my turn?’ Rain sighed.

‘Yes, stand up,’ Professor Reginald replied. ‘And make some room for yourself. You read what to do.’

Rain nodded. See the creature, be the creature. More like be the freak.

‘Then show me.’

Rain grumbled and then in the next instant it was happening. Faster this time, Gwen thought. Whiskers first, then fur, then paws and, finally, no more Rain – just a jaguar.

Jed dug himself into the sofa. ‘It’s okay. It’s only Rain,’ Gwen told him. He didn’t look convinced.

‘Good,’ Professor Reginald said. ‘Now back again.’

I want to be me. Be me.

Gwen was fascinated by the changes happening in front of her. One moment Rain was a jaguar and the next, she was Rain again. Looking a little flustered, but still Rain.

‘Again,’ Professor Reginald said.

Rain wasn’t happy. ‘Again?’

‘Faster.’

Rain sighed and started again and Professor Reginald turned his attention back to Gwen.

‘Should I go and practise on my own too?’

‘Not until you can show me you can do it on your own.’

Gwen closed her eyes and tried to see the pen. In the next moment it was up her nose. ‘Ow.’

Professor Reginald was the one to sigh this time. ‘Again.’

‘Should I try something else? Maybe that would be easier,’ Gwen suggested. ‘How about a pillow?’ At least that wouldn’t hurt when it hit her.

‘You will get the pen first, and only then may you change objects, though I suggest you stay small. A piano would probably kill you.’

Gwen’s second, third and fourth attempts were no better than her first. In fact, the pen had begun to spray ink when it hit her.

‘Miserable,’ Professor Reginald chided. ‘See the pen. Call the pen.’

Gwen nodded and tried again, but the harder she tried the worse it seemed to get.

‘Pen!’ Gwen said loudly. With that the pen raced towards her head and she had to duck.

‘Enough!’ Professor Reginald said unhappily.

Gwen scowled.

‘This will never do,’ Professor Reginald sighed.

‘I’m doing my best,’ Gwen pleaded, wiping black ink off her face.

‘Okay, then try it again, but take your time.’

Gwen closed her eyes and visualised the pen. It took a while to capture the entire image in her head, but once she felt satisfied that it was there and clearly pictured in the palm of her hand, she called it to her.

THWACK!

Five minutes later Gwen woke up on the floor with a throbbing headache and her sisters huddled around her with concerned expressions on their faces.

‘Well, that was interesting,’ Professor Reginald chuckled as he hovered between Nel and Rain’s heads.

‘Are you okay?’ Nel said, taking hold of Gwen’s hand and giving it a squeeze.

‘What happened?’ Gwen asked as she struggled to sit up.

Rain pulled a compact mirror from her pocket. ‘Look.’

Gwen studied herself in the mirror with horror. Her left eye was swollen and turning a vibrant shade of purple.

‘It was your dictaphone. It hit you on the head,’ Nel explained.

‘And the pen?’ Gwen said hopefully, looking at her empty hand.

‘It didn’t budge,’ Rain replied.

‘But on the bright side, you did manage to call the dictaphone,’ said Nel.

‘Thanks, Nel,’ said Gwen. If only it were that easy, she thought.

‘It could have been worse,’ Nel said optimistically. ‘It could have been a computer.’

‘And why do you think your dictaphone hit you in the head, Gwen?’ Professor Reginald asked.

And then Gwen knew why. She had seen the pen really clearly, but she had also been thinking about trying out her new dictaphone.

‘My fault,’ Gwen replied, rubbing her sore eye.

‘Well, that is the smartest thing you’ve said this morning. Now again,’ Professor Reginald instructed.

‘Again?’ Gwen asked, picking herself up off the floor.

‘Until you get it right,’ Professor Reginald replied.
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7
Big Trouble In Jamestown

‘I’m too tired for school. I need more beauty sleep,’ Rain groaned as the triplets dragged their way up the stairs of their school. Even Nel, who was normally the perkiest person ever, looked sleepy.

Thankfully they had half an hour to themselves, as rollcall didn’t start until 9 am.

 ‘I don’t think sleep is something we’re going to get much of anymore,’ Gwen replied.

‘Bags! Look! I have bags!’ Rain said, pointing at her eyes.

Nel and Gwen laughed. Gwen was glad that Rain was acting more like herself, even though her normal self was crazy.

‘At least you don’t have a black eye!’ Gwen said, referring to her purple and puffy right eye.

‘Poor Gwennie, it does look a bit sore,’ Nel said.

‘He could have fixed it for me,’ Gwen said resentfully.

Nel shrugged. ‘Professor Reginald said you would never learn if he did that.’

Rain pouted. ‘What about me and my baggy eyes?’

‘You are completely mad, Rain. You have no bags at all,’ Nel said.

Rain dropped her schoolbag and pulled a mirror from her blazer pocket, popping it open to dust some glitter onto her eyelids. ‘And I still don’t know why I had to be the vampire,’ she moaned for the hundredth time.

‘At least you can still see yourself in the mirror,’ Gwen teased.

Nel smiled at Rain. ‘And you always look good.’

‘So you really think vampires are cool?’

‘Yes,’ Nel agreed.

Rain stared at Gwen.

‘Yes,’ Gwen sighed.

‘I guess I’m just scared, you know? About never being normal, of always being in danger,’ Rain said.

‘Me too, but this is who we are. And there’s a whole world under the rule of this evil sorceress,’ Nel replied.

Rain sat down between Gwen and Nel on the school stairs and whispered, ‘Do you think we’re being watched now?’

Gwen looked at her locket. It wasn’t glowing, so that was a good sign. She looked at the sprawling school campus: huge buildings, green grass and groomed trees. It was still early, but she could see a few groups of look-alike blonde schoolgirls walking towards the entrance.

‘Is it just me or do all the girls around here look the same?’ Gwen asked.

Nel laughed. ‘They do a bit.’

‘What’s wrong with being pretty and blonde?’ Rain demanded.

‘Is it really that important to make the dance team, after everything that’s happened?’ Gwen asked, listening for Rain’s thoughts. And then she heard them, loud and clear. Yes, Rain still wanted to audition.

‘Why?’ Gwen was baffled.

Rain put her compact into her navy schoolbag, carefully zipping it up before answering Gwen. ‘I love to dance, and after everything that’s happened, I want to do something normal. Plus, we’re supposed to be fitting in here.’

Gwen frowned. She couldn’t be bothered arguing with Rain, not with so many other things to think about.

Rain frowned back and then started to float off the ground.

‘Rain!’ Nel hissed, grabbing hold of her tartan skirt and holding her down.

‘Don’t do that!’ Gwen held on to the other side of Rain’s skirt.

‘No!’ Rain squealed, clutching at her sisters.

Nel and Gwen tried to pull Rain down with all their strength.

‘Stop it, Rain!’ Nel instructed.

‘I can’t,’ Rain cried.

‘Someone’s going to see,’ Nel told her. ‘You have to make it stop.’

‘I don’t know how,’ Rain whimpered. ‘We haven’t had that lesson yet.’

‘Just see yourself on the ground. Now!’ Nel said.

‘Okay,’ Rain replied, closing her eyes and concentrating on coming back to earth.

‘You’re doing it,’ Nel said with relief.

And it was true. Slowly, Rain was dropping to the ground.

‘Just a bit more,’ Gwen encouraged her.

Then, with a bit of a thump, Rain landed on the concrete stairs. She was flushed and breathless, but relieved. ‘Why did that happen?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know, but Professor Reginald said as long as we’re learning to master our powers anything could happen,’ Nel replied.

Rain suddenly looked terrified. ‘Didn’t the professor say that, Driath’s supporters can sense when we use powers and find us?’

Gwen looked around them. ‘I don’t think anyone is watching us just now, and our lockets aren’t glowing, either.’

‘What if someone had seen me?’ Rain asked worriedly, smoothing her dishevelled black hair back into place. ‘And what if my wings had come out?’

‘No one saw,’ said Gwen. ‘We were lucky.’

‘How can you be so sure?’ Rain asked.

‘It’s just a feeling,’ Gwen replied, trying to explain it.

‘Your gift?’ Nel asked.

‘I guess so.’ Gwen shrugged, her red freckles creasing on her nose.

‘We’re not supposed to use our powers outside the house, Gwen. You have to stop,’ Rain said.

Gwen smiled. ‘No one can see what’s going on in my head. You shouldn’t morph or fly, but I can use my mind power. See the difference? Anyway, I’m not sure I could turn my power off even if I tried. It just seems to happen?’

Rain shrugged.’ I still think it’s safer if we don’t do anything outside the house.’

‘That’s not regulation,’ said a grumpy voice behind them, startling the triplets. It was Mr Raple. ‘School rules, no jewellery allowed,’ the teacher barked, pointing at the girls’ lockets.

‘I’m sorry. We didn’t know,’ Nel apologised, tucking hers under her white collar.

‘You’ll have to hand them over.’ Mr Raple held out his hand.

‘We can’t!’ Rain cried, holding her locket tightly in her hand.

‘You can, Rain, and unless you want another detention on top of the one you have with me later today, you will,’ Mr Raple demanded.

Nel frowned and gently pulled her locket over her head. She signalled to Gwen and Rain to do the same.

‘But –’ Rain stammered.

‘Rain, it’s okay,’ Nel whispered.

Mr Raple closed his hairy fingers around them and put them in his pocket.

‘How can we get them back?’ Nel asked.

‘All confiscated items are returned at the end of term,’ Mr Raple replied.

Nel looked stricken.

‘Now get to class,’ Mr Raple instructed.

‘Yes, Mr Raple,’ the triplets chorused miserably, picking up their bags.
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The triplets entered the bustling school hall filled with shuffling students, then quickly ducked into an empty classroom.

Gwen closed the door behind them.

‘What are we going to do?’ Rain asked, holding her hand to her throat where her locket had been. ‘How will we know if we’re in trouble without them?’

Nel frowned. ‘I had no idea he was going to keep them all term. We’ll have to get Dad to sort it out.’

‘As if we didn’t have enough to worry about,’ Gwen sighed.

Nel carefully opened the classroom door and peeked out into the packed corridor, the roaring noises of students almost drowning out her words. ‘Okay, well, standing around here isn’t going to help us. Let’s act as normally as we can and go to class.’

‘How will we know if there’s danger near us?’ Rain asked.

‘Gwen will have to use her power of premonition to help us,’ Nel replied.

Gwen nodded. ‘I’ll try.’

‘And we have to stick together,’ Nel reminded them, pulling the door open. To her sisters’ amazement, the entire door came off its hinges and slammed into the wall.

Rain squealed.

The girls in the corridor looked at the triplets in horror, then cried out, ‘Teacher! Teacher!’

The triplets watched helplessly as the shouts travelled down the corridor.

‘Did you see that? She pulled the door right off the frame!’ a student said.

Other students circled the doorway, surrounding the sisters.

‘There’s something wrong with them. They’re not normal,’ said a voice.

‘Freaks,’ whispered someone else.

‘Who said that?’ Stephanie came running up the hallway. The girls who had spoken quickly turned and left, while the other students hung their heads and moved out of her way. ‘Are you all okay?’

Rain shrugged. ‘I think so. Thanks for sticking up for us.’

 ‘You’re welcome,’ Stephanie grinned. ‘And I’ll talk to the girls. They should know better. I tell them to welcome new students.’

Gwen glanced mistrustfully at the blonde girl. ‘Let’s go.’ She grabbed her sisters’ hands and started pulling them away from Stephanie.

‘We’ll see you later,’ Rain said.

‘Sure,’ Stephanie nodded, watching them leave.

‘Come on,’ Gwen instructed her sisters. ‘Follow me.’ She pushed her way through the crowd, her sisters close behind.

 ‘What just happened?’ Rain whispered.

Gwen could hear Nel trying to work that out in her head, but Gwen already knew what had happened.

The girls were almost out of breath when they turned the corner towards their first classroom. The corridor was almost empty now. If they didn’t hurry they would be late – again.

‘Nel’s got another power,’ Gwen answered, picking up the pace. ‘Super strength.’

‘That’s an active power; I read about it this morning.’ Rain started to slow down. ‘So don’t use it, Nel! Not here.’

‘I’ll try not to,’ Nel replied.

‘Stop right there!’ a voice called from down the corridor.

Gwen and her sisters turned nervously to see Ms Schultz coming towards them.

‘Good morning, Ms Schultz, we’re just going to class now,’ Gwen assured her.

‘No, you’re not,’ Ms Schultz barked. ‘You three are coming with me.’

‘What did we do?’ Gwen asked.

‘The least you could do is own up to your act of vandalism,’ the teacher snapped.

The triplets followed Ms Schultz along the empty locker-lined corridors and down two flights of stairs towards the main building.

Gwen tried to find her own thoughts among the tangled thoughts of her sisters. Rain was terrified about what else could go wrong now that she had been named a ‘freak’ at their new school, while Nel was worried about touching anything and releasing her new power and attracting the attention of the evil being.

‘Sit there and wait until you are called,’ Ms Schultz instructed as they arrived at the school’s reception area.

She went over to the front desk and began talking in a low voice to the woman behind it.

Gwen noticed Meg was also in the room, and took a seat beside her.

‘Meg?’

Meg’s blue eyes stared back at Gwen, but she didn’t answer.

‘Are you all right?’ Gwen asked.

Meg continued to stare at Gwen – or, more accurately, through her.

‘Is she okay?’ Rain asked warily.

Gwen touched Meg’s hand and a bolt of cold shot through her arm and into her chest. It was impossible to breathe, and the edges of Gwen’s lips went blue. An image passed through her, and it was as if she was looking out through Meg’s eyes. She could see that thing standing in front of her, reaching towards her with its long black smoky limbs . . . and then it was touching her with fingers that pierced her skin with a bitter chill.

Gwen tried to scream, but the air was trapped in her lungs.

‘What’s wrong?’ Nel whispered anxiously.

Gwen struggled to free herself from Meg. She was frozen to her.

Nel pulled her away. A little too hard. The shadow creature disappeared.

Gwen coughed and tried to catch her breath. ‘Meg’s been attacked by that same creature who tried to take me.’

‘Where?’ Rain asked. ‘Why?’

‘I don’t know,’ Gwen replied. ‘Maybe because she knows us? It could be some kind of warning.’

‘Meg, did someone try to hurt you?’ Nel asked.

‘Hendersons. You are the Hendersons,’ Meg replied quietly.

‘Yes, but who was the person who came after you? That thing?’ Gwen asked.

Meg shuddered. ‘Shadow. Medosa. I do remember something about her.’

‘It’s okay,’ Gwen said, taking hold of Meg’s hand. It was still cold, so cold.

‘So the creature, it’s a she called Medosa?’ Rain asked.

Gwen squeezed Meg’s frozen fingers gently. ‘What is she?’

Meg began to shake, the back of her chair knocking into the wall.

‘Breathe, Meg,’ Gwen urged.

‘Shadow!’ Meg screamed. She began to shake violently, then she fell to the ground.

‘What’s going on?’ Ms Schultz bellowed, pushing her way in and shouting, ‘Call the nurse! Quick, help me turn her on her side. And move those chairs out of the way so she doesn’t knock herself.’

Meg was still shaking and calling, ‘Medosa!’

‘Is she having a fit?’ Rain asked.

The school nurse rushed in with a plastic syringe in her hand. ‘Open her mouth, Ms Schultz.’

The sisters stood out of the way and watched in horror as Ms Schultz held open Meg’s mouth and the nurse pushed a thick white liquid into it.

The nurse touched Meg’s forehead. ‘She’s still got a chill.’

Ms Schultz and the nurse nodded sadly.

‘Is she okay?’ Gwen asked.

‘She will be,’ the nurse replied. ‘Her parents gave us this new medicine this morning.’

Gwen saw that Meg was shaking less.

‘Has it happened before?’ Rain asked.

‘She had an episode last night,’ the nurse replied, ‘but her parents say this will do the trick.’

‘Shouldn’t she go to hospital?’ Gwen asked.

But the nurse and Ms Schultz had turned their attention back to Meg.

‘It’s okay, dear,’ the nurse told Meg, gently patting her shoulder as Meg’s eyes began to focus.

‘Where am I?’ Meg mumbled.

‘You’re at school. I’m going to call your parents to come and get you.’

The nurse and Ms Schultz helped Meg up.

‘We’ll take you to the sick room until they arrive,’ the nurse explained to a bewildered Meg.

‘Hendersons,’ the receptionist called from her desk. ‘The principal is ready to see you.’ She gestured to the door behind her.

The sisters picked up their bags, and Gwen paused at the door, looking back at Meg. At least she had some more colour in her cheeks as she was escorted out of reception.

Nel knocked on the door.

‘Come in,’ a voice replied.
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The three sisters entered Ms Laroche’s sun-drenched office. Leafy plants weaved their way around the bookshelves lining the back wall.

‘Please take a seat,’ the elderly principal instructed, nodding her head towards the three chairs in front of her desk.

‘Yes, Ms Laroche,’ Nel replied, taking a seat.

Rain and Gwen did the same.

‘That looks a little sore, Gwen. What happened?’ Ms Laroche asked kindly.

‘Sorry?’ Gwen said, confused.

‘What happened to your eye?’

Gwen raised a hand to her bruised right eye. ‘I’m just clumsy.’

Ms Laroche looked suspicious.

‘Is Meg going to be okay?’ Rain asked.

‘I hope so. Meg has been suffering from terrible allergies for a while, though this latest episode is far more worrying,’ Ms Laroche replied. She picked up a manila folder and smiled warmly at the triplets. ‘You come with quite a history,’ she said. ‘All of these records for three young girls.’

Gwen and her sisters looked nervously into their laps.

‘You’ve moved an awful lot, I see,’ Ms Laroche said, running her manicured nails down the first page.

‘Yes, we have,’ Gwen said, deciding there was no point in avoiding that truth.

Ms Laroche nodded sympathetically. ‘It must be hard for your education, but I can still see some impressive results. Gwen, you have an aptitude for writing, and Rain, you excel at the dramatic arts. Nel seems to be an excellent sportswoman.’ She stopped. ‘You’ve also been in trouble before. Especially you, Gwen.’

‘I – ’ Gwen stammered. She really wanted to make a good impression. They all needed to if they wanted social services to leave them alone. ‘I know I haven’t always done the right thing at school, but I will now. I promise.’

‘Let me finish,’ Ms Laroche said softly. ‘Now, within only two days of being here, you’ve received a detention and broken school property. I’ve also been informed by social services that there are questions over your home situation too.’

‘We have a wonderful father,’ Gwen responded.

‘And now Ulgolf has come to me with some serious complaints about your behaviour.’

‘Ulgolf?’ Rain asked.

‘Ulgolf Raple – your homeroom teacher.’

The girls waited, unsure what to say. Then, to their surprise, Ms Laroche closed the file and dumped it in the bin.

‘But, regardless of what has happened thus far, we are going to start afresh here,’ Ms Laroche said.

‘We are?’ Gwen asked.

‘You are three bright young girls and my job is to help you be everything you can be, and that means keeping you together with your father,’ Ms Laroche said firmly. ‘It’s your choice what happens next.’

The phone on her desk rang, and all the girls jumped.

‘Mrs Reid, yes, thank you for returning my call,’ Ms Laroche said into the handset. ‘We were worried, but the medication has settled her as you said it would. Are you able to collect her?’ There was a pause, then she said, ‘Good. Good. I’ll let the nurse know. Goodbye.’ Ms Laroche hung up the phone and turned back to the triplets. ‘Now, where was I?’

‘You said this would be a fresh start,’ Nel said, pressing her blonde hair against the back of the chair.

‘That’s right. I have a deal for you. I would like each of you to do something for me. Consider it an act of faith on your part.’

‘What would you like us to do?’ Rain asked.

‘Gwen is a talented writer?’ Ms Laroche said.

Rain and Nel nodded. Gwen blushed.

‘I need someone to start the school paper again and I think you could do a very good job,’ Ms Laroche said.

‘Really?’ Gwen said with some surprise. ‘I’d like that.’ In the next moment, Gwen wondered how she would fit it all in. She’d find a way. If Rain could fit in dance, she could fit in writing.

‘It’s a fortnightly paper and I’ll need you to communicate school events as well as general news in it,’ Ms Laroche explained.

Gwen nodded happily.

‘Nel, I believe you are a very good equestrian. We need someone like you on our squad,’ Ms Laroche said, waving her hand at a large picture of a young woman on a big white horse on the wall to her left. ‘I was a rider too, in my day.’

‘Great!’ Nel grinned, her thoughts racing about meeting the horses in the school stables.

‘And me?’ Rain asked.

‘I’ve read in your file that you’re quite the model. I need to organise a shoot for the new year and would like you to feature in our new school brochure,’ Ms Laroche told her.

Rain beamed. ‘Of course, I’d be happy to help.’

‘Excellent.’

‘There’s one more thing,’ Gwen said, hoping she wasn’t pushing their luck. ‘I was wondering if we might be able to get back some lockets that are very special to us.’

‘Lockets?’ Ms Laroche asked.

‘Mr Raple confiscated them this morning. He said they weren’t regulation, but we didn’t know that,’ Nel explained.

‘Our mum gave them to us. Is there any way we can have them back, please?’ Rain added.

‘I see.’ The principal’s hazel eyes were full of sympathy. ‘Well, it is a uniform rule – only studs in the ears and no visible jewellery – but if you wear them under your shirts I do not see a problem. I’ll speak to Ulgolf and see what I can do.’

‘Thank you!’ the sisters chorused gratefully.

Ms Laroche picked up three folders. She handed one to Nel. The words Throtene Academy Equestrian Squad were written on the front.

‘Take this to Mrs Fields in your free period tomorrow, Nel.’

She handed the next to Rain. ‘This is our brochure from last year. There are about twenty photos of the featured student on the campus. Perhaps you can find us some good locations to shoot this year?’

‘Of course!’ Rain smiled.

The last folder, and the thickest, went to Gwen. ‘Now this belonged to the last editor of the paper and lists students who write and take photographs.’ Ms Laroche pulled a big brass key from her cardigan pocket and handed it to Gwen. ‘This is the key to the

school’s paper office. It’s on the second floor.’

‘Thank you,’ Gwen said.

‘Now hurry along, and you might just catch the tail end of your first class.’

The girls stood up with their bags and folders.

‘Thank you,’ Nel said.

‘The best thanks you can give me is to do your best,’ Ms Laroche replied.
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The rest of the school day passed in a blur for the triplets as they tried to keep their powers under control, avoid getting any more negative attention from the students and make it to the end of the day in one piece.

Gwen had her doubts as they stood outside Mr Raple’s door for their detention. She slowly turned the doorknob.

 ‘You’re late. We begin at five minutes to three thirty, not five minutes after,’ Mr Raple said impatiently as he tapped his watch. ‘Lateness seems to be a trend for you three.’

Rain placed her schoolbag on the floor carefully. ‘We’re sorry.’

‘You’ve already done enough. Like going behind my back to the principal over your lockets.’

‘Can we have them back now?’ Gwen asked.

‘Enough!’ Mr Raple said angrily, slamming his fist onto his desk. ‘Really. Just be quiet or I will extend this detention to include every afternoon for the rest of term.’

Gwen let out a loud sigh. What is his problem?

‘Do you have something to say?’ Mr Raple asked Gwen.

‘No,’ Gwen muttered darkly.

Mr Raple pointed to the blackboard, where he had written the rules of detention.

 

1. No talking under any circumstances.

2. No yawning.

3. No pen tapping.

4. No staring into space.

5. Absolutely no note passing.

 

‘Now, for your task,’ Mr Raple said as he picked up one of the three buckets next to his desk. ‘Each of these buckets is filled with a soapy solution that you that will use to clean the thirty desks in this room.’

‘All thirty desks?’ Rain said sadly.

‘All thirty. Now!’

The girls stood up reluctantly and collected the buckets. Gwen got to work on the desk in front of her. The soapy water was cold and her skin tingled. She wondered if Mr Raple had dropped some ice cubes in it.

There was a tapping at the window. Gwen looked up to see Stephanie and Jemma waving at them.

After checking that Mr Raple hadn’t noticed, Rain and Nel waved back. Gwen just shrugged.

What’s wrong with her?

Gwen looked at her sisters. That voice in her head didn’t belong to Rain or Nel. Rain was thinking how fashionable Stephanie’s side fringe plait was, while Nel was thinking how nice Stephanie was.

Look at me!

Who was saying that? Gwen looked up at the window again and Stephanie smiled.

Better.

‘What?’ Gwen said aloud.

‘Do you have something to say, Gwen?’ Mr Raple asked from his desk.

She shook her head. ‘No.’

‘Then get to work, all of you!’ Mr Raple ordered.

There’s something wrong with that one.

Gwen scowled. Was she reading Stephanie’s mind? Gwen tried to ignore the voice. She didn’t want to know what Stephanie was thinking. She soaped the desk.

The other two are okay but this Gwen, she’s something else. She’s dangerous.

This time Gwen glared back at Stephanie and mouthed, ‘Dangerous?’ Was Stephanie involved in this magic business too?

Stephanie flinched. Jemma looked concerned.

You heard me?

Gwen shrugged. There was nothing wrong with scaring Stephanie, was there? Even though Rain and Nel thought she was cool, Gwen sensed there was a lot more to Stephanie. She knew that Stephanie wasn’t someone you wanted around.

What are you? A mind-reader, perhaps? My father would be very interested in that.

Gwen wasn’t about to answer her questions.

Answer me.

Gwen tried to ignore her.

What are you?

This thought was angry, forceful. Gwen had had enough. She threw down her sponge and walked up to the window. ‘Can’t you leave us alone?’

Mr Raple came stomping down the aisle towards her.

‘Gwen. Which part of “no talking” don’t you understand?’

Gwen threw her hands up in the air. ‘I was just –’

‘That will be another day’s detention for you and your sisters. Now please attend to your task of cleaning these desks,’ Mr Raple said, before returning to his seat.

Gwen glared back out the window at Stephanie and Jemma. Jemma looked confused, but Stephanie just looked annoyed.

Don’t mess with me. You’ll regret it.

And with that, Stephanie turned and left. Jemma followed obediently behind her.

Gwen went back to cleaning the desks, but she had plenty to think about. Was Stephanie magical too? she wondered. Was she a witch like her? But Stephanie’s hair was blonde. Did that mean she was an elf? But her father said there were variations to the rules.

Gwen scrubbed the desk harder.

Why did everyone like Stephanie? Couldn’t they see she was putting on an act? Every part of Gwen knew that Stephanie was up to no good, and Stephanie’s threatening thoughts had only confirmed that. They couldn’t trust her.

She moved on to the next desk.

How could Nel and Rain like her? Was there any point trying to make them see what she was really like?

Gwen could feel tears welling up behind her eyes. She just wanted to go home and if that meant cleaning these desks then she would do that. She began to tackle the job with a new energy, furiously scrubbing as hard as she could.

Then she realised the desk underneath her hands was getting hot. It burned her wet fingertips and steam was rising off it, scalding her cheeks. Soon, small sparks began to shoot off the desk. Gwen tried to smother them with her wet sponge.

Am I doing this?

The desk was turning molten red.

Stop! Gwen thought, please stop.

The desk’s surface was becoming too hot to touch. Gwen picked up her bucket and poured the soapy liquid all over it, but it was too late – the desk burst into flames.

‘FIRE!’ Gwen screamed.

The sprinklers in the room went off.

‘What’s going on?’ Mr Raple demanded.

Gwen grabbed her sisters’ buckets and tipped the soapy water over the desk. But the flames only got bigger. Now other desks were catching on fire. Nel and Rain pulled Gwen back.

‘Move aside!’ Mr Raple shouted as he grabbed a fire extinguisher and tried to put out the fire.

The girls coughed as the air became thick with smoke.

‘Out, quickly!’ Mr Raple yelled.

They all fled the room.
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8
The Fire Starter

Gwen knew their father was going to be mad at them for walking home, but she need to walk and think. All Gwen wanted now was silence. She didn’t want to hear what her sisters were thinking. She didn’t even want to hear her own thoughts.

‘At least they put the fire out,’ Nel said. ‘Though half the desks were ruined.’

‘Mr Raple wasn’t very happy,’ Rain added.

‘I’m glad Ms Laroche let us go home,’ Nel replied.

‘Yeah,’ Rain agreed. ‘I bet Mr Raple wanted to keep us there to clean up the room for class tomorrow.’

Nel wiped the black soot off her nose with her damp sleeve. ‘Now we have to explain this to Dad. It would help if we knew what happened.’

Gwen felt her stomach twist. It was her fault; the fire was her fault and now they were in even more trouble than before.

‘How did the fire start?’ Rain asked.

‘Do you think Medosa had something to do with it?’ Nel whispered. ‘Maybe she attacked Meg and then came after us?’

Gwen felt guilt welling up inside her. ‘I think it might have been me.’ Gwen wondered if she should tell them about Stephanie too. But what was there to say? She’s evil? What proof did she have? Maybe Stephanie started the fire. Was that possible?

After all, Stephanie had sensed that Gwen was dangerous. That was true; having a witch and a whole army after you is not safe. Still, something in Gwen’s gut was telling her: Stephanie is the dangerous one.

Her head won. There was not enough evidence to tell anyone about it, just yet.

Rain clutched her backpack to her chest. ‘Wow, you really think you did that?’

‘So you might have the power of fire?’ Nel said. ‘Well, at least that’s not the power that Driath wants.’

‘But how did you do it?’ Rain wanted to know.

 Gwen’s shoulders slumped. ‘I don’t know.’

‘We need to keep moving,’ Nel said. ‘We don’t have our lockets to protect us anymore.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Gwen said sadly.

‘It’s going to be okay,’ Nel said, with more confidence than she felt.

They walked on in silence.

Gwen shuddered. She was just a thirteen-yearold girl. How was she supposed to act normal when everything in her life was anything but ordinary? As they climbed up the steps to their house, Gwen felt some relief. At least they would be safe here.

‘Dad will know what to do, you’ll see,’ Nel said.

Gwen opened the door. ‘I hope so.’

‘Dad?’ Rain called.

‘Girls,’ Harold called, running down the stairs. What’s happened? You were supposed to call me when you finished school! You’re all wet.’

Gwen dropped her backpack of books onto the ground with a thud. ‘That’s the last thing we have to worry about,’ she replied.

All colour left Harold’s face. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Is something wrong?’ Molly asked, coming out of the kitchen with a brownie in her hand.

Gwen frowned. ‘Oh, Molly.’

‘Molly’s parents had an important errand to do, so I said she could come over after school,’ Harold replied.

Molly opened her mouth. Something brown and gooey was still in there. ‘Your dad made brownies because I was sad. Someone took my –’

‘Well, Dad, there is something very important that we have to tell you in private,’ Gwen interrupted.

‘Molly, why don’t you go and watch some TV?’ Harold said.

‘Sure,’ Molly grinned. ‘My favourite show starts in five minutes.’

Once Molly was out of earshot, Gwen turned to her father. ‘Why is she here? It’s not safe with us.’

‘Aunt Sylvie asked me to look after Molly, and she always has her reasons,’ Harold replied.

Gwen shook her head unhappily. ‘Maybe if she knew what was going on here Aunt Sylvie would change her mind.’

Harold frowned. ‘Molly’s an Ethran like us. So we should keep an eye on her, okay?’

‘Yes, we should,’ Nel nodded.

Gwen shrugged. There were too many other things she wanted to talk about. ‘There was a fire in our classroom – the desks exploded into flames.’

‘Oh no! How?’ their father said, looking very pale.

‘I’m not sure, but I think I may have started it,’ Gwen replied.

‘But that’s the power of fire.’ Harold’s eyebrows twitched madly.

‘There’s more,’ Nel explained.

Harold’s shoulders slumped. ‘There is?’

‘Our lockets were confiscated,’ Nel said.

Harold turned completely white and started to keel over. Luckily, an enchanted chair flew underneath him before he hit the ground. ‘How?’

‘Mr Raple confiscated them – apparently they’re not regulation,’ Gwen said as she sat down on the floor beside him. Rain and Nel dropped down in front.

Rain hung her head miserably. ‘We tried to stop him.’

‘You should have called me. I would have picked you up.’ Harold shook his head.

Rain crossed her arms. ‘We’re old enough to walk on our own.’

‘Not with this much danger around,’ Harold replied. ‘We’ll have to get them back. Those lockets are the only thing protecting you in the outside world. Until we get the lockets back, you will have to stay inside the house.’

‘We can’t miss school, Dad,’ Rain argued, playing the only card she had left. ‘Social services won’t like that.’

Harold opened his mouth but said nothing.

Rain pressed her advantage. ‘The principal said she would talk to Mr Raple and we could get them back,’ she explained. ‘She didn’t see a problem.’

‘I’ll speak to her first thing tomorrow,’ Harold said.

Rain took a deep breath. She was so frustrated at losing all control of her life, and she didn’t want to lose this fight. ‘We can go to school on our own.’

‘I don’t know if that’s a good idea,’ Harold replied.

‘Dad,’ Rain said, trying not to upset her father any more. ‘We can deal with this. We can get our lockets back from Ms Laroche. I mean, you said we had amazing powers– let us use them.’

‘I don’t know,’ Harold said uncertainly. ‘We still don’t know exactly what’s after you.’

‘Her name is Medosa.’ Rain poked Gwen. ‘Tell Dad what happened when you touched Meg. Tell him what she said.’

‘Medosa?’ Harold asked.

‘Yes, that’s her name. She attacked Meg today,’ Nel replied.

‘And Meg told you this, Gwen?’

Gwen nodded.

Harold leant forward. ‘Tell me exactly what happened.’

Gwen winced at the memory. ‘The creature attacked her. I could see it, feel it. It wanted something from her,’ Gwen explained. ‘And then Meg was saying her name, but before I could find out anything else, Meg had a fit.’

‘Is she okay?’ Harold asked.

‘I think so. The nurse gave her some medicine,’ Nel replied.

Harold looked encouraged. ‘I’m glad that worked. I wasn’t sure if it would be too strong for a human.’

‘What?’ Gwen said angrily. ‘You knew?’

‘This was not the first attack,’ Harold replied. ‘But I didn’t know Meg knew its name, I mean her name. What else did Meg tell you?’

‘You knew?’ Rain asked. ‘What do you mean you knew?’

‘Meg’s parents were concerned. They came to me for help.’

Gwen couldn’t believe it. ‘So they know about this creature? About us?’

‘It’s complicated,’ Harold answered. ‘The Reids have been good friends for a while now, and believe me when I tell you that we can trust them. Now tell me about this fire and how it started.’

Gwen clenched her fists. ‘How can you be so sure?’

‘They’ve known about our family for some time. They were researching strange occurrences for the government when they met Aunt Sylvie ten years ago. She saved their lives and ever since then they’ve been working to keep us and those who practise good magic safe.’

‘But –’ Gwen started, wanting to know more about Meg and her parents.

‘Tell me about the fire,’ Harold said firmly.

Before Gwen could answer her lungs seized up with a piercing cold. Her face became white. She tried to take a breath but could only gasp.

‘What is it?’ Harold asked.

‘Something’s wrong. Something’s very wrong,’ Gwen stuttered as she began to shiver uncontrollably.

‘Close your eyes, use your power,’ Harold urged.

Gwen closed her eyes. ‘I can’t see anything.’

‘Open yourself to it. Follow the sensation,’ Harold said.

Gwen concentrated on the blackness and the bone-chilling cold that was consuming her, allowing everything else to slip away from her mind.

And then she saw Medosa. Gwen was in her mind. Medosa was fixated on getting the power of water and she thought that Gwen had it. Driath believed that Orthius had found a way to give Gwen the power. Gwen tried to look out from Medosa’s eyes – to see where she was. Medosa was in a room Gwen recognised. She was in their living room, Medosa was behind their couch.

How did she get into our house? Then she felt an overwhelming joy inside. Medosa had found what she was looking for and was pleased. Gwen could see a girl sitting on the couch. She had red hair. Is that me? Is this going to happen next? But then the girl turned around. It wasn’t Gwen.

‘Molly!’ Gwen leapt to her feet as a piercing scream came from the living room.

‘Molly?’ Harold shouted as he ran towards the sound.

Rain, Nel and Gwen followed behind him.

Molly was sitting on the couch, but her face was contorted, and her neck was being pulled at a strange angle. Her eyes were bulging in her head and her tiny hands were flailing against the cushions.

‘What’s happening to Molly?’ Rain hollered.

‘Can’t you see Medosa?’ Gwen asked.

‘She’s here?’ Nel shouted, trying to grab hold of Molly’s hands.

‘She’s got her hands around Molly’s neck!’ Gwen yelled.

‘I can’t see her either!’ Harold shouted, picking up the nearest chair and swinging it wildly in the air around Molly, trying to hit Medosa.

‘It isn’t working, the chair is going through her!’ Gwen cried as she strained to pull Medosa’s fingers off Molly’s neck. They froze to her skin as soon as she touched them. Gwen ignored the burning pain and tried to free Molly. ‘Let her go!’

‘Please!’ Rain pleaded as she and Nel grabbed hold of Molly’s legs and pulled them.

At the sight of Gwen, Medosa roared in anger and let go of Molly, tearing the tips of Gwen’s fingers in the process.

‘You!’ Medosa screeched, her dark eyes fixed on Gwen. ‘I want you!’

Gwen screamed as Medosa’s arms shot towards her at alarming speed. Medosa’s fingers wrapped around Gwen’s neck and squeezed tight. Gwen’s throat froze underneath the shapeshifter’s hands. The pain was excruciating. Gwen struggled to stay conscious. From the corner of her eye she could see that Molly had collapsed.

‘She’s got Gwen!’ Rain screamed.

Harold dropped the chair. ‘Gwen, use your vision. Help us see her too!’

‘How?’ Gwen mouthed.

‘See it for us, in our eyes,’ Harold said desperately.

Gwen relayed what she could see: the creature’s dark limbs, her horrible dark eyes. She fed the images to her family’s minds.

‘It’s working! She’s becoming visible! I can see her!’ Harold said, raising his palms to the ceiling. Black fur was everywhere and in the next instant he had morphed into the bear.

He struck Medosa with a hard smack. Medosa wailed in agony, still struggling to hold on to Gwen.

How did he do that? Gwen wondered. She blinked again and saw her father clawing at the creature. And then she realised the answer: when Medosa was real in sight she was real in flesh. Did her father answer that or did she? The room was disappearing fast. Gwen tried to hold on.

‘Yes!’ Nel and Rain said.

‘Release your power,’ Medosa hissed to Gwen.

Gwen tried to take a breath in but now she was getting nothing at all. Her airway had frozen over and all she could feel was a horrible stabbing pain in her chest. Everything was shifting to black. Fast.

‘No!’ Rain yelled, flying into the air towards Medosa. She hurtled into her and then ricocheted into the chandelier.

Medosa sneered at Rain, her black lips curling in fury. ‘You can’t hurt me!’

‘But maybe I can!’ Nel said, summoning all her strength to try to push Medosa off Gwen. But Medosa was too fast. She moved out of the way just as Nel was trying to get a grip.

‘Dad!’ Nel and Rain screamed as they dove towards Medosa.

Harold roared and joined them. They smashed into Medosa together. In that instant, her form split apart and then reformed.

Medosa’s grip on Gwen began to fail. Gwen took a short breath in.

‘What on earth is all this noise and shouting?’ Professor Reginald asked as he appeared in the doorway.

‘Help!’ Nel and Rain begged. ‘That thing is here!’

‘Where?’ called Professor Reginald as he raced into the room, almost knocking into Harold. ‘I can’t see her.’

Gwen’s head hung at an unnatural angle as she tried to see Professor Reginald. She had to get inside his head to show him what she could see.

‘We can pull her free!’ Rain suggested, flying back down and grabbing hold of Gwen’s arms. She hovered in the air and pulled upwards with all her might.

Nel took Gwen’s legs and yanked as hard as she could.

‘There it is!’ Professor Reginald said. ‘Damnum.’

‘Mine!’ Medosa roared, struggling to keep Gwen close to her.

Though almost frozen, Gwen could still feel herself being torn in two. Each pull only served to crack and break her a little more. Gwen tried to cry out but an icy white smoke escaped from between her lips instead.

‘Damnum!’ Professor Reginald screamed again.

‘No!’ Medosa wailed as light beams appeared and began to break her apart. ‘I will have her power,’ she called as she opened her black mouth and breathed a fireball towards Gwen.

Gwen wondered if this was the end, when she felt something shift inside her. A surge came from deep in her belly, and then her red hair flew out towards Medosa. Massive torrents of water shot out from the ends of Gwen’s hair and doused the fireball. Medosa was immediately thrown upwards in its wave, her arms and legs splayed.

Medosa writhed on the ceiling, and between mouthfuls of water roared with pleasure, ‘Yes! Release your power. Give it to me!’

Gwen gasped for air and the water that came from her hair grew stronger, forming into a deluge that blasted Medosa into a thousand black fragments.

‘You haven’t seen the last of me, Gwen,’ the tiny parts called before rushing into the massive mirror on the mantelpiece. ‘Your power is growing. When it is ripe, I will take it for Driath!’

As the black shapes disappeared inside the frame, Gwen collapsed onto the wet floorboards, unconscious.
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‘Gwen? Gwen?’

Gwen slowly opened her eyes to find Nel and Harold kneeling over her.

Her head throbbed and her whole body ached.

Harold wiped the water off her forehead. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I think so,’ Gwen replied, trying to sit up.

‘Not yet,’ Nel said, gently pressing her back to the floor.

‘Molly?’ Gwen asked.

Nel put a cushion under Gwen’s head. ‘She’s over there.’

Gwen turned and saw Molly. She was lying in the corner with Rain sitting beside her, holding her hands. Gwen was horrified by how pale the little girl’s skin was. She looked so small and fragile. Professor Reginald hovered around them, saying enchantments to try to wake her.

‘Evigilo!’ Professor Reginald commanded, hovering over Molly’s head.

Rain shook her head miserably, her wet black hair clinging to her flushed cheeks. ‘She won’t wake up.’

‘Medosa’s put her into a coma,’ Professor Reginald declared. ‘My magic will do no good here.’ He pressed his pudgy fingers into his forehead in frustration.

‘There has to be a way to fix her! Just tell us how,’ Gwen said, getting up despite Nel’s protests.

Professor Reginald paced. ‘Sever the link. Destroy Medosa.’

‘I’m so sorry, girls,’ Harold said, wringing his apron unhappily. ‘I didn’t do enough to keep you safe. To keep Molly safe.’

Gwen hugged her father. ‘But you saved me.’

Harold’s shoulders slumped. ‘I didn’t, you saved yourself.’

‘I saved me?’ Gwen asked, trying to remember everything that had happened. Had all that water really come from inside her? Water.

Water element.

Gwen’s stomach dropped. She was the one Driath was after. She was the reason her family was in danger. Why Molly was in a coma.

‘Medosa is too powerful for me, but you – you fought her off,’ Harold replied.

‘Yes, she’s a powerful shapeshifter, of that there’s no question,’ Professor Reginald said. ‘The Damnum spell would have worked on most.’

Harold smiled at Gwen proudly. ‘You have the power of water.’

‘Orthius was right,’ said the professor. ‘He said one would be born with the power.’

‘But I don’t know what I did,’ Gwen said, biting her lip. ‘My body just seemed to react.’

‘You’ve been given a great and wonderful gift,’ Harold said.

‘Water – it’s the power that Driath seeks,’ Professor Reginald confirmed.

Gwen heard Rain thinking that she was relieved it wasn’t her, but horrified that it had to be any of them. ‘We thought she had the power of fire,’ Rain said.

‘So the fire at the school,’ Gwen started, trying to put the pieces together. ‘How did that happen? Do you think Medosa did that?’

‘Highly likely. She was probably trying to get you to release your power but didn’t count on the water sprinklers,’ Harold explained.

Gwen was dumbfounded as the idea sunk in. ‘So I’m going to die?’

‘No,’ Harold said quickly. ‘Remember, you have a great power and when you have mastered it, you can take down this shadow and Driath. You can help to save Ethra from her evil rule.’

Gwen shivered. ‘What is one power against hers?’

We’re going to lose, Gwen thought hopelessly. She was glad that the others couldn’t hear what she was thinking. Staring at all their worried faces, Gwen was ridden with guilt that they were all in danger because of her. If she walked away from the power altogether, would Medosa leave them alone? She doubted that. And if she gave up her power, Ethra would be left to that evil witch. Gwen sighed.

‘You must develop this power as quickly as you can,’ Harold said.

‘Exactly how is Medosa going to try to take this power from me?’ Gwen asked.

Harold blinked and looked at Professor Reginald.

‘Tell me!’ Gwen demanded.

‘Driath used to kill people trying to extract their powers, but sometimes the powers were diluted in the process. She may have found another way,’ Harold replied.

Gwen’s shoulders slumped. ‘So there’s nothing I can do?’

‘There is no way of knowing how she plans to get it out of you,’ said the professor. ‘But it doesn’t matter because she is not going to get it out of you!’

‘But what if it happens?’ Gwen whispered. ‘What if they win?’

‘We’re going to fight,’ Harold said firmly. ‘And we’re going to win.’

Rain started to cry. Nel tried to comfort her.

Gwen shrugged. She didn’t know what to say.

Harold closed his eyes sadly. ‘There’s no turning back now.’

Gwen forgot her own thoughts and got caught up in Rain’s. Her sister’s mind was racing at a hundred miles an hour, trying to find a way out of this. ‘Isn’t there a way to undo everything? A spell that could erase Medosa’s memory? Make her think we didn’t have any powers?’ she asked.

‘No. This course is set, and we will not break the rules of magic to put things in our favour. That would make us no better than them,’ Harold said.

‘But this is different,’ Rain argued. ‘We’d be doing something that is good. We could save Gwen.’

Harold shook his head. ‘Nothing good can come from doing something bad.’

‘Then let’s run away,’ Rain begged.

‘They’ll find us and they will hurt anyone in their way,’ Harold replied.

Rain stroked Molly’s hair gently. ‘Like Molly.’

Professor Reginald perched himself on the mantelpiece. ‘Yes – and this is only the beginning, I fear.’

‘Then we give me up,’ Gwen said, trying desperately to cling to the hope that her family would somehow survive this. Survive Medosa. Driath. It wouldn’t be so bad if they lived.

Harold grabbed Gwen’s shoulders and shook her. ‘No. Never. Do you understand?’

Gwen stared at her father, her sisters and then at Molly. Unconscious Molly. This was her fault. All of this was her fault. ‘Then it would be just me. Not all of you.’

‘We’re not going to lose any of you!’ Harold argued. ‘Promise me you won’t do anything stupid.’

Gwen couldn’t answer him so she looked at Molly instead. ‘Is she going to be OK?’

‘I think so,’ Professor Reginald replied.

‘You think so?’ Rain said miserably.

‘I need to call Molly’s parents and explain what’s happened here,’ Harold said.

‘You also need to call an ambulance and come up with a cover story for the humans,’ Professor Reginald added.

‘You’re right,’ Harold replied, walking towards the hall. ‘Molly needs to be looked after until we can find a way to destroy this creature.’

While their father made the calls, the enchanted house repaired itself. Tiny shards of crystal flew up from the floor, seamlessly re-forming the chandelier high above the dining table. The water on the floor vaporised, furniture righted itself and fallen paintings flew back to their hooks.

Professor Reginald turned his attention to the triplets.

‘Rain, your flying needs some work and you also need to use spells to defend yourself. And why didn’t you turn into a jaguar? That would have helped! Now, Nel, I see you have another power, however, strength is one thing, learning how to use it is more important.’

‘How am I supposed to learn to morph and fly at once?’ Rain sniffed.

‘You’ll learn because there is no other option,’ Professor Reginald replied, before staring down his nose at Gwen. ‘And you need to learn how to cast magic even when you can’t speak.’

‘Or breathe,’ Gwen muttered.

Harold came back into the living room. ‘The ambulance is on its way. Molly’s parents will meet us at the hospital.’

‘Are they angry?’ Gwen asked.

‘They’re worried, not angry,’ said Harold.

The sisters picked up Molly and carefully set her down on the couch.

Harold pressed the back of his hand against Molly’s forehead. ‘She’s burning up.’

‘Shouldn’t she be ice-cold after the attack?’ Gwen asked. She could still feel the icy ring where Medosa had held her neck.

‘Her body’s reaction is to fight it with heat,’ Professor Reginald explained.

‘Molly’s going to be okay, I know it,’ said Harold.

‘And us?’ Gwen asked wearily.

Harold couldn’t hide his frown or his thoughts. It’s going to be so dangerous.

Gwen didn’t like reading minds. She wanted to be lied to.

Another voice boomed in her head.

Water. She’s going to have her work cut out.

‘I’m going to work hard, Professor Reginald,’ Gwen said.

‘You heard that?’ Professor Reginald didn’t look too happy.

‘Yes,’ Gwen said, the sound of a wailing siren drowning her out. ‘But I don’t want to.’

Neither do I want you to.

Gwen grimaced. She did not want him in her head.

‘You’ll get used to this,’ Harold said as he went to let in the ambulance officers.
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9
Divide & Conquer

The sisters finished their breakfast in silence the next morning. It was still dark outside and the overhead lights cast a hollow warmth in the room.

Gwen’s head throbbed with thoughts. Her thoughts, her family’s thoughts and, now that her power was growing, everyone else’s thoughts, including the neighbours’. She’d also spent hours trying to practise the Damnum spell and in the process she’d destroyed her bedside lamp, a pillow and a pair of old sneakers.

Worse still, every time she had tried to get any sleep she had dreamt of Driath. The dreams were almost identical. There were small differences between them, like Rain trying to rescue her instead of Nel. What was always the same was the panic she felt as she ran for the mountain with Driath in pursuit. If Gwen could help it, she wasn’t going to sleep anymore.

She yawned and rubbed her eyes. Mr Brown across the road was shutting off his alarm and cursing the fact he had the early shift. ‘I wish I could make it stop,’ Gwen murmured through a mouthful of juice.

Rain poked her fruit salad. A spoon was busy adding strawberry yoghurt to her bowl.

‘Professor Reginald says you just have to work at blocking them out,’ Nel offered.

‘It’s not that easy,’ said Gwen.

The whole table shook. ‘Rain, would you stop dancing under the table!’

Rain frowned but kept tapping her feet. ‘I have to be ready for the audition.’

‘Please?’ Gwen pleaded.

‘Fine,’ sighed Rain as she stopped.

‘I need more sleep,’ Gwen said.

Rain ran her fingers through her long dark hair. ‘That and a mirror.’

‘You know we can’t use any mirrors now,’ Nel reminded her.

Rain frowned and Gwen nodded. Harold and Professor Reginald had worked out how Medosa had bypassed the protection spells on the walls of their house. She’d come in through the mirror. Now all the mirrors in the house had been cast with a spell that caused the mirrors’ surfaces to turn to black stone. Worse still, for Rain at least, the three girls had to stay away from mirrors altogether.

‘What’s the point of looking good anyway? We’re just sitting ducks. We know that thing will be back,’ Rain said.

‘They’re only trying to keep us all safe,’ Nel argued. ‘And Dad told us he and the professor were going to find a way for us to keep going to school.’

‘I want to be an ordinary girl, go to school, audition for the dance team…’ Rain paused. ‘It just doesn’t seem fair that we’re stuck with this evil witch after us, this stupid destiny and social services. When are we ever going to get a break?’

‘We just have to take one day at a time,’ Nel said. ‘Dad and Professor Reginald know what they are doing. We just have to do as they say and we’ll get through this.’

‘How can Dad keep us safe if he doesn’t tell us everything? Don’t either of you want to know what he’s told the Reids about us?’ Rain said. ‘Do you think Meg knows about us?’

Nel gave Rain a sad look. ‘If Dad says we can trust them, we have to trust them.’

Rain sighed. ‘Fine.’

‘He’ll tell us when he’s ready,’ Nel replied. ‘Right now we have only one thing to do, and that’s learn how to use our powers.’

‘I’ll do it to save Molly,’ Gwen said.

‘Right,’ Nel replied. ‘So we have to stop Medosa, which will stop Driath from getting the last power, which means Ethra is safe for a while longer.’

Rain crossed her arms. ‘As safe as you can be with someone that evil running your world!’

‘Are we in?’ Nel asked.

‘Okay,’ Rain agreed, holding out her hand. ‘For Molly’s sake.’

Nel placed hers on top. ‘Me too.’

Gwen smiled. ‘Me three. Now let’s finish breakfast – fast. Professor Reginald is up and he’s coming to get us,’ she said, hearing Professor Reginald’s grumbling thoughts among the others in her head.

The triplets quickly finished their breakfast. Nel gave the remainder of her honey toast to Jed.

‘Girls, time for study,’ Professor Reginald said as he zoomed into the kitchen.

The girls picked up their pile of magical books and followed Professor Reginald up to the study.

‘We have a lot to do,’ Professor Reginald said as he clicked his fingers. The bookcase opened, revealing the secret room.

The sisters followed him through the bookcase and then gasped.

There was an entire world inside the room now. They had seen this place before. Ethra. As far as Gwen could see there was green forest. There were dragons flying above them, their wings casting enormous shadows on the ground. Further on there were crystal lakes and beyond that the glowing mountain. The one Gwen had seen in her dream.

‘What is this?’ Nel asked, clutching her books nervously to her chest. They tried to hide in her hair.

‘This is where you will train,’ Professor Reginald replied. ‘We’ve had to put theory and history aside. I thought it best to get you ready for Ethra at the same time. The Ethra that once was.’

Gwen smiled. She wanted to learn more about Ethra.

Professor Reginald coughed. ‘Medosa’s appearances are becoming more frequent. I suspect she is running out of time to do Driath’s bidding. We need to get straight to the practical.’

The sounds of wild birds filled the huge space. A flock of birds flew out of the dark green trees towards Nel, landing at her feet and on her shoulders and head.

Nel smiled happily. ‘I’m going to practise in the forest?’

‘Yes, there you can learn the language of all the animals you meet. Obstacles set in place will test your strength,’ Professor Reginald explained.

‘Where will I be going?’ Rain asked nervously.

Professor Reginald hovered beside Rain. ‘You will be working at the top of Galia Mountain.’

Gwen gulped. It was at least one hundred kilometres from where they stood. How was Rain supposed to get there?

Professor Reginald clapped his hands and the mountain came towards them in a whirl of colour and wind. ‘Just wanted to save some time,’ Professor Reginald said.

They were now standing on top of a ledge at the peak of the mountain. Eagles the size of planes flew around, watching them with piercing eyes. Gwen stepped back towards the cliff face. She felt giddy from the height.

‘This is where I am supposed to practise flying? It doesn’t look very safe,’ Rain asked, peering over the edge. The drop was terrifying.

‘This is where you will practise,’ Professor Reginald said firmly.

‘So that’s mine?’ Gwen asked, looking at the lake below.

‘Obviously,’ the professor replied.

Gwen’s books squirmed in her arms and she put them down gently. Making curious squeaks, they quickly scampered off to explore.

‘So what next?’ Rain asked, taking a careful step towards Professor Reginald. ‘Do you want me to try to fly?’

‘In a manner of speaking. There’s something else I want you to do as well,’ Professor Reginald explained.

‘Something else?’ Rain repeated nervously, looking around.

Professor Reginald clicked his fingers and a bloodcurdling scream exploded from the clouds above them. The eagles disappeared in a flash.

Gwen looked up. There was a dark figure floating hundreds of metres above them. She stepped back in fright. It was Medosa!

‘Professor!’ she cried. ‘She’s found another way into the house!’

‘She’s not real,’ Professor Reginald replied. ‘Medosa is a shapeshifter, so I’ve recreated some for training purposes.’

The shapeshifter flew towards them at a startling pace.

‘Is that safe?’ Nel asked.

Professor Reginald ignored her. ‘Fly, Rain. Fly!’

‘Fly?’ Rain replied, dropping her books. They squealed angrily before scattering.

The shapeshifter was getting closer to the triplets and her sharp cries grew more horrible.

‘Give me the power!’ the shapeshifter demanded, her black eyes locking onto Gwen.

Professor Reginald nudged Rain. ‘Fly! Now! Defend your sister.’

Rain jumped up towards the creature, flying up two or three metres, before quickly falling back to the earth. She nearly missed the ledge and had to grab hold of it.

Nel reached to help her, but Professor Reginald held her back. ‘Again!’

Rain struggled to pull herself up; the shapeshifter was only about ten metres above them now. She jumped up with all her might and Gwen heard her willing herself to fly. Seconds later she was in the air, heading towards the creature.

Gwen and Nel watched anxiously as Rain and the shapeshifter headed towards one another on a collision course.

‘That’s it!’ Professor Reginald said.

And then, just as Rain and the creature were about to hit one another, the shapeshifter’s mouth opened, sending a ball of fire hurtling towards Rain.

Rain swerved sideways, hitting the mountain at high speed. Boulders broke free and she fell towards the earth.

Nel and Gwen screamed and then Nel bolted at speed over the ledge. She was running so fast that she didn’t fall, her feet clinging to the mountain instead.

Professor Reginald shook his head and clicked his fingers, making the creature dissolve and Nel and Rain hover back up to the ledge. He dropped them at his feet. ‘How did you run that quickly, Nel?’ he asked.

Nel stammered, ‘Did I?’

Professor Reginald looked perplexed for a moment, but then he smiled. ‘This is good.’

‘It is?’ Nel was still confused.

‘You girls are quite amazing. I’ve never heard of girls acquiring quite so many powers,’ Professor Reginald beamed. ‘I’ll add some challenges to the course in the forest for you.’ He clicked his fingers several times and birds shot out from the trees that surrounded the lake at the base of the mountain.

Rain slumped to the ground. This was going to be a long morning.

‘Enough of this moping,’ Professor Reginald said. ‘You’ve got a lot of work to do, Rain.’

Rain brushed herself off and stood up.

‘Much better,’ Professor Reginald said. ‘Now next time, you need to combine your two powers. You need to fly and morph at the same time.’

‘I do?’ Rain baulked at the thought.

‘When you are a jaguar you’ll be able to do some damage to that creature as well.’

‘Why are we able to see Medosa now?’ Nel asked.

‘That’s our one advantage,’ Professor Reginald said. ‘Thanks to Gwen changing our perceptions, she can no longer be invisible to the rest of us. Sadly, she can still shapeshift. So you have to be fast. Bewilder her, confuse her, and then Gwen can use her power to finish her off.’

‘Do you mean . . . kill her?’ Gwen could hardly say the words.

Professor Reginald shook his head. ‘Did you think you were just going to arm-wrestle her and that would be the end of it?’

It was just so hard for Gwen to get around it in her head. Medosa was bad, evil, yes – but she was also a living creature and the idea of killing her was horrible.

‘What if I can’t do that?’ Another idea had formed in Gwen’s head. ‘It’ll just keep coming at us?’

Professor Reginald uttered only one word: ‘Yes.’

‘Is there no other way?’ Gwen tried to think of what she’d read in the magic books, but to no avail.

Professor Reginald rolled his eyes. ‘Our only other remote hope is to trap the creature in an enchanted prison, but we have no such device to hand. Your father is contacting the magic underground here on Earth to see if he can find one.’

‘And if he doesn’t?’ Rain’s voice was small.

Professor Reginald was clearly tired of talking. ‘We fight.’

Nel’s eyebrows burrowed together. ‘Then we do what we have to until Gwen can defeat Medosa.’

Professor Reginald smiled. ‘That’s the spirit!’

‘So how do we get started?’ Nel asked.

‘You go into the forest. Your aim is to get to the other side in one piece.’

Nel nodded.

Professor Reginald turned his attention to Gwen. ‘Now, tell me, Gwen, what are the two methods of casting spells?’

Gwen shuffled nervously and looked at her dirty sneakers. She tried to remember what she had read in her books last night. ‘You can either say it or think it.’

‘Yes – and your mission today will be to think it, which is harder. This is because Medosa seems to enjoy strangling you, so you need to learn to cast spells without words. In your case a spell ordering Medosa to release you will be a good start. The Eximo spell. But I must warn you – this spell has two purposes, release and open, so you have to focus on what you want it to do. In this case to release you.’

‘Okay,’ Gwen said.

‘And I want you to practise casting spells while using your other powers,’ Professor Reginald added. ‘To start with you will all be working on your own. Once you improve, you will work as a team. Meantime, you must be vigilant, especially when you are away from the house.’

‘So you’ve found a way to protect us at school?’ Nel asked. ‘Did Dad get our lockets back?’

‘Yes and no,’ Professor Reginald’s tone was flat. ‘We have found a novel way to protect you until we get the lockets back.’ He clicked his fingers, and two more laptops appeared, one purple and one blue.

‘Lucky girls – now you have more of me.’ His round red face beamed from each screen. ‘We will be with you at all times to make sure you are safe.’

‘Great,’ Rain said half-heartedly.

With that the laptops flew to each girl, purple to Rain, blue to Nel and the original pink one to Gwen.

‘Now, listen carefully,’ Professor Reginald announced. ‘This house is protected against Medosa. She cannot enter the walls and all the mirrors have been sealed. Once you step outside these bounds you will only do so with your father, or with me. Is this understood?’

The girls nodded.

‘Follow me,’ each Professor Reginald ordered. The sisters did as they were told. Nel ran down the cliff face at speed and into the forest. Rain morphed into a jaguar and then flew up into the air. Gwen was magically floated down to the edge of the lake.

Gwen heard a scream high above her and looked up to see what was happening, but it was all a blur. Rain was shifting mid-air and colliding against the shapeshifter and the mountain from one second to the next.

‘Eyes forward, Gwen,’ Professor Reginald instructed. ‘And remember you’ll need to think your spell, not say it.’

Gwen took a cautious step towards the lake and immediately three shapeshifters flew down from the sky towards her.

‘Three?’ she screamed.

‘No words!’ Professor Reginald snapped, pushing her forward with the corner of his laptop.

Gwen fell into the lake, the cold water rushing over her. She swam up to the surface, her tracksuit top sticking heavily to her chest, and kicked off her shoes and socks.

Professor Reginald flew over above her head. His angry red face filled the screen. ‘Walk on the water!’

‘How?’ Gwen asked, gulping some of the water as she spoke.

‘See it! See yourself doing it,’ Professor Reginald instructed before flying off to the side of the lake to watch.

Gwen looked up; the three shapeshifters were almost on her, their cackles filling her ears. She tried to imagine herself on the water, but her head was full of Rain and Nel’s frenzied thoughts. Gwen struggled to think.

The shapeshifters dived into the water. One grabbed her leg, another her arm and the third took hold of her hair. They pulled her deep into the lake.

Gwen swallowed a big mouthful of water in a panic, then realised she could breathe under water.

The shapeshifters pulled her deeper into the darkness of the lake.

‘Dam . . . dam . . .’ she said, trying to remember the spell and think it.

She could hear Professor Reginald in her head. ‘Use your water power,’ he instructed.

Water, Gwen thought, water – but still she felt herself being pulled by their icy hands.

‘Dam . . . damnu –’ Gwen tried to say and think. The shapeshifters tightened their grip. She attempted to cast the Eximo spell but water filled her mouth.

The shapeshifters stared angrily at Gwen with their black eyes. ‘Ours!’ they screamed, their cries muffled by the water.

Gwen didn’t know what to do. ‘Help!’ she called out, looking up towards the fast-fading light high above.

And with that, the shapeshifters disappeared and Gwen felt herself being catapulted towards the surface. She exploded out of the lake and landed on her stomach on the stony shore.

Professor Reginald looked down his large nose at her.

‘You’ve had enough already?’ Professor Reginald demanded. ‘Which part of my instructions didn’t you understand exactly?’

‘All of them?’ Gwen said in a small voice.

Professor Reginald shook his head and sat down on a large red sofa which had just appeared beneath him. ‘I see this is going to take some time.’

Gwen brushed her wet hair off her face. ‘But how do I call the water element?’

‘You see it – you see it in your hands – in the air. You see a water ball and then there will be a water ball. Understand?’ Professor Reginald explained.

‘I think so,’ Gwen replied.

‘And remember to think your spells, don’t say them – you’ll only swallow half the lake. Again,’ Professor Reginald said, clicking his fingers.

The cackling cry of the three shapeshifters returned high above. Gwen looked up and tried with all her might to think of huge balls of water hitting the shapeshifters, but only small wet bubbles filled the air. And then the three shapeshifters were on top of her again, wrapping their arms around her and pulling her down into the depths of the lake.

Damnum. Damnum! Gwen thought as hard as she could as their icy fingers gripped tighter around her limbs and their angry voices filled her head.

Up! she thought, and then Gwen felt herself being pushed towards the surface at lightning speed, the shapeshifters still holding tightly. They all exploded out of the lake together.

‘Satago!’ Professor Reginald ordered, and the creatures disappeared. Gwen fell backwards into the lake, landing with a terrific flop and a loud splash.

‘Ow,’ she said as she swam towards the shore. ‘It didn’t work.’

‘You have to believe it,’ Professor Reginald replied.

Gwen sighed and nodded, hoping she could.

‘Again,’ Professor Reginald said, calling the shapeshifters back once more.

‘Water!’ Gwen said from the edge of the lake. She held her palms towards the creatures. Nothing happened.

‘Ours!’ the shapeshifters yelled as they reached out for her.

‘Water!’ she called again, willing the lake to do her bidding.

‘Don’t say it, Gwen. Think it,’ Professor Reginald said.

Water. Water, Gwen thought. As strong and flowing as a waterfall.

And at last the water began to do her bidding. Shoots of it started to fly up to attack the shapeshifters.

‘Yes!’ Gwen cried, but too soon – the water dropped back down, drenching her and a very annoyed professor.

‘Satago,’ Professor Reginald said crossly, and the creatures dissolved into thin air.

‘Sorry,’ Gwen said sheepishly. This was going to be a long lesson.
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Three hours later, the triplets had finished their first training session and were using their free period at school to follow Ms Laroche’s instructions.

Nel had gone to the stables to meet and ride the horses. Rain had set off with a digital camera and was exploring the campus with Stephanie for photo locations.

Gwen was on her way to the school newspaper office. She held her bag tightly under her arm. She could hear Professor Reginald mumbling inside, his frustrated thoughts filling her mind. Such a wonderful gift she has and she can’t embrace it. What an absolute waste of the power.

‘Professor, please,’ Gwen said under her breath. ‘I can hear you.’

A girl with brown plaits gave Gwen a strange look. Weirdo.

‘I heard that!’ Gwen snapped.

‘What?’ The girl hurried away.

Gwen shook her head angrily and tried to block out everyone’s thoughts. She’d been able to do it at magic practice this morning; she just had to focus.

An image flashed into Gwen’s mind: Stephanie was taking pictures of Rain near the water fountain in the central courtyard. Gwen shook her head again. Gwen then saw Nel on horseback. ‘Bravo!’ Nel said happily to the horse as they cleared the jump. ‘Thank you,’ the horse replied with a wink. The image of the horse vanished when Gwen knocked into something in front of her.

‘Watch it,’ a girl yelled, shoving Gwen away.

‘Sorry,’ Gwen said awkwardly, finding her balance again and racing along the empty corridor towards the stairs. She climbed the flight of steps as quickly as she could. Gwen was worried – was this another part of her power? Now she could not only hear what Rain and Nel were thinking, she could see what they were doing too. Was it going to get worse? She used her mind-reading powers to implant the question into Professor Reginald’s head.

Worse? What a ridiculous question. Better is more accurate. Eventually, with practice, you’ll be able to control the thoughts of others and tell them what to do, he told her.

‘Great,’ Gwen said miserably.

It means you can see and hear others at will. You have to learn to use these powers, not let them control you.

‘Easier said than done,’ Gwen said, rubbing her temples with her fingers, trying to lessen the throb of all the unwanted thoughts and images.

She finally found the newspaper office on the second floor. A faded sticker on the door in thick calligraphy said: Words are our power.

Gwen pulled the key from her pocket. The door clicked open with a creak and she stepped into a small, dark room that smelled of old newspaper.

‘Can I come out now?’ Professor Reginald whispered from her bag.

‘Shhh,’ Gwen replied. ‘Wait. Let me close the door.’

She shut the door and pulled down the blind so no one could see through the frosted glass window.

‘Okay, we’re safe now,’ she said, opening the two windows in the room to let in some fresh air.

Professor Reginald poked a corner of his pink laptop out of the bag, before flying into the air and opening up. He yawned loudly and rubbed his baggy eyes. ‘I can’t imagine doing a whole day of those ridiculous classes. Maths? Who needs it? What a waste of time.’

Gwen pulled out the chair behind the main desk, and dusted it before sitting down. A month ago this would have been brilliant. But now with everything else happening, the idea of running a newspaper didn’t excite her at all. She gazed around the room.

Opposite her desk was a large, comfy-looking sofa. To the left, two other desks were pushed up against the wall. Above them was a pinboard pasted with faded newspaper cuttings, along with three filing cabinets.

‘Professor? Can I use the internet, please?’

Professor Reginald hovered towards Gwen and lowered himself onto the dusty desk. ‘What for?’

‘I’ve got a hunch,’ Gwen replied. She typed in enchanted prisons.

Fifty-nine listings came up. Gwen scrolled down the page.

 

101 enchanted prisons

The most famous enchanted prisons

Help! I’m trapped in an enchanted prison

 

‘That looks promising,’ Gwen said, double-clicking on the second result.

Professor Reginald crossed his arms. ‘How is this supposed to be helping us?’

‘You said you were still looking for a prison for this creature. I want to see if I can help,’ Gwen replied.

‘And you think humans would have found it? What nonsense!’

The new page came up. It listed all manner of antique pieces, most destroyed centuries ago on Earth, except for one – the Guildon Mirror, from Cleopatra’s treasury.

Gwen pulled up the search engine again, typed Guildon Mirror and got 26 hits.

Professor Reginald grumbled. ‘You don’t have to type, you know. Just tell me what to look for.’

Gwen ignored him. ‘Look at this. It was at the Louvre in 1926. Then in New York’s Guggenheim for most of this century, and someone has just bought it.’

The great Guildon Mirror has a new home.

Gwen clicked the link and was astonished to find that the mirror had just been bought by none other than the James family. ‘I’m not sure this is a coincidence,’ Gwen declared. ‘Stephanie is definitely suspicious. We have to get this mirror.’

‘What makes you think this mirror is enchanted and can hold Medosa?’

‘I don’t know,’ Gwen replied. Something told her it was. ‘But if there’s a chance, we have to take it. Once this creature is taken care of, we can save Molly and then find a way to Ethra.’

‘Can you believe this?’ she said, reading aloud from the screen. ‘The first ancestor of the James family to arrive in Jamestown was the extraordinary Royston James – after whom every first son of the James family has since been named. He oversaw the building of Jamestown, including the present-day Town Hall, which once served as the residence for the James family. He built roads, set up a goods factory and made Jamestown a successful trading port. Royston started an impressive antique collection, which the family continues today.’

‘I don’t think there is anything here worth investigating, Gwen,’ Professor Reginald yawned.

‘I don’t agree, Professor,’ Gwen said, quickly scanning the words. ‘This is really interesting.’

Professor Reginald looked down at the text beside him.

‘It says here all of the family’s great treasures are housed in the Town Hall and are open to the public,’ Gwen said.

‘And you think this means what?’ Professor Reginald asked, arching an eyebrow.

‘That we can go and see this mirror and test it,’ Gwen replied.

‘Test it? How do you plan to do that?’ Professor Reginald rolled his eyes. ‘You know you’re not allowed to go near mirrors. Remember, Stan is the spell you cast to turn the mirror into stone.’

Gwen frowned, and in that second of lost concentration, her head was flooded with thoughts from everywhere in the building, and images of Rain having her photo taken by Stephanie in the school’s rose garden, and Nel grooming her horse in the stables.

Gwen pressed her hands to her forehead, trying to block everything out. But the thoughts soon became an avalanche of noise inside her head.

‘Make it stop,’ Gwen said, trying to will them away.

‘Concentrate,’ Professor Reginald instructed.

There was a knock at the door.

‘Gwen,’ Professor Reginald whispered, closing his laptop, ‘there’s someone at the door.’

The knock came again, a little louder this time.

‘Gwen?’ a voice called.
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‘Come in,’ Gwen said. She knew who it was immediately by the voice in her head.

Here goes nothing.

The door opened and Meg entered. Her eyes were red from crying.

‘Nel said you’d be here,’ Meg said, looking around.

‘Meg, I’m so sorry about Molly,’ said Gwen, wondering how much Molly’s parents had told her about what had happened. ‘How is she? How are you?’

‘I’m okay. Molly’s still in a coma.’

And you know why, thought Gwen.

Maybe her parents had finally told Meg the truth.

‘I feel awful about it,’ Gwen mumbled.

‘We all do,’ Meg said simply. ‘I need you to help me. What are you doing now?’

 ‘I thought I’d get started on an article for the paper, Gwen said. ‘Maybe something about Stephanie James. Everyone seems so obsessed by her.’

‘I think you should leave Stephanie alone,’ Meg whispered. ‘I never believed Taylor, but now, maybe he was right after all?’

‘What has Taylor told you?’

‘He says she can’t be trusted.’

‘Did Taylor have any proof?’

‘Proof? No, he said he saw something . . .’

‘What?’

Meg was quiet. ‘He wouldn’t tell me.’

Gwen sighed. ‘What do you think she is up to?’

‘I don’t think she is up to anything. I think her father and his company are up to something.’

‘What?’

‘I don’t know, but I’ve overheard my parents talking about it.’

‘Is that why you’re here? To tell me what you’ve heard?’ Gwen tried to gauge Meg’s reaction, but she couldn’t quite read her. Her mind was racing too fast.

There was an awkward pause and Meg looked nervously at the floor. ‘Like I said, I need your help.’

‘Of course. What can I do to help?’ Gwen asked. ‘I am so sorry about Molly.’

Meg sat on the sofa. ‘It’s not your fault,’ she said.

Gwen sighed. She still felt it was her fault. If she’d seen the vision earlier, she could have saved Molly.

‘How’s she doing?’ Gwen asked.

‘She’s out of intensive care. Mum and Dad are with her. My brother Taylor wants to fly up from boarding school but my parents won’t let him, not until they know it’s safe.’ Meg was quiet. ‘They want to send me away to boarding school too. That’s why I’m here. I need your help.’

‘That could be a good idea. It’s not safe here.’ Gwen wondered if she had said too much. How much did Meg know?

‘See, that’s what I mean, there’s stuff going on here. I will not be sent away. I know more than you think!’ Meg clenched her fists and calmed herself down. ‘I want to stay. Will you help me?’

‘I’ll do anything I can to help you,’ said Gwen.

Meg smiled. ‘You promise?’

Gwen traced a cross on her heart. ‘I promise.’

‘I want you to tell me why my parents close the door every time your family’s name comes up,’ Meg said. ‘I know something is going on and I know it has something to do with what has happened to Molly.’

‘I –’ Gwen stammered, torn between telling the truth and hiding her family’s secrets.

‘I want the truth; you promised.’ Meg pulled a small leather book from her bag. ‘When my parents were at the hospital last night I took this from their study.’

Gwen took the book from Meg.

‘It’s my mum’s journal,’ Meg said. ‘Read it.’

Gwen opened the book. On the first page there were scrawled notes on the Ethran triplets. She flipped through the pages. There were entries on Ethra, portals and strange occurrences. Gwen gasped. There were even notes about the James family. She wanted to pore over the book. How much did Meg’s parents know? How much had they told her father?

Two things caught Gwen’s attention as she flipped through the pages.

First, there were two photocopies of fingerprints. One was obviously from an old book but the other was more recent. Underneath the fingerprints there was a question mark and names.

Gwen looked more closely. The first Royston James and the current Royston James had the same fingerprint. But how was that possible? Could they be the same person? How old would that make him? One hundred and eighty? Older? How long did Ethrans live for? Professor Reginald was frozen in time for 500 years – maybe Royston had done something wrong and had been sent to Earth as punishment?

The second thing Gwen noticed were notes on Taylor. He had gone to Stephanie’s for dinner, but he didn’t come home. The next day, he had turned up wandering the street and didn’t speak for two weeks.

Taylor had no recollection of the night but was adamant that Stephanie was as dangerous as her family and that they should stay away from them.

A school photo of Taylor was included. His vivid blue eyes stared back at her. She looked at Meg. ‘So you know a lot.’

Meg carefully took the book from Gwen and put it back into her bag.

Gwen wondered if she could talk Meg into giving it to her again. ‘How much do you know?’

‘Enough to know that your family isn’t from anywhere around here and that something is after you, and in the process both Molly and I have been affected,’ Meg replied. ‘What are you?’

Gwen paused. She didn’t want to lie to Meg and clearly her parents already knew something about them. Harold trusted them and she had made a promise to help Meg.

‘Meg, I don’t know what to say. I’ve only just found out what I am. I’m supposed to be a witch.’ Gwen stopped to check that Meg was still breathing. When she was sure she was, Gwen started again. ‘The thing that I saw when I touched your hand in the principal’s office – we think that’s a shapeshifter named Medosa . . . and she thought Molly was me. I saw it in a vision. I just didn’t realise in time to save her,’ Gwen explained.

‘Gwen Henderson!’ Professor Reginald roared, soaring off the desktop.

Meg screamed. ‘What is that?’

‘It’s okay, Meg,’ Gwen said. ‘It’s just Professor Reginald.’

‘Your computer is a person?’ Meg asked.

Gwen bit her lip. ‘It’s a very long story.’

‘These are family secrets, Gwen,’ said the professor. ‘You can’t blurt them out to just anyone!’

‘She’s not just anyone. Meg’s my friend and she’s a Reid. I thought we could trust them?’ Gwen argued.

‘Her parents don’t want her to know about this. She’s a fragile human and this information is too dangerous!’ he replied. ‘I’ll cast a spell on her, take away her memory. Give her another potion!’

Gwen stood between Professor Reginald and Meg. ‘No you won’t!’

‘I most certainly will,’ Professor Reginald barked back.

‘What do you mean, give me another potion?’ Meg asked.

Professor Reginald stopped mid-air. ‘I –’ he stammered. ‘What I meant to say is . . .’

‘You’re working with my parents, aren’t you?’ Meg asked.

Professor Reginald crossed his arms. ‘I am not at liberty to discuss this with you.’

‘Professor, please. Her parents know so much already. Tell us the truth. Molly’s been hurt and Meg’s been attacked. She has a right to know what is going on,’ Gwen argued.

‘Your father will not be happy about this and I imagine neither will your parents, Meg,’ Professor Reginald replied.

‘I need to know,’ Meg said firmly.

Professor Reginald faced the girls. He shook his head unhappily. ‘For as long as Aunt Sylvie can remember, Jamestown has been a magical nexus. Ethrans on Earth are drawn to this place and random portals to Ethra open and shut here. This is the place where we arrived all that time ago. Meg’s parents had been investigating the strange events in this town when they were accidentally pulled into one of the portals. Aunt Sylvie saved them. They’ve been helping Aunt Sylvie and the Ethran cause ever since.’

‘And they came to you and Dad for help when Meg was attacked?’ Gwen asked.

‘Yes,’ said Professor Reginald. He looked at Meg. ‘You were unconscious, so I made up a potion to help fight Medosa’s power in you. And it seems to be working.’

Meg nodded. ‘But why aren’t I in a coma like Molly?’

‘I don’t know,’ Professor Reginald answered. ‘Medosa may have been interrupted before infecting you completely with her spell.’

‘My parents think I’m too young to know and too young to help, but they’re wrong,’ Meg said defiantly.

Gwen nodded. ‘I’ve been trying to find out more about Medosa and find something to stop her. I’ve been trying to find an enchanted prison, which would keep Medosa trapped forever.’

‘Will that work?’ Meg asked.

‘Yes, and if we can capture her in it, then the link between Molly and shapeshifter will be broken and Molly will wake up,’ Gwen explained.

Meg smiled. ‘Where can we get one?’

‘I think the James family might have one in their museum. It’s an old mirror, a magical one,’ Gwen replied.

‘Oh no,’ Meg said, shaking her head. ‘Let me show you something.’ Meg stood up and walked over to join Gwen at the desk. ‘Is it okay, Professor?’ she asked, before typing on Professor Reginald’s keyboard.

‘I think this is a very bad idea,’ Professor Reginald said huffily. ‘I’ll be telling your parents about this.’

‘It’s important,’ Gwen urged.

‘All right,’ Professor Reginald replied resignedly.

‘Thank you,’ Meg said as she began to type. ‘I saw a clipping about the James’ mirror, in Mum’s notes.’ She typed: www.jamestownchronicle.com.

Seconds later the page came up. Meg clicked the local crime link.

‘See, the mirror. It was stolen last week from the Town Hall. The three James Corp scientists studying it ended up in hospital like Molly.’

‘James Corp scientists? Why were they looking at the mirror?’ Gwen asked.

‘They found some traces of an unidentifiable metal on it,’ Meg replied. ‘You know I always thought what my parents did for the government was so dull. I wish I’d paid more attention now.’

‘So you think Medosa stole the mirror to stop us getting our hands on it and then left these victims for dead?’ Gwen asked.

Meg shrugged. ‘Maybe. Probably.’

‘Are the scientists in a coma too?’

‘Only one. He’s been in a coma for five days now,’ Meg replied. ‘The others are just in shock. They don’t remember anything.’

Gwen wondered if the shapeshifter knew the mirror was the only way to trap her. But why go after Meg? ‘Can I try something, Meg?’ she asked.

Meg looked suspicious. ‘What?’

‘I want to see if I can find out more about what happened to you. Do you remember anything?’

Meg shook her head. ‘No. It’s all a blur.’

Gwen tried to read Meg’s mind. She closed her eyes and listened to her thoughts. They were rambling and confused now.

‘When did the first attack happen?’

‘I don’t know. I can’t remember whole parts of this week,’ Meg replied.

‘Can I try touching your hand?’

‘Why?’

‘It’s one of my gifts. I can see things. Last time I touched your hand I could see the creature. Maybe I can find out something more to help us. If you let me?’

Meg held out her hand. ‘Okay.’

Gwen reached for Meg’s hand. She gasped as a throbbing pain ripped through her. She struggled to take short breaths as her throat began to freeze. Gwen shook her head and concentrated on what she was seeing. She was inside Meg’s head, in a hallway, going to bed. Then in the hallway mirror, Gwen saw a reflection. It was Medosa with a necklace around her neck, and from it hung three pendants. One was made of ruby, one of a shimmering blue glass, and the last of sapphire. Medosa was holding a glass box.

‘Good girl, you’ve done well,’ Medosa said to Meg. ‘Now put them in here.’

Medosa opened the box and Meg placed four lockets into the case.

Four lockets? Gwen recognised them at once. But four? Was that Molly’s locket too? Why had Medosa taken Molly’s locket? And how had Meg got their lockets in the first place?

Medosa placed one of her frozen hands onto Meg’s forehead. ‘Now you will forget.’

Gwen felt Medosa’s merciless eyes staring deep into her soul, and the stabbing throb she had been ignoring exploded inside her veins. Gwen had never felt such an intense pain. It was like she was being torn from inside out by razor-sharp blades of ice. She screamed.

‘Gwen!’ Meg said, letting go and shaking Gwen hard around the shoulders.

Gwen came to and saw Meg standing over her.

‘I saw her. I saw Medosa. She’s got our lockets,’ Gwen said. ‘You gave them to her.’

‘What lockets?’ Meg asked.

‘The ones our mother gave us. And you gave her Molly’s too.’

Meg frowned. ‘I did? I’m so sorry.’

‘It’s not your fault,’ Gwen replied. She couldn’t figure out why Meg had taken Molly’s locket too. Maybe Molly was their blood relative? Maybe her locket was enchanted as well, and the shapeshifter wanted to be sure that no one could stop her?

‘There’s no time for apologies,’ Professor Reginald barked. ‘Did you see where Medosa was?’

Gwen shook her head. ‘No. The attack on Meg happened at her house and that’s all I saw.’

‘Maybe the scientist could help,’ Meg said.

‘Yes . . . maybe the shapeshifter left an imprint, something that can help us. Do you know where they are keeping him?’

‘He’s in the same ward as Molly, across the hall. They’re keeping the other scientists with him for observation,’ Meg replied.

 ‘Do you think I could get in there?’ Gwen asked.

‘There aren’t many people around at night, so I’m sure you could.’

‘I think that is a monumentally bad idea,’ Professor Reginald interrupted. ‘Leave it to your parents and myself to sort out.’

The girls turned to argue with him but just then the school bell rang loudly in the corridor.

‘I just want to help,’ Gwen said, standing up. She picked up the laptop and put it in her bag.

‘So do I,’ Meg agreed.

Gwen walked out into the corridor, which was now starting to bustle with students hurrying to their next class. ‘See you at lunch?’ Gwen suggested.

‘Yep, see you in the cafeteria,’ Meg said as she disappeared into the mass of students.
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10
The Enchanted Prison

Two hours later, Gwen raced from her English class to the cafeteria, pushing through the crowds of chatting girls. She was getting better at blocking out images and thoughts, though every now and again a random image would distract her, such as Mr Raple walking into a door. Gwen had smiled at that.

Gwen looked around, but she couldn’t see her sisters or Meg yet, so she walked over to the lunch queue, picked up a plastic tray and waited in line.

As she moved along the queue selecting a salad sandwich, an apple, vanilla milk and a choc-chip cookie, she wondered how she could explain half of what she was thinking to her sisters. First, there was the stolen mirror, and then there was Meg, who now knew more than she probably should, and what about the link with the James Corporation? She would have to ask her father more about that.

Gwen took her tray to a table near the window and sat down. From here she could see the whole cafeteria and would see the others when they came in.

Gwen put her pink laptop on the table and opened it. Professor Reginald was lying on the top of the toolbar sound asleep, his belly going in and out with his snores. Gwen double-clicked on the internet icon and typed Jamestown mirror robbery into the search engine.

Three results appeared on the screen.

The James Family Collection official site
The James family multi-million-dollar collection
The James family robbed

Gwen clicked on the third result.

A four-page interview came up with a picture of a blond, athletic middle-aged man. He was wearing an expensive black suit and standing in front of a glass case of antiques. His arms were crossed, and he looked annoyed. The caption read Royston James III.

Gwen scrolled down further to read the article.

On Saturday night a valuable object was stolen from the James Collection. The James family is said to be distraught over the robbery, with Royston James saying, ‘The culprit shall be caught. We will use every resource in our power to bring them to justice.’ The James family have revealed that a priceless mirror, once belonging to Cleopatra, had been stolen. Local authorities are working with government agencies to investigate the theft. Three members of the James Corporation were injured during the robbery. Their names have not yet been revealed.

‘Gwen?’ Meg smiled, popping her lunch tray down and taking a seat beside her.

Gwen closed the laptop. ‘Hey.’

They stared at each other for a while and Gwen wondered where to start.

Meg took a bite of her sandwich. ‘Did you find out anything else about that mirror?’

‘Not yet.’ Gwen was still trying to piece together all the pieces of the story.

Nel came racing up to the table out of breath. ‘There you are,’ she said, sitting across from Meg and Gwen. The table shook a little with the force of her power.

‘Ahh, sorry!’ Nel apologised, horrified that she was still having trouble controlling her strength.

‘How was horse riding?’ Gwen asked.

‘Brilliant,’ Nel grinned, her cheeks still flushed.

Gwen lowered her voice. ‘Have you seen Rain? I’ve got some important news about the enchanted prison.’

‘She’s finishing her shoot,’ Nel replied, giving Gwen a worried look. We shouldn’t be talking about these things in front of Meg.

‘It’s okay,’ Gwen explained. ‘Meg and I have been doing some investigating today, haven’t we?’

‘We have,’ Meg replied.

Gwen stirred her straw in her milk carton, trying to work out the best way to start this. ‘Meg wants to help us get rid of Medosa.’

Meg put down her half-eaten sandwich and gave them both a serious look. ‘I owe it to Molly.’

Nel looked puzzled.

‘She knows,’ said Gwen.

‘Knows what?’ Nel asked.

‘I know about Ethra, your part in some destiny, that there is something after you and it came after me and then it attacked Molly,’ Meg replied.

‘Gwen!’ Nel frowned. ‘You’re not supposed to tell anyone. Not with social services and this thing after us.’

Meg leant across the table. ‘She didn’t tell me. I found out. My parents were already investigating the strange occurrences in this town. Gwen just filled in the gaps.’

‘What kind of occurrences?’ Nel asked.

‘Missing people,’ Meg replied.

Nel raised an eyebrow. ‘But doesn’t that happen everywhere? What’s so special about the ones here?’

‘The ones that go missing here disappear in front of people’s eyes. There was one case where a man saw three people just dissolve,’ Meg explained. ‘I didn’t believe it before now. I thought my parents were exaggerating.’

‘And now?’ Nel asked.

‘Now I believe it. Something evil is happening here and you’re the ones who can stop it. And I want to help,’ Meg replied.

Nel sighed.

‘Don’t be mad,’ Meg said.

‘I’m not mad, I’m worried. This is dangerous. I don’t want any more people to get hurt,’ Nel replied.

Meg put down her sandwich. ‘Neither do I.’

‘Medosa has our lockets,’ Gwen explained.

Nel leant in. ‘How do you know that? I’ve only just found out from Ms Laroche that they’d gone missing from her office. She is so upset about it. She knows how special they are to us.’

Meg looked down at the table. ‘I gave Medosa your lockets.’

‘You did what?’ Nel asked.

‘Not on purpose,’ Gwen explained. ‘Meg was under Medosa’s spell. She can’t even remember doing it.’

‘I don’t remember how I got them, either. I must have taken them from Ms Laroche’s office,’ said Meg dismally.

‘We have to tell Dad and Professor Reginald,’ Nel said.

Gwen tapped her bag, with the laptop inside. ‘Professor Reginald already knows, so Dad will find out before we get a chance to tell him.’

‘Hey,’ Rain interrupted, standing over the table with her tray. ‘Hope you don’t mind, but I can’t join you today. I have a lunch invite. Stephanie brought in something special for us to try.’

Gwen looked at Rain over her sandwich. ‘You can’t have lunch with her.’

‘You could join us,’ Rain said. ‘Stephanie is always keen for you guys to come too.’

‘We don’t have time for this. You know what is happening!’ Gwen argued.

Rain sighed. ‘I just want to have some fun. Is that such a bad thing?’

‘You go,’ Nel said quietly.

Gwen’s eyes snapped to Nel. ‘What do you mean, she can go?’

‘Thanks, Nel,’ Rain said as she turned to leave the table.

Gwen tried to stop her, but Nel shook her head. ‘Let her go.’

‘She needs to stay away from her,’ Gwen said in exasperation, slurping the last of her vanilla milk through her straw.

‘She’s making friends,’ Nel answered.

‘Stephanie is dangerous,’ Gwen sighed. ‘She did something to Meg’s brother, Taylor.’

Nel looked alarmed. ‘Is that true, Meg?’

‘Something happened to him after he had dinner with her, but there was never any proof that she was involved,’ Meg replied.

‘Plus, Royston James III is Royston,’ said Gwen. ‘He has the same fingerprint, so he must be the same person. That makes him ancient! He must be Ethran, like us.’

‘So he could be on our side?’ Nel suggested.

‘No!’ Gwen spat. ‘I don’t get a good feeling about him or his family and I don’t think Rain should be friends with Stephanie anymore.’

‘Stephanie has only been nice to us, so I think we should give her the benefit of the doubt,’ Nel said firmly. ‘We need as many friends as we can get right now.’

Gwen angrily crumpled her empty milk carton in her hand. ‘And for the record, I think there are more important things than making friends. Like saving Molly.’
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That night, after another terrible detention with Mr Raple, trying to convince her father that the James family were no good, a lecture from Professor Reginald over the importance of keeping secrets, an argument with Rain over Stephanie and a largely silent dinner, Gwen tried to persuade her father to take her, Nel and Rain to the hospital to visit Molly.

‘I know how bad you feel about everything that’s happened,’ Harold said, ‘but we should let her rest.’

‘And you all have far too much magic homework,’ Professor Reginald grumbled.

‘But she’s one of us. We have to go and see her. It’s my fault she’s in a coma.’ Gwen looked pleadingly at her dad.

‘All right, we’ll go,’ Harold sighed. ‘I need to speak to Molly’s parents anyway about the James family.’

An hour later, they were all making their way towards Molly’s ward.

‘Hurry, girls, it’s almost seven thirty and visiting hours finish at eight o’clock,’ Harold said as he strode along the hospital corridor ahead of the triplets.

The sisters followed in single file. Gwen was mad at Rain for being friends with Stephanie. Rain was mad at Gwen for being mad at her, and Nel was annoyed at them both for fighting about something so stupid.

‘What are you up to, Gwen?’ Nel asked suspiciously as they wound their way down the hospital hall to Molly’s ward. ‘Why were you so desperate to come here?’

Gwen didn’t answer.

Nel gave her a confused look. What are you hiding? she wondered.

Rain held a bunch of wild flowers in her right hand and pulled her compact out with her left.

‘No mirrors!’ Nel warned.

Rain winked and opened the compact. Instead of a mirror, Rain had a plate of stainless steel. ‘It’s not as nice, but it works,’ Rain said, flicking her hair.

And then Gwen heard Rain’s thought: she was thinking of dyeing her hair blonde.

‘Are you crazy?’ Gwen said, stopping abruptly. ‘Blonde!’

‘I can and I will,’ Rain said. ‘Professor Reginald said I could.’

‘No way!’ Gwen argued.

‘He said that if I needed to do that to fit in at school then that’s what I should do,’ Rain replied.

‘I don’t believe you.’ Gwen shook her head.

‘Can you two stop arguing, please? We’re here to see Molly. Remember?’ Nel said.

‘You are such a Stephanie wannabe,’ Gwen sniped.

‘I don’t have to hate Stephanie just because you do!’ Rain replied. She checked up and down the corridor to make sure no one was coming, then Rain shook her head. The roots began to turn from black to blonde, until fair locks covered her entire head.

‘You’re not allowed to do magic out of home!’ Gwen said.

Rain gave Gwen a cold look. ‘No one saw me, so it’s allowed.’

‘Change it back,’ Gwen ordered, stamping her feet angrily as she walked.

‘I can do what I want with my own hair, Gwen!’ Rain said.

They stopped at the reception counter, where Harold was asking for directions.

‘Molly Reid?’ a nurse was saying. ‘Yes, she’s in room 12B: to your left, five rooms down.’

‘Thank you,’ Harold replied, signalling for the girls to follow him.

‘Dad,’ Gwen said. ‘Look at Rain.’

Harold glanced back at Rain, before turning back to Gwen. ‘Yes?’ he said, not noticing anything.

‘She’s changed her hair colour,’ Gwen said.

‘Really?’ Harold said, stopping to look at Rain again. ‘Oh, sweetheart, I’m so sorry I didn’t notice. With everything going on, you know.’

Rain smiled broadly. ‘So you like it?’

‘It’s beautiful,’ Harold replied.

‘She did it magically,’ said Gwen angrily.

‘With Professor Reginald’s permission, of course,’ Rain added quickly.

‘Well that’s wonderful news.’

Gwen searched her father’s face for some sign of disapproval. There was none. Gwen scowled and he continued talking. ‘You’ve acquired another vampire power, Rain. The power of glamour. Changing your appearance at will. Most handy,’ Harold said cheerfully as he turned to walk into Molly’s room.

‘Told you so,’ Rain smirked, following him in.

Gwen huffed.

‘Gwen, let it go,’ Nel said tiredly.

‘Fine,’ Gwen replied. She had more important things to worry about, like finding the comatose scientist.

Molly looked so small in the big white hospital bed, her cheeks glistening with sweat.

‘Hi Molly,’ Harold said, taking hold of her hand.

Nel, Rain and Gwen gathered around the bed.

‘She’s still fighting the chill from Medosa, isn’t she?’ said Gwen.

Harold nodded. ‘We’ll have to worry when she stops sweating. That’s when it’s really critical.’

A nurse came into the room. ‘Excuse me,’ she said, pushing past the triplets’ father to the head of the bed. She lifted up Molly’s head gently and plumped her pillow. ‘Molly’s very popular,’ the nurse remarked as she placed Molly’s head back on the pillow. ‘She’s had lots of visitors.’

‘Are her parents still here?’ Harold asked.

‘They’re in with the doctor,’ the nurse replied. ‘There’s normally one of them by her side. I imagine they’ll be back soon.’

‘Is there a vase, please?’ Rain asked, holding up the flowers.

‘Follow me,’ the nurse replied. ‘I think there are some in the staff kitchen.’

‘Thank you,’ Rain said, accompanying the nurse out of the room.

Nel picked up a brush from Molly’s bedside table and began to brush her red hair.

Then, Gwen heard a voice. I need you, it said.

‘Dad?’ Gwen asked. ‘Did you say something?’

Harold looked at Gwen curiously as he took hold of Molly’s hand again. ‘No. Did you hear something?’

Gwen shook her head. ‘It’s nothing.’

But then Gwen heard it again, louder.

Gwen, please help me. Let me help you save your friends, your sisters, Molly.

Gwen wondered if she should tell her father what she was hearing, but he looked so worried.

Hurry, I don’t have long!

‘I’m going to help Rain,’ Gwen said as she left the room to find the source of the voice.

Nel smiled. That’s good, you two should stop fighting.

‘Be quick, okay?’ Harold said.

‘Yep,’ Gwen mumbled as she hurried into the corridor. ‘Where are you? Who are you?’ she whispered to the voice.

No time. The bathroom, follow my voice. Down here.

Gwen slipped past a nurse pushing a patient in a wheelchair. The voice was getting louder. It was coming from a room on the left. The door was ajar. It was a bathroom. Gwen paused – she wasn’t supposed to go near mirrors.

‘How do I know I can trust you?’

Because I need you and I’m your only hope of saving your family.

Gwen pushed the door open and stared into the bathroom. Inside there was a toilet, a shower cubicle, sink and a mirror – a mirror with eyes and a mouth.

‘Thank you for coming,’ the mirror said.

Gwen stepped back a little.

‘Please don’t be afraid of me, I’m your friend,’ the mirror said.

‘My friend?’ Gwen doubted that.

‘My name is Humbolt,’ the mirror replied. ‘I do not want to, but I must do her bidding.’

Gwen wasn’t convinced. ‘How do I know this isn’t a trap?’

‘I see that I’ll have to prove myself to you,’ Humbolt reflected. ‘What do you know about travelling between Earth and Ethra?’

‘It’s almost impossible,’ said Gwen. ‘You can use a portal, but they are very rare. They’re also unstable and dangerous. You might not end up where you set out to go.’

‘Yes,’ Humbolt agreed. ‘There is also another way.’

Gwen’s green eyes narrowed. ‘How?’

‘Through me. I am the last of our kind who can do that.’

‘So you could take my family back to Ethra?’

‘Yes, but that’s not your immediate problem.’

Gwen shook her head. ‘So what is?’

‘Once the shapeshifter has your power, Driath is going to come through me to this world. She plans to rule both worlds.’

‘How do I know you’re not working with Driath?’

‘Let me show you a picture.’ The mirror shimmered and changed. The face disappeared and in its place Gwen saw a huge, gold-framed mirror. She recognised it immediately.

‘The Guildon Mirror – the enchanted prison, that’s you?’ she said incredulously.

‘It is,’ Humbolt replied. ‘Now look closely. Do you see anything?’

Gwen frowned with concentration. Then she saw it. A tiny shard of glass was missing from the edge of the mirror, and the shape was familiar . . .

Suddenly Gwen realised. When she’d seen Medosa in Meg’s mind, Medosa had been wearing a necklace with three pendants on it: one with a ruby, one of sapphire and the third of shimmering glass.

‘The shapeshifter’s necklace – the glass pendant – that’s the missing part of you, isn’t it?’ she asked.

Humbolt’s face reappeared and a small smile sparked on his lips.

‘She has a part of you so she can control you?’ said Gwen.

‘You understand quickly,’ said Humbolt. ‘That is good.’

‘So in return for helping to free you, you will help me?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you will help me stop Driath coming to Earth?’

‘Yes.’

‘You will help me capture the shapeshifter?’

‘Yes.’

‘You will take my family back to Ethra?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’ Gwen asked.

‘If I have trapped a creature, I can never again open a portal to Ethra. You will have to choose.’

Then I choose to trap the shapeshifter and find another way to Ethra,’ said Gwen.

She started walking towards the doorway. ‘Why hasn’t Driath come through you to get me?’

‘She’s a coward,’ Humbolt said bitterly. ‘Strange things can happen travelling between worlds. Creatures go missing. Sometimes they step out the other side injured or deformed. Driath knows I have never sent someone that far before. She wants to test it on you first.’

Gwen thought of something else. ‘How did you come here without Medosa knowing?’

The face in the mirror disappeared.

Gwen nervously reached towards the mirror to see if she could touch it safely. ‘Humbolt?’

Humbolt reappeared. ‘Don’t ever say her name! She’ll hear you.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Gwen replied. ‘I didn’t know she could hear her name.’

‘She can – that’s how she can find you. She wants you to say her name, to know her name. Promise me you won’t say it anymore. Ever.’

‘Promise.’

‘Now listen to me. I think there is a way to stop her. A way for us both to be free, but you have to trust me.’

Before Gwen could reply, Humbolt’s image suddenly blurred, then he yelled, ‘You have to go, now!’

Gwen was confused. ‘Why? You said you needed me, remember?’

‘Run!’

‘Run?’ Gwen asked, stumbling back into the door.

And then Humbolt was gone, and Medosa was flying through the mirror towards her.

All of the spells Gwen had learnt rushed out of her mind as the icy hands squeezed her neck. She could feel her entire body starting to freeze under Medosa’s touch, first her throat, then her face, until even her eyelids were frozen open. Gwen struggled to think. She would soon be paralysed. She had to do something now.

Gwen tried to scream, but no sound came out. So she grabbed hold of the shower curtain with her free hand. Medosa pulled harder, jerking Gwen into the mirror. Gwen pulled down the shower curtain and the railing with a loud bang.

‘I can feel the power of water in your veins, stronger – you’re so close,’ Medosa laughed as she pulled Gwen further into the mirror.

‘Gwen!’ Rain and Nel screamed from the corridor.

Harold came running into the bathroom first. As he came through the door he morphed into a bear and launched right into Medosa’s chest. He shook his head from side to side, trying to tear off pieces of the shapeshifter.

Medosa was momentarily stunned and Harold grabbed Gwen, pulling her back with all his might. Use your water power, Gwen, Harold thought.

Rain flew at Medosa, screaming, ‘Let go of my sister!’ She was half morphing in the air. A random claw, some fur, half a whisker.

Nel took hold of Gwen’s arms and tugged, her super strength pulling Gwen out of the mirror a little more, until only her feet were caught.

Use your power! Harold ordered.

Gwen gasped. No more air was coming through her throat now. It was solid with ice. She tried to stay calm. Water, she thought. Water. Please. The room began to fade and Gwen could only just make out the sounds of her family struggling and the voices of her sisters talking about her, to her.

‘We’re losing her!’ Rain cried, her words muffled as her face formed into a jaguar and then back again into Rain.

‘You can do this! See it,’ Nel pleaded. ‘Like Professor Reginald told you to!’

And then in that moment, in the complete darkness, Gwen saw the water, a huge ocean of it, and she felt stronger, calmer. She felt her body jolt. She was seeing flashes. The silver doorknob, Medosa’s black eyes, tears on Nel’s cheeks.

Water, Gwen thought as she immersed herself inside the surging current. She jolted again, shaking everyone off her.

Medosa wailed and grabbed hold of Gwen’s shoulders again, scraping her nails through her skin with the force.

Nel and Harold lunged forward and caught hold of a leg each.

Rain flew with all her might at Medosa and ricocheted onto the floor.

‘She’s mine!’ Medosa cried.

No, I’m not! Gwen focused and used her last remaining strength to call the water . . . Water! Then a huge torrent exploded from Gwen. It sent Medosa flying back into the mirror, Nel into the ceiling, while Rain disappeared beneath the water and Harold was thrown against the wall.

Harold reached out towards her, morphing back into his human form. ‘Gwen!’

But it was all too much for Gwen, and she felt herself slipping underneath the water. Her body wasn’t jolting now, but something else was coming to a stop. Gwen’s heart.
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Gwen opened her eyes. She was at the end of the corridor under a chair. A young nurse was pulling it off.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked. ‘A water pipe must have burst in the bathroom. What a mess!’

Gwen sat up and looked around. She couldn’t see her father, Nel or Rain. ‘My family?’

The nurse looked at Gwen with concern. ‘Your eye. It’s all swollen.’

‘I’m all right,’ Gwen said. ‘Where’s my family? Are they okay?’

‘They’re fine,’ the nurse replied, helping her stand up. ‘Here.’ The nurse pulled a clean towel from a nearby shelf. ‘Wrap this around you and we’ll find your family.’

She guided Gwen along the flooded corridor.

Gwen soon spotted Rain, Nel and their father, wrapped in hospital towels and being looked after by nurses. She noted with relief that everyone looked okay. Harold was trying to push past the nurses. ‘I have to find my daughter.’

‘I told you she is fine. We’re bringing her to you now,’ one said.

‘Sit down,’ said another firmly. ‘You’ve all taken quite a spill and this panicking will do you no good.’

‘Dad,’ Gwen beamed, rushing towards her father and giving him a big hug.

‘Gwen,’ Harold said with relief. ‘They wouldn’t let me come for you!’

‘We’ve got a plumber coming to fix the problem,’ another nurse informed them. ‘Please take a seat. The hospital administrator is on the way with some forms you’ll need to fill in.’

Harold nodded, sitting on one of the couches in the reception area.

When everyone was out of earshot, Harold pulled them all into a huddle.

‘Are you all okay?’ Harold asked.

The girls nodded.

Rain wiped her blonde hair off her wet face. ‘That was too close.’

‘It was,’ Harold agreed, turning his attention towards Gwen. ‘And what exactly were you doing in that bathroom, Gwen?’

‘You know we have to stay away from mirrors,’ Nel said.

‘Yeah,’ Rain grumbled. ‘I’ve stayed away from mirrors, so why couldn’t you?’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Promise me you won’t go near any more mirrors again,’ Harold ordered.

Gwen was silent. She knew that Humbolt might be able to help her save her family.

‘Promise me,’ Harold pressed.

‘Okay,’ Gwen said miserably, wondering if that was going to end up being a promise she couldn’t keep.

Harold leant in. ‘Now tell me exactly what happened.’

‘I heard a voice. He said he needed my help. So I went to him. He’s a mirror with a face. He is the mirror stolen from the James Collection, the enchanted prison. His name is Humbolt. We’d just started talking when that thing came charging in.’ She paused. ‘I think the mirror can help us. I think he wants to help us. I think he’s the shapeshifter’s prisoner.’

Harold shook his head. ‘It was a trap, Gwen. You know Medosa wants your power.’

‘Shh!’ Gwen’s heart skipped a beat. She looked around quickly, checking for the creature. ‘You mustn’t say her name. She can find you when you say her name. Humbolt told me. Call her the thing, the shapeshifter, call her anything you want, but don’t call her by her name. Can you all do that for me?’

Harold put his hand on Gwen’s, trying to reassure her. ‘We won’t say her name anymore, but you have to promise me you won’t do something that foolish again. You’re more vulnerable on your own. You can’t trust anyone. If we hadn’t been here, who knows what could have happened to you.’ He paused, his voice trembling on the last word.

‘I know, it’s just . . .’ Gwen bit her lip. ‘I want to help. This is my fault. They want me, remember?’

‘This is not your fault, Gwen,’ Harold said quickly. ‘Okay?’

Gwen sighed. How could she make him understand that she would rather die than have anything bad happen to them? Her life wasn’t important, not compared to theirs.

‘This is our fight and we will take it on together,’ Harold said firmly. ‘You can’t do this on your own.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Gwen said honestly. ‘But Humbolt is the enchanted prison. I saw it myself. The shapeshifter has taken a part of him and that means she can control him. I really think we can trust him. All I need to do is get that mirror piece back off that thing and he could help us. He could trap her.’

Rain glared at Gwen. ‘Like that’s going to be easy.’

‘At least it’s something!’ Gwen snapped. This wasn’t helping. She tried to calm down a little. ‘At least I’m trying to do something to fix this.’

‘I know you are.’ Harold’s face softened. ‘But let Professor Reginald and I worry about that.’

‘It’s my fight too, Dad,’ said Gwen.

She tried to piece together everything that had happened. There had to be a way out of this. Driath. Shapeshifter. Powers. The mirror. Humbolt had been taken from the James family. Why had they bought that mirror? Gwen’s head hurt.

‘Gwen?’ Harold said, gentler this time. He looked tired and sad.

Gwen looked into his eyes. She had to find a way to convince them to leave this to her. She was the bait, she had the great power; if she could ever work out how to use it, she could save them. And if that didn’t work she would give the power to that thing. Ethra didn’t matter, not in the end. She didn’t even know that world. Her family mattered.

Wait.

Something in Gwen’s mind stuck. The James family. She had to warn her family. Rain had to stay away from Stephanie.

‘The James family are involved in this,’ Gwen breathed. ‘I mean, how did they get the magical mirror? Humbolt was taken by them for a reason. Which means they might be the key!’

There were two confused faces in front of her. And one angry one. One very angry one.

‘If we could find out how they got the mirror in the first place maybe we can save Humbolt and then he can trap the shapeshifter.’

‘You think Stephanie’s family is involved now?’ said Rain, speaking slowly. Each word was dripping with fury.

‘Rain, you have to stay away from her!’ Gwen said.

‘I am not going to do that! She’s my friend,’ Rain shouted.

Gwen stared at her sister in disbelief. ‘Your friend?’ How could Rain be so foolish? ‘She is up to something.’

‘Stephanie has gone out of her way to be nice to me,’ Rain spat, ‘and all you can do is tear her down!’

‘You can’t trust her,’ said Gwen. ‘I don’t know why yet, but I know it. I can feel it.’

‘Harold,’ Mrs Reid interrupted as she arrived with her husband. ‘Is everything okay?’

Harold took a deep breath in. ‘It will be.’

‘You’re all soaking wet,’ Mr Reid said. ‘What happened?’

Harold grimaced and signalled for them to follow him into Molly’s room. Once they were safely inside, he explained. ‘It was the shapeshifter.’

‘Med– ’ Mrs Reid started.

‘You mustn’t say her name,’ Harold quickly explained. ‘She can hear you when you say her name.’

Rain looked confused. ‘They know about the shapeshifter?’

‘Yes,’ Mrs Reid replied. ‘How do you know the creature can hear us say her name?’

‘Gwen . . .’ Harold hesitated. ‘She’s just found that out.’

Mr Reid’s face was red with anger. ‘There has to be a way to stop that thing before it hurts anyone else. What can we do to help?’

Harold looked at Molly. ‘You can stay here with your daughter. This is our fight. You’ve both done more than you should have had to.’

‘What does Professor Reginald say about all of this?’ Mr Reid asked.

Rain bit her lip. ‘They know about Professor Reginald too?’

Gwen sighed. ‘If you’d had lunch with us, you’d know that, and you’d also know that the shapeshifter has our lockets. Meg took them to her.’

‘She did?’ Rain asked. ‘Why did she do that?’

‘How is Molly?’ Nel asked, nipping another argument in the bud. ‘Any progress?’

Mrs Reid sniffed. ‘No. None. It’s so terrible to see her like this. She looks so small in that bed, and she’s so quiet. Molly’s never quiet. It’s not right.’

‘It’ll be okay,’ Mr Reid said, wrapping his arms around his wife.

‘We’re doing everything we can to stop this creature,’ Harold said. ‘Once we’re able to trap or kill it, its power over Molly will end.’

Gwen wondered if anyone had heard anything she had said. ‘I told you we just need to help Humbolt. If we do that, he can stop her.’

‘Humbolt?’ Mrs Reid whispered.

‘Yes,’ Harold replied. ‘It’s the name of an enchanted prison, a supposed enchanted prison, in the shape of a mirror, that Gwen spoke to. Alone.’ There was anger and concern in his voice.

Gwen’s shoulders stiffened. Why wouldn’t her father take her word for it? ‘He is the enchanted prison. He is the Guildon Mirror that the James family recently bought for their collection – the mirror that was stolen.’

‘I know you’re doing everything you can,’ Mr Reid said. ‘Do you really think this mirror could be the way to save Molly?’

‘Yes,’ Gwen replied. ‘And you might know something that can help. You know a lot about the James family.’

Rain grimaced. Gwen blocked out her sister’s thoughts. She was interested in someone else’s mind now.

Mr Reid nodded.

Gwen debated for a moment whether or not she should use her power to get what she wanted. But she decided to ask Mr Reid straight out. ‘What do you know about the mirror?’

‘The Guildon Mirror went missing on 8 March,’ Mr Reid said.

‘Could it be a coincidence?’ Nel said as she worked out the days. ‘That was the night before we moved here.’

‘The James family didn’t even report it initially,’ Mr Reid continued. ‘They were doing their own investigations, but after the police found out that three scientists had been injured, they were left with no choice. The mirror has a very interesting history.’

Everyone leant in to listen, but to Gwen’s disappointment Mr Reid didn’t tell her anything she didn’t already know. Gwen wished she had talked Meg into letting her keep their journal. Had Meg already returned it?

‘The James family has been interesting to us for a while,’ Mr Reid continued. ‘But so far the only useable evidence is the fingerprints.’

Harold nodded. ‘Gwen told me about them. So Royston is Ethran.’

‘Yes,’ Mr Reid replied. ‘ But he doesn’t seem to use magic, or none that we’ve been able to prove. Aunt Sylvie believes he is an Ethran without magic who has been sent to Earth as punishment.’

‘So he’s not considered a threat?’ Harold asked.

‘No,’ Mr Reid said. ‘He’s been under surveillance for twenty years and during that time he has done nothing of particular interest.’

‘But isn’t having the mirror enough?’ asked Gwen.

‘No,’ Mr Reid said.

This was a dead end.

Gwen wondered about the scientist in a coma again. She really wanted to speak to him, to see into his mind for a clue that could help them.

‘Do you really think that this mirror could help Molly?’ Mrs Reid asked.

‘Maybe,’ Harold said honestly. ‘Has Professor Reginald cast the shapeshifter protection spell on your home and finished sealing the mirrors in your house?’

Mr Reid nodded. ‘He has.’

Mr Reid continued telling them what he knew about the mirror and the James family while Gwen’s father, Mrs Reid, Nel and Rain listened closely.

But Gwen had something else on her mind. She needed to find the scientist who was in a coma. She may have promised her father that she’d stay away from mirrors, but she hadn’t promised anything about staying away from the scientist.

Gwen closed her eyes and pulled herself into focus. She pushed aside the sounds of her family’s thoughts, Mr Reid’s explanations, Mrs Reid’s worry and the babble of the nurses, and searched the wards. She used all her will to sharpen her attention, but it was no use. She wasn’t strong enough to mind-read from this distance. Not yet.

There was only one way to do it. And that required a lot of concentration. She’d never been able to do it for more than a minute. Gwen would have to cast the freezing spell on all of them. She was glad she had spent every spare minute this week poring over her spell books, learning all the spells her new brain power would let her absorb.

Fresen. Gwen said the word in her mind. And then she let the word ring through her head over and over again.

There was a complete stillness. Silence. She couldn’t hear anyone’s thoughts. She looked up. Everyone was frozen.

A spark of triumph jolted through her. Gwen raced out the door and hurried down the corridor. She knew she didn’t have long. She passed frozen nurses and visitors standing mid-step. Gwen had no idea her spell could have reached so far.

She kept saying the word. Fresen. Fresen.

Gwen scanned the names of the patients that hung on boards outside each room, looking for something to link them to James Corp.

Across the hall and four rooms down was a board bearing the James Corp logo. Three names were listed:

JOHN TAYLOR
MATTHEW HODGE
PAUL OSBORN

Gwen put the board down and walked cautiously into the room. The blinds were drawn, and the room smelt of antiseptic.

One patient was frozen in the process of eating a sandwich. A second was reading the paper.

Gwen stopped at the third bed and read the name on the chart: Paul. He looked as though he was asleep. This must be the coma patient.

‘Paul?’ Gwen said softly, still anxious her spell would break at any moment. She touched his shoulder.

The effect was immediate, as if a huge slab of ice was crushing her chest. Gwen gasped as she felt herself being pulled into Paul’s memory. He was standing in a room filled with mirrors with two other men in white lab coats.

Gwen forced herself to hold her breath, to see the memory.

‘Ready?’ he asked the other men.

‘Ready as we’ll ever be,’ answered another, wary. ‘Mr James won’t forgive us if we don’t find a way to make Humbolt do his bidding.’

Gwen was shocked. They knew his name?

‘All right,’ Paul replied. ‘Stand back.’

Paul walked towards the largest mirror in the room – the one with a gold antique frame. He paused for a moment, then held his hand up towards the mirror.

There was something in his hand . . . a black cane? It was engraved with something.

‘You really think this Ethran rod will make him agree? Mr James seems to think it might,’ Paul said.

‘I’ll never do his bidding!’ said a familiar voice.

And then Gwen saw that the mirror had eyes, the same sad eyes that she had seen in the bathroom. It was Humbolt.

She blinked; she was losing focus. ‘Focus, Gwen, focus.’ she repeated to herself.

Paul hit the mirror with the rod. Hard. A huge wall of energy sprang from it, but the scientists were expecting it, and ducked. The reflection in the mirror disappeared for a moment.

Humbolt wailed with pain.

‘It’s working!’ one of the other scientists cheered.

There was the sound of something crashing and smashing in the distance.

The lights flickered, and darkened.

‘What’s that? Who’s there?’ Paul yelled as something brushed over him, sending icy waves through his skin. Gwen felt them too, but it was too much to bear. She struggled to stay conscious. Paul was being dragged into the shapeshifter’s spell. And so was Gwen. Her world was disappearing. Her heart was slowing until it was barely beating.

Thud.

Thud.

Her head was getting lighter. She couldn’t feel her body anymore.

Was this how it felt to die?

Then her whole body shook.

‘Gwen!’ Harold shouted as he tried to shake her free of Paul.

She could feel his hands squeezing her shoulders.

‘Dad?’ Gwen mumbled.

Then, other faces. Rain and Nel.

Her father pulled her into his arms and held her tightly. ‘Gwen, I thought I’d lost you again.’

Gwen took a breath in, and the warm air burned her icy throat. ‘Ja –’, she stammered as her teeth chattered, ‘James family, they were hurting Humbolt, trying to make him do something for them . . . They’ve got an Ethran weapon. I don’t think they’re from here. They’re involved –’

Gwen’s father cut her off. ‘Enough! I’ve heard enough. There will be no more talk of this mirror, of the James family. You will leave this to me.’

Gwen looked at all their faces, read all their thoughts. No one would listen to her. Not now.

‘I’m sorry,’ Gwen said, trying to get up.

Harold helped her stand. ‘It’s time to go. We’re going home. It’s the only place we can be safe.’

Gwen followed her father miserably. If he didn’t listen to her, how could she stop the shapeshifter and the James family? Or help Humbolt? Whatever she was going to do, Gwen was going to have to do it on her own. That was very clear now.
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11
The Silent Treatment

All morning, Gwen felt as if her head was going to explode. There were just too many things going on in her brain. It kept trying to find a way to fix everything.

And to make things worse, Nel had talked her into going to lunch with Rain and Stephanie.

Nel pushed open the cafeteria doors. ‘Come on, Gwen, it’ll mean a lot to Rain.’

Gwen didn’t reply. At least I’ll be able to keep an eye on Stephanie this way, she thought. Although she hadn’t been able to read Stephanie’s mind since that day in detention. She’d tried, but had only got a low humming. Had Stephanie found a way to block her out? Maybe she wasn’t focusing hard enough?

‘Stephanie is actually really nice,’ said Nel. ‘Has she ever done anything bad to you?’

Gwen mashed her lips together. Nothing she could prove. Yet. ‘I’ll just sit with Meg.’

‘Weren’t you listening before?’

‘Do you know how much noise there is in my head right now?’ Gwen complained. ‘I can’t hear everything.’

‘She’s gone to the hospital to see Molly.’

‘Oh.’ Gwen’s stomach lurched with guilt again.

Nel grabbed her hand and dragged Gwen to the table. ‘Please. For Rain.’

‘Fine,’ Gwen sighed. She was too tired to argue.

‘Hey!’ Rain waved as they came into view. Stephanie, Jemma and the whole gang were there. Gwen felt sick. Rain had saved them two seats. Gwen slumped into one.

‘So happy you finally joined us!’ Stephanie chirped.

Gwen tried to smile, but instead her lips flinched painfully.

‘Thank you for inviting us,’ Nel replied.

‘Any time,’ Stephanie grinned as she tapped the enormous picnic basket in the middle of table. ‘I always get our chef to make extra just in case you can join us.’

Gwen scowled. Stephanie was up to something. No one was this nice. It wasn’t natural.

‘That’s so lovely of you,’ Rain said.

Gwen focused all her effort on reading Stephanie’s mind. She heard a word.

Eat.

Stephanie opened up the lid. Her basket contained a spectacular spread. ‘We’ve got six different types of sandwiches, four salads, a cooler of home-made lemonade and some strawberry cupcakes.’

‘Yum,’ Jemma grinned. ‘Your cupcakes are always amazing!’

Stephanie handed out little picnic plates and cutlery, before offering up the selection to the table. She paused when she came to Gwen.

‘What would you like?’ Stephanie asked.

Gwen shook her head. ‘I’m not hungry.’

‘Not even something little?’ Stephanie offered.

‘No.’

You better take it, witch.

Gwen flinched. ‘What did you call me?’

The other girls on the table looked confused, but Stephanie blushed.

Impossible. She can’t hear me. Father said they had found all the mind-readers on Earth.

Stephanie studied Gwen for a moment.

She’s nothing to worry about.

There was an awkward silence. Rain jumped in. ‘She didn’t call you anything, Gwen. Have a cupcake, you love cupcakes.’

Take it, and you’ll be mine too!

‘What?’ Gwen said.

Stephanie held a cupcake up to her face.

Gwen glared back at her.

Soon, you will do as you are told. No one can resist me once they’ve had one of my enchanted cupcakes.

‘No you don’t!’

Gwen slapped the cupcake to the floor and, in her panic, knocked Stephanie over too. She then grabbed cupcakes out of people’s mouths and off the table, shouting over and over again, ‘Don’t eat them! They’re enchanted!’

Everyone looked horrified, especially Rain and Nel, but Stephanie’s eyes were like knives.

So you can hear me . . . interesting. But nobody treats me this way. You’ll pay for that.

In the next moment, Stephanie started crying. Everyone rushed to help her.

Rain scowled at Gwen before going to help too.

Nel looked torn between helping Stephanie and looking after Gwen. ‘Gwen? What were you thinking? You could have hurt her.’

Gwen’s face went bright red. ‘I was trying to save you.’

‘From what?’ Nel said quietly.

‘Her!’ Gwen pointed her finger at Stephanie, who was now upright in a chair and being fanned by several girls.

All the students in the cafeteria were glaring at Gwen now.

‘Just leave Stephanie alone, Gwen,’ snapped Rain. ‘What is your problem?’

Gwen was so furious she couldn’t speak. She threw the cupcake in her hand at Stephanie, then stormed out. Everyone backed out of her way.

Nel chased after her, but Rain stayed with Stephanie.
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As soon as Gwen got home from school she raced up to her room. She slammed her door as hard as she could. It had begun pouring on their way home and now it was thundering outside. It suited Gwen’s black mood perfectly.

Gwen heard Rain slam the door shortly after her. She leant against the door and tried to think, but there was no space left in her head with everyone else rambling in it.

Rain wanted nothing else to do with Gwen. If you’re inside my head again, Gwen, get out! Get out! GET OUT! You’re no sister of mine. From now on I’m a twin. Nel is my only sister.

Gwen? Only Nel would try to calm her down when she was like this.

There was a soft knock on the door.

‘Go away!’

‘We’re worried about you.’

‘Can’t I have any time to myself?’

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’

‘Nel, go see Rain, she wants to wallow in front of an audience.’

‘Okay,’ Nel hesitated. ‘But if you need me, let me know, all right?’

Gwen listened as Nel’s footsteps disappeared down the corridor towards Rain’s room. Then she covered her ears, trying to block out everyone’s thoughts, especially her father’s.

Doesn’t she realise the danger she’s putting herself in – her sisters in? Why won’t she listen to me? When did I lose her trust?

How could he think she didn’t trust him? Didn’t he see that she was trying to save them? If he’d only listen and find out more about the James family and their link to the enchanted prison, they might know where it is or how to find it.

What could she do to change any of this? Run away? Find the shapeshifter and give herself to her? Convince her to let the rest of the family go? Would that work? Was that what Medosa wanted?

Gwen stopped mid-thought and looked around. Could the shapeshifter read her mind? Humbolt said they had to stop saying her name or she would be able to find them. Gwen believed him. It was probably safer to avoid her name in her head too, just in case.

The shapeshifter wanted her. Should she just give her what she wanted and save everyone all this trouble?

Humbolt had said he could help. He could trap the shapeshifter if he got the missing piece of his mirror back. That could work.

But how could she do it? Find the shapeshifter and take that part of the necklace back? Then find Humbolt and give it to him? She didn’t know where Humbolt was.

Gwen pulled a notebook and pen from her bag. She needed to work out a plan. They were running out of time and if she didn’t do something soon either she would be dead, or worse, her family would be killed.

There would be only one option if it came down to that. She wrote ‘Plan’ on her empty page and underlined it. Gwen stared at it for a while, lifting up her pen to write and then putting it down. She wasn’t sure where to start.

She listened to the rain tip-tapping against the window. Faster and harder.

And, finally, she knew what she had to write.

(1) Find the shapeshifter. Take back the piece of the mirror she stole from Humbolt.

She wrote another idea down.

(2) Find Humbolt.

You promised, no more mirrors. Her father’s words echoed in her mind.

Gwen shook her head. She may have to break that promise to her father. If it could save his life, she would risk it.

Unless? That voice again.

Unless . . . unless what? Slowly another idea began to form in Gwen’s head. She could try listening to Humbolt’s thoughts and contacting him this way.

Professor Reginald said her powers would grow. Could this work?

Gwen closed her eyes and listened to all the thoughts in her head. It was a wall of noise and she slowly began to pull it apart, going from voice to voice, looking for Humbolt.
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It was still raining the next morning. Gwen ate breakfast on her own. Professor Reginald had wisely decided it would be better if the girls did their practice sessions separately.

Nel wasn’t happy about it but Rain and Gwen were pleased.

Gwen had had the first session, 4 am to 5 am, then solo practice from 5 am to 7 am, followed by breakfast from 7 am to 7.30 am. Then they were all to walk to school together with their laptops for protection.

A jug poured orange juice into her glass.

Gwen tried to munch on her toast as she filtered through yet more thoughts. She had spent most of last night doing that until she had fallen asleep on her floor. She’d woken up with black ink marks on her forehead after sleeping on her pen.

The glass hovered near her mouth, hoping she would take a sip. Gwen did, trying not to be rude.

She went back to the voices. She was getting better at plucking them out one at a time.

I told him to take out the rubbish. Is that so hard to do?

Not Humbolt.

You’ll be the death of me.

Probably not.

Come to me, yummy doughnut.

Not him.

Gwen was so tired of listening to what everyone in Jamestown was thinking.

I love him. Why doesn’t he love me?

Everyone was thinking about love!

These ones will do the trick. She’ll soon see things my way.

Gwen listened. There was something familiar about this voice.

She didn’t have a cake. She won’t be able to say no to this one. Did she really read my mind? She somehow knew my cupcakes were enchanted. I’ve got to get to the bottom of this.

Gwen shivered. Did Stephanie have a sixth sense too? And was that fear in her voice? Unhappiness? Anger?

Someone tapped on her shoulder.

Not now, thought Gwen.

There was more insistent tapping. And the thought was gone, lost in the mass of noise in her head.

‘What?’ she looked up.

Nel frowned. ‘Did you hear me?’

‘Hear what?’

‘I was hoping you could speak to Rain.’

‘About what.’

Apologise.

Gwen rolled her eyes. ‘You’re not even brave enough to say it out loud to me.’

‘She’s just angry. You hurt her feelings. You don’t like to be told what to do either.’

‘Exactly.’

Please.

‘When she apologises to me,’ said Gwen. ‘Then I’ll apologise to her.’

The Professor Reginalds came barrelling into the kitchen. Rain was behind them, deliberately not looking at Gwen.

‘Time to go,’ they shouted.

Gwen wondered when her life had become so absurd.

‘Hi, Nel, how was your session?’ said Rain.

Gwen waved her hand in front of Rain looking for a reaction. Nothing.

Nel grimaced. ‘Good. I’m getting better at doing everything at once. Sort of . . . You?’

‘Same,’ Rain replied. ‘I can control my wings now, which helps.’

Gwen stood purposely between Nel and Rain.

Rain talked around her. ‘Nel, can you check out my dance later? I’ve almost got it perfect.’

Nel looked uncomfortable. ‘Sure.’

‘So are you ignoring me?’ said Gwen.

Rain just stared blankly through Gwen.

Yes.

‘I can hear you, you know.’

Rain tried hard not to think anything and went a little red doing so.

‘I don’t deserve the silent treatment.’

Still nothing. Gwen sighed.

The professors seemed oblivious to the fight. ‘We said time to go. You’ve all got school and a lot on today. Gwen has to get a school paper out. Nel has horse-jumping practice and Rain, you have to decide which photos to use for the catalogue. It’s ridiculous that you have to do all these useless things!’

‘I don’t think it’s so ridiculous,’ Rain said as she picked up her bag and walked out the door.

Nel turned to Gwen. ‘We’ll sort this out later.’

‘Yeah,’ Gwen said. ‘When Rain apologises.’

This time Nel sighed loudly.
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The next two weeks passed in a blur for Gwen. She was hardly sure if she was awake or asleep: half-awake so she wouldn’t bump into any walls and could answer questions, half-elsewhere so she could keep working her way through all the thoughts in her head.

When she managed to sleep she had nightmares about Driath. Last night Professor Reginald had even found her curled up at the very bottom of her lake. Only the bubbles on the surface had helped him find her.

At school, the students were freaked out because every mirror on the campus had been turned into stone. Professor Reginald’s doing, of course. Ms Laroche had tried to replace them but no matter what the builders did they couldn’t shift them from their places.

And it felt as if she had spent no time with her sisters. They even ate their meals separately now. She spent lunchtimes working on the school paper with Meg, while Rain finished her work with the school brochure and Nel trained with the horses.

Professor Reginald used every spare minute between classes to cast protection spells on the school buildings and grounds.

Gwen spent her time between and during classes going over spells and searching for two voices in her head: Humbolt and Stephanie.

But the harder she worked at it, the worse it became. The lack of sleep had affected her senses and her powers. Her spells had become useless. A few days ago her Damnum spell had shattered the chandelier in the living room.

After everything that had happened and everything Gwen had told him about the James family, their father had still allowed Rain to spend a night at Stephanie’s house for a sleepover. His only condition was that Professor Reginald be transformed into a bracelet for the night to watch over her.

‘Dad, that’s a crazy idea!’ said Gwen. ‘It’s too dangerous!’

‘Nothing has happened for two weeks,’ Harold said. ‘Professor Reginald has found no trace of the shapeshifter or the enchanted mirror here, at your school or even in the whole of Jamestown. The first coma patient is showing brain function again and Molly is improving too.’

‘The shapeshifter’s gone.’ Rain had crossed her arms.

‘No,’ said Gwen. ‘She’s waiting for us to slip up to find a way in.’

‘I am going to Stephanie’s house,’ said Rain. ‘Dad said I could!’ Then she stormed off, angrier than ever.
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It was another cold, rainy day.

Gwen hoped the weather would be a good excuse to get out of going horse riding with her sisters. Professor Reginald, Harold and Nel had all thought it would be a good way to get Rain and Gwen to talk to each other again.

By the afternoon, the sun had broken through the clouds. With the individual Professor Reginalds miniaturised and tucked into their saddlebags for safety, the triplets were riding the horses on the school’s sprawling property.

‘Squeeze with your thighs and your knees!’ Nel instructed.

This was the last place Gwen wanted to be, and while Nel looked like a natural horserider on the white horse in front of her, Gwen felt as if she was going to fall head first into the muddy paddock at any moment. The horse’s motion was also making her feel unwell. Every little part of Gwen was shuddering up and down. Even her teeth were knocking together. Gwen was certain her horse was trying to get rid of her.

‘I can’t believe Dad made us do this,’ she muttered.

‘I think it was a good idea to do something together. Besides, you and Rain have to start talking to one another eventually. You might as well start today,’ Nel replied.

‘Then tell Gwen to apologise,’ Rain said, riding up alongside Gwen on a big black stallion.

‘Tell Rain, her first,’ Gwen replied.

Nel gently stroked her horse’s mane. ‘I’m not going to pass your messages on anymore. You two can talk to each other.’

‘Why? Gwen reads my mind anyway. Uninvited. I can be friends with who I want. You saw how rude she was to Stephanie the other day! And Stephanie was trying to be nice, offering her a cupcake!’ Rain’s face flushed, remembering what had happened. ‘You owe both of us an apology and you can start with me. Now!’ Rain demanded.

‘There was something wrong with those cupcakes!’ Gwen snapped.

‘What?’ Rain’s eyes narrowed. ‘Tell me.’

Gwen held on to her reins a little tighter. ‘I’m asking you to trust me. Stephanie is trying to win you over with enchanted food. I heard her thoughts. Taylor wanted Meg and Molly to stay away from her too. He saw something that disturbed him enough to make Meg promise not to be Stephanie’s friend anymore so it must have been something bad. Please. Until we know what’s going on.’

Rain’s face crumpled. ‘But she’s my friend. You’re my sister. Why can’t I have both?’

‘I’m really sorry but you have to choose!’ Gwen said.

‘Do you have any proof?’ Rain demanded.

‘No,’ Gwen said quietly. ‘I only know what I heard Stephanie think.’

‘Do I seem any different?’ Rain asked.

‘Yes, you’ve got blonde hair,’ Gwen replied. ‘And you’re obsessed with Stephanie.’

‘Enough!’ Nel shook her head. ‘We need a compromise.’

Rain flinched. ‘A compromise?’

‘Until you get proof, Gwen, you will be civil to Stephanie, and Rain, don’t eat anything that Stephanie makes,’ Nel replied. ‘Okay?’

Rain nodded.

Gwen bit her lip. She may not be able to keep Rain away from Stephanie, but at least this would mean Rain wouldn’t be under her spell anymore. She nodded too.

‘I’m sorry I hurt you,’ said Gwen.

Rain studied Gwen’s face. ‘I’m sorry if I hurt you too.’

‘Good,’ Nel said.

Gwen shrugged. ‘So we’re all good?’

‘Almost,’ Rain paused. ‘Once you apologise to Stephanie.’

‘Whaaat!’ Gwen sat up in her saddle. ‘Why?’

Rain opened her mouth and closed it. ‘Nel, could you explain why for me?’ Rain’s voice was cold.

Nel sighed. ‘You knocked her over and threw a cupcake at her in the middle of the school cafeteria.’

The idea of apologising to Stephanie made Gwen sick, but hurting Rain any more made her feel worse.

‘The dance auditions are tomorrow. Can you do it for me then?’ Rain asked.

She doesn’t deserve an apology.

‘You hurt Stephanie’s feelings,’ Rain said. ‘You hurt my feelings.’

‘What if someone had done that to you, Gwen?’ Nel asked as she picked up the pace to a canter. The other horses followed her lead.

Gwen wondered if she could endure an entire hour of this. She could have been practising spells, searching for Humbolt or harnessing the power of water, but no, she had to listen to Nel and Rain defend Stephanie.

‘I will never like Stephanie,’ Gwen said defiantly. That was the truth.

‘I don’t expect you to,’ Rain replied, ‘but you will apologise to her for what you did and you will be civil. She is my friend and she’s done nothing to you.’

‘Yet,’ Gwen muttered under her breath.

‘Don’t you feel even the tiniest bit bad, Gwen?’ Nel asked, pulling her horse beside Gwen’s.

Gwen pulled her horse away awkwardly, almost falling off in the process. ‘No. I know there is something weird going on with Stephanie.’

‘You’re just making this worse,’ Nel replied. ‘You’re better than that. I thought you were, at least.’

‘I am,’ Gwen insisted.

‘Then apologise tomorrow,’ said Rain.

‘I can’t. I just can’t,’ Gwen replied.

‘For once, consider someone else’s feelings instead of your own.’ Rain’s bottom lip trembled.

‘So you want me to lie?’

Rain stopped her horse and turned to face Gwen. ‘I’m asking you to apologise to Stephanie for me, because when you hurt her feelings you hurt mine too.’ Rain’s words were hardly audible.

Before Gwen could respond, Rain galloped away.

Nel shook her head at Gwen. ‘This isn’t about Stephanie or Rain – it’s about you being stubborn.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Gwen said sadly. ‘But it’s the truth. ‘Stephanie can’t be trusted. If you weren’t enchanted, you would listen to me.’

‘Please apologise to Stephanie at the audition tomorrow – for Rain’s sake. You’re my sisters. I love you both. Don’t put me in the middle of this.’ Nel bent to whisper in her horse’s ear, then galloped off after Rain.

As Nel disappeared from view, Gwen felt completely alone.
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Gwen dragged her shoes along the corridor. Of all the things she could choose to do with her time, this would never even make the shortlist. Gwen went back to her half-awake state and continued plugging through the pool of thoughts in her head.

That girl must have a nail lodged in her head with spelling like that.

Nice thought, Mr Raple.

Where are you, Humbolt? she wondered.

There was a disturbing new question rolling over and over in her head. Why hadn’t she heard the shapeshifter’s thoughts? Did the creature act only on impulse without any thought? And why did the shapeshifter want Molly’s locket? Was there more to Molly than they thought? Did Molly have powers too? Was she a witch like Gwen? Red hair was a sign, wasn’t it?

Rain had said they looked alike too. Maybe they were really first cousins?

Her family were feeling safer after the past couple of weeks, but Gwen was nervous. She was waiting for something bad to happen.

‘Gwen?’ Nel hooked her schoolbag over her shoulder with the blue Professor Reginald laptop just visible at the top of it. Meg was with her.

Gwen shook herself free from her thoughts. ‘What?’

‘You know what you have to do.’

‘Lie,’ Gwen grumbled.

‘It’s important to Rain,’ Nel replied, her voice echoing in the school corridor.

Gwen crossed her arms bitterly and leant against her locker. ‘So it’s not okay for me to lie to Dad but I can lie to Stephanie?’

‘It’s not the same thing,’ Nel frowned.

‘Really?’

Meg pulled a tissue from her navy school jumper and blew her nose loudly. ‘You don’t have to be her friend. Just apologise.’

‘What would Taylor say?’

‘That’s not fair.’ Meg’s voice was small, hurt.

‘I’m sorry,’ Gwen breathed, tucking her pink laptop deep into her bag and zipping it up.

Meg shrugged and took hold of Gwen’s arm. ‘Come on, I’ll help you. It’ll be over before you know it.’

‘Have you asked Taylor again if he remembers any more about what happened?’ Gwen asked.

Meg nodded. ‘He still can’t remember that night.’

‘Could I ask him?’ Gwen said.

Nel glared at Meg and then at Gwen. ‘You both know he has to stay out of this. Dad said so. Meg’s parents said so.’

‘My parents think the shapeshifter has gone. Molly even moved her fingers last night,’ Meg smiled.

Maybe they were right, thought Gwen, and she was just worrying over nothing. Still, if everything was okay, why had Professor Reginald changed all the mirrors at school to stone?

You need to worry, Gwen thought.
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When they arrived at the gym, several students were already making their way to the auditions.

‘You can do this,’ Nel reassured her as she pushed open the gym’s swing doors.

Meg let go of Gwen’s wrist. ‘Ready?’

‘I guess,’ Gwen said. ‘But why do you think Professor Reginald hasn’t turned the mirrors at school back? They’re still stone. He must still be worried too.’

Nel sat down on the bench. ‘He’s probably been too busy to do it.’

Meg and Gwen sat down beside Nel.

‘I don’t think she’s gone,’ Gwen argued.

‘Well right now let’s do this thing for Rain first,’ Nel replied.

‘But this isn’t important,’ Gwen complained. ‘You, Meg and I have to convince them she’s not gone.’

‘Meg has promised not to be involved,’ said Nel.

‘I did,’ Meg agreed.

‘If that thing was gone Molly would be out of her coma,’ said Gwen. ‘And she’s not. That thing is still here. I know it. And if you don’t help us, you’re just leaving her stuck like that forever.’

‘That’s mean and you know it,’ Nel retorted. ‘Dad is doing his best for us and for Molly. We have to listen to him. You have to listen to him.’

Gwen scowled and stared at the wannabe dancers who were stretching on the gym floor in front of them. About 20 girls had gathered to audition for Stephanie.

A girl raced into the gym. ‘They’re coming!’

The girls limbering up for the auditions quickly stood and brushed themselves down nervously.

The doors to the gym swung open and eight girls wearing matching black leotards and hightop sneakers came in. Stephanie James was leading them. ‘Hey, everyone. Give us a couple of minutes and we’ll get started,’ she said.

Gwen could barely make out Rain in the group. Her blonde hair made her almost identical to the other girls. Gwen realised that Stephanie was using her enchanted food to make the girls do as she wished. Perhaps this was why they all looked like her. Still, Rain had stopped eating Stephanie’s food now, so eventually she would come to her senses. At least, Gwen hoped she would.

‘She looks ridiculous as a blonde,’ she said to Nel.

‘But she’s happy,’ Nel said.

Stephanie took a seat at a long table that had been brought in for the auditions. Jemma sat down beside her. The rest of the girls and Rain took a seat on the benches opposite Nel, Meg and Gwen.

Nel waved hello and Rain signalled for Gwen to come over.

Gwen stood up. ‘Here goes nothing.’

Meg patted her on the back. ‘You can do this.’

That wasn’t what Gwen was worried about. She knew she could do it. The question was whether she should do it.

No.

The voice in her mind was more insistent. Gwen reminded herself that this was for Rain’s sake.

Rain smiled as Gwen approached, but the other girls looked wary.

What’s she going to do now? one of the girls wondered. Another just scowled. There is no way Gwen is Rain’s biological sister.

And then she heard Rain’s thoughts, above all the others. Thank you. It was completely sincere.

Gwen scrutinised Stephanie’s face, trying to read what she was thinking. Nothing.

‘Hi,’ Gwen said when she got closer to the group.

They responded with confused nods and waves.

‘I’m here to support Rain.’

There were ohs and ahas all around.

‘I also wanted to speak to you, Stephanie, if that’s okay?’

Stephanie smiled at that.

The other girls stood up. ‘We’ll just get these girls ready for their audition.’

‘Sure,’ Stephanie said, her eyes never leaving Gwen’s face.

Rain stayed behind too.

Gwen waited for the others to be out of earshot. ‘I wanted to say sorry.’

Stephanie’s eyes batted, way too innocently for Gwen’s liking. ‘For what?’

You know what.

Not now, Gwen told her gut. She also fought her enormous urge to glare at Stephanie and ended up half squinting at her instead.

She tried to push the words out of her mouth. Quickly was probably best. ‘I’m sorry. New school, detention, and lots of other stuff, and throwing those cupcakes at you – I was just stressed. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.’

Silence.

‘It was important to say sorry to you.’

Stephanie smiled. ‘I don’t even remember it. But if it makes you feel better, you’re forgiven.’

Gwen wondered how someone managed to have so many perfect white teeth inside a single mouth.

‘Thanks.’

Rain’s thanks continued to ring inside her head.

‘So, um, I guess I’ll just leave you to it, the dance, I mean,’ Gwen said, running over her own words.

‘Aren’t you going to stay and watch?’ Rain’s eyes were on her.

‘Yes,’ Gwen said. ‘I didn’t mean to say that I was leaving the gym. What I meant to say was that I was just going to go over there. To the benches over there, so not very far way from here, really.’ Did this sound as stupid out loud as it did in her head? Gwen looked at both their faces. Yes it did.

‘I’ll see you after.’ Rain was grinning.

Gwen walked as fast as she could back to Nel and Meg.

Their curious glances met her.

‘I said sorry.’

Meg and Nel knew Gwen well enough to leave it at that.

‘Let’s get these auditions over and done with.’ Gwen turned to stare at the girl getting ready to do the first audition.

She could still feel Meg and Nel watching her.

‘Did any part of what I just said not make sense?’

Meg and Nel laughed.

‘Sure,’ Nel replied. ‘Let’s watch the auditions.’

Gwen was relieved to feel their focus shift from her to the dancing.

One after another the girls stood at the centre of the gym and danced to some music. Some of the girls froze, forgetting their steps mid-dance, while others were completely off the beat. Still, Gwen had to admit that some of the girls were really good. Stephanie had even made some nice comments about their work.

Finally, it was Rain’s turn.

‘Go, Rain!’ Meg cheered.

Rain blushed as she walked to the centre of the floor. She nodded to a girl nearby, who flicked on a stereo. Rain had chosen Pink’s ‘Get the Party Started’.

Rain’s routine was amazing, with splits, flips and this weird spinning thing with one leg touching her head. When she had finished, the gym broke into spontaneous applause.

But, in the deafening uproar, Gwen suddenly heard a voice.

Release it.

It was the shapeshifter.

‘Love it,’ Stephanie said with a couple of slow claps.

Your time is running out. You have to give me the power.

Gwen looked around the gym. Was she close by? But there were no mirrors left in the school. Maybe one of the girls had a compact in her bag? Gwen eyed the bags lined up against the door. Would it be a bad thing if she looked through them?

Then Meg stood up and stared into space. Those same words came out of her mouth, but it wasn’t Meg’s voice. It was lower. Angry. ‘There’s no time left. This is Gwen’s last warning.’

Then Gwen realised. The shapeshifter! She was still controlling Meg.

‘Warning,’ Meg mouthed, before blinking slowly. When she opened her eyes again, they were completely red.

‘Gwen!’ Nel screamed, pointing to the middle of the gym where a flame the size of a soccer ball had appeared in the air. ‘Fire!’

Gwen shook Meg. She was frozen. Gwen’s fingertips started throbbing with cold. ‘Meg? Meg! Are you doing that?’

Meg shook her off and stared at the small ball of fire that was growing bigger by the second.

A few of the girls were looking at the ceiling now. Some screamed.

‘It’s the end of the world!’ one girl cried.
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12
And We All Fall Down

‘Move, Rain!’ Nel called.

‘What’s wrong?’ Stephanie asked the bewildered faces in the gym.

Nel pointed with her finger. ‘There, above Rain! Look up!’

Rain looked up, and so did the rest of the girls in the gym.

‘Oh no!’ Rain cried as she ran towards her sisters.

And then the fireball began to move. It was writing words in the air.

RELEASE THE POWER!

Girls began to scream and run for the door.

Ms Smithy, the gym teacher, came bolting in, knocking into the girls running out. When she saw what was happening she held the door open and started shouting. ‘This way! This way now!’

Meg lifted off the ground and began to hover towards the rafters.

Gwen tried to grab hold of her legs.

‘Hold on, I’m coming,’ Nel said, grasping Gwen’s skirt. ‘I’ve got you!’

Soon only Stephanie, Meg, Nel, Gwen and Rain were left. And unlike the other students, Stephanie wasn’t afraid. She stared angrily at the message and then at Gwen.

‘You!’ Stephanie screamed at her. ‘You’re doing this!’

‘What?’ said Gwen. ‘Me? No, I’m not!’

Nel was still clinging to Gwen. ‘Your eyes, Gwen – your eyes!’

‘What?’ Gwen took a tighter hold of Meg.

The fire words began to turn into something else. They were merging together and changing from red to blue to white. Moments later there was a solid wave of ice hovering in the air in front of them.

It reared back and then flew towards the girls – knocking Stephanie out.

‘No!’ Gwen screamed. ‘Professor!’

Professor Reginald forced his way out of Rain, Nel and Gwen’s bags and flew towards Gwen. And then the three laptops stood against the wave and called out as one, ‘Ara!’

A force-field formed around the girls, taking the first impact. It hit them hard, hard enough to knock them all off their feet with one furious jolt. Then it dissolved, leaving the girls to face the second blow unprotected.

The professor picked himself up and called again, ‘Ara!’

But it was too late. The ice had hit them already.

Gwen screamed as the cold wall smashed against her body. Angry words filled her head. You’ve still not released the power within you! You have until dawn or your family will die.

‘I don’t know how to control it,’ Gwen stammered.

If you fail I will kill everyone you love. Consider it your last chance to save your family. Humbolt will come for you soon. Do you understand?

Gwen uttered a yes.

And then the ice formed into a black hand and threw her against the furthest wall.
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Nel was shaking Gwen’s shoulders. ‘Gwen? Can you hear me?’

Gwen struggled to open her eyes. She was so cold.

‘Take deep breaths, give your body a chance to warm up,’ Nel suggested as she brushed ice off Gwen.

‘How long have I been out?’

‘About five minutes.’

Gwen was relieved that she hadn’t lost too much time. She needed to get home and make a plan. Humbolt was going to come for her so the shapeshifter could take the power.

Somehow in the next twelve hours Gwen had to find the power within herself. It was their only chance. She needed that power so she could get close enough to the shapeshifter to steal Humbolt’s mirror piece back from her. Once Humbolt was whole, he could imprison the shapeshifter and Gwen’s family would be safe.

It didn’t matter what happened to her in the process. Gwen didn’t care anymore whether she lived or died. Just that her family survived.

‘Is everyone okay?’

‘Mostly,’ said Nel. ‘Meg and Rain have gone to get help. Stephanie’s okay and seriously freaked out, but awake and breathing.’

‘Meg?’ Gwen wanted to know. ‘She’s okay?’

‘It’s not every day you get possessed,’ said Nel. ‘But she’s okay. She’s gone to call her parents.’

‘I can’t believe that thing got in her head like that.’

‘You thought the shapeshifter got in her head?’

Gwen was confused. ‘Yes.’

‘It was you in her head.’

‘What?’

‘You were in Meg’s head.’

‘No, that thing was in her head.’

‘Gwen,’ Nel said the rest slowly. ‘We were watching the whole thing. One minute it was Meg, the next minute it was you inside her. I mean your voice inside her. Your real body went sort of limp.’

Gwen’s mouth fell open. ‘But I was standing there watching it happen, holding on to her. When the shapeshifter was there. In my head.’

‘Oh,’ Nel sighed. ‘Well, whatever happened, somehow you ended up in the wrong body for a while.’ Nel let that sink in.

Was that possible? Could she be so confused? Maybe seeing inside other people’s heads could do that to you. Perhaps it wasn’t such a stretch of thinking that she had ended up in someone else. She would try to avoid that happening again at all costs.

‘No wonder Meg’s freaked out,’ Gwen said, trying to sit up. Her school uniform was covered in a layer of thin ice, which cracked and broke off as she moved. They needed to get home now. She needed to protect her family. ‘You said mostly everyone was okay,’ she said. ‘What did you mean?’

‘One second,’ Nel said, turning her gaze towards the centre of the room. Someone was walking towards them. It was Stephanie, and she looked angry. Her blonde hair was pasted to her wet face.

‘I don’t know what you did, or how you did it, but I am going to find out!’ Stephanie barked.

‘What I did?’ Gwen replied, puzzled and annoyed.

‘Yes, what you did.’ Stephanie plucked an icicle off her skirt and threw it to the floor. ‘I might not know what you’ve done here but my father will,’ she said, pulling her mobile phone from her pocket.

She stomped out of the gym. ‘Daddy?’ She was speaking in a sing-song voice as she disappeared into the hallway. ‘I need your help . . .’

‘Gwen, did you do that?’ Nel asked.

‘What do you mean did I do that?’ Gwen asked. ‘Are you as crazy as Stephanie? Didn’t I already explain that the shapeshifter was in my head and then she took over Meg?’

Nel shook her head. ‘You said the words and then the fire wrote them – and your eyes, they turned red. All red. It was like you were doing it.’

Gwen had seen the words in the fire and the red eyes she’d thought were Meg’s. Had she been in her body and in Meg’s at the same time? Was it possible for her to do that? Gwen’s teeth chattered from the cold. ‘I told you – the shapeshifter’s voice was coming from Meg, I was just listening in.’

‘And in the process you almost got killed – we almost got killed.’

‘I’ll be more careful next time, but can we go home now?’

Nel made unhappy sounds.

‘I’m telling you, Nel, I only heard the words, I didn’t make them happen and I don’t know why my eyes, I mean Meg’s eyes, turned red. Now tell me exactly what you meant by everyone is mostly okay?’

She did a mental checklist. The only person she hadn’t checked on was Professor Reginald. Gwen looked around for him. The laptops weren’t anywhere to be seen.

‘Calm down, Gwen. It’s okay. The laptops were smashed apart defending us,’ Nel explained. She pulled her bag close so Gwen could see inside. There were parts of the pink, blue and purple laptops. ‘I think Dad should be able to fix him.’

‘Girls!’ Ms Laroche called as she ran into the gym, her heels making little tapping noises on the wooden floor. ‘Are you all okay? A couple of ambulances are on the way.’

Nel closed the bag quickly and stood up. ‘Gwen and I are okay.’

Ms Laroche placed the back of her hand on Gwen’s forehead. ‘You feel a bit hot to me.’

‘I’m fine,’ Gwen said.

‘Still I would prefer if you got checked out before you went home.’

Gwen frowned. Was she ever going to get out of here?

‘Please.’

‘Okay,’ Gwen relented.

‘Your sister asked me to check on you.’

‘Did you see her?’ Gwen asked.

‘She’s with Stephanie waiting for the ambulances,’ Ms Laroche replied.

The gym’s doors slammed open and the school nurse came running in with two ambulance officers, one pushing a stretcher.

‘Have a look at these two for me,’ Ms Laroche said.

The ambulance officers made the girls sit on the stretcher so they could check them out. Nel answered their questions patiently while Gwen responded in yeses and nos.

‘These two seem okay,’ the officer said. ‘We’ll go and help the others.’

‘Good.’ Ms Laroche was obviously relieved. ‘Can you two go outside and join your sister? Your father has been contacted and should be here shortly to pick you up.’

‘Happy to,’ Gwen replied, grabbing hold of Nel’s hand and making a sprint for the door. They slipped a little on the melting ice but Gwen didn’t care. She wanted to get home. If the warning was accurate she was running out of time. ‘Let’s get Rain and go home.’

‘What about Meg?’ Nel asked.

‘There’s nothing we can do for her right now,’ Gwen replied.

Nel looked shocked. ‘But we should say goodbye to her.’

‘There’s no time for that!’

The girls reached the main entrance.

‘Rain!’ Gwen called, spotting her sister with Stephanie and some other dancers.

‘One sec,’ Rain replied.

Stephanie and the other girls turned around to face Gwen and Nel.

‘See, she’s just fine.’ Rain gestured to Gwen.

Stephanie shook her head. ‘No. I know something isn’t right with her.’

‘We don’t have time for this,’ Gwen said, grabbing Rain around the elbow and pulling her away.

‘What are you doing?’ Rain cried.

‘I want to get you home where Dad can keep you safe.’ Gwen pulled her arm harder.

‘You’re either with me or not, Rain,’ Stephanie said coldly.

‘But she’s my sister,’ Rain replied. ‘I can’t choose you over her.’

Stephanie frowned. ‘Then your choice is made.’

Rain mumbled something unintelligible.

Nel put her arm around her. ‘Let’s just get home, okay?’
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It was dark outside. Gwen checked her watch – again. It was seven o’clock. She only had until dawn to release her power or that creature would kill everyone she loved.

‘Gwen, is everything okay? You’ve been quiet since we left the gym,’ Nel said.

Gwen nodded. ‘I’m okay.’ She’d already decided not to tell them about the creature’s deadline. It was her burden, not theirs.

‘You have to eat something,’ Harold said, putting down a plate of vegetable lasagna in front of each of his daughters. The smell of cheese hovered around them.

‘I don’t have time for dinner,’ Gwen said impatiently.

The cutlery passed itself around.

Nel looked at their father. ‘Why did Gwen’s eyes turn red too?’

‘I think it has to do with her seeing power. Because she can feel people’s thoughts and memories, she becomes one with them when she’s connected to them,’ Harold explained.

‘Poor Meg,’ Nel said, taking a sip of her apple juice. ‘I mean, that thing has used her twice. Why?’

Harold winced. ‘She’s especially vulnerable. Meg’s human, unprotected but able to get close to you. I wish I’d worked that out before. It must have been easy for the shapeshifter to get to her. If I had spent more time thinking about it . . . maybe . . .’

‘When will the creature ever stop?’ said Rain. ‘It’s hurt Molly, Meg and now Professor Reginald too.’

‘It’s going to be okay,’ Harold said, taking a seat. ‘You’ve each come so far with your powers. We can fight this thing.’

‘How?’ Rain said angrily. ‘Every time she attacks, things get worse. She won’t stop till she gets what she wants.’

‘We’ll fight together. We will bring her down,’ Harold told her. ‘It will just take us a little longer.’

Gwen bit her lip to stop it from trembling. The shapeshifter’s warning was still fresh her mind. ‘There is no more time.’

 ‘You just need some sleep,’ said Harold. ‘Tomorrow everything will be better – you’ll see.’

Gwen clenched her fists under the table. He didn’t know how little time they all had left. None of them did. She made up her mind. The shapeshifter wanted her power, and she would have it.

Nel cut a small piece of her lasagna and gave it to Jed, who sat at her feet. ‘Can you fix Professor Reginald?’

‘Yes. It’ll take a little time, but I’ll do it tonight,’ Harold replied.

Rain sniffed miserably as she ducked to avoid a fork which was trying to feed her. ‘Stephanie is never going to talk to me again, is she?’

‘I’ll talk to you,’ Nel offered, before kicking Gwen under the table.

‘Ow! Me too. I’ll talk to you too,’ Gwen replied, taking a bite of her dinner. She needed to get through it quickly so she could spend time working out how to release her full power. If she didn’t have that to offer the shapeshifter, her family would have no hope. Dawn was just ten hours away. Maybe once the power was freed she could fight the creature off? Whatever happened, one of them would not be alive at the end of the encounter.

Harold looked worried. ‘Gwen, are you sure everything’s okay?’

‘I’m sorry,’ Gwen replied, realising that this could be the last time she was ever going to have dinner with them. ‘You all know how much I love you, right?’

‘Sweetheart,’ Harold said, reaching across the table and giving her a big hug. ‘I love you too.’

‘And you know how I feel about you,’ Nel grinned. ‘I love you to pieces.’

‘I’m sorry about everything, Rain – Stephanie, being mean to you . . .’ Gwen mumbled.

Rain looked up at Gwen with her own teary eyes. ‘I’d rather be your sister than her friend anyway.’

‘Group hug,’ Harold smiled.

Rain and Nel smiled back and threw themselves into the embrace too.

‘It’s going to be okay,’ Harold said as he held the triplets tight. ‘You’ll see, everything will work itself out.’
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Half an hour later, Gwen was alone in the Ethran world Professor Reginald had created for them. Her father had gone to repair Professor Reginald, while Nel was giving Jed a bath and Rain had gone to bed.

Gwen sat on the edge of the lake and dipped her toes in the water. She tried to imagine all the water that existed in the world. It seemed too much to get her head around it all. She signalled for her water element book to come to her.

The blue book stretched out its pages and yawned.

‘Please, I need you,’ Gwen said.

The book reluctantly crawled over to Gwen and pulled itself into her lap.

‘Thank you,’ Gwen said as she slowly opened the book. She flipped through the pages, reminding herself of the basics.

1. Centre yourself.

2. See the water.

3. See the water doing your will.

4. Call the water to you.

5. Shape the water.

6. Control the water.

Gwen nodded to herself. She was getting better at all those things. It was the last four steps she struggled with.

7. Open yourself up to the element.

8. Be the water.

9. Awake the water within you.

10. Now, the power is complete.

‘How?’ Gwen said miserably.

She stood at the edge of the lake and looked across the still water.

‘Be centred,’ Gwen told herself as she closed her eyes and took a deep breath to calm herself. When she felt still, she began. She imagined vast landscapes of water. Once the picture was clear in her head, she asked the water to draw itself up.

Gwen opened her eyes – the water in the lake was doing as she asked. It had lifted itself up in the shape of a massive wave, frozen, waiting for her next command.

She held out her palm. ‘Come.’

And slowly the water from the lake did her bidding. Gwen saw what she wanted to happen next and then the water created it. She would start small. Gwen commanded a small sphere of water to come to her.

It broke free from the larger wave and flew towards her. Too fast at first, but then Gwen was able to slow it. Now it was hovering above her hand. Gwen imagined it was the shape of a star.

It took a lot of concentrating, but one at a time the points pulled out until a perfect six-pointed star hovered in front of her.

Gwen took another breath. ‘Bugge,’ she called to the star. And then the star grew until it filled the sky above the lake.

Now she had to open herself up to the water. Gwen tried to work out what that meant. She concentrated on the watery star.

‘I’m water. You and I are the same thing,’ Gwen said, and then her confidence began to waver. How would she do this? And in the moment Gwen questioned her faith, the star trembled.

‘No!’ she cried, but it was too late. The star exploded, knocking her to the ground. Water rained down over everything.

She picked herself up. ‘Again, until you get it right,’ she said, uttering the same words she’d heard from Professor Reginald a thousand times a week.

Two hours later, Gwen was very wet and tired, but determined to awaken the power within her. Professor Reginald said that when it happened she would feel it in every part of her being. He said all the oceans of all the worlds would be reflected in her eyes.

‘I can do this,’ Gwen said to herself as she squeezed the water out of her uniform. And again, she went through all the steps until she had another star in front of her.

Professor Reginald had said that she had to see the water as part of her.

Okay. That was starting to make more sense to Gwen. She closed her eyes again.

I am the water. I feel the water inside me.

And then Gwen began to hear something, something new. It was the sound of the ocean inside her.

Gwen opened her eyes and saw that the star had gone, but she was hovering above the lake and her hands were no longer made of flesh, but of water.

‘What?’ Gwen said in disbelief, and she fell out of the sky into the lake.

‘No!’ she said unhappily as she sank into the dark depths. ‘Up,’ Gwen commanded, and she rose to the edge of the lake again.

Gwen straightened up. There was no need to go through all the steps again – she was close.

‘I am the water,’ she said, slowly allowing it to sink into every part of her, and finally the tide of belief washed through her.

Gwen looked at her hands; moments ago they had been water too.

She took a deep breath, opened her arms wide, held her open palms to the heavens. ‘I am the water!’ Gwen cried, and every part of her suddenly felt free. And where Gwen had stood was a figure made only of water.

From her hair to her shoes, Gwen was completely transparent. She poked herself lightly and her finger melted into her arm.

‘I did it!’ she cried with relief.
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‘Get some sleep, okay?’ Harold said as he tucked Gwen into bed.

Gwen smiled at him sadly. Was this the last time she would ever see him?

‘I’ll try.’

Harold turned off the light as he left. ‘See you in the morning.’

Gwen pulled her doona tightly around her and stared out her bedroom window. It was so quiet. She wondered when Humbolt would come for her. All the mirrors in the house were still sealed, so she presumed he would find another way to contact her.

So much had happened in the past couple of weeks. Gwen had found out she was a witch from a great Ethran family and that she could cast spells, call objects to her, see and hear things that others couldn’t. And she had a destiny – one that she would never fulfill now. Her sisters could finish the job. They wouldn’t leave Ethra to that witch.

The sound of heavy rain soon distracted Gwen from her tears. A large gust of wind knocked a branch hard against the window, pushing it ajar. Large raindrops were flying in and landing all over the floor and walls.

Gwen closed the window just as Rain and Nel came running into her room. They all hopped into Gwen’s bed.

‘Scared?’ Gwen asked.

‘A little,’ Nel replied. ‘Are you okay? It looks like you’ve been crying.’

Gwen sniffed and wiped her eyes. ‘Just really tired, I guess.’

Rain snuggled up to Gwen. ‘Is it okay if we stay?’

‘I’d really like that,’ Gwen replied, savouring the extra time with her sisters.

Jed barked from the doorway.

‘Sure, you can join us, too!’ Gwen grinned.

‘Yuck,’ Rain complained. ‘No smelly dogs in bed.’

‘This dog smells like you – we used your shampoo.’ Nel tried not to laugh.

Thunder rang out and a flash of lightning illuminated the room.

‘Do you think Dad will let us stay in Jamestown after what happened today?’ Nel asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Gwen replied. ‘I think he’s got bigger things to worry about.’

Another bolt of thunder crashed, making all the sisters and Jed jump.

Nel’s face was thoughtful. ‘At least we’ll always have each other.’

Gwen’s tears started again. She couldn’t imagine not being with them.

‘Gwen? Are you sure you’re okay?’ Nel sounded worried.

‘I’m okay, really,’ Gwen lied. ‘It’s just been a hard day.’

The sound of roaring rain and wind made Jed bark. He jumped out of bed and ran to the window, growling.

‘Scary storm.’ Rain pulled the doona up a little higher.

‘Yeah, it is,’ Gwen replied. She wondered how much longer she had before Humbolt came for her.

‘Can you feel that?’ Nel asked as the bed started to shake.

‘What is it?’ Rain squealed, clutching Gwen.

‘Jed!’ Nel called. ‘Come here.’

Jed jumped back onto the bed, which was now hovering off the ground.

‘This is no ordinary storm,’ said Gwen nervously.

‘Is it an earthquake?’ Rain asked.

Books began to fall off shelves and the walls began to creak.

‘Don’t let go of each other,’ Nel screamed, her words drowned out by the sounds of nearing thunder and the furniture collapsing around them.

‘Make it stop!’ Rain pleaded as the entire room began to sway and the floor jolted violently, the floorboards tearing apart. Suddenly a huge gust of wind broke through the window, smashing the glass. It picked up the bed with the triplets and Jed, sucking them and everything in the room towards the window.

Gwen screamed and grabbed hold of a floorboard that had come loose and was caught on the inside of the window. She clung to it with all her strength.

Rain and Nel grabbed hold of the window frame, but Jed was sucked out. His terrified barks rang in their ears.

‘Jed!’ Nel cried.

‘Hold on!’ Rain screamed as her legs were pulled towards the window.

 ‘I think I’ve got a good hold,’ Nel shouted.

‘Don’t let go,’ Gwen told her sisters.

‘I can’t,’ Rain screamed as she lost her grip.

Nel grabbed Rain’s hand just in time, but then there was a massive crack. The window frame she was holding broke off and they both flew out.

‘No!’ Gwen wailed as her sisters were pulled up into the heavens. ‘Take me!’ Gwen cried. ‘Not them.’

And then, as suddenly as the storm had started, it stopped.

Gwen looked at the damage around her. There was a massive hole where her window had once been. Outside, furniture was caught in bushes and trees. All along the street houses and cars were destroyed.

Gwen stepped back, horrified at the damage the shapeshifter had wreaked on the town. She was alone and, for the first time ever, the Hendersons’ home was eerily quiet.

The rain was softer now as it tip-tapped on Gwen’s skin. She shivered a little, feeling tiny goosebumps rising on her forearms. Her pyjamas stuck to her body, holding the cold against her.

‘Hello?’ Gwen called out into the darkness.

There was no answer.

‘Is someone here?’

Gwen’s voice echoed in the empty room. There was still no response. Her heart was racing, she could feel it pumping against her chest, and a horrible panic was building inside of her.

‘Hello! Anyone?’ Gwen called loudly. ‘Dad?’ She started running through the house, stepping over smashed glass and broken furniture. She ran into every room.

Only silence greeted her.

Her sisters. Jed. Her father. They were all gone.

Was this a sign from the shapeshifter? Had she taken them all to make sure that Gwen did her bidding?

She was alone.

Would that thing kill them? Were they already dead?

No! No! No!

It was her gut again. Insisting they were alive. Alive because the shapeshifter still needed them to get to Gwen.

Then they wouldn’t be alive long. What could she do to change any of this?

Gwen fell to her knees and cried.
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13
Inside The Mirror

Gwen cried until she felt hollow inside, and then she waited. Waited for the end to come and find her.

She didn’t have to wait long.

Gwen.

It was Humbolt’s voice.

‘Did she take them? My father, my sisters, Jed?’

Yes.

A more important question: ‘Are they alive?’

Yes.

‘What do I do?’ There was hopelessness in Gwen’s words.

Do you have the power she seeks?

‘Yes.’

Then follow my voice. There may be a way to save your life and the lives of your family too.

Gwen wondered if that was true. Was there really a way out of this?

She followed Humbolt’s voice out of her broken house and into the street. Neighbours were picking up their furniture from the lawns and patching broken windows with cardboard. No one paid any attention to the redheaded girl walking through the main street in her pyjamas.

‘Can I trust you?’ Gwen asked the voice.

I am the shapeshifter’s prisoner. I only do her bidding because she has stolen a part of me. I want to help you. So when I could, I called you. But then she came back and she saw you there. I tried to get you to run away. You know the rest.

‘You belonged to the James Corporation, didn’t you?’

I don’t belong to anyone. They wanted to use me too. Royston wants to return home.

‘He’s Ethran?’

Yes. He’s Driath’s brother.

So Stephanie was Ethran, part Ethran. That explained everything, thought Gwen.

‘Can you open a door to Ethra?’ she asked Humbolt.

Yes. Mirrors are very powerful.

‘Why didn’t you help Royston?’

He would do no good there. Like Driath, Royston serves only himself.

Gwen nodded, she knew that already. She walked further into the town’s centre. Everything she saw had suffered under the ferocity of the shapeshifter’s storm. Traffic lights were down, buildings torn open and there was broken glass everywhere.

A police car drove past Gwen at high speed, its siren wailing and flashing.

‘So you’ll help me?’ Gwen asked.

Yes. If you keep your word and help me too.

Gwen nodded. She would try.

You’ve arrived. I am upstairs in the attic. That is your gateway to the shapeshifter. It is through there you will find your family.

Gwen looked up at the huge stone building in front of her – Jamestown’s Town Hall. A large streetlight lay twisted across the front steps. Gwen stepped carefully over it, and walked into the main foyer, her footsteps echoing on the marble floor. Bookcases, paintings and antiques were strewn everywhere.

She closed her eyes and listened for sounds. The building was completely silent.

‘Hello?’ Gwen whispered as loudly as she dared.

There was no answer.

Gwen began to climb the stairs.

Hurry, Gwen, it is almost dawn.

She climbed faster, taking two steps at a time.

You’re almost there.

Finally, she reached the attic door. She knelt down and peered through the keyhole. The room was empty, or so she thought.

I’m in here.

Warily, she opened the door.

The room was narrow and filled with boxes overflowing with books, newspapers, toys and other discarded items. There were also broken bits of furniture – some covered in white sheets, others left to the dust. Gwen weaved her way around old scratched tables piled with clothes and oil paintings.

‘Where are you?’ Gwen called again, lifting up a sheet in front of her and finding an old piano.

‘I’m here,’ the voice whispered behind her.

Gwen swung around. A gilt antique mirror stood before her with two sad eyes staring out. The Guildon Mirror. Humbolt.

‘Promise you’ll set me free,’ Humbolt pleaded.

‘Yes, if you promise to help me save my family too.’

‘I will.’

‘Okay, tell me what I need to do,’ Gwen replied.

‘You have to trust me.’

Gwen nodded. ‘I do. Now where are they?’

‘Inside me.’

‘Inside you?’ Gwen asked, confused. All she could see in the mirror was the reflection of her own bewildered face.

‘Let me show you,’ Humbolt said.

Gwen stared deeper into the mirror and soon her image began to dissolve. In its place appeared a massive chamber filled with beautiful, towering marble statues of winged horses, and chests overflowing with coins and jewels. At the centre of the room were three enormous blocks of solid ice.

One housed Jed and the broken Professor Reginald laptops. The second held Gwen’s father. Rain and Nel were trapped in the third.

‘Are they really alive?’ Gwen cried.

‘Frozen, but yes, very much alive,’ Humbolt replied, showing her more of the room.

It was as long as it was wide, and the shapeshifter was pacing angrily back and forth.

‘Humbolt! Where is she?’ the shapeshifter cried.

‘She is coming,’ Humbolt replied, his voice muffled as he spoke into the room on the other side of the mirror. ‘Not long now.’

‘What do I have to do?’ Gwen asked.

‘Take my mirror piece from the shapeshifter.’

Gwen examined the scene in the mirror carefully. She could see the glass pendant hanging from the necklace around the shapeshifter’s throat. ‘I can do that.’

‘Once you give it to me, I can help you.’ Humbolt paused. ‘Are you ready?’

‘Yes.’

‘Jump through me, and you will step through another mirror into that room,’ Humbolt explained. ‘The shapeshifter is expecting you through the mirror at the front of the hall, but I will send you through the small mirror behind her. You will have the advantage of surprise.’

Humbolt changed the view of his mirror, and now Gwen was looking at the shapeshifter’s back.

‘Timing is crucial. Catch her unawares and pull off her pendant. Once you have it, throw it into the mirror. Then use your powers to call your family to you, and then jump back through the mirror. They will come back with you.’

‘But how do I stop her from following us?’ Gwen asked.

‘You want her to follow you,’ Humbolt explained. ‘You have to wait until she is halfway through and then from the other side you have to break the mirror. If you do that, you will trap the shapeshifter inside the mirror forever.’

‘How?’

‘A portal needs two parts to work. Smash one side and it becomes an eternal prison inside.’

‘Won’t I destroy you if I do that?’ asked Gwen.

‘No,’ said Humbolt. ‘This frame is my home and as long as it remains intact I will live.’

‘Okay,’ Gwen said nervously, going over the plan in her head.

‘Ready?’ Humbolt asked.

Gwen gulped. She had never felt so frightened in her life, but there were no choices left to her now. ‘I think so,’ she said as she took a step towards Humbolt.

‘The shapeshifter’s back is turned to the mirror. Go!’

Gwen leapt through the mirror. An ice-cold sensation ripped through her body and then she was on her knees in the room.

‘What?’ the shapeshifter screeched, turning around.

Gwen jumped to her feet and snatched the chain from around the shapeshifter’s neck. As soon as she had it, Gwen turned to throw it back into the mirror.

Medosa laughed. ‘Freeze,’ she said, waving her arm in the air.

Gwen froze mid-step, one arm reaching towards the mirror, the other holding the stolen chain.

‘You’re later than I expected,’ the shapeshifter said, as she faced Gwen. ‘And you tried to trick me? How brave of you.’

‘You . . . have . . . no . . . right . . . to . . . hurt them,’ Gwen struggled to say through her stiff lips.

The shapeshifter’s face crumpled into a black smile. ‘I can do whatever I want.’

‘Take me, let them go,’ Gwen stammered.

The shapeshifter ran its fingers over Gwen’s lips, releasing them from the frozen spell. ‘Speak up. My magic is so powerful, I can’t hear you!’

‘Please, you have me, let them go,’ Gwen begged. ‘You have what you want.’

‘So you think I am going to kill you, take your power and then let your family go?’

‘You have to. They’ve nothing to do with this. They’ve served their purpose.’

‘Do you really think Driath would let me live if I did that?’ the shapeshifter replied. ‘She wants all of you dead, and once I have your power I will be showered with many rewards for killing the children of Orthius’ prophecy.’ She laughed. And the evil sound echoed through the room.

‘I’m the one you want. Not them. Spare them, please. I’ll do anything you want if you let them go.’

‘Then give me the power.’

‘But how?’ said Gwen. ‘I would if I could!’

‘I will draw the power from you through Driath’s amulet. Your life force will follow. And just as you take your last breath, I will push you through the mirror into Ethra. If you survive, I will send the amulet through to Driath so she knows it is safe. Once you are gone I will destroy your family. If you do as you are told, I will do it quickly. If not, I promise they will suffer horrible deaths.’

Gwen tried to concentrate. Tried to free her mind from the numbness creeping under her skin. I need to keep her distracted while I think of a way out of this.

‘Why didn’t you let Molly go when you found out she wasn’t me?’

‘She was collateral damage,’ Medosa taunted as she walked over to Gwen. ‘What do I care if she lives or dies? But I’ll fix that problem soon.’

‘Why did you take her locket too?’

‘She’s one of you! I had to make sure you couldn’t stop me from doing my work.’

Gwen tried to read the shapeshifter’s mind, but it was impenetrable. ‘Why can’t I read your mind?’

A dark smile lit the shapeshifter’s face. ‘The nature of my being is too fleeting, that’s why I had to infiltrate Meg in order to communicate with you. She’s . . . how should I put it . . . more solid.’

Gwen looked around the room, searching for something, anything, to help her. ‘Did you make my desk catch on fire?’

‘You were so busy with Stephanie you did not see me using Meg to stare through the window. I only needed a moment to start that fire.’

Gwen recognised something on the table. It was the box Meg had put their lockets into. A spark of hope lit up in her chest. If she could free them maybe they could help her. She could use her calling power to slam the box into the wall and open it. She began to focus.

Medosa took a large mirror off the wall and placed it in front of Gwen. ‘Driath will be on the other side soon. I want her to see me kill you and your family. I want her to see me take this power from you.’

Humbolt’s sad eyes stared back at Gwen.

‘Now. Show me your power.’

Gwen shook her head, trying desperately to call the box. It began to shake.

Medosa grabbed hold of Gwen’s head with her hands and twisted Gwen’s neck so she was looking directly into Medosa’s bottomless eyes. ‘How dare you!’ the shapeshifter roared, tripling her dark size and hovering over Gwen.

‘Shapeshifter,’ called a voice inside the mirror.

Gwen knew that voice. Driath. The witch in her dreams. The witch who wanted them dead.

The shapeshifter released Gwen and turned to face the mirror.

Gwen stared at Driath. She was even more beautiful here. No cloak covered her face this time. Her black hair, parted in the centre, hung down to her hips. The skin on her face was smooth and flawless.

She looked in Driath’s eyes. They were the same pools of black Gwen remembered and they were still filled with hate.

‘Driath,’ Medosa replied, bowing low.

The evil sorceress smiled. ‘This is her?’

Driath eyed Gwen over.

‘Yes, my Queen.’

‘I was expecting more.’ Her eyes returned to Medosa. ‘And the power is ready?’

‘It is.’

‘Good,’ Driath replied. ‘Use the sapphire amulet I gave you. Hold it to her throat and it will suck the life and power out of her.’

The shapeshifter pulled the single sapphire pendant off the necklace in Gwen’s frozen hand.

Gwen tried desperately to will the box to do her bidding. If she couldn’t, soon she, and everyone she cared about, would be dead.

‘Box!’ Gwen ordered. The box flew against the wall, spilling the lockets onto the floor.

The shapeshifter wailed.

Driath’s eyes darted around the room. ‘What’s happening?’

The lockets began to glow brightly. They flew to their rightful owners, cracking the ice that surrounded Rain and Nel. Gwen’s returned to her neck. One locket flew across the room and into the mirror, racing for Molly.

A female voice from long ago called to Gwen through her locket. Use your power, Gwen. Release the power inside of you. The creature is a living thing. It is made of water. You control water.

Of course! Harold had told them about shapeshifters after Medosa’s first attack, but she’d forgotten. The spark of hope she’d felt grew to a flame. Water was hers to command. Gwen felt her fingers begin to move. Then she could feel her arms, her body. She must throw the chain to Humbolt. Now. Gwen turned and threw the necklace. The mirror swallowed it up.

‘Stop her before it’s too late,’ Driath ordered. ‘Now!’

The shapeshifter released a torrent of fireballs towards Gwen.

Gwen turned to face her attacker.

I am water.

She felt the change wash over her. Every cell of her body was changing, but not fast enough.

A fireball struck her shoulder. She felt her flesh burn.

Gwen ducked. Furniture in the room began to catch fire. There was smoke everywhere. Gwen sent ice balls back at Medosa, but the shapeshifter weaved around the room at intense speeds. One moment she was in front of her, the next she was behind her.

I am water.

Medosa was suddenly beside her. Gwen shoved her hard with a torrent of water, sending her flying against the opposite wall.

‘Keep firing!’ Driath cried. ‘The power is almost free for you to take!’

I am water.

First her hands changed. Gwen blocked the fireballs with them, sending them flying back towards Medosa.

And then, Gwen was the water.

She blocked the fireballs now with ease and hurried over to her family.

‘Wake up!’ Gwen shouted to her sisters, but they were still thawing in the ice.

‘Again!’ Driath commanded. ‘Again, Medosa!’

Medosa launched herself at Gwen, flying up into the air. She opened her mouth so wide that it began to distort, twisting out at unnatural angles until it was the height of the room. Fire spewed forth from her with a roar, burning everything in its way. It spun around Gwen, creating a tornado of flames.

Think. Think.

Gwen closed her eyes and summoned every ounce of water she could to consume the fire. It rose inside her, filling every part of her: a tsunami of water.

But it threatened to destroy everything in her path. She would have to risk it; she had no choice. She tried to channel the water at Medosa, blocking her family from its destructive path in her mind. As she released the wave, Gwen saw that it had worked. Medosa was engulfed while her family were left untouched.

‘Call the ice blocks to the mirror!’ Humbolt cried.

‘The blocks are too heavy! I’ve only ever done small things!’

‘Try!’

Gwen concentrated on the enormous ice blocks trapping her family. Calling them all towards the mirror. They shook and lifted off the ground.

Yes. Yes.

And then they fell back down hard to the ground, sending more cracks through the ice.

Gwen glanced at Medosa. She was starting to stir.

The wave had knocked over Driath’s mirror, which was now face up to the ceiling. There was panic in her voice. ‘What’s happening, Medosa? Do you have it?’

Suddenly Gwen’s locket opened, and a voice came out of it – loud and clear.

Use the power of water. Command the ice.

It was her mother’s voice. She just knew it.

Now!

Gwen summoned all her remaining strength to the task. She commanded the ice to crack. It began to work. No longer held by the ice, her family fell unconscious to the floor.

Medosa saw what she was doing and flew at Gwen.

‘No,’ Gwen commanded, shooting out a torrent of water from her hand at the creature and trapping her inside it’s watery grip. She squeezed Medosa. Hard. The water inside the creature’s cells broke into a thousand pieces.

‘What are you doing?’ Medosa shrieked as she broke apart and tried to pull herself back together again.

Gwen struggled to keep Medosa from re-forming. ‘I call my family to me!’

And with that command, Rain, Nel, Harold and Jed’s limp bodies were lifted into the air and thrown towards the mirror with Humbolt’s face in it. The laptops followed behind them.

‘Stop her!’ Driath screamed.

Gwen watched as her family disappeared through the mirror. She cast solid ice arrows at Driath’s mirror, smashing it apart on impact. ‘You leave us alone!’

‘Never,’ Driath’s voice echoed in the glass fragments, until it had disappeared into nothingness.

‘You,’ Medosa said, re-forming again, ‘will die.’

Gwen walked slowly to the mirror. She would have to time this perfectly. Gwen put one arm through the mirror, but in her water form she spread across its surface instead of going through it.

‘You’re going to have to change back to pass through,’ Humbolt explained.

Gwen nodded. She reached her water arm as far away from her as she could and held on to Medosa with all her might.

Medosa wailed as she broke apart.

With all her concentration, Gwen slowly changed everything but the arm and the hand holding Medosa back into human form.

Then she let go of Medosa. The shapeshifter instantly began combining all her parts into a whole.

Gwen flung herself through the mirror with Medosa right behind her.

‘I’m going to kill you!’ Medosa said as she reached for Gwen’s foot.

Gwen kicked herself free and fell through the mirror first. And then she hit the mirror as hard as she could with her elbow. She heard the smashing, the locking of the prison.

Medosa wailed as she was trapped in the void between the two mirrors.

Thump! Gwen fell hard to the attic floor and passed out.

[image: Images]

‘Gwen?’ a voice said gently.

Gwen opened her eyes. She was in bed, at home.

Harold’s face was full of relief. ‘Honey, you’re all right.’

‘Dad!’ Gwen smiled, sitting up and giving him a great big hug. ‘Is everyone else okay?’ she asked.

Jed barked and ran into the room. He hopped on the bed and licked her. Nel and Rain were close behind.

‘We were so worried,’ Nel said.

Rain’s hair was black again.

‘Your hair?’ Gwen asked.

‘Something in the magic you did changed it back. I have to say I do like it better black,’ Rain said. ‘You were amazing. You became like water woman or something!’

Gwen was confused. ‘I thought you were unconscious.’

‘Humbolt showed us what happened in his mirror. It was like replay. Slow motion and everything.’

Gwen blushed. She wasn’t sure she liked the idea of them watching that on repeat.

Nel grinned. ‘You were so brave. You saved us all.’

‘What about Molly? Has she woken up?’ Gwen asked.

‘I just got off the phone to the Reids. She’s woken up,’ Harold said. ‘When you trapped that creature you freed Molly, just like we thought would happen.’

‘So is Humbolt still here?’

Harold turned his head. Humbolt was propped up against her desk. ‘He’s over here.’

Gwen stood up.

‘Let me help you,’ Dad said, taking her arm.

‘Humbolt?’ Gwen called.

Humbolt beamed. ‘I am very happy you are safe. I owe you my life.’

Gwen noticed that his gold frame was complete again. ‘And I owe you mine.’

‘There is someone else you should meet,’ Harold started.

‘There is?’ Gwen asked.

‘Over here,’ boomed a voice in the doorway. It belonged to a face that she had not expected to see in person. He was much bigger than she’d imagined, if that was possible.

Professor Reginald’s wide frame hardly fitted through the door and he was wearing a purple cloak.

‘Professor?’ Gwen stammered.

‘You saved me!’ Professor Reginald spluttered.

‘But how?’ Gwen asked.

‘The magic you released when you called me to you freed me, put me back together at last. I am me – all me! Thank you!’

‘I’m so proud of you,’ Harold said, pulling Gwen close.

‘We are too!’ Nel and Rain agreed, joining in.

Even Professor Reginald couldn’t resist and added his weight to the giant hug. Gwen felt completely squished, but she didn’t care. It was the happiest moment Gwen had ever had in her thirteen years of living and she planned on relishing it completely.

Maybe being a witch wasn’t such a bad thing after all. Because, thought Gwen, Driath would find a way to come to Earth and try to destroy them.

But today, she would enjoy the end of this battle.

And tomorrow, she would prepare to fight.
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