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PROLOGUE

The day my mother disappears, the sky is the most dazzling blue I’ve ever seen it. Our circus has just arrived in Millimba, and our convoy of trucks chugs down the wide main street, making sure everyone knows we’re in town.

Dad and I sit up high in the front truck. Cartwheeling down the road ahead of us is my best friend, Kit. His arms and legs trace great circles through the air before he presses up into a handstand and flick-flacks along as if he has springs in his hands. Today, he’s wearing his favourite luminescent blue tights and singlet, and he beams at the townsfolk who watch from the footpaths.

Our clown Jerry zigzags about on his unicycle, squirting a water pistol at the crowd, while my uncle Vincent – the circus ringmaster – strides along in his shiny black top hat, arms flung wide, shouting an invitation to our show. We need a big crowd tonight. The big top’s been less than half full for weeks. 

I’ve always liked Millimba, with its sprouting palm trees and noisy, chattering rainbow lorikeets. Our circus comes here for three weeks every January and we set up at the showground, in the shade of the giant fig trees. They have smooth grey bark and roots that bunch up above the ground, like strange curved elephants’ trunks. When it’s almost dark or just light, the roots look like prehistoric animals crouched under the trees. I don’t need Mum to tell me that those trees hold serious amounts of big magic.

Life is good, I think as Dad turns our truck off the main street towards the showground. Things have been tense lately, with all the talk about not making enough money and everyone missing Mr Potts. But today, everything seems to radiate hope: the hot sun shining down on us from that glittering, impossibly blue sky; the green pointy mountains in the distance; the townies clapping and laughing on the side of the road; even the half-eaten bag of jelly snakes on the seat between me and Dad. Life seems so rosy, without even the tiniest hint of how badly this day will end.




CHAPTER 1

‘Good evening …’ Mum’s voice booms from the big top speakers. ‘My daughter, Tulsi, will climb into this box, and before your very eyes … I will saw her in half!’

A few nervous laughs come from the audience as Mum waves her hand over the wooden Dad-made box, which unfortunately ended up looking a little too much like a coffin.

I unzip my boots and smile out at the audience in their rising tiers of seats. There are only thirty people here – a few local families and a handful of hippies down from the hills – but Mum and I will still give our performance one hundred per cent. Because this is our act; it’s what we do together every single evening.

Mum helps me up the ladder and gives me a friendly wink. The music swells as I lie face-down in the box. I don’t stretch my legs out like the audience imagines. Instead, I tuck my knees up under me, into a secret compartment, and poke my head out the hole at one end. At the other end of the box, Kit’s been hiding in his own secret compartment, on his front, bent in half, head down. He’s been there since the start of the act, when the box was wheeled out. Any moment now, he will stick his feet out the hole at his end of the box, and everyone will think they’re my feet. We’re wearing matching red socks and he’ll wiggle his toes while I turn to smile at the audience.

This sawing-in-half trick is not big magic. It’s little magic, a trick that ordinary, everyday magicians do; something you could learn from a book. Mum does tricks like this and big magic. Not that the audience can tell the difference. They want to believe in any magic, according to Mum. They want to see something they cannot explain; they long to know that the impossible is, in fact, possible.

Mum taps on the box with her wand, as if she’s a fairy godmother or something, and lowers the spinning circular saw. Woodchips spit and fly, and the box vibrates around me.

After a minute, she lifts the saw clear. I smile and waggle my eyebrows at the audience as she brushes a few flecks of sawdust from her old, shimmery blue suit – the one she and I just finished repairing, sewing new sequins on for what must be the tenth time. From under her blue satin top hat, her long hair falls like a gleaming black curtain. 

The audience claps loudly as Dad helps Mum pull apart the two ends of the box, to show that the box (and, supposedly, me) is in two parts. Dad looks like I imagine the Vikings did, with his blond beard and ponytail and huge, strong hands. He’s the tent boss, in charge of putting up the big top, and also our Mr Fix-it, mending everything from truck engines and generators to bikes and the ice-cream machine.

Dad and Fatima, our stagehand, wheel the two halves of the box backstage as Mum pulls a bunch of fresh roses from the handbag of a woman in the front row. That’s big magic. She uses a spell to transform a leafy twig into flowers. The audience roars with delight as Mum hands the roses to the astonished woman.

Watching her do big magic, I feel both thrilled and miserable – but mostly miserable. The extraordinary magic that runs in her veins also runs in mine; it’s a gift, handed down by generation after generation of women magicians. But my mother refuses to teach me how to do big magic. She reckons there’s some law of magic that says I must be sixteen before I can learn even the most basic thing – and that’s still five years away. 

Backstage, behind the faded red velvet curtains, Kit and I climb out of the box and peel off our red socks. Kit smiles. ‘I still think you smile just a little too much for someone who’s supposedly been cut in half.’

It’s true, I can’t help grinning. Straight after the sawing trick, I always feel weirdly happy, as if we’ve cheated death. ‘Well, I noticed your big shiny smile for the audience when you had that fall from the highwire last week,’ I say. ‘It’s as if you were absolutely delighted to be falling.’

He laughs and gives me a friendly poke. ‘No! I was hoping my dazzling smile would distract them from my stupid mistake!’

Kit is pretty much the opposite of me. He is shy with strangers and I am not. He’s tall and super muscly for twelve, with a long face and short black hair. I am small, with pale skin and brown hair that’s often in plaits (the best hairdo for hiding knots).

Beside us, Kit’s mum, Li Lin, is stretching one leg up until it points straight to the roof, her knee up near the top of her head. She’s an acrobat and contortionist (she can tie herself in an actual knot), plus she runs the food van. As she warms up, she hums, ‘You are my sunshine’. Kit’s dad – who was also an acrobat – used to sing that song while he warmed up. 

‘No aerial hoop act tonight, Kit,’ says Li Lin, lowering her leg.

He frowns. ‘Broken hoop, again?’

She nods and folds forward until her face is pressed to her knees.

Kit rolls his eyes at me. Every show, it seems, something needs fixing. Poor Dad can’t keep up.

Kit and I peek through holes in the velvet curtain. Mum’s still walking along the front row, using a spell to transform everyday things from people’s pockets, like the pencil she turns into a sunflower.

We watch closely, as if we haven’t seen her do it a hundred times. It’s still awesome, to be honest, every single time. She takes a folded white hanky from a man, shakes it, and there, perched on her finger, is a plump white dove. It flutters up to sit on a wire, high in the roof of the big top.

‘Wow, she’s amazing,’ breathes Kit, and I feel more miserable than ever. Five long years until I can learn that.

Vincent appears beside me, top hat in hand, and gently tweaks my earlobe. ‘You did good, Tuls.’ Vince is my mum’s brother, and one of my favourite people in the world. He smells of clove chewing gum and the orange-scented wax he puts on his twirly moustache. When I was younger, he’d let me ride around on his shoulders for hours at a time. 

He passes me a small handful of pistachio nuts before leaning forward to peer through the curtain with a frown. He’s trying not to show it, but I know how worried he is about our small audiences lately.

This circus is the only home I’ve known. I was born right here in the big top after a show one evening – Dad caught me and wrapped me in Mum’s velvet cape – and all these people are more than just fellow performers. They have babysat me, fed me and helped homeschool me and Kit; but, more importantly, together we make this wonderful, joy-filled thing – this circus show, this unique-each-night gift for the audience. It takes hours, no, years of practice to make it look effortless and smooth, but nothing beats the feeling of a full-house audience rising to its feet, cheering and clapping.

‘Yes!’ exclaims Vince. Mum has just turned a handful of sawdust into glittery golden confetti, which she tosses into the air with a dramatic gesture.

I want to know the words of that spell. Of every spell! All I want is for her to let me in to the world of magic.

Mum doesn’t know it, but for the past few weeks I’ve been secretly practising a couple of spells I’ve heard her use. This afternoon, I’m pretty sure I made the door of our van swing a few centimetres. My plan is to keep practising, then choose the right moment to show her and prove that I’m ready to learn big magic. 

The scattered audience rises to its feet, clapping and whistling, as Mum bursts back through the curtain, smiling. Jerry strides into the ring, twirling his fire sticks. The lights go down, except for a spotlight on Jerry and another on Claudie, who’s playing spooky violin music. Later, after the trapeze and highwire acts, and after Zanni’s dogs perform, all of us take a final bow and the audience trickles out.

Backstage, Mum and I pack her props into a red wooden box. She passes me her wand. Up close, it’s just a stick of bamboo that’s been wrapped in black velvet tape she bought at some newsagency. It’s her fingers that send the magic.

‘Mum?’ I say quietly as I slot the wand into the box. ‘Remind me why you were taught magic before you were sixteen, given that it’s against the rules.’

She raises one eyebrow and says, ‘This again? Teaching me too young was just one of my mother’s many bad decisions.’

‘And what was so bad about it?’

She shakes her head and shrugs off her sequined jacket. Mum and Vince hate it when I ask anything about their mother, and I know there are things they’re not telling me. At Christmas one year, I tried asking Mum’s aunt Thelma a few questions, but she dodged them too. 

‘But big magic is in my blood,’ I say. ‘Surely the circus needs me to learn magic now more than ever!’

Mum puts a finger to her lips and glances around. Big magic is our secret. Of course, Dad is in on it, and Vincent knows because he grew up with magic, but he never talks about it. And I’ve told Kit too; how could I not? Otherwise, we must keep it quiet. And it’s actually not too hard, because no-one ever asks a magician how they do a trick. Even ordinary magicians have strict codes of secrecy – and of all people, circus folk know to respect that.

‘Yes, you’re right,’ she says quietly. ‘It’s your destiny. But not yet. Get changed, sweetie.’ She’s in a hurry. I know she wants to go off on her own to practise some mysterious big-magic trick that she’s been working on since last week; something to draw big crowds.

As I unbutton my jumpsuit, Zanni appears at Mum’s side. ‘Merry?’ Her eyes are wide with worry. ‘There’s someone here to talk to you. He says his name is Peter Potts.’

Mum’s face falls. ‘Oh no.’

A tall, bald man in a suit strides through the side flap of the tent. ‘Hello, Merry,’ he says loudly. ‘I want a meeting in the ring, now. With everyone. Round them up, would you?’

Mum nods. ‘Okay.’ Her lips are pressed tight.

‘Who’s that?’ I whisper as the man pushes his way through the curtains.

She closes the lid of her props box. ‘That’s Mr Potts’s son.’ Mr Potts, lovely Mr Potts, who owned our circus for decades, died three months ago. I never even knew he had a son. ‘Peter Potts owns the circus now,’ Mum says, ‘and he rang Vince last week to check how much the circus is earning.’

‘So why’s he here?’

She meets my eyes. ‘I think he wants to close us down.’




CHAPTER 2

Peter Potts stands with feet planted wide and hands on his hips. ‘It’s actually very simple, folks.’ He sounds bored, as if this is something to get over and done with. ‘As I’m sure you know, this circus is losing me hundreds of dollars a day.’

All forty of us are gathered around him in the ring, most still in costume, all sweaty and hungry. Kit’s little twin sisters are slumped on the ring mat in their sparkly tutus, quietly crying. Kit crouches behind them, rubbing their backs and whispering in their ears. Walid’s hands move fast and fluid as he interprets Peter Potts’s words into Auslan – Australian sign language – for Jerry, who is Deaf. Everyone in the circus has learnt at least the basics of Auslan, except Diego, our highwire walker, who can never seem to remember any of the handshapes Jerry shows him. 

‘Yes, we know, Peter,’ says Mum. ‘We’ve got lots of ideas. We’re trying –’

Peter Potts jerks a thumb over his shoulder, interrupting her. ‘Plus, I hear that you need a new big top. Which is, what …?’ He looks around with a smirk. ‘A hundred and fifty thousand dollars? Two hundred thousand? My father was trying to work out how to find the money when he died.’

Diego flings an arm into the air and calls out, ‘We can get by without a new big top! We can repair it!’ Beside him, Zanni shakes her head, tears sliding down her face, one hand resting on her pregnant belly. Two of the dogs look up at her with flattened, worried ears.

My dad’s voice is quiet. ‘We can’t keep repairing it for much longer, Diego. I’ve been mending it for months now. We really do need a new one. And you know that no big top means no circus.’

I squeeze in beside Dad and he pulls me close. A dog howls nearby, sending a cold fizz up my spine. I glance at Mum to see if she heard it too. She’s always picking up messages – from animals, from trees, from the very air – and she says there’s information all around us, if only we’re open to it. But her face is blank as she steps close to Peter Potts. Like me, she was born into this circus, and can’t imagine life without it. 

I hear the upset in her voice. ‘Pete, you’re not thinking of shutting us down, are you? What would your dad think?’

His answer is quiet and controlled. ‘He’d understand.’

Claudie drops her face into her hands with a moan. She’s eighteen and says our circus saved her life. Like, really saved her life. She turned up one night after a show, four years ago, thin, sad-faced and begging to join us. She doesn’t talk about her family except to say that she will never, ever go back to them. Claudie’s kind, freckled face is elastic and she can make you laugh at even the gloomiest moments. On the odd occasion that Mum and Dad go out after the show, Claudie puts me to bed in our van and sings German lullabies in her high, sweet voice. If the circus closes, where will Claudie go?

Peter Potts lifts a hand to silence the angry murmurs. ‘As you well know, Merry, it’s partly your mother’s fault that the circus is now in strife.’

My grandmother’s fault? What’s he talking about? But no-one else seems surprised. In fact, Li Lin is nodding. All I know about my grandmother is that she was stripped of her magic and sent away before I was born.

Mum takes hold of Peter Potts’s arm. ‘Mum’s long gone, Pete. We’ve recovered from all that. Circus is important!’ she says. ‘It’s about bringing joy to people. Did you see the faces of the audience tonight?’

He looks down at her hand on his arm, and his voice becomes almost gentle. ‘A small, rundown circus like this is not the most exciting thing in town anymore, Merry. Your mum knew that. These days you’re a huge show like Circo del Sol or you’re nothing.’

It’s as if they’re having a private conversation. Their eyes meet for a long moment, then he shakes his head and steps back, out of her reach.

Mum’s voice wobbles. ‘Just because you didn’t fit into the circus, Pete, just because you don’t like it anymore, doesn’t mean everyone out there feels the same way. People love our show.’ When she signs ‘love’ she crosses her arms on her chest as if hugging someone close. She looks like she might cry.

‘Well, where were they all tonight, Merry?’ Peter Potts laughs, as if this is actually funny. ‘The tent wasn’t even a tenth full.’ He shakes his head. ‘Sorry, but I have to close you down. It’s costing me money to keep you on the road. Tonight was your last show.’

Gasps and cries ring out and Claudie drops to her knees. A boiling sensation rises up in me, and I burst out. ‘It’s not fair! You have no right to close us down!’ 

Peter Potts narrows his eyes at me. ‘Who are you?’ he asks coldly. My whole body prickles with fear and I look down. I can’t believe this man is now the boss of my beloved circus.

Mum steps between me and Peter Potts. ‘What happened to you, Pete?’ she asks. ‘This is not who you really are. I know you.’

He raises his eyebrows. ‘You knew me when we were kids, Merry. If you’d bothered to keep in touch you’d know I’m not even called Pete anymore. It’s Peter. And I’ve joined the real world. If I’d followed my heart, I’d be carving bits of wood into lumpy statues – and be flat broke. You and your friends have to get real, too.’

‘Tulsi’s right, Pete – Peter,’ says Mum. ‘It’s not fair. We need time. Give us six months.’

‘No.’

Mum whispers. ‘Please.’ She presses her hands together as if she’s praying.

He stares at her for what must be a whole minute. The big top is silent, except for quiet snuffling from the little girls. Dad pulls me closer. Finally, Peter Potts says, ‘You have exactly one month to start making money, Merry. And I’m only doing this because I’ll need that time to find buyers for the circus trucks and the few bits of decent equipment left. If you’re not turning a profit in four weeks, I’ll shut you down like this.’ He snaps his fingers. And with that, he turns and strides out of the big top. 




CHAPTER 3

Kit and I sit in the dark, on the steps of his family’s van. The adults are holding a meeting in the big top, and sent us to put the little girls to bed. Cleo and Mai are sprawled, asleep, on the big bed at one end of the van, still wearing their tutus. Kit once told me that sometimes he’s too exhausted to set up his own bed (which has to be put together every evening over the dining table), so all of them – him, his mum and the twins – sleep together in the big bed.

We’ve just eaten a couple of bowls of Li Lin’s lentil and veggie stew, which has been dinner most nights lately while money is tight. Normally everyone eats together around the campfire, and I fall asleep curled on a blanket while Zanni or Walid strum a guitar. 

‘Where will your family go if he closes us down?’ Kit asks as he scrunches a serviette into a ball. I can just see his glum face in the glow from the fairy lights looped along the side of his van.

‘We’re not going anywhere,’ I say, trying to sound confident. But everyone’s gloom is catching. I’ve never seen my mother look so despondent and I overheard Dad saying that it’s not just the big top that needs replacing – two of the trucks need new tyres, too. And apparently if we don’t get new rigging soon, it’ll be too dangerous for the acrobats. ‘They’ll figure out something,’ I say, and wave a hand towards the big top. ‘Mum’s not the only one working on a new act.’

Kit and I have tried to spy on her a few times, to find out what her new trick is, but she always sniffs us out. Literally. Every magician has a special power and Mum’s is an amazing sense of smell. Like a dog, she can tell when people are afraid or angry or lonely. She can even tell if I’m faking sleep. My special power – which I have only an inkling of – seems rather less useful.

Kit tosses his serviette into the darkness. ‘We’ll probably end up in Perth with my grandmother.’ His voice sounds watery, as if he’s trying not to cry. ‘I feel sick at the thought of living there.’ 

And I feel sick at the thought of life without Kit and my circus family.

To try to lighten the mood, I use my toes to pick up a dropped hair band, and pass it to Kit. I have unusually long toes, inherited from my dad, and – after lots of practice – I can even hold a pen with them and write my name. I wish I could come up with a circus act that made use of my clever toes.

Kit carefully takes the hair band and gives me a crooked smile. ‘I know you’re trying to stay positive, Tulsi … But sometimes bad stuff happens, no matter how much you don’t want it to.’ I know he’s thinking of his dad’s death two years ago.

Before Kit’s dad, Dimitri, got sick, he was a world-class trapeze artist and could do a mid-air quadruple somersault, which is one of the all-time hardest tricks. Kit – also an acrobat – is determined to do a quadruple one day. When he’s up there, spinning and flying through the air, it’s clear that’s what he was born to do. He practises for hours every day, and while we’re hanging out chatting or waiting for dinner, he’ll do fifty push-ups or crunches. Before bed each night, he watches YouTube clips of his dad and other acrobats. He calls it research, but I know it’s mostly so he can see his dad.

Kit pushes a finger into a tiny hole in the sleeve of his costume. Normally he takes his costume off straight after a performance and soaks it in a bucket of water.

I lay my hand over his. ‘Stop poking. You’ll ruin it.’

A mewling noise comes from inside the van. Kit sighs and goes inside.

I shake out my hands. My fingertips are sizzling like crazy. Sizzle is not the technical term, of course, but it’s the best way I know to describe how the tips of my fingers tingle sometimes. This is my special power, apparently. But because I am not an actual magician yet – thanks to Mum – I just get spurts of sizzle now and again, and have no idea what it’s trying to tell me. What if tonight the sizzle is warning me that my circus family really is about to fall apart?

My heart feels squashed and tight at the thought of me and Mum and Dad out in the world on our own.

I point a tingling finger at Kit’s balled-up serviette where it lies on the ground, and say, ‘Swyn, symuda hwnna.’ It’s a spell I’ve heard Mum use a million times. But the serviette doesn’t move. Not even a centimetre.

A chorus of barks comes from behind Diego and Zanni’s van and three of her poodles gallop across the grass towards me. I have always attracted animals. Mostly it’s great, but sometimes it is a bit awkward, like the time a conga line of twenty dogs and cats followed me along the main street of a town up north. 

Louie is my favourite of Zanni’s dogs, and the star of her act. Every night, he rides a barrel around the ring and leaps through hoops and barks on command. I stroke his soft, curly head and look over to the always-comforting Millimba fig trees, silhouetted against the night sky. Uncle Vince says they’re at least a hundred-and-fifty years old. Whoever planted them must have known that they’d never get to see them fully grown, so they planted them for the future, for their kids, and their kids’ kids. I like that.

When those trees were tiny seedlings, Eunice would have been around. Eunice is my great-great-great-great-grandmother and a legend in my family; at just nineteen, she snuck onto a ship, sailed from England to Australia, and came up with the idea of using big magic to entertain people in a circus. Before that, back in Wales and England, big magic was used only for healing people and for ceremonies. Apparently Eunice reckoned that laughter and joy are as healing as any medicine. If I could, I’d ask Eunice if there really is a law that no-one should be taught magic until they are sixteen.

‘It was just Cleo dreaming.’ Kit sits back down as the adults spill from the big top and wend their way through the camp, the torches on their phones shining like little silver stars. Mum and Dad are walking together, Li Lin right behind them. She’s looking at the ground and sniffing. Once, I heard Li Lin crying really hard in her van. When you live in vans you learn to give people privacy. She wanted to cry alone. I get that.

I stand up and Kit pats my arm. ‘G’night, Tuls,’ he whispers.

‘Sleep tight,’ I say.

‘How was the meeting?’ I ask Mum as we walk hand in hand to our van.

She gives my hand a warm squeeze. ‘You and Kit mustn’t worry. We’ll save the circus. Everyone’s coming up with fabulous new acts to pull in big audiences.’

I may not have her super-human sense of smell but I can tell that she’s way more worried than she sounds, and my stomach takes a sickening tumble. I look up at the big-winged bats flapping silently over us and think that this could be any of the many summer evenings we’ve spent here over the years, except that tonight our circus – and my whole life – is on the brink of falling apart.

‘Let me help you with your new act. Please, Mum,’ I say. ‘I want to be part of saving our circus. If you teach me just a little bit of magic, I know I can help you.’

‘Stop, Tulsi.’ She sighs. ‘Just do your part in the sawing-in-half act, okay? And we’ve got you down to help Claudie with a new hula hoop act.’

I don’t reply. I hate hula hooping.




CHAPTER 4

My home is an old-time circus van with a curved roof and the door at one end. I found out only a few years ago that it used to belong to my long-lost grandmother – the one who is apparently partly responsible for the trouble the circus is now in, though I have no idea what she did.

What I do know is that years ago, before I was born, my grandmother was stripped of her magic – by her sisters, Thelma and Lola, and by my mum – for breaking a law of magic.

The laws are the one thing about magic that my mum is keen for me to learn. She has drilled into me:

Law # 1. Magic must never be used for greedy purposes. Mum once told me that this is the law my grandmother broke. Basically, it means you can’t use magic to get money. I’m not sure what my grandmother did but I like to picture her casting a spell and turning a pile of gravel into gold coins. Which would be particularly handy right now. 

Law # 2. Use magic with only goodwill for others. This means you’re not allowed to hurt people with magic. Even if they are your sworn enemy. As Mum has said hundreds – or very possibly thousands – of times: ‘Magic has come to us to uphold the forces of good.’

Law # 3. Magic must never be used to change the natural order. For instance, if a kookaburra has caught a mouse, you must not use magic to save the mouse, no matter how pitifully it squeals. Of course, it’s fine to save things without using magic, like the flies I rescue from spider webs. And Mum uses magic all the time to cook and clean, which – thankfully – must mean that cleaning by hand is not part of the natural order. I can’t remember the last time Mum swept or washed up. She just waves a finger at the sink and the dishes are left sparkling. We call it ‘house magic’. The other day, Dad insisted on washing the dishes by hand. ‘I wouldn’t want to forget how to do it, darling,’ he said as he rummaged under the sink for detergent.

Law # 4. There are consequences if you break a law. What you send out will always come back. For instance, Mum once dissolved a thunderstorm that was heading our way when we were about to set up the big top. The next day she came down with a terrible cold that infected half the circus, so we had to cancel performances for a whole week. 

Law # 5. No-one can be taught big magic until they are sixteen. I’m pretty sure Mum made this one up – but I don’t know why. She’s taught me some of the theoretical stuff, like how magic is linked to nature, but that’s it.

Outside our van, Mum drops into her chair and lets out a huge sigh. Dad opens the van door and says, ‘Couldn’t you have done something, Merry? You know …’ he grins and wiggles his fingers in the air.

‘What? A spell?’ she asks, trying to hide a smile. ‘And what exactly did you have in mind, sir?’

‘I don’t know,’ he says. ‘A little something to erase his nastiness or make him forget that he’s inherited the circus. At the very least you could have given him a pounding headache.’

She shakes her head. ‘I wish. You know the kinds of consequences I’d cop if I did that.’

‘Yes, I know,’ he says, stepping inside the van. ‘Where’s that lemony cordial you made?’

‘Lemon balm? Top shelf.’ Mum points and one of the bottles spits out green sparkles. She’s fond of using sparkles to draw our attention to things. Apparently, everything in the world is energy, and in this case, she’s changing the energy in the air around the bottle. 

I love seeing her do house magic like that, but I’m also super envious. I can’t wait to simply flick a finger to brush my hair or make my bed.

I pull up my chair beside her. ‘So you already knew Peter Potts, did you?’

‘Yes.’ She fiddles with a loose thread on her pants. ‘He grew up in this circus, too.’ Her face is sad. She once said that when she and Vince were kids they wished Mr Potts could be their dad. Her own father left the family when she was three and she doesn’t remember him.

‘Were you friends?’ I ask.

She nods. ‘We were as close as you and Kit. Pete – Peter – was a juggler for a while but he just wasn’t good enough.’

In the distance, Zanni’s warbling away. She sings opera when she’s upset.

Mum says, ‘I see now that he didn’t just stop believing in circus, he began to hate it, because there was no place for him here.’

She takes the glass Dad hands her and closes her eyes for a moment. She’s saying thanks to nature for the water and plants that went into making the cordial.

‘Does Peter Potts know about big magic?’ I ask as Dad passes me a drink.

‘Well ...’ she says, ‘he knew a tiny bit.’

Is that right? I think as she gives me a funny sideways glance. I wonder if she told Peter Potts as much as I tell Kit. It’s not a law as such, but she’s made it perfectly clear that you’re not meant to tell non-magicians about big magic.

‘What did your mother do to the circus?’ I ask. ‘What did Peter Potts mean when he said our money problems are to do with her?’

Mum stands up and gives my shoulder a quick rub. ‘I have to work on this new trick.’ As usual, she doesn’t want to answer questions about her mother. ‘We can’t let him close the circus, Tulsi.’ Her voice breaks a little. ‘We just can’t.’

I don’t want her to cry. If Mum cries, that will mean things are truly hopeless.

Dad calls, ‘Teeth, Tulsi.’

Inside the van, I dig around in a drawer for my toothbrush until Mum steps inside and points at the bench. My toothbrush slides out from under a handtowel. She says that when she pulls things to her, she feels an invisible, energetic string between the tip of her finger and the object.

‘Thanks,’ I say. One day, I’ll be able to do that.

Mum sits at the table and carefully opens her Book of Spells. It’s where she’s written all the magic spells her mother taught her, and where she writes new spells as she figures them out. When I am finally apprenticed to magic, I will be given my own Book. In the meantime, I’m forbidden to look at Mum’s. 

‘This trick of yours will need to be something truly spectacular to save the circus,’ says Dad as he rinses his glass.

‘Yes, I know that, Dave,’ Mum replies, sounding slightly irritated.

‘What’s the trick? I’m going to find out soon anyway,’ I say through a foaming mouthful of toothpaste. Please let me help you with it.

Mum and Dad glance at each other but say nothing. They’re so annoying. I spit into the sink.

Finally, Mum says, ‘A disappearing act.’

My heart flips with excitement. ‘Will you disappear a person?’ Pick me! I want to shout.

She gives a small nod. ‘Yes. Me. I’ll be gone for about thirty seconds. It will look like I evaporate, then re-appear.’

‘I didn’t even know there was a disappearing spell,’ I say.

‘There’s a lot you don’t know about magic, my darling.’

‘I can help you, Mum. Do it with me. We all know I have the gift. Watch this! Watch this!’

I point at the caravan door. All spells are in Welsh, so they’re hard to remember and hard to pronounce, but this is one I’ve heard her use a hundred times – and it’s the spell that sort of worked for me this afternoon. I say what I think are the words, but nothing happens. Then I’m hit with a terrible dizziness and our blue dinner plates – stacked in their travelling compartment above the sink – roll off the shelf and crash onto the bench below, just missing Dad. They break a few of Mum’s herbal tea jars on their way down, and bits of plate and tea fly everywhere.

There’s a long silence after the last plate smashes.

I want to sink into the floor. This is a spectacular, awful failure.

‘Wow,’ says Dad eventually, brushing some herbs off his shirt. ‘What happened there?’

Mum takes a long, slow breath. Her voice is quiet, but like steel. ‘Tulsi. Look at me. You do a stunt like that again and I will never teach you magic. Never. Do you hear? The laws exist for a reason. Rule breakers come to no good. You know that!’

‘Okay,’ I say, my eyes brimming with tears. What I want to say is, But there’s been no consequence for me trying out a few little spells here and there! Which obviously means I am meant to be doing spells. And if you’d just teach me something, then this kind of thing wouldn’t happen!

Dad gently takes hold of my arm. ‘Don’t move, sweetie. These shards of plate are very sharp.’ He reaches into the cupboard for the dustpan and brush, and crouches to sweep up the mess.

Mum picks up her Book and steps past Dad, bits of plate crunching under her shoes. ‘I’ll clean it up, Dave,’ she says.

‘I’ll do it,’ he says. ‘I think I’ve had enough magic for one evening.’ He looks up at me and says, ‘Bedtime.’

We have a bunk-bed arrangement, with my bed on the bottom and their wider one above. I get into bed and look out at Mum sitting on the grass, reading her Book by lantern light. Right now, I hate her a bit. She’s keeping me on the sidelines when our circus needs all the help it can get. I’m allowed to be her assistant for one trick, plus I’m in the human pyramid and I help Li Lin in the food van. Oh, and now I also get to hand Claudie her hula hoops. Whoopee.

When I close my eyes, I can’t stop seeing those blue plates waterfalling off the shelf. Now, there’s absolutely no chance that she’ll teach me big magic before I’m sixteen. And by then, there may not even be a circus for me to perform in. Hot tears squeeze out between my eyelids.

Dad sits on the edge of my bed and strokes my hair. I pretend to be asleep. At least he can’t tell that I’m faking it.
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I don’t know how much later it is that I suddenly wake, but the van is dark and Dad is quietly snoring in the bed above me. Outside, wind is rushing through the trees and flapping the van’s canvas awning.

I sit up and, through the open door, see Mum standing on the grass, utterly still, the lantern beside her. Her long hair is blowing across her face, but I can tell she’s saying something. A spell.

I swing out of bed to sneak closer to her, but an unfamiliar feeling blooms in my chest and my breathing is suddenly tight. When I try to call to Dad, I can’t make a sound.

The awful constriction in my chest grows worse as the wind skates a few big leaves across the ground and under the caravan. My fingertips are sizzling like never before, and I want to tell Mum to stop whatever it is she’s doing, but all I manage is a tiny squeak.

I make it to the doorway, where I’m hit by a wall of wind. Mum is on her knees, and all I can do is watch as a thick swirling mist appears from nowhere and engulfs her. I want to dive into the mist and grab hold of her, but I’m frozen to the spot. 

When the wind subsides and the mist clears, my mum is gone.




CHAPTER 5

I stagger down the caravan steps and peer into the night, my fingers sizzling like they’re on fire.

‘Mum?’ I croak. There’s a grassy, green kind of smell and in the lantern light, I see that she made a circle on the ground using dried palm fronds. Her Book lies open on the grass.

She must have been practising the disappearing act, which means she will re-appear at any moment, and scold me for being awake and for watching her do big magic. Has it been thirty seconds yet? That’s how long she said she’d be gone.

‘Mum? It’s time to come back.’

At the edge of the showground, the street lights glow a murky yellow and there’s a light on in Vince’s van. Otherwise, it’s completely, frighteningly black, and the darkness presses in on me from all around, as if it’s an actual solid thing. 

I glimpse a pale disc on the grass and pick it up. A golden shell, attached to a frayed bit of string – Mum’s talisman that she wears around her neck. A magician’s talisman holds and increases her power. Even I know that for Mum to be separated from it now, while she’s in the middle of doing magic, is a terrible turn of events.

I call her name again and think I hear her whisper ‘Tulsi’ right behind me. I spin around but there’s no-one there. How long have I been out here, waiting for her?

Dad appears in the van doorway, his long hair mussed. ‘What are you doing up, Tulsi? It’s nearly midnight. Where’s Mum?’

‘I think she did the disappearing trick but she hasn’t come back yet,’ I say, my voice tight.

He steps down onto the grass and calls out, ‘Merry?’ He pulls me into a comforting hug, his soft T-shirt warm against my cheek.

Dad retrieves his big torch from the caravan and we head for the river, where he shines the beam over the water and opposite bank. I don’t like the muscular look of the water as it arches itself over stones and wraps around boulders. I shuffle closer to him. ‘You don’t think she’s in the river, do you?’ I ask. The trees along the river banks – which normally feel so friendly and welcoming – loom over us. 

‘I just thought she might be down here,’ says Dad. ‘The river’s a powerful place.’ His voice is strained, and I realise the awful truth: he’s frightened too.

‘How long’s she been gone?’ I ask, dread thrumming through me.

‘About fifteen minutes. Let’s go to the big top. Maybe she’s practising there. Or re-appeared there. Or … something.’ He knows even less about magic than me.

The big top is shadowy and silent, and smells, as always, of canvas and grass and the kerosene from Jerry’s fire-breathing. Dad calls Mum’s name into the hushed darkness and shines his torch up into the high roof.

It occurs to me – with a sickening jolt – that Mum’s disappearance could be a consequence for me trying that door-closing magic earlier. My mouth goes dry at the thought. What if I broke a law, and I am to blame for this?

At Vince’s van, Dad and Vince have a muttered, serious discussion and soon the whole circus is out, calling Mum’s name, their torches flickering through the branches of the fig trees.

Dad orders me to stay at Kit’s van. ‘I’m not risking you getting lost, too.’

Kit makes me toast, although I’m not hungry. Food is always his solution to trouble. The twins are still fast asleep, and I can’t help thinking that the way they’re sprawled on the bed makes them look like they have fallen from a great height. I want to shake them awake to check they’re okay.

I sink onto the end of the bed and pull my knees up. ‘Kit,’ I say. ‘She’s really disappeared.’

In the silence that follows, the toast pops up. ‘You mean big-magic type of disappear?’ he says.

‘Yep.’ I try to swallow down the aching lump in my throat. ‘You know that trick she’s been working on? Well, it’s a disappearing trick, but something’s gone wrong.’

‘So how do you get her back?’ Kit asks.

Anger surges through me and I force myself not to snap at him. ‘How would I know? She hasn’t taught me anything.’ I can’t tell him that it might be my fault. ‘We need another magician to help us,’ I say, and think of my mum’s aunt Thelma, who used to perform a world-famous magic show in Melbourne. Last time I saw her, at Christmas a few years ago, she wore a silver catsuit dotted with diamantes. Mum always says Thelma is the most powerful – and glamorous – magician in the family.

Kit scrapes butter and honey onto the toast and hands it to me just as Dad and Vince appear at the door of the van. Their gloomy faces tell me everything. 

Dad beckons me outside. We’re not meant to talk magic in front of Kit.

‘We need to speak to Great Aunt Thelma,’ I say.

Vince nods. ‘I just tried to call her but her phone’s disconnected. And I don’t have Janet’s number.’ Janet is Thelma’s daughter. They live together in Rockhampton.

‘Let’s drive to Rockhampton right now,’ I say to Dad.

‘It’s a ten-hour drive.’ He rubs my shoulder. ‘Get some sleep and we’ll leave first thing in the morning.’

And so, the worst day of my life ends with me curled beside Kit’s sisters, my stomach in knots, listening to my circus family calling Mum’s name into the night.




CHAPTER 6

The fastest our old Land Rover will go is eighty kilometres an hour, so we have to stay in the slow lane.

‘How long do you think it will take Thelma to bring Mum back?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know how any of this works, Tuls.’ Dad drums his fingers on the steering wheel. ‘Let’s wait and see.’

I wish he sounded more confident. I look out the window at the trees flashing by in a blur, and try to ignore the fear churning inside me.

We drive all day, stopping only for petrol and the toilet, and to eat a couple of sandwiches. Dad calls Vince every hour to see if Mum’s turned up. After the sixth call, Vince says, ‘Dave! You’re the first person I’ll call if she appears.’
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It’s late afternoon when we reach Rockhampton, where shadows from the tall palm trees stretch across the road.

‘We have a small hitch,’ says Dad as he pulls up at a red traffic light. ‘I don’t know her address.’

‘You call that a small hitch?!’

‘Do you remember anything about where she lives?’ Dad didn’t come to Christmas with me and Mum two years ago. He was with Grampy.

‘No!’ There must be thousands of houses in Rockhampton.

‘Was it an old or new house?’ he asks.

I close my eyes and think. ‘Old. And high off the ground.’

It turns out that half the houses in Rockhampton are up on stilts, to keep them high and dry when the wide, brown river floods.

At sunset, we’re still driving around, hoping I will recognise Janet’s house.

Finally, Dad pulls over on a wide, flat street. He sighs and passes me the water bottle. The air in the car is thick with disappointment and I can tell Dad feels as hollow and defeated as I do.

Beside us, a sprinkler flicks loops of water over someone’s front lawn. A kid pedals their bike past, and a dog lifts its leg on a bird bath. I can’t believe we’re in the same town as Thelma but with no idea of where she is. 

I watch the dog and have a flash of that Christmas Day two years ago. ‘Janet has a huge bird bath in her front yard!’ I shout. ‘In the shape of an elephant. She yelled at me for floating leaves in it.’

We ask around and find a woman who knows the house with the strange elephant bird bath. Five minutes later, we pull up out the front.

Janet’s white, high-set house has an overgrown front garden and wide timber steps leading up to the front verandah. There’s no car in the driveway and no lights on inside. The elephant bird bath is dry.

Dad and I hold hands as he knocks on the front door. Please help us, Thelma, I think. I’ll even go to school and live in a house, if I can get Mum back.

The house is silent.

Dad knocks again.

A neighbour tells us that an ambulance turned up at Janet’s this morning and Thelma was stretchered into the back. My stomach sinks. I ask Dad if we can go to the hospital to look for Thelma, but he says it’s better to wait here, that Janet will have to come home at some point.

We sit in the stuffy Land Rover for ages, windows up against the mozzies. Darkness falls and I wonder if it’s dark wherever Mum is, too. Does she know we’re trying to get her back? Hold on, Mum, I think. 

A car turns into Janet’s driveway. A woman climbs out and in the streetlight, I see that she has long red hair. Janet. She helps an old woman – Thelma – into the house.

We give them a few minutes to settle in, then hurry up the steps. At the front door, Dad tucks his shirt into his jeans and flashes me a nervous smile, then knocks.

The door swings open. Janet has a pillow tucked under one arm and an irritated expression. ‘Dave,’ she says after a moment, ‘and Tulsi.’ She looks us up and down. I wish I wasn’t such a mess. My hair is particularly knotty, and I’m wearing my wrinkled pyjama top, old shorts and muddy sneakers. Janet gives me a millisecond smile. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asks. She’s the same prickly person I remember.

‘We have a problem …’ Dad says.

‘Oh.’ She pauses. ‘You’d better come in, I suppose.’ In Janet’s kitchen is a long wooden table piled with books and papers and a washing basket. She clears a space on two chairs for Dad and me, then leans against the bench, her arms crossed.

‘We’ve come to talk to your mum,’ says Dad. ‘Merry has disappeared herself, and we need Thelma’s help to get her back.’ Hearing him say it out loud sends a trickle of icy fear through me all over again. 

Janet’s face turns stony. She did not inherit the gift from her mother. Mum told me Janet hates magic. Loathes it.

‘No, Dave.’ Janet’s voice is cold. ‘Mum’s sick. We just got back from hospital, literally five minutes ago. She’s in bed and not to be disturbed. Besides, Mum and I agreed that when she came to live here, magic was not coming as well.’ It looks like it physically pains her to say the word ‘magic’. ‘My house. My rules.’ She gives a thin smile.

Dad stands up, his chair scraping loudly on the wooden floor. ‘Don’t you understand, Janet? Merry has disappeared!’

There’s a clunk from the hallway and a wobbly voice calls out. ‘Janet? Who’s that shouting?’

A thin, old woman appears in the doorway. Thelma. I’m swamped with relief. She’s nothing like the glamorous cat-suited Thelma I remember; she’s in spotty yellow pyjamas and her face is pale and drawn, but her eyes sparkle. I stand up and she looks straight at me. ‘Who are you?’ she says.

Dad steps towards Thelma and gives what looks awfully like a bow. ‘I’m Dave and this is Tulsi, your great-niece. You’ve met Tulsi before.’

‘Have I?’ She smiles weakly at Janet, who hurries over and takes her arm.

Dad says, ‘Thelma, we need your help to –’

Janet interrupts him. ‘I said no!’ She steers Thelma down the hallway and glances back at us. ‘We can’t help you, I’m afraid. Please let yourselves out.’

‘Noooo, Thelma, wait!’ I wail, desperate and loud.

Thelma turns to look at me. Our eyes meet for a long moment, then she shuffles back and takes my hand. Her skin is papery and cool, and she smells like gum leaves and river water. She gives a warm chuckle. ‘Ah yes, you have it, don’t you?’

She’s talking about the gift. ‘Yes. Listen, Mum has disappeared herself,’ I say before Janet can bustle her away again. ‘We need your help to bring her back.’ I can’t stop the big, hiccupping, snotty sobs that have been building up all day. ‘Please help us. Plee-ee-ease.’

‘Let me see …’ says Thelma, and closes her eyes. Will she bring Mum back right now?

Janet sighs loudly and glares at us.

After a minute, Thelma’s eyes flutter open and she gives me a shaky smile. ‘I’m pretty sure Merry’s there.’ She pauses. ‘Actually, I can’t remember how we get her back … but I think she has twenty-four hours to return.’ She looks around, flustered. ‘I don’t seem to have my Book. I don’t know what happened to it. I haven’t been able to do magic since I got sick last year.’ Thelma looks like she might cry. ‘I’m sorry, little girl, but I can’t bring Merry back.’ 

My heart gives an agonising clench and beside me, Dad moans.

I want to fall to the floor and cry. I want to beg Thelma to remember.

I just want my mum.

If only Mum’s other aunt, Lola, hadn’t died a couple of years ago. She had the gift too. There was Thelma, Lola and … Mum’s mum.

I grab Dad’s arm. ‘Do you know where my grandmother is?’

‘Sylvie?’ says Janet. ‘She’s far away, thank goodness.’

Dad shakes his head. ‘I have no idea where she is. Anyway, she’s not a magician anymore. She wouldn’t be able to help us.’

‘She might know what to do, though,’ I say.

Thelma pats her daughter’s arm. ‘But Sylvie’s around. She contacted me, darling.’

Hope flickers in my chest. ‘Where is she?!’

‘Mum, we talked about this the other day.’ Janet guides Thelma down the hall. ‘Sylvie’s not here. It’s your mind playing tricks.’

‘But her fifteen years are up, Janet,’ says Thelma. ‘She’s back from Finland or Iceland or wherever it was. She got her powers back. And she called me. On my phone. Before I lost it.’ She glances up at Janet. ‘Or did you put my phone away? Anyway, she wants her Book back but I told her I can’t find mine or hers. She’s working at some fair … and she lives with a big pink bird. She’s still pretty grumpy at us for stripping her magic.’ She closes her eyes. ‘Oh, I think I better lie down.’

Janet glowers at us. ‘Time for you two to go.’ She shepherds her mum into a bedroom.

‘She’s working at Pacific Something,’ comes Thelma’s thin voice. ‘Pacific Fair?’

Janet shuts the bedroom door.

Outside, on the verandah, I ask Dad, ‘Is Pacific Fair an actual place?’

‘It’s not far from Millimba,’ he says, ‘and it’s a shopping centre, not an actual fair.’ He starts down the steps, his footsteps heavy. ‘But even if Sylvie’s there – which I doubt – I don’t think she’d be able to help us.’

‘Why not? Thelma says Sylvie has her powers back. I thought she’d lost them forever.’

‘No. They were taken away for fifteen years, to teach her a lesson. And when I do the maths, Thelma’s right, the fifteen years are up.’

He pauses, one hand on the Land Rover door handle. ‘Look, she’d be seriously out of practice and she doesn’t have her Book. Thelma hung onto it and I wouldn’t be surprised if Janet’s thrown it out, along with Thelma’s mobile phone. But most importantly, Sylvie’s not trustworthy, sweetheart. She’s not like Thelma or Lola. She’s a slippery character. There are things about Sylvie that you don’t know.’

‘What things?’

He closes his eyes and gives a tiny shake of his head and I know not to ask again.

‘But she’d be able to tell us a spell to get Mum back or whatever … wouldn’t she?’ I say in a small voice. ‘That’s all we need.’

‘Tuls, nothing is ever simple with Sylvie.’

‘But we have to see if she’s there, Dad. She’s our last hope.’

He looks down at me, and after a few moments says, ‘Yep, you’re right.’ He opens the car door. ‘But it’s best if you don’t get your hopes up.’




CHAPTER 7

After a few hours on the road, Dad and I pull over at a rest stop and sleep. We wake, cramped and stiff, the morning sun blazing in on us, and set off again.

Please be there, Sylvie, I think. I have no idea how we’ll track her down otherwise.

Three hours later, Dad veers off onto an exit. ‘Nearly there,’ he says. ‘I’ve been thinking, Tuls. Even if we find Sylvie, and even if she knows what to do, it might be too late.’ He glances at me. ‘Do you remember Thelma saying Merry had only twenty-four hours to get back? Well, twenty-four hours clicked over at midnight last night.’

‘Thelma didn’t exactly sound certain about that,’ I say. Please let it not be too late.

We reach Pacific Fair shopping centre mid-morning and step inside to discover something like a small city, with cheery music burbling overhead and people wandering around with bags of shopping.

Dad marches us to the management office where a young woman sits behind a desk. ‘Hello,’ he says. ‘We’re looking for someone called Sylvie who … we think works somewhere in this shopping centre.’

The young woman laughs. ‘Sorry, but we don’t know the name of everyone who works here. This is the biggest shopping centre in the state!’

But a woman sitting at a nearby desk says, ‘Sylvie …?’

Dad and I say, ‘Yes,’ at the same moment.

The woman takes off her glasses. ‘Is she the lady with the red hair?’ She swirls one hand above her head to indicate some kind of fancy hairdo.

‘Sounds about right,’ says Dad.

I don’t breathe while the woman nods and looks at her watch. ‘If it’s her, she does some kind of magic show down on the main stage. You might catch her now, if you hurry.’

Dad and I sprint, dodging shoppers and benches and bins. We step onto a long escalator and get stuck behind a man with a pram.

Dad takes a sharp breath in. He’s looking below us, at a woman in a sparkly purple suit and top hat striding about on a stage in front of a dozen or so people. 

‘Sylvie,’ he says quietly.

My face burns with relief and excitement. It’s you, I think. At last we meet. My long-lost grandmother, the rebel and rule-breaker who Mum won’t talk about. She’s back, more glamorous and razzledazzle than I expected, and with a voice eerily like Mum’s.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ she says, waving her hand in a familiar flourish. Like Mum, she uses a microphone that hooks over her ear and sits in front of her mouth. ‘If the kind sir in the yellow shirt will look in the pocket of his shorts, he will find his missing watch.’

As the escalator lowers us at a sloth’s pace, the man in the yellow shirt holds up a watch, his face lit with amazement. Everyone claps.

I wonder if she will bring Mum back right here, in the shopping centre?

We reach the bottom as my grandmother takes off her top hat and waves it around to show the audience there’s nothing inside. Her hair is indeed bright red and piled on top of her head in a complicated hairdo. She invites a young boy in the audience to look inside the hat. He shies away from her, and a look of annoyance crosses her face.

I’m suddenly nervous. I’m not sure I want to meet this stranger. I just want Mum back.

‘And, ladies and gentlemen …’ she says. ‘If you will –’

That’s when she sees us.

Her smile fades and her eyes fix on mine for what feels like ages. My insides turn all watery and I take hold of Dad’s hand.

Sylvie gives a small cough and her smile springs back into place. ‘And if you will observe closely …’ She pulls a bunch of obviously fake flowers from her top hat and waves them about, but her eyes keep flicking over to where Dad and I stand at the back of the audience. It’s disconcerting how much like my mother she looks, with the same pointy chin and small, upturned nose. I have my dad’s nose, which I like to think of as a powerful Viking nose.

Sylvie ends the show by plucking a flower from behind the ear of the boy at the front, and after some polite applause, the small crowd disperses. Dad gives my hand a squeeze and we approach the stage, where Sylvie’s packing her props into a black suitcase.

‘Sylvie,’ Dad says, and his voice comes out croaky. He clears his throat. ‘Hello. I don’t know if you remember me. I’m Dave, and I’m Merry’s partner …’

‘Hello, David,’ she says without looking up. ‘Yes. I remember you.’ She closes the suitcase and zips it up. She has long purple fingernails and a chunky, colourful ring on each finger. 

Dad shuffles his feet. ‘Have you got a moment to chat?’

She doesn’t respond.

This is not going how I’d imagined. Why isn’t she more surprised, maybe even delighted, to see us? I’m her only grandchild, after all – who she’s never met. I rub my hands together because I feel a major sizzle coming on.

Finally, she looks up at Dad. ‘Where’s Merry?’

‘We … um … don’t know. That’s why we’re here. We need your help. Can we buy you lunch?’

‘You may,’ she says, and gestures to a nearby cafe. ‘I suppose it was Thelma who told you where to find me?’

‘Yes.’

At last, her eyes settle on me. She gives a tiny, twitchy smile. ‘And you are my granddaughter.’

It’s unsettling, the way she looks at me. As if she’s staring through my eye holes and right down inside me.
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Inside the cafe, she leads us to a booth and orders a pot of Earl Grey tea and a toasted cheese-and-tomato sandwich.

Dad orders two plates of scrambled eggs and a glass of orange juice for me. ‘And I’ll have a coffee, please,’ he says. ‘As strong as you can make it.’

As soon as the waiter leaves, Sylvie lays both hands flat on the table in front of her. Her silver rings are studded with chunky blue, green and rusty-red stones. The stones’ odd shapes make me shiver. ‘So. What happened?’ she asks in a firm voice.

Dad takes a breath before answering. ‘Merry was practising a disappearing trick and she hasn’t come back. She said she’d be gone for thirty seconds. And that was about thirty-six hours ago –’

‘And why haven’t you brought her back?’ Sylvie interrupts, and points at me.

‘Me?!’ I say, sitting back in surprise. ‘I have no idea how to!’

‘What’s she taught you so far?’

A familiar frustration swells inside me. ‘Nothing,’ I say quietly.

‘How old are you?’ she demands.

‘Eleven.’

Her eyes widen with disbelief. ‘And she’s taught you nothing at all?’ A flicker of something crosses her face. Is it fear? Anger? Whatever it is, I don’t like it. She looks up at the ceiling and bangs a fist lightly on the tabletop. ‘Oh, you silly, silly girl, Merry,’ she says.

She glances at Dad. ‘I shouldn’t tell you this, because you are a non-magician, but you both deserve to know.’ She pauses. ‘In order to disappear, Merry used one of our most ancient and dangerous spells. Dangerous because it’s to do with other dimensions. You know what I mean by other dimensions?’

I shake my head.

She raises her eyebrows. ‘Well, to put it simply, Merry has taken herself to a parallel universe – another version of her life, which is taking place at the same time as her life in this universe. It’s where people or things go when we disappear them with magic.’

‘What?!’ I say. ‘What do you mean, another version of her life?’ My head is whirling. ‘Where exactly is that? And how do you get her back?’

‘Think of it like this ...’ She picks up the sugar dispenser and tips a thin line of sugar onto the tabletop. ‘Let’s say this is your life, going along, day after day. Then you make a decision or something changes. Say you decide to go to live in Finland or … you have an accident.’

She branches a new line of sugar off the main one. ‘So this new life – in Finland, or hobbling around with two broken legs – this is your life now. But! What if you hadn’t moved countries or if you didn’t fall from the trapeze and break your legs? How would that old life have turned out? You never know, do you? Except that you can use a magic spell to jump over to that old life, and see how things would have turned out …’ 

I stare hard at the lines of sugar, but they don’t help me make sense of what she just said. My mind’s struggling to wrap itself around this idea that there are different versions of our lives, all carrying on at the same time, parallel to each other. I mean, I know that magic is, well … magic. But it’s as if everything I know about life and how it works has been tossed out the window.

‘Anyway, Merry’s gone to one of those other lives,’ says Sylvie briskly. ‘A life she might have lived had she made a different decision.’

‘But …’ I say. ‘What decision? What life?’

‘Who knows?’ Sylvie brushes an ant off the table. ‘We all make lots of new branches, or parallel universes, every single day. We make a new branch when we chat to a stranger and it turns out to be someone who changes our life, or we miss having a car accident because we slowed to look at a sunset. Even small moments can change the course of your life. Merry might have gone back to a life where she never met you, Dave, for instance.’

A life without Dad in it means a life without me. The thought makes me feel a bit woozy.

‘Right,’ says Dad, sounding annoyed. ‘Thanks for coming up with that particular example, Sylvie.’ He runs a finger across the tabletop, making a dent in the line of sugar. I don’t like him wrecking the sugar-line. I know it’s silly, but I’m afraid it might – somehow – wreck that universe where Mum is.

‘So are there parallel universes for ordinary people, too?’ I ask. ‘I mean, non-magicians.’ I glance at Dad.

She nods. ‘Yes, of course. Everyone makes decisions that lead their life in other directions. Everyone.’ She points to the waiter. ‘Him. All those people out there shopping. But magicians are the only ones who can visit their parallel universes. They have twenty-four hours to get themselves back to their home universe. If they don’t come back within that time, another magician must bring them back.’

So Thelma was right. And the twenty-four hours are up.

‘Okay. So she can’t come back on her own, now,’ says Dad. ‘What do you need to do to get her back? Do you actually remember the spell, or whatever …?’ Sylvie presses her lips together and gives a tiny shake of her head. ‘If I had my full powers, of course I could bring her back,’ she says. ‘But it’s only been a month since I got my magic back and I’m still weak. It takes years for a magician to regain her powers after having them stripped away.’ She frowns. ‘I’m afraid Merry has sealed her own fate. When a magician disappears herself, she must always have another magician ready to bring her back if necessary. Merry was foolish not to.’ 

‘Isn’t there someone else?’ asks Dad. ‘A long-lost magician cousin or something?’

‘No. There’s no-one,’ says Sylvie.

The room goes dim and all sounds fade. There’s just Sylvie’s face – and the thudding of my heart in my ears.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says, finally. ‘There’s nothing to be done. She’s stuck there.’

All the breath leaves my body. I can’t speak, I can’t think. All I know is that my mother is lost to me.




CHAPTER 8

We’re all silent while the waiter delivers our meals and cleans the sugar off the table. Sylvie closes her eyes and cups her hands over her toasted sandwich, giving thanks for the food.

‘I don’t understand why Merry took a risk like this,’ she says, opening her eyes. ‘She always followed the rules and insisted that others follow the rules too …’ She looks at Dad with raised eyebrows.

‘She was desperate to save the circus,’ says Dad, ‘and she thought this trick would pull in big crowds.’ He rests his head in his hands. ‘Oh, Merry …’

My limbs feel like they have turned to water. This can’t be happening. Please don’t let this be happening. As I blink back tears, an idea hits me. ‘What if you teach me magic, Sylvie? Could I bring her back?’

She shakes her head. ‘It takes years of apprenticeship to learn magic. And there’s only one month for someone else to bring her back. The portal, or door, to the parallel universe that Merry’s in will close when the moon returns to the same phase as when she left this universe.’

‘I can learn quickly! You taught her, so you can teach me. Please. I know I’m a magician at heart.’

She gives me a sad smile. ‘I’m sure you are. But even if you happened to be a powerful magician, it’s simply not enough time.’

A burst of laughter comes from a nearby table of normal, happy people who are eating cake and talking about normal, happy things. I was like that yesterday, too. I just didn’t know it.

‘Think of a seed,’ Sylvie says as she pours milk into her teacup. ‘Each seed contains all the knowledge it needs to become a tree or flower, but it needs the right conditions: water, warmth from the sun, soil, and time. It cannot be rushed. Magic’s like that. It has a natural timeframe that can’t be hurried along.’

‘How long did Mum take to learn magic?’ I ask.

Sylvie takes a bite of her toasted sandwich and chews slowly. How can she eat at a moment like this? ‘It took her years and years,’ she says at last. ‘It’s impossible for you to learn enough magic in a few weeks.’ She nods at my plate of eggs. ‘Your food’s getting cold.’ 

I feel like I’m drowning, sinking, and begging Sylvie to pull me to safety. ‘You have to help us! I know I can do this –’

‘Save your breath, Tulsi. You can’t do it. It’s impossible.’ I watch her talking, but the words don’t make sense. Nothing makes sense.

She says, ‘When we finish lunch you two can drive me back to where I’m staying. I’m sick of dragging my suitcase up the hill.’
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In the car, on the way to Sylvie’s motel, I can hardly breathe, as if the air has turned to cement.

Meanwhile, in the front seat, Sylvie’s chatting away to a silent Dad as if it’s slipped her mind that we have lost Mum forever. I’ve had an image of Sylvie all these years as a dazzling, mysterious rebel-magician. In fact, she’s just self-centred and rude.

Dad pulls into a carpark that’s overlooked by a huge, lumpy statue of a long-legged bird. A sign reads: Pink Flamingo Motel. I guess that’s the pink bird Thelma was talking about.

Dad’s phone rings as Sylvie climbs out. ‘Help me carry my bag up the stairs, Tulsi?’ she says, but it’s more of an order than a question.

I do it, but only because it means I can ask her something that’s been burning me up inside. ‘Just say I had been breaking the rules by practising little bits of magic here and there,’ I say as we heave her bag up the steps. ‘Is there any chance that Mum’s disappearance is a consequence for me doing that?’

She laughs. ‘Goddess, no! You’re descended from a long line of magicians. You are meant to be practising magic.’

I am filled with relief. It’s not my fault.

She unlocks the door to her room and points to the bed. ‘Sit down.’ She takes my hands in hers and an unpleasant, hollow feeling spreads through me.

After a couple of seconds, she gives a satisfied smile. ‘Well, well, well,’ she says. It’s the first real smile I’ve seen from her.

‘What?’ I ask. She’s still got hold of me and I feel like I might be about to vomit. I pull my hands from hers and the nausea fades.

‘You know what?’ she says, still smiling. ‘I’ve changed my mind. I’ll come and teach you magic.’

‘Really?’ I can barely speak for the tears suddenly clogging my throat. ‘You’ll help me get Mum back?’

She nods.

I want to cry and I want to hug her but I just say, ‘Thank you.’

She crosses to the wardrobe and starts pulling clothes off their hangers. Over her shoulder she says, ‘And if you still have my van, that’s where I’ll sleep.’

My heart is pounding in my ears and it says, Mum, Mum, Mum.
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The sun is setting when Dad slides the last of Sylvie’s suitcases into the back of the Land Rover. ‘I’d be happy to do a magic act in the show,’ she says as she climbs in. ‘Just little magic for now, of course.’

But the magic spot is Mum’s, I think. And one day soon it will be mine too. When I bring Mum back, she’ll have no choice but to let me be part of her act.

Dad doesn’t reply to Sylvie but I know he’s bristling.

I squeeze into the space Dad left for me on the back seat and rest my head against a box of Sylvie’s books. I doze off, and when I wake, Dad and Sylvie are speaking very quietly, almost whispering.

‘… planning to come to one of your shows in Millimba,’ says Sylvie. ‘I was afraid she wouldn’t want to see me if I got in touch first.’

‘Do you really think she’s okay, Sylvie?’ He sounds like he’s trying not to cry.

There’s a too-long pause, and fear shivers through me. Say something! I think.

‘I don’t honestly know,’ she says, and my belly swoops.

A big truck thunders past so I can’t hear all of what Dad says next, but I catch: ‘… just giving her false hope?’

‘You’re right. It’s unlikely Tulsi will learn enough in a few weeks.’

I will. I’ll show her.

‘But …’ Sylvie continues, ‘she’s quite powerful, you know.’

Powerful?

‘And what do you mean by that?’ Dad sounds almost angry.

‘I mean if she’s taught in the right way, she could be quite an extraordinary magician.’

An extraordinary magician? Is that why she said ‘Well, well, well,’ when she held my hands? A quiet excitement starts to hum in my chest.

‘Don’t dare do the same to her as you did to Merry when she was a kid. I’ll be keeping an eye on you,’ he says.

What did she do to Mum?

Dad goes on, ‘And if you try to interfere with the running of the circus in any way, you will have to leave. People remember what you did last time.’

‘If you don’t want me here, David,’ says Sylvie briskly, ‘just say the word and I’ll go. There’s nothing in this for me.’

‘I’m not so sure of that,’ says Dad.

There’s a sudden burst of freezing air, and goosebumps spring from my arms and legs. Dad fumbles with the air-conditioner. ‘What have you done, Sylvie?’ he demands.

‘I haven’t done anything,’ Sylvie retorts. ‘It’s just a …’ She flaps a hand about and mutters a quick spell. ‘It’s nothing to worry about.’ She turns to look at me just as the freezing air disappears. ‘You’re awake,’ she says, eyes narrowed.

Lingering in the air is the same grassy scent I noticed after Mum disappeared. There’s definitely some kind of big magic afoot.
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As Dad pulls in beside our caravan, music blares from the brightly lit big top. It’s ‘Bolero’, which means Louie and the other poodles are galloping in a circle around Zanni and jumping through hoops, their purple, sequined jackets glinting in the lights.

When I open the Land Rover door, there are cheers and loud applause from the big top, and I’m hit by a great gust of longing to be in there with my mother.

In our caravan, I find Sylvie shaking her head. ‘Oh goddess,’ she says. ‘It’s even pokier than I remember …’

She calls to Dad as if he’s her servant. ‘I’ll have the blue suitcase, David. That’s all I need for now.’ She drags open a couple of drawers and rummages through them. They’re not your drawers anymore, I want to say.

As Dad heaves her suitcase through the door, she turns to me. ‘Don’t you ever wish you had more money, Tulsi? A bigger and better van?’ She eyes me up and down. ‘Nicer clothes? I bet those came from the op shop.’

I’m about to tell her that I love wearing secondhand clothes because they’re pre-softened, when she claps her hands. ‘We’ll start straight away on your training. I want to see what you can do.’

Yes! I think. At last! Magic!

Dad squeezes past us. ‘I’ll move our bedding so you can sleep in here, Sylvie,’ he says, and rolls up my mattress and sheets like a giant burrito. ‘Start the training tomorrow,’ he adds. ‘Tulsi needs a good night’s sleep. And by the way, we like our van and our clothes perfectly well.’

‘I slept in the car, Dad,’ I say. ‘I’m fully awake.’

Sylvie lifts her chin and narrows her eyes at him. ‘We start tonight, David. And actually, it’s my van.’

Dad stares back at her. ‘Fine,’ he says. He wrestles my mattress through the doorway, but it springs open, and my sheets and pillow spill onto the ground. He mutters under his breath and gathers it all up.

Sylvie points to the door and says a couple of words in Welsh. The door swings towards us, but doesn’t click shut. ‘Fiddlesticks!’ she says, and pulls it closed. Mum never fails at house magic. What if Sylvie can’t remember enough magic to teach me?

She roughly tips the cutlery from its drawer and lifts out a false bottom, revealing a secret compartment. ‘Pah! Empty,’ she says. Then she drags all of Mum and Dad’s books from the shelf beside their bed and pries open a small, hidden door. In less than a minute she’s shown me two hidey-holes and left the place looking as if burglars have been through. ‘Where’s your mother’s Book?’ she asks.

‘Ummm …’ I say. Mum always told me that no-one should look at your Book, not even another magician.

‘So you know where it is but you won’t tell me? I’m a bit confused.’ She raises her eyebrows. ‘Are you the actual magician here, or am I?’

My cheeks burn. ‘You are.’

‘Correct,’ she says. ‘And if you want to learn how to get your mother back, we need her Book.’ It’s as if she’s biting off each word. ‘Because mine seems to have gone missing …’

I slide Mum’s dark blue, leather-bound Book from its shelf above the fridge. As I pass it to Sylvie, I feel in its weight all of Mum’s magic spells.

Sylvie opens it at the table, the thick paper crackling, and I shuffle onto the seat beside her. I glimpse mysterious symbols and words in English and what must be Welsh. My whole body is buzzing with anticipation. Finally, finally, the day has come.

Sylvie turns to a page near the end of the Book and the air above the paper shimmers and sparks. ‘Look away, please,’ she says. ‘You’re not allowed to see this.’

And you are? I think, but I turn my head.

After a minute, she makes a satisfied sound and closes the Book. She reaches for my hand. ‘You’ll have to work hard and fast. Are you up for that?’

‘Yes. Of course.’ My hand is trapped in hers, and I have that same queasy, hollow feeling I first felt in her motel room – which was the moment she changed her mind about teaching me. What was it, exactly, that made her decide to come?

‘Before an apprentice magician can take on the weight and responsibility of magic, there are tests they must pass. And I’m certain no teacher has ever crammed all the tests into four weeks.’ She stands. ‘But if anyone can do it, it’s me.’




CHAPTER 9

I’m knee deep in the river. It’s completely dark except for a circle of yellow light coming from the lantern Sylvie’s holding. She’s waded in too, and has rolled up her trousers, revealing distractingly knobbly knees.

From the big top comes a burst of applause and the trumpet fanfare after Jerry’s final act, marking the end of the show.

‘Magic is all about energy,’ Sylvie says, her voice serious. ‘Magicians borrow energy from nature, then, using spells, ask that energy to do what they want. We move it, we transform it, we use the ancient power in the spells to change energy.’

I nod politely and pretend I didn’t already know this most basic thing.

‘But sometimes we have to resist energy from people or from nature,’ she says. That, I didn’t know.

‘For this test,’ she says, ‘you must stand steady against the river’s current, which I’ll change.’ She steps close to me. ‘This is basic stuff, Tulsi. Even non-magicians can do this.’

The water surges and I wobble a bit. Normally, I love the river, but the rippling water looks inky and unfriendly, just like it did last night. Something soft and creepy brushes against my ankles and I try not to scream.

‘Imagine you have roots coming from the soles of your feet, burrowing down into the river bed,’ says Sylvie. ‘Whenever you feel swayed by fear or something mysterious, let Mother Earth help you stand strong.’

I imagine roots sprouting from the bottom of my feet, and after a moment, the idea seems perfectly natural. I can almost feel my roots snaking down into the ground.

‘Good. See how you go with this.’ She holds her hand a few centimetres from my chest. I feel gentle pressure against my breast bone.

The pressure grows until I must lean forward to keep my balance, and all I’m thinking of is my feet-roots. I’m strong and grounded. This is not so hard.

Sylvie whips away her hand and I fall forward with a great splash. I get to my feet, soaked through.

‘Try again,’ she says, and there’s no sympathy in her voice. ‘You must draw on your ancestors’ knowledge, back to Eunice and beyond. The wisdom of all those women is within you, Tulsi. Find it.’

This time, I tell myself I am a fig tree, powerfully anchored to the earth. The river is swirling hard around me now, whipping up into higher and higher waves that smack into us both and crash against the banks. It’s more like a wild ocean than a river, and it takes all my concentration to stay upright.

When Sylvie moves her hand away, I stumble forward and I’m dragged under. The water’s wild and deep and I can’t find the surface. I tumble and thrash about, my hands clawing frantically for something to hold onto but finding only water. My knee cracks hard against something and my lungs are burning for air and then, at last, my face is in the night air. I suck in huge breaths and hold tight to a tree root as the waves subside.

I’m bruised and waterlogged, but worst of all, I have failed the first test. Why can’t I do this? What’s wrong with me? My legs are shaking, my knee hurts and I want to cry.

Sylvie and her lantern are way upriver – and the dark is thick and wet and close around me. The black water slides by with a sinister whisper.

‘Sylvie?’ I call, but my voice is weak. I try again. ‘Sylvie!’

She wades down to me. ‘This is very simple stuff, Tulsi,’ she says. ‘The waves did get slightly bigger than I intended but, just the same, I’m surprised you couldn’t manage it. Maybe your mother was right. Maybe you’re too young for this.’

I’m crying properly now. I was so sure magic would come easily. ‘Can’t we just skip to the important stuff?’ My voice is thick with tears. ‘Can’t I just learn the spell that will bring Mum back?’

‘Surely you understand that you must learn the foundations of magic before you can attempt even the simplest spell?’ She starts up the steep riverbank. ‘You know, Janet was actually born with the gift, but didn’t have the personality for it. No imagination and no persistence. She couldn’t get it back now if she tried.’

Is she trying to say that I have no imagination or persistence? What if that’s the real reason Mum has been holding off teaching me? It feels like a heavy, cold rock of doubt has jammed itself into my gut. I scramble up the bank after Sylvie, feet slipping on the mud.

She gives me a hand up. Her grip is strong and warm but I let go at the top in case I get that queasy feeling again.

There’s a sudden noisy rustling in nearby bushes, and I can make out a swarm of small animals on the ground. Bandicoots. Dozens of them.

‘So you attract animals?’ Sylvie asks.

‘Yes, but never this many.’ A few of the bandicoots are lifting their pointy noses and shuffling towards me.

‘It’s a type of power, though I don’t know that it’s very useful,’ she says. ‘I’d say you’re attracting more than usual because you’re activating your magic.’

I’m activating my magic? It didn’t seem like it.

We start back along the path, Sylvie’s lantern making strange shifting shadows in the bush. I trudge behind her, weighed down by the knowledge that I have failed the first test. I try to focus instead on the friendly rustlings of the bandicoots. I decide I like being able to attract furry little animals, even if it isn’t very useful.

We pass the fig tree where Dad tied a rope swing last summer – and walk into a wall of freezing air. My wet shirt and shorts turn to ice.

Sylvie sniffs the air and looks around. She mutters a few words in Welsh and, just like in the car, the cold vanishes and we’re back to the heavy, humid evening.

‘What was that?’ I whisper.

‘When she disappeared, your mother opened a door, or portal, and occasionally things pass through. She’s somewhere cold, we know that much. And I got a whiff of woodsmoke.’

‘If things are passing through, does it mean she’s okay?’

She doesn’t reply for a few moments. ‘It means she’s somewhere cold.’

I just want to know if she’s okay. My tears rise up again and I brush them away. ‘How long’s the portal open?’

‘Like I told you at the cafe, it’s open for a month and then it closes forever. If someone doesn’t bring your mum back during that month, she’ll be stuck there.’

My stomach lurches. ‘But how do you know she’ll be stuck?’

She shrugs. ‘It’s information that’s been passed down. My great-great aunt Rosalie went to a parallel universe, and decided to stay for a while. When her sister tried to bring her home five weeks later, it didn’t work. They couldn’t get her back.’ She pauses. ‘She never came home.’

‘Right,’ I say. ‘And are you completely sure you can’t bring Mum back?’ Because I’m pretty certain I just failed my first test.

‘I’m sure. It’s like my magic is stored in a battery that runs out really fast. I can borrow energy from nature – that’s how I changed the river’s current – but it’s as if it slips through my fingers. I can’t hold onto it. I think it will take at least a year for me to get back to where I was.’ She sounds sad. ‘Losing your magic is the worst thing that can happen to a magician. And that’s what your mother and my sisters did to me.’

She holds up the lantern and peers at me. ‘Anyway!’ she says. ‘You’re afraid of the dark, aren’t you? I can tell.’

‘Well …’

‘You’ll need to get over that quick smart. You’ll have to endure the darkest possible dark as part of this. Darkness like you have never known. You’ll be tested.’

My skin prickles. ‘What even is the darkest possible dark?’ My breath feels tight just saying the words. ‘What’s the test involve?’

‘You’ll find out. If you actually manage to pass the first test.’
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We reach the circus camp and I hurry ahead of Sylvie, shorts flapping wetly against my thighs.

Dad and Uncle Vince are outside the store tent. Vince is saying ‘… and Mum would love nothing more than to get her hands on Tulsi. I won’t …’ Then he spots me. ‘Tuls!’ he says, and pulls me into a hug. 

He’s still wearing part of his costume: shimmery gold pants and boots. He smells sugary and a bit sweaty and I lean into his comforting frame. He’s the solid rock our circus rests on, the one who keeps our spirits up when times are tough.

‘Oh, you’re soaked,’ he says as he lets me go. What does he mean that Sylvie wants to get her hands on me? Before I can ask, Uncle Vince inhales sharply and his body stiffens. ‘Hello, Sylvie,’ he says in a cool voice.

‘Vincent!’ she says brightly. ‘I see you’re ringmaster now. Big boss, huh?’

‘Just ringmaster,’ he says quietly. He reaches into his pocket and splits open a pistachio. The sound of him chewing is loud in the silence.

‘I could do a few tricks in the show,’ says Sylvie. ‘If you like.’ Her fancy hairdo is squashed and her clothes are soaking wet but she stands as straight and square-shouldered as if she’s centre stage. ‘I know you need to boost audiences, that you’ve got money troubles …’ How does she know that? Did Dad tell her?

‘That won’t be necessary,’ says my uncle as he throws a pistachio shell to the ground. ‘Correct me if I am wrong, Mother, but it appears you have forgotten to mention that in order to get Merry back, Tulsi will have to go – by herself – to the parallel universe where Merry ended up.’ 

A bolt of excitement shoots through me. I’ll have to go to a parallel universe?! How will I get there? And what will it be like? What version of her life is Mum in?

Dad’s mouth falls open and he turns to Sylvie. ‘What?!’ he exclaims. ‘You said it was just a simple spell!’

Sylvie blinks at him. ‘I never said that. You assumed. I was waiting for the right moment to mention it.’

‘Forget it.’ Dad’s voice is curt. ‘It’s not happening. I –’

‘I can do it!’ I say loudly, talking over Dad, trying to sound like I haven’t just completely messed up my first test.

Sylvie puts her hands on her hips. ‘Listen, David. Merry is trapped goddess knows where – desperate to get back – and Tulsi is our only hope of saving her. That’s why you agreed to let me teach her.’

Dad goes to argue with her, but Vince gets in first. ‘I may not be a magician, Mum, but it’s a laughable idea that four weeks is enough time to learn magic.’ Vince turns to me with a kind frown. ‘She’s messing with you, Tulsi. Your confidence is a beautiful thing, but you need to be realistic.’ 

‘Oh, give the girl a chance to bring her mother home!’ Sylvie says, and I wonder if she really does believe I can do it – given that, just a few minutes ago, she said I might not be up to learning magic yet. She’s much harder to read than Mum and Dad.

‘You’d be sending her into danger,’ says Vince. ‘I remember very well what you did to Merry.’

What did she do to Mum?

‘You don’t know the full story, Vincent,’ she says frostily. She turns to me with a smile. ‘Good night, Tulsi. You did very well tonight, my dear.’

I did not.

‘We’ll continue your training first thing tomorrow.’ Sylvie turns on her heel and heads for our caravan, lantern bobbing.

I want to call after her and ask, Is the parallel universe the place of the darkest dark?

‘Right! Bedtime, Tulsi,’ says Dad in a fake cheery voice, as Vincent marches off into the darkness. Dad doesn’t normally do fake voices.

‘Dad …’ I say. ‘I understand that you and Vince are worried, but I know I can do this –’

‘Forget it, Tulsi. I am not letting you go to a parallel universe, by yourself, after only a few weeks of magic lessons.’

I grab his arm. ‘How can you give up on Mum so easily? She’d never give up on you like this, and you know it.’

He flinches at my words. ‘Tulsi, stop,’ he says. ‘There’s no way I’ll risk losing you both. Now, do you want the dinner Li Lin saved for you? I can heat it up.’ He points to the bowl of pasta on our outdoor table.

I shake my head, suddenly so tired I can barely stand. Dad guides me into the store tent, where he’s made up two single camp beds beside the stacks of boxes and spare generator. On one bed is my patchwork quilt and Mum’s purple pillow. My night-light glows on a box he’s covered in one of Mum’s sarongs.

As I peel off my sodden shorts, Dad drops onto my bed, his face pained. ‘One thing I know for sure is that your mum would never want Sylvie anywhere near you …’ He runs his hands through his hair and I can tell he’s thinking something through. ‘… And she certainly wouldn’t want Sylvie teaching you.’ He won’t look straight at me, which is a bad sign. ‘Listen, I’ve decided Sylvie can stay with us for a few nights. Because she’s your grandmother, your only grandmother, and it seems right that you get to know her. But – and I know this will be disappointing – I won’t let Sylvie teach you magic. I’m done with magic.’ Finally, he looks at me. ‘I’m sorry.’ 

It takes a moment for me to make sense of what he’s said.

‘What?!’ I shout. ‘No! No!’ I am seething with disbelief. ‘I can’t get Mum back if I don’t know magic.’ I stare down at him. ‘You can’t do that.’

‘I can and I will.’ His voice is horribly matter-of-fact. ‘You are not learning magic from Sylvie and you are not going to a parallel universe.’

Sobs burst from me, ragged and awful. I fling my wet T-shirt to the ground and turn away from Dad’s comforting hand.

I crawl into bed and hug Mum’s pillow. Where are you, Mum? I think. Are you okay?

Is it really Dad and me on our own now? And what if Peter Potts has his way, and we lose the circus as well? I won’t be a magician. I won’t be a circus kid. I won’t have Kit and – worst of all – I won’t have Mum.

I feel like I’m back in the river, trapped underwater, being dragged downstream with nothing to grab hold of.




CHAPTER 10

Early next morning, I’m woken by something poking me. Sylvie’s crouched by my bed, smelling of soap and insect repellent. ‘Test number two,’ she whispers.

It seems Dad hasn’t told her yet about the ban on magic lessons.

I dress as quietly as I can and scribble him a note: Gone for a walk. After a moment, I add: With Kit.

Dad’s sleeping on his side, holding tight to something blue; Mum’s pyjama top. Oh Dad. I just want to crawl in beside him, but I turn away and follow Sylvie out into the pink-flushed dawn.

‘Today, your job is to listen,’ she says as we pass Jerry and Walid’s brightly painted van. ‘Listen to the river, to the birds, to the trees. Really listen.’

I take a deep breath. ‘Dad says you’re not allowed to teach me magic. That you can stay for a few days, but …’ I press my lips tight to stop the tears.

‘I know,’ she says. ‘He came and spoke to me last night.’

‘Oh.’

She stops walking. ‘I’m a senior magician and I’m not going to let him tell me what to do!’ She gives a small smile. ‘He doesn’t need to know I’m teaching you. We’ll simply do it out of his view. We’ll be an ordinary grandmother and granddaughter getting to know each other, won’t we?’

I nod and my heart lifts. I hate lying to Dad. But lying to him is less awful than giving up on Mum.

‘Let’s go,’ says Sylvie, and she marches ahead in her long shorts and purple shirt.

I groan when she heads towards the river, but thankfully we walk past the waterhole where I failed so spectacularly last night. Tall trees arch overhead, making the air dim and cool, and around us the magpies and kookaburras warble their morning chorus.

‘Is the parallel universe the place that’s so … dark?’ I ask. ‘And is it dangerous, like Vince said?’

She gives an annoyed shake of her head. ‘Even though he’s a halfling, Vincent knows very little about magic. And your father knows even less.’

‘A halfling? What’s that?’

‘Forget it. It’s not important now. What’s important is that you shouldn’t listen to what those two say about magic and parallel universes. Vincent has never been to one. He knows next to nothing.’

‘But what’s a halfling? Half what? Half magic?’

‘Quite frankly, Tulsi, you either trust me or you don’t. Did your mother ever say I did something terrible to her? That I sent her into danger?’

‘No.’

‘Exactly.’

‘She almost never spoke about you.’

‘Is that right?’ says Sylvie with a surprised look.

‘You do think there’s a chance I can get Mum back, don’t you? I heard you tell Dad that I’m powerful.’

She smiles. ‘It’s all very well to be powerful, dear girl. But if you can’t manage that power, then it’s utterly useless. Dangerous, in fact. To be honest, I have no idea if you are up to this. Today’s test will tell.’

‘I’m up to it!’ I say, with confidence I don’t feel.

I follow her across the fallen tree trunk that’s spanned the river for as long as I’ve been coming here. On the other side, dense bush rises steeply up what Mum and I call Big Mountain. The air here is moist, and smells of dirt and living things.

‘Did you pass the river test first time?’ I ask. There’s no path up the mountain, and my thongs slip and slide about on the twigs and fallen leaves. Sylvie’s wearing new hiking boots, and charges ahead, pulling herself up with tree trunks and thick, looping vines.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘My mother taught me and Thelma and Lola in a river up north – an awful, muddy river. All of us passed first time.’

‘Oh. How old were you?’

She pauses, breathing hard, one hand gripping the trunk of a sapling. ‘I don’t know. Maybe five.’

‘Five years old!?’ At five she passed a test that I can’t do at eleven. Maybe I am fooling myself. I look around at the trees, silent and steadfast. They don’t care if I pass a test or not.

‘She taught us young so we could busk,’ said Sylvie.

‘Why were you busking?’ I ask. ‘Weren’t you in a circus?’

‘Well …’ She looks at her feet. ‘We weren’t with a circus all that much.’ Her voice is quiet. ‘We lived in our car most of the time, actually.’

‘The four of you lived in a car?’

‘Yes. A station wagon.’ She looks back up the hill. ‘Let’s go.’

I scramble after her and try to imagine her as a little girl, sleeping with her mum and two sisters in the back of a station wagon, and busking on the streets. Does my mum know this? 

‘Look.’ Sylvie points to the ground. ‘Possum scats.’

‘Scats?’ I say, staring at the jumble of dead leaves.

‘Honestly?’ she says. ‘You don’t know that a scat is an animal poo? And these are possum scratch marks.’ She crouches and runs a purple fingernail down a mark in the bark. ‘Without nature we wouldn’t have magic.’ Her voice has lost its usual slightly grumpy edge. ‘Really hearing and really seeing nature is the source of big magic, Tulsi. We must notice even the smallest ant or beetle, and hear the faintest sound from a tree. Everything has a vital role to play.’

She lays a hand on the tree’s trunk, as if greeting a long-lost friend, and tips her head back to look up at the leaves shifting in the morning breeze.

‘Did Merry tell you this is the country of the Bundjalung people?’ she asks. ‘They can hear this country like we never will. Because they’ve been here for something like a hundred thousand years. Our ancestral land is back in Wales.’ She stares at me for a long moment. ‘I can tell that you barely notice the natural world around you. Am I right?’

‘I do notice it!’ I say, still trying to spot a scat among the leaves. If I’m honest, I often get hot and tired being out in the bush, and I certainly don’t want to stop and inspect every animal poo I pass. 

‘Really?’ she says doubtfully, and heads up the hill.

I follow her, making a mental note of a golden beetle on a tree trunk and a crumbly little mound of dirt which could possibly be an ants’ nest.

She dodged my questions earlier, about halflings and whether parallel universes are dangerous. Why would both Dad and Vince say she did something awful to Mum if there was no truth to it? I recall Dad describing Sylvie as slippery, and I think now I understand what he meant. But slippery or not, Sylvie is my only way of learning magic, and the only one who can help me rescue Mum.

When I reach the top – the place Mum and I call Flat Rock – Sylvie is on the far side of the clearing, staring at the ground. This great flat slab of rock is as big as our show ring and surrounded on all sides by tall, smooth-trunked trees. Mum comes here every few days when we’re in Millimba.

All magicians must find themselves a patch of nature every day, to soak up energy. A park will do, if that’s all there is, or a scrap of bush. Once, on a rare trip to Sydney, Mum ended up on a patch of grass beside a busy road, breathing exhaust fumes.

Sylvie beckons me over. ‘When you can truly hear nature, you will fill with energy. Then I’ll teach you to direct that energy to spells. Certain places will offer you more energy than others. Mountain peaks, the mouth of a river, somewhere like this with a big rock. And old trees – not young ones. Bushes and young trees don’t have as much energy and they also need it to grow. So always look for old trees.’ She lowers herself as a whip bird flings out its call nearby. ‘Come. Sit.’ 

The rock is cool and gritty under me, and all around, the bush rustles and crackles.

‘Your mind might turn nature’s energy into words,’ says Sylvie. ‘Or maybe into a picture, or you might feel something in your body. Just let your mind be like a calm pool of water.’

I watch as she lays her hands on the rock. All those rings of hers still make me squirm. ‘Now,’ she says. ‘Say out loud: I am listening.’

I rest my hands on the rock and whisper, ‘I am listening, Rock. I really am.’ I’m worried that if I fail this test too, Sylvie will give up teaching me.

There’s an uncomfortable pebble or something under my bottom and a tickle on the side of my nose. I ignore them and try to bring to mind that calm pool of water. I hear rustling close at hand and suspect that if I open my eyes I’ll see a little gathering of furry friends.

Now something’s nudging the palms of my hands. I lift them up in case there’s an ant or something under there, but no, it’s just rock. I place my hands back down, and shut my eyes again. The sensation’s much stronger now; it’s like a hard stream of water from a hose.

Is that you, Rock? I ask. The feeling grows.

‘Ummm. I feel something unusual in my hands. A kind of poking or nudging,’ I whisper.

‘Well done,’ says Sylvie. ‘Let it fill your body.’

I’m hearing the rock! I think, with a rush of joy. I wish Mum were here for me to tell. Or Kit. I really can do this! See? See? The sensation spreads over my body, and I can feel myself grinning from ear to ear.

I hear voices in the distance. Maybe it’s townie kids coming up the hill. Mum and I have seen them here before. Then I realise it’s just one voice, and I know whose it is.

‘I hear Mum!’ My eyes fling open. I can’t pick out her actual words, but I’d know that friendly, slightly husky voice anywhere. ‘Where is she?’ I look around, hope erupting in my chest. It’s her! It’s her!

‘She’s not here,’ says Sylvie. ‘But it’s good you can hear her. Lie down, close your eyes and soak up the –’

‘MUM!’ I call, but my voice disappears into the thick bush. ‘MUM!’ I scramble to my feet and look around. ‘Are you there?’ I say softly, my eyes prickling with tears.

‘She can’t hear you, Tulsi. It just means you’ve absorbed enough of nature’s energy to make contact with where she is.’ Sylvie actually looks impressed.

‘Does she know I can hear her?’

‘No.’

‘And you’re sure she can’t hear me?’

‘I’m sure.’

I sit down again, ears straining. Mum, I say in my head. Are you there? Please say something.

Nothing. Until, a couple of minutes later, I hear her, clear as anything. ‘Oh no!’ she says, sounding scared or upset.

I open my eyes. Sylvie hasn’t heard Mum, that’s obvious. She’s sitting quietly, eyes shut. My fingers have started up a fierce sizzle.

Mum! I call inside my head. Are you okay? What’s happening?

But she’s gone again. There’s nothing but a few magpies carolling and an aeroplane droning overhead. While my mum is missing, everything just carries on like normal – the birds and the plane and the circus. Why is no-one doing anything? Why is Dad giving up on her? Doesn’t anyone care?

I punch the air and point a tingling, angry finger at a tree on the other side of the rock, and imagine energy shooting from my fingertip.

There’s a burning, rushing sensation under my skin and a great crack! comes from the tree. As if in slow motion, the tree trunk splits in two and crashes onto the rock in front of us with a monstrous thundering, twigs and chunks of branches shooting into the air.




CHAPTER 11

Sylvie leaps to her feet, eyes wide. ‘Did you do that?’ I nod. I feel sick. I brought down that beautiful tree. But I’m also filled with a thrilling realisation. I just did big magic. I’m a real magician.

Everything is quiet now. The birds are silent and there’s a great hole in the forest where the tree once stood. Its mighty body lies in front of us, cracked and splintered, its pale insides exposed.

Sylvie is staring at me. ‘Did you use a spell? You shouldn’t be able to do this yet.’

‘No. I just pointed at the tree and kind of imagined energy coming from my finger.’ I lift my hand to demonstrate and Sylvie snaps, ‘Put that down!’

‘I was missing Mum and feeling … angry that no-one’s doing anything to get her back.’ I’m still pulsing with amazement and excitement – but Sylvie’s face is horrified. 

‘I shouldn’t have let that happen,’ she says, gazing at the tree. ‘You must have absorbed a lot of energy from the rock. Maybe hearing your mother somehow boosted your energy … or your anger did. Actually, I have no idea what happened. But for heaven’s sake, keep your hands in fists until I figure it out.’ She sighs. ‘Can you hear it?’

‘No.’

‘Really?’ She shakes her head. ‘You can flatten a tree but don’t hear it groaning?’ She crosses and lays a hand on the tree trunk. ‘Well, you better come and tell it that you’re sorry.’

My legs are heavy as I pick my way through the shattered branches. I lay my hand on the smooth grey bark, and pick up a faint buzzing. ‘Is it still alive?’

‘Not for long.’

I imagine Mum’s face if she knew I’d done this, and a few tears spill from my eyes. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to, tree,’ I say. But of course, I did kind of imagine my energy striking the tree. I just didn’t think anything would happen. I turn to Sylvie. ‘Please don’t tell Dad or Vince.’

Sylvie lays a warm hand on mine. ‘I won’t. But you realise there will be a consequence for this?’

‘What will it be?’ I slide my hand out from under hers.

She shakes her head. ‘I have no idea. But we should get out of here.’
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Sylvie makes me drape myself over a moss-covered boulder halfway down the hill, to charge up. ‘Magicians cannot let their energy drain away,’ she says. ‘And especially not while in another universe. If a magician completely runs out of energy in a parallel universe, she will die.’

‘Like, actually die, as in dead?’ I say.

‘Yes. As in dead. Let’s go.’

Make sure you stay charged up, Mum, I think.

When we get back to the store tent, Dad’s not there, but he’s left the campfire smouldering. On the table is a covered dish of his famous pancakes, a bowl of fruit salad and a note: T. Come and find me after your breakfast. Jam in esky. Love Dad. xxx

Sylvie reads the note over my shoulder. ‘You need to steer clear of your dad until I can figure out a way to stay longer.’

Is it possible that Dad knows I’ve been out learning magic with Sylvie? My throat tightens at the thought.

I spread a pancake with Mum’s mulberry jam and close my eyes for a moment. Thank you Mother Nature for these pancakes and this jam. I’m sorry for killing that beautiful tree.

Sylvie pours herself a cup of tea from the billy and settles back in Dad’s chair with a smile. ‘You know, consequences and the poor tree aside, it’s actually pretty fabulous what you did up there.’

‘Why’s it fabulous?’ I realise that I want to impress Sylvie. I want her to like me.

She takes a sip of tea. It looks like she’s weighing up how much to tell me. ‘To be honest,’ she says, ‘you’re possibly the most powerful magician I’ve met. But you have no idea what you are doing and no ability to manage your power. If you can learn to contain it, one day that power will do incredible things for you and the people around you.’

The most powerful magician she’s ever met? I stare at her as an electric thrill hums through me and goosebumps spring from my skin. She sees me, I think to myself. She sees me for who I really am and the magician I’ll become. Mum and Dad, on the other hand, are stuck with an idea of me as a little girl.

Sylvie says, ‘Just remember, learning magic is not easy, Tulsi. After fifteen years of no magic, I’m having to learn it all over again. It’s hard.’

‘Is it because I’m powerful that I can learn enough magic in a few weeks to bring Mum home when it’s going to take you a year to get your magic back?’

She smiles. ‘Kind of. Your magic has been sitting there, you know, quietly bubbling away even though you haven’t been using it. My magic battery has been dead for longer than you’ve been alive, so it will take a long time to charge it up again.’

‘Right. Where did you go when they sent you away?’

‘Oh, various places.’ She wafts a hand around in the air. ‘New Zealand. Chile. But I ended up in Finland for the last few years.’

‘And why did Mum and the others strip you of magic?’ I ask. ‘What did you do?’

She sighs. ‘Let me say this. Your mother likes a simple life and she clearly wanted that for you. I think that’s why she didn’t teach you any magic. She was overprotective.’

What do you mean was overprotective? I think. She’s still alive. A cold shiver passes through me. Does Sylvie know something I don’t?

‘I – on the other hand – want an adventurous life,’ Sylvie continues, ‘and that’s where I got into trouble. I’m happy to take risks and I have big dreams. I think you and I are quite alike. Don’t you?’

‘You don’t think Mum might be …’ I clear my throat. ‘She’s still alive, isn’t she?’

Sylvie looks directly at me, her eyes steady and clear. ‘I can’t be a hundred per cent sure, but you heard her voice, right?’ She smiles reassuringly. ‘That would suggest she’s alive. But clearly something has gone wrong. I have no idea what’s happened; personally I never had any issues getting back.’

I stare at her, shocked. ‘Hang on, have you been to a parallel universe before?’

‘Of course I have,’ she says in a tone that suggests I’m stupid for asking.

My cheeks flame. ‘But why didn’t you mention it?!’

‘I hardly felt I needed to.’ Sylvie claps her hands dismissively. ‘Now, it’s time for your next test. I want you to go and listen to one of those trees and tell me what it says. Any tree is fine, they’re all sisters. And charge up while you’re there. I can tell you’re still low on energy.’ She frowns at me. ‘And remember, no pointing a finger at anything!’

‘Coo-coo, coo-coo!’ Kit saunters around the side of the tent, wearing baggy blue pants and a white singlet. ‘Oh!’ he says, and stops dead when he sees Sylvie.

‘You must be Kit,’ she says. ‘You look like your mother.’

He gives me a sideways look.

I stand up and hand him my plate. ‘I have to go and listen to a fig tree. Are you coming?’

‘You betcha,’ he says as he stuffs my last pancake into his mouth.




CHAPTER 12

We cartwheel over the grass. You would never call me a natural acrobat; I just love the familiar, comforting rhythm of hand, hand, foot, foot, landing on the earth. Mum’s okay. Mum’s okay, I reassure myself. Hand, hand, foot, foot. I heard her. She must be okay.

We reach the Tree of Many Chickens, the biggest of the showground fig trees, which towers over the Poultry Pavilion – the building where they cage the fancy chickens and roosters each year at the Show. This tree has particularly huge and curvaceous roots bunching up above the ground.

As we swing up onto the lowest branch, Kit says, ‘She seems a bit fierce, your grandma.’

‘She is fierce, and she and Dad do not get on.’ What I don’t say is that I’m not sure how well she and I get on. She’s so tetchy with me, even moments after telling me how fabulous I am. How was I meant to know she’d been to a parallel universe? I only learnt about them yesterday!

Kit effortlessly pulls himself up branch by branch. ‘I saw you two in the river last night.’ He grins down at me. ‘She’s teaching you big magic, isn’t she?’

I grin back. He knows what this means to me. ‘I did my first real magic.’ But I can’t tell him what it was. I can’t admit the thrill I felt when the tree crashed to the rock, because I think Kit loves trees more than he loves people. I look away. ‘I … ah, used my finger to lop off a … small branch from a tree.’ I’m lying to everyone I love, it seems.

‘Wow!’ His face lights up. ‘That’s awesome, Tulsi.’ He laughs. ‘Show me something, magician girl! But don’t cut off a tree branch.’

‘Actually, it’s not that straightforward.’ What I should say is, Actually, it’s either entirely impossible (the river) or ridiculously easy (the poor tree).

‘Yeah. It looked a bit tricky. I was getting ready to fish you out of the water last night,’ he says as we reach the top of the tree.

Down below, the circus vans look like matchbox cars and the big top is a child’s toy. I see Dad and Li Lin carrying a long ladder into the big top. Even from this distance, I can tell how sad Dad is. He’s given up on getting Mum back. As far as he’s concerned, this is our life now – just the two of us. 

Kit settles into a fork of the tree and leans back against the trunk. ‘Yesterday, while you were off collecting Sylvie, Vince told everyone that your mum needs some time to herself. And now they all think Sylvie’s here to help look after you while your mum’s away. Where exactly is Merry?’

I look him in the eye. ‘In a parallel universe,’ I say.

He blinks at me. ‘Are you sure?’ He sounds doubtful, which is hardly surprising. ‘I thought they only existed in books.’

‘So did I. Think about it like this: when something changes, your life heads off in another direction, right? It branches off. But the original direction your life was taking still continues – just in a parallel universe. Magicians can jump over and visit that life – and that’s where Mum went.’

He stares back at me. ‘So, if I were magic, could I go to a parallel universe where Dad didn’t die?’

‘If you were magic, yes,’ I say and swallow hard.

He’s silent and runs a finger down a scar in the tree’s bark. I want to hug him but he’s not that into hugs.

‘Are there lots of parallel universes, then?’ he asks. ‘One for every single time you make a big decision or something big happens to you?’

‘I think so. But Sylvie says it might be small things that make your life branch off, too …’

‘So each of us must have thousands of parallel universes, all going along at the same time as this one.’

‘Yes. And I guess another version of our circus must exist in at least some of those other universes.’

In the distance, Dad whistles for me; one long note, which is Morse code for T. We ignore it. ‘I kind of heard Mum’s voice earlier …’ Even as I’m talking to Kit, my ears are tuned to every little sound around us, in case her voice comes through again.

He doesn’t look surprised. ‘I hear my dad talking me through difficult trapeze routines sometimes.’

‘Mum’s not dead, though,’ I say hastily. Please, don’t be dead.

‘Why can’t she bring herself back?’ he asks.

‘Something must have gone wrong,’ I say, as if that something might not be completely catastrophic.

‘So you’ll go and get Merry from this parallel universe?’ asks Kit, as if that’s a perfectly normal thing to do.

‘That’s the plan,’ I say brightly, though I don’t know how I’ll persuade Dad. And then there’s the darkest possible dark. My mouth is suddenly dry and my tongue feels strange and thick.

I try to focus on the leaves around us, shifting and glimmering in the breeze. Then I think of the fallen tree up at Flat Rock, and its hundreds – or maybe thousands – of leaves, now slowly drying out and curling in the sun. What if I were to accidentally strike down this tree we’re sitting in? I close my hands into fists just in case a finger points at the tree or Kit, and have a chilling thought: What if I could kill a person by pointing at them? I turn my head so Kit can’t see that thought on my face.

‘How do we listen to this tree, then?’ he asks.

I rest an ear on the tree’s warm bark and he does the same.

‘Close your eyes,’ I tell him. ‘And say, I am listening.’

I watch him whisper the words. His face is so familiar to me that when I was younger I was surprised to see my own face in a mirror. If these trees are all sisters, then Kit and I are brother and sister.

All around us are the chirruping of birds and friendly, papery rustlings of the leaves. As usual, birds are landing on nearby branches and shuffling closer to me. Currawongs, wrens, a white cockatoo. The sunlight glows red behind my closed eyelids. Are you there, Mum?

‘I think I can hear the sap rising up the tree,’ whispers Kit. ‘It’s a bit like a gurgling stomach.’

I hear a faint swishing. Is that the rising sap? My ear gets warmer and warmer and the swishing turns to a kind of moan, a bit like the sound of wind whistling around tent ropes. Did Sylvie hear something like this up at Flat Rock when she said the tree was groaning?

My whole body is heating up now, and I know with absolutely certainty that this tree is a being and knows I’m here. I’m sorry I killed your sister, I say inside my head as hot, guilty tears press at my eyelids.

The tree-noise grows louder. I hear a word. It’s not English, it’s nothing like English, but I know what it means. There’s an exhilarating whooshing and buzzing under my skin, the same as I felt up at the rock.

‘The tree’s saying courage,’ I say, and open my eyes.

‘Why courage?’ asks Kit.

‘Not sure.’ But I’m pretty sure he’s thinking the same as me: is the tree offering me courage for a frightening journey in a parallel universe? Or courage for a life ahead without my mum? I don’t want courage. I want reassurance that Mum’s okay, and that I’ll be bringing her back. 

I listen for the tree again but all I hear are small, squeaky voices saying, Hurry, hurry, hurry. They seem to be coming from a line of ants crawling up the bark.

Is that you, ants? I think. I’m listening.

In an instant, my head is flooded with a chorus of whispers and grumbles and chirrups. A rainbowcoloured parrot barrels past, shouting, ‘Rain is coming. Rain is coming.’

Hello, I think. Hello, birds. Hello, ants. I hear you! I can’t help grinning.

Something below me is screeching and muttering, and moment by moment, the wall of noise grows louder. Sticking fingers in my ears doesn’t help, because it’s inside my head. Is this what Mum and Sylvie have to deal with every day?

‘What’s Vince up to?’ says Kit.

From our perch high in the tree, we can see Vince striding towards Sylvie, who’s sitting outside our van on a blanket. He’s still wearing his gold pants and looks crumpled, as if he didn’t get much sleep.

‘Oh boy,’ I say. ‘We better hear this.’

Kit and I shimmy down the tree and crouch-run behind some bushes to the back of our van. We get there just as Sylvie is saying, ‘ ... you were a child, Vincent. You had no idea what was happening.’ I have to concentrate hard to hear her over the ocean of noise in my head. 

‘I was a kid, but I was not stupid,’ Vince says. ‘You put Merry in danger for your own greedy reasons. You let her go to that horrific place and you weren’t waiting for her.’

What horrific place? Kit and I exchange glances.

‘It wasn’t greed. I wanted to create the best magic show on Earth,’ Sylvie says. ‘And I still do.’

Vince mutters something inaudible. ‘… can’t believe you’re willing to put Tulsi in danger, too.’ The back of my neck prickles. What is this danger he and Dad keep talking about?

Kit raises his eyebrows at me.

‘You and Tulsi have to accept that Merry’s gone,’ says Vince. ‘She made a stupid mistake, and now we’re all paying for it.’ His voice breaks, and it sounds like he’s crying. ‘Merry lost herself. You need to leave us to grieve.’

Sylvie speaks softly. ‘She’s my daughter, too, don’t forget.’

Vince clears his throat. ‘Even if Dave let you teach Tulsi, you don’t honestly believe she can get Merry back, do you? What a ridiculous idea to put in her head.’

I don’t want to hear Sylvie’s response. ‘No!’ I shout, and rush around to the front of the van.

Vince is standing close to Sylvie, arms crossed, face flushed. ‘Oh, Tuls. Come here.’ He tries to hug me but I push him away.

‘Dad can’t stop me going,’ I say. ‘He’s not the boss of me.’

Vince smiles sadly. ‘When you’re only eleven and when parallel universes are involved, he is the boss of you. And you should be grateful you have a parent who doesn’t put you in danger’s way.’ He glances at Sylvie. ‘Unlike some.’

‘What danger was Mum put in?’ I ask Vince. ‘And what’s a halfling?’

His eyes widen and he glares at his mother.

Sylvie sighs and pauses before speaking. ‘Sometimes relatives of magicians are lightly touched by magic, but they can’t do magic. They often don’t even know they’re a halfling, but they can pick a magician from a crowd and they might have strong gut feelings about things …’ She pauses. ‘As you know, men can never be full magicians but they can be halflings. And Vincent’s one.’ She glances at him. ‘Halflings are … magnetic. Everyone wants to be with them. They’re the life of the party. Like Vincent.’

Now I know why there’s the feeling of something vital missing whenever Vince is away from the circus. He’s the glue that holds us all together.

‘And as for the danger your mum was in years ago …’ says Vince, ‘well, you don’t need to worry about that, Tulsi, because you will not be going.’

From the big top comes Dad’s piercing whistle, Morse code for V, which is dot-dot-dot-dash.

‘Anyway.’ Vince turns to his mother. ‘I came to tell you that Dave will be asking you to leave later today.’

No! He can’t. I need her!

‘Don’t count on it,’ Sylvie says with a small smile. ‘I’ve been talking to Zanni and Claudie just now and I showed them a few tricks, and they love the idea of me doing an act.’

‘Is that so?’ says Vince. ‘Well, I’ll be having a word with them.’

‘Admit it, Vincent, you need me.’

Vince is silent for a few moments. Then he says, ‘No, I don’t need you now, but I needed you when I was boy. You disappeared and left Merry to look after me for days at a time. Where were you then?’

‘I had a plan, Vincent. A vision for something splendid.’

‘It didn’t turn out very splendidly, did it? You very nearly destroyed our circus and came close to killing Merry.’

What?

Vince turns to walk off, his shoulders slumped, but turns back. ‘I know you’re here for your own reasons, Sylvie. You’re here to get something.’ He looks at me. ‘She’s not a suitable person to teach you magic, Tulsi. And she’ll be sapping your energy. Watch out for it.’

Sapping my energy? Is that why I feel sick when Sylvie touches me – is that her sucking energy from me? I stare at Sylvie and wait for her to deny it.

She’s pale and thin-lipped. ‘Wait here,’ she says, and marches after Vince.

Around the back of the van, Kit grabs my arm. ‘Are you okay?’

I shake my head. An awful murkiness is swilling around in my belly.

‘Do you trust her?’ asks Kit.

‘I don’t know,’ I say. I need Sylvie and I actually kind of like her but I’m not sure I can trust her. My head hurts from trying to work out what Vince and Sylvie aren’t telling me. What could she have done to Mum that came close to killing her? Is it even safe for me to be around her?

Kit picks a leaf from my hair. ‘You know, Tuls, I’d do anything if there was a chance of getting my dad back. Anything. Even if it was dangerous. Even if my mum forbade me.’

‘I know.’ Me too.

Dad whistles for me again.

Kit looks at his dad’s watch, which he keeps in his pocket. ‘I have to go and practise. I’m learning to ride a bike on the highwire. Falling with a harness on is no fun,’ he groans. ‘By the way, your dad seems to think I was with you this morning. I fudged it. But next time, can you please tell me if I’m your alibi?’

‘Sure. Sorry.’

I watch him sprint away and wish – yet again – that Mum were still here. Then I wouldn’t have a head full of questions, and our only worry would be saving the circus. Vince is right, I think. You made a stupid mistake, Mum. ‘A stupid, stupid mistake,’ I say out loud. ‘How could you?’




CHAPTER 13

Sylvie sticks her head around the van. ‘Who are you talking to? The trees?’

I ask her straight out: ‘Why did Vince say you were sapping my energy? And what did you do to Mum? What –’

‘Tulsi,’ she interrupts in a cool voice. ‘You need to concentrate on the tests.’

‘But –’

‘What Vincent might say about me is not your business!’ she snaps. ‘It’s hard enough trying to teach you with Vincent and your father hanging around. Don’t make it harder by quizzing me about things long gone.’ She gives me a stiff smile. ‘And right now, you need more energy. Lie down and soak up the sun and the wind and earth.’

I lie on the grass beside her, my face hot. Sylvie’s come in and taken over our van, she’s bossing me around and drip-feeding me bits of information. And I have no choice but to let her do it, because I need her.

We lie in prickly silence until she says, in a much friendlier tone, ‘Vincent is wrong about me being greedy, you know. There are ways to earn money from magic without breaking the laws.’

I don’t bother asking what she means by that. She’d just snap at me.

‘Also, Tulsi, there’s nothing wrong with wanting money and a good life.’

‘We have a good life,’ I say through gritted teeth.

She sits up. ‘But wouldn’t it be good to eat something other than Li Lin’s lentil stew every night?’ she says. ‘This circus is very dingy and rundown, you know.’

I hate that she’s made me see our circus with new eyes. Now I can’t help notice how broken and worn everything is.

‘And if you had money, Peter Potts wouldn’t be able to shut down the circus,’ she says. ‘You’d never have to worry about someone selling it out from under you. Wouldn’t you like that?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Anyway, enough chat. Tell me what the fig tree said to you.’

‘The tree had one word,’ I say as I sit up. ‘Courage.’ I try not to think of why I might need courage.

‘Good. Trees will tell you what you need to hear. Listen to them, not Vince. He’s stuck in the past and simply doesn’t understand magic. Non-magicians don’t get it – and that includes Kit. It’s all very well for you to have a friendship with him, but you cannot become too close. I’m afraid that this gift means you must stand slightly apart from other people.’

I glare at her. ‘But Kit’s my best friend!’

She frowns. ‘You might think you can trust Kit, but Merry was too close to Peter Potts when they were young, and look at Peter Potts now. People change. And when you are doing these magic tests, the last thing you need is a distraction. Tell me that you’ll spend less time with Kit.’

I give a small smile that she might read as a yes, but could also possibly be a no. ‘Can you tell me how to dial down the noise from all this?’ I say, to change the subject. I wave my hand around at the trees and the river. ‘I can’t think straight.’

She chuckles. ‘Oh yes, I remember what it was like at first. What are you hearing right now?’

‘There’s so much … but a kind of moany noise from there.’ I point to nearby bushes. ‘And a chattering from over there, which could be the river. Some birds are yelling at each other, and down here ...’ I lay my ear on the grass. ‘It’s little grunts, but a happy noise. Like someone’s saying: Happy, happy, happy.’

‘Oh, that’s worms,’ she says matter-of-factly. ‘Worms are always happy. Except when you dig them up, then it’s all Unhappy, unhappy, unhappy.’ She rubs her hands together. ‘Let me help you. When you really listen, it’s noisy, right? So you must learn to withdraw your attention. Focus on something else, something small. A freckle on your arm, for instance.’

I concentrate on my scar from the time Kit and I made toffee apples and I sliced my thumb. Soon, the noise all but disappears. There’s a background burbling but it’s so much better.

Sylvie smiles. ‘Well done. Another thing you can do is imagine a clear bubble around yourself.’

‘Like those glass cake covers they have in cafes?’ I offer.

‘Precisely. And you can do this.’ She forms her arms into a circle in front of her. ‘Which is also good to stop your energy leaking out or to protect your energy from others.’

She wouldn’t be telling me this if she were stealing my energy, would she? Vince must have it wrong.

‘Now,’ she says. ‘Do you know what your special power is yet?’

‘My sizzling fingers.’

She frowns. ‘Sizzling fingers?’

‘Well, they tingle when things are happening. How do I understand what they are telling me, though?’

‘Ah, yes. Your great-grandmother had a version of that. In time, you’ll learn to read the message they’re giving you. And obviously your power is concentrated in your fingers, which goes some way to explaining what happened to the tree up at the rock.’ She takes hold of the fingers of my left hand and I feel an unpleasant jolt, kind of how I imagine a reverse electric shock would feel, and a faint nausea. I pull my hand away.

‘What did you just do?’

She waves her hand around. ‘Oh, it’s just a thing that sometimes happens when two powerful magicians touch.’ She pats my leg. ‘A little charge, that’s all.’




CHAPTER 14

Every morning, when I wake in the store tent, I expect Dad to announce that he’s sending Sylvie away. But he doesn’t.

At first, I hope he’s changed his mind, that he’s letting her stay. Then Kit tells me that there’s been an argument among the circus folk between those who want Sylvie to stay, and those who want her to go. The ones who want her – and her magic act – have won.

Her act is pretty simple, and she’s just using little magic, as far as I can tell. But she’s very razzledazzle, with a lot of wand waving and fancy hand gestures which the audiences seem to love. She’s brilliant at taking a watch from someone’s wrist and slipping it into their pocket without them knowing, then – a few minutes later – having them discover it there. 

One evening, Vince comes to stand beside me as I watch through a hole in the curtains and says, ‘She’s a top-notch pickpocket, in case you didn’t know.’

‘You mean she steals things from people?’

He nods and passes me some pistachios.
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After breakfast each day, when Sylvie is supposed to be helping me with my schoolwork, she and I slip away to a hidden spot by the river. A few times, I try to ask about the times she’s been to parallel universes, and the danger she supposedly put Mum in, but she cuts me off and tells me I need to focus on learning magic.

One day, she teaches me a simple moving spell. ‘You must say Swyn first. That’s the word for spell.’

‘Swyn. Symud y ffon honno,’ I repeat after her, pointing at a bent twig on the ground and imagining it lifting into the air.

I feel a rushing sensation up through the soles of my feet until every cell in my body is tingling. There’s a buzzing on my skin that feels like those tiny bubbles that burst on the surface of a fizzy drink.

The twig slowly, shakily, lifts into the air. ‘Yes!’ I shout. I feel a surge of delight and possibility. If I can do this today, what might I be able to do tomorrow, or next week? Surely anything is possible, including going to a parallel universe.

‘You must say the words of the spell clearly and loudly,’ says Sylvie as she plucks the twig from mid-air and drops it back to the ground. ‘You’re borrowing the power that lies in the actual sounds of the words. In that moment, you connect with all the times these same words have been spoken in the past.’ She tells me that an ancient version of Welsh was spoken back when magicians didn’t have to hide themselves. ‘Those early magicians were the healers and ceremony makers and village leaders,’ she says. ‘They lived long before the Romans invaded Britain and took over. When we speak in Welsh, we are reaching back through time to our foremothers.’

As she speaks, I feel my future crack open a little – a wondrous future where I can direct magic to do precisely what I want.

‘Can I say the spells in English?’ I ask.

‘I’ve only heard of one person who could make spells work in English. When you’re much more experienced, you’ll be able to say them in your head, but always in Welsh.’

‘Is there a spell I can say to hear Mum again?’ Every day, I’ve been listening for her until my ears ache. But, nothing. Not even a blast of cold like the first night Sylvie arrived.

Sylvie shakes her head. ‘No.’

‘I dreamt about her last night,’ I say.

‘Oh?’ Sylvie raises her eyebrows. ‘What was she doing?’

‘Sitting at a kitchen table with two women. Is that where she is?’ I’m full of hope – and desperate for reassurance that Mum is okay – but Sylvie just shrugs and looks away.

‘Maybe,’ she says. ‘Or maybe it was just a dream. Now, lift the twig again, but less shakily this time.’
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Another day, she teaches me how to transform a round berry into a lolly. ‘You must direct the energy with not only the words, but your thoughts.’ She tells me to picture the berry turning into a lolly, and to imagine the smell and sugary taste. I feel the now-familiar surge of magic through my veins, and then an awful orange boiled lolly turns up in my hand. Which is how I learn that you must visualise very precisely what you want.

I know Mum sometimes transforms food – like a plain, cheap cheese into a fancy one. But she doesn’t do it too often in case our circus friends get suspicious. And it would be unfair if we had fancy food and didn’t share it. 

Just as I succeed in transforming another berry into a Jaffa lolly, Vince appears. ‘What are you doing, Tulsi?’ he asks sternly.

‘Seven sevens are forty-nine,’ I say and pop the Jaffa into my mouth. ‘Eight sevens are fifty-six.’

Sylvie’s sitting on a blanket in the shade, smiling innocently up at him.

Vince takes me away to help him stick up posters in the nearby town where the circus is heading next. I put on a smiley face and chat about the nonexistent schoolwork Sylvie’s helping me with, but inside, I am far from smiley. It makes me feel sick lying to Vince.


[image: Image]


Finally, I pass the river test where I must resist Sylvie’s energy. I stand in the river and I am a tree, my roots anchored deep in the earth, the water almost seeming to part and flow around me. When Sylvie nods at me and says, ‘Well done,’ I can’t help punching both arms into the air, like an Olympic athlete who’s won a gold medal.
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Sylvie takes me on a bushwalk and has me listen to each plant to figure out what their particular healing or transformative power is. ‘Chew a plantain leaf and put the green mush on a sting or itch,’ she says. ‘And use dandelion when you need to be grounded but adaptable.’

We brew a terrible tasting herbal tea that I must drink every morning. It includes leaves from the tulsi plant, after which I am named. She also sews me a little muslin pouch of herbs to wear on a ribbon under my T-shirt. This is all to help accelerate my learning. There are only two weeks left for me to rescue Mum. And there’s still the darkness test to come.
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Every night, I help backstage and in the hoop act. After the show, Sylvie and I lie on a blanket outside, coated in mosquito repellent, and she tells me how to use the stars to find east. ‘Different spells require you to face different directions,’ she says. ‘Face east if you are not sure.’ Soon, I can find Alpha Centauri and the Southern Cross.

One evening, Dad finds us stargazing. ‘Come with me, Tulsi,’ he says gruffly.

We walk to the shower block, bats flapping overhead and the sound of laughter drifting from the campfire. Finally, he asks casually, ‘What were you and Sylvie doing just now?’ 

‘Looking at the stars,’ I say.

‘I see.’ He hands me my towel as we reach the door to the women’s bathroom. ‘I know I’ve been too busy to keep a proper eye on you, but I am trusting you to steer clear of magic.’

‘I know,’ I say. Which is true. I do know that he’s trusting me. I also know that it’s not exactly an honest response. In fact, it’s a slippery response.

I brush my teeth in front of the mottled old mirror and tell myself again that getting Mum back is more important than the awfulness of lying to Dad and Vince. I wish I could tell Dad everything. I want to spill it all out and for him to hug me and reassure me that things will be okay. But I know I’m the only one who can get Mum back and make things okay again.

That’s if I pass all the tests, including the big one that I know is coming. When will Sylvie give me the darkness test? What if I don’t pass it? What if I’m too scared?

Dad’s humming ‘Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah’ in the men’s bathroom next door. It’s the lullaby he sang to me as a baby, and still sings every so often. I try to hum along, but my throat is all jammed with tears.
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One day, Sylvie gives me Mum’s battered old Welsh dictionary and sends me away to come up with my own simple spell, which – against her rules – I do with Kit. We decide that I’ll transform a bowl of river mud into a chocolate cake. On my first try, cake explodes all over the inside of Kit’s van, which leaves Li Lin deeply unimpressed, and which is rather hard to explain. After two hours of cleaning, we try again. This time, there’s a glorious bursting and blooming sensation in my chest and the spell works beautifully. Then Kit and I make ourselves sick eating cake.
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Three weeks after Mum disappeared, Dad wakes me at dawn. It’s time to take down the big top; time for the circus to move on.

As the first sun slants through the fig trees, Kit and I join the line of people rolling up the red- and-yellow striped big top canvas. Claudie, wearing her red clown nose, buzzes around in the forklift, picking up the bundles of tent and slotting them into the truck.

I hear mutterings as we work. Some people want Sylvie to stay. Others want her to leave. There’s lots of discussion about the time – years ago – when Sylvie took over for a year while Mr Potts was sick, and she lost lots of the circus’s money. And people are confused about why Mum hasn’t come back. Everyone’s generally a bit snippy and short with each other. 

A few hours later, all there is to show for our time here are big patches of dead, flattened grass. While Dad’s changing a tyre on the Land Rover, Sylvie says a quick spell and bangs a stick into the spot where Mum disappeared.

‘You’ll have to leave from this exact spot when you go to get her,’ she explains. ‘Different places on the Earth’s surface relate to different parallel universes. I once tried to return to a universe I’d already been to, but I was careless and didn’t keep track of exactly where I left from the first time. So it didn’t work and I ended up somewhere completely different.’

‘Oh.’ My insides curl. What if I haven’t remembered exactly where Mum was standing when she disappeared?

‘Usually, I didn’t care where I ended up,’ she says. ‘There were always opportunities of some sort or another wherever I landed.’

‘Opportunities? You didn’t go for a disappearing act?’

‘No.’

‘Hang on!’ I say. ‘Who was the person to go and get you if something went wrong?’

‘Your mother, of course,’ Sylvie says smoothly.

What?! But of course. Why didn’t I realise this before? ‘How often did she go?’ What I don’t ask – because I know very well that she’ll snap at me – is whether that was when Mum encountered the terrible danger Vince and Dad have mentioned.

‘She went a fair few times,’ says Sylvie vaguely. ‘I’d pop over and see what opportunities there were, and she’d fetch me a couple of days later. Once I landed in an American town and spotted the version of me that lives there, and she looked super sporty, like a … I don’t know, a personal trainer or something.’ She laughs. ‘Who knows at what point my life branched off and led me there.’

My heart gives a stutter. ‘Wait! You met another version of yourself? Does that mean there’s another version of Mum over there, where I’m going?’

‘You didn’t realise that? It’s a parallel universe, Tulsi. Not a totally different planet. Much of what’s in this universe is likely to exist there, too. Including your mother. Or a version of her, anyway.’

What? Two mums? My brain is not computing that. TWO MUMS? You’ve never actually mentioned that, Sylvie! I think.

‘So when I get there,’ I say, ‘there will be Mum and … another Mum?’

She nods, as if that’s no big deal.

‘And will there be another me?’ I ask, feeling suddenly dizzy.

‘Maybe. The parallel Tulsi might be living a very similar life in that universe. Or you might not exist at all. It would depend on whether the Merry in that universe ever met the Dave in that universe, and whether they had you.’

‘Oh.’ I’m struggling to make sense of all this.

‘I tried to avoid the other versions of me. I once ran into one in a shop and she knew who I was, of course, and we told the shop owner we were twins.’ Sylvie smiles. ‘I was the more glamorous twin, naturally.’

She seems quite relaxed, so I decide to risk the question that’s been worming away at me. ‘Am I ready? To go get her.’

‘No.’ Her face is expressionless.

‘But I’m passing all the tests, aren’t I?’

‘There’s still one test to go. You know what it is.’

I do. Darkness like you have never known. My skin tingles with sudden goosebumps.

‘Tonight,’ she says.

‘The test is tonight?’ I ask.

But she’s already walking away. I watch her go, a ball of dread unravelling in my stomach.
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After breakfast, I join Dad in the front truck, and he steers us over the cattle grid and out of the Millimba showground. I hate leaving the place where I last saw Mum.

‘I wonder if we are making a parallel universe now, by deciding to take the highway rather than Canmore Road?’ I say.

‘Maybe. Maybe not. We’ll never know.’ Dad leans into the steering wheel to turn us onto the narrow bridge across the river.

‘Well, what things have made parallel universes for us, do you think?’

‘Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that. You know, when I was twenty I planned to visit my cousin in Melbourne, but he got measles so I didn’t go. Next day, my friend gave me a ticket for Potts’s circus, and I fell in love with circus and got a job here and met your mum. If my cousin hadn’t got measles, you wouldn’t exist! And, another example … when I first met your mum – fifteen years ago – she was thinking about going travelling, to London and Paris. If she’d gone, she and I would never have fallen in love. And I guess that would have created a whole other parallel universe.’

I never knew Mum wanted to go overseas. I wonder what else I don’t know about her?

‘The problem is that now I don’t want to make any decisions or do anything that might send things off in a bad direction,’ I say. ‘Then I think maybe I should do things, in case they’ll stop bad things happening. Like I should have woken sooner and stopped Mum doing her spell.’

‘Ah, that’s no way to live, sweetheart.’ He rubs my leg with a rough hand. ‘You can’t think about it too much. You’ll tie yourself in knots. All you can do is live your life and make your decisions based on what’s best for yourself, for others and for the planet.’

I offer him a jelly snake from the packet we keep in the glove box. ‘So that’s your version of the laws of magic?’

‘I guess so.’ He tucks a red snake behind one ear.

‘And if you do that, then everything will turn out well?’

‘Not always. But you can’t worry about that. Just be kind, be honest, be true to who you really are.’

I realise that’s how Dad lives. He’s not as flashy or clever as Mum but he’ll always offer to help you with something and he doesn’t gossip.

I’m not sure he’d like my version of being true to myself, though, given that it involves me going behind his back, learning magic and planning to take off to a parallel universe.
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An hour later, we arrive in Canmore. The showground here is smaller than Millimba’s, and surrounded by wooden houses, most of them perched up on stilts to keep them above flood level. There are no mighty fig trees, just a ring of old camphor laurels with rough bark and those hard black berries that are so painful underfoot.

That night, the big top’s almost full. I’m backstage, watching through the curtain while Zanni balances Louie on one hand, but all I can think about is the darkness test later tonight. Darkest possible dark.

Kit helps Jerry with his new fire-breathing routine, which is awesome, though it makes the whole of backstage reek of kerosene. And Kit’s new bicycle highwire act with Walid goes off without a hitch. The evening’s show is a triumph.

I find Sylvie changing out of her sequined dress. ‘I’m ready,’ I say and force a smile.

As we walk towards the door, Dad calls to me. He has his toolbox in one hand. ‘Where are you going?’

‘To find Kit,’ I say, and walk purposefully away from Sylvie.

‘Dinner in an hour, Tulsi,’ he says, and there’s a note of a warning in his voice.

Sylvie and I meet around the back of the big top and walk in silence up Canmore’s main street. We cross the big bridge, the river glinting below us in the moonlight.

Despite my torch, the inky, dense darkness presses in on me. A car drives by and music drifts out its open windows. After it’s gone, the night seems blacker than ever and a nameless feeling shivers through me. I want to sprint back to the lights of town, but failing this test is not an option. Maybe it will be as simple as walking like this in the dark? Maybe this is the test?

On either side of the road are paddocks dotted with the dark shapes of cows that – predictably – amble towards me. I find the Southern Cross above and figure out that we are walking north-west.

‘Did you ever get a consequence for bringing the tree down?’ Sylvie asks.

‘Not that I know of,’ I say.

‘Me either.’ She sounds surprised. ‘Maybe because it was an accident.’

She turns up a dirt road. On one side is a field of tall sugar cane, where critters are scurrying about. ‘For goodness sake, Tulsi!’ she says, in an annoyed voice. ‘You’re like a magnet for animals. Surely you know how to contain your energy by now.’

‘Of course I do.’ I walk along imagining a clear bubble around me and even hold my arms in a circle, like she showed me. See, I can do it, I want to tell her. And I can do darkness. See?

She talks over her shoulder. ‘You know, darkness is nothing special. It’s just the absence of light. There is no energy in darkness. In fact, it will suck up your energy if you are afraid of it. And you must always have a good store of energy when you are a magician, especially if you are travelling to a parallel universe. You don’t want to land in the other universe drained of energy, because if – for instance – it’s dangerous, you will need to bounce straight back.’

What kind of danger is she imagining? A warzone? A place filled with disease? Is that what happened to Mum – did she land in danger?

We duck under a fence and enter a forest. Sylvie takes a winding, random path through the trees, and after a while I lose sense of which direction town is, especially because the stars keep disappearing behind clouds.

Finally, she stops and turns off her torch. ‘Yours, too,’ she says.

I flick it off and fear blooms in my chest.

The tree trunks are pale and very straight, and they look creepily like tall, motionless people watching us. They’re just trees.

‘Let’s sit,’ Sylvie says.

I perch on a small rock.

Sylvie says, ‘You may be powerful, but if you’re just a kid who lets her fear of the dark take over, then you are not yet a magician and you won’t be able to go to a parallel universe. The darkness you’ll experience on the way to the parallel universe is darkness like no ordinary person has ever experienced. To prepare you for that, I’m going to leave you here to find your own way back to the circus.’

‘Leave me here by myself?’ I lurch towards her in panic and end up on my hands and knees in the leaves and twigs. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Yes.’

Fear turns my limbs to cement. ‘Hang on! Wait! Roughly which direction is the circus from here?’

She stands up. ‘Find some of that courage the trees have been offering you. All the tests and tasks I’ve given you have been for good reason. I’ll see you back at the circus.’

I grab hold of her leg. ‘But what if I can’t find my way back?’

‘You’re giving up already, are you? Well, then, I can’t see you moving to and from a parallel universe … Come on Tulsi, dig deep. Either you can do it – or not.’

‘Can I keep my torch?’ I’m holding back tears.

‘Yes. Shut your eyes now.’ She steps away from me.

I close my eyes and grip my torch tightly.

She is silent.

‘Sylvie, when are you going?’ When I open my eyes, she’s not there. ‘Sylvie!’ I call out. But she really has gone.

Blood pounds in my ears and my heart feels like it might leap from my chest. I flick on my torch and spin around. Its light only just reaches the tree trunks. Beyond them is a deep, murky darkness. Overhead, branches move in the breeze like bony, crooked arms.

‘Courage,’ I say, and take a few deep, shaky breaths. I head downhill, eyes wide open and flicking from side to side. ‘I’m not afraid of the dark,’ I say loudly, but my voice is feeble. I say it again, stronger. I’ll prove to Sylvie that I can handle this. I’ll turn up at the circus camp and show her.




CHAPTER 15

I jump across a creek and slip in the mud, banging my knee hard. The trees will end soon and there will be a paddock, I tell myself. Then I’ll reach the road. It’s all okay. Courage, courage, courage.

I sing Li Lin and Dimitri’s song, ‘You are my sunshine’. When I forget the words, I start on ‘Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah’.

It’s slow going in the forest. I push past branches, climb over fallen logs and twist my ankle on a mossy patch of ground. I’m sweaty and scratched and limping a little when I arrive at another boggy creek. I shine my torch around and see footprints in the mud. The awful realisation hits me: they are my footprints. I am back at the same creek.

A loud rustling comes from bushes right beside me, as if someone or something is about to burst out. I blunder through the mud and across the creek, soaking my shoes. There’s a crunching noise like a big creature heading straight for me.

Then my torchlight flickers and fades. I am in complete darkness. I spin back and forth, eyes wide, my heart thudding. The dark around me is vibrating with fear.

I try to remember the word for light. Is it gollian? ‘Swyn … gollian,’ I whisper. There’s a crack somewhere to my right and sparks spray from a tree trunk. But no light. Just a terrible darkness stretching for kilometres.

I feel very little and very scared. ‘DAD!’ I shout. ‘DADDY!’

A big wind tears noisily through the tops of the trees, and leaves and twigs rain down on me.

I start to cry. Sylvie is right. I’m not a magician. I’m just a girl afraid of the dark. If I can’t make my way through a dark forest without crying and screaming for my dad, how could I possibly travel to another universe? How could I possibly bring back my mum?

I sink to the ground and let out big, shaky sobs. My life with Mum is over. It’s just Dad and me now.

I’m sorry I’m not brave enough to come to get you, Mum.

When I’m empty of tears, I notice small, faint rustlings. I look up and spot the furry silhouettes of two possums on a tree branch. A big one and a little one. They are not afraid of the dark.

A cheerful chirruping bubbles up from my left, and from above comes a grumbling and muttering. A hungry possum, perhaps. Then beneath me, I hear a quiet, Happy, happy, happy. ‘Hello worms,’ I say.

I stand up and square my shoulders. I can still pass this test. ‘Swyn. Rho ddewrder i mi.’ This is the spell I should have said earlier. Give me courage. These words carry the courage of all magicians, stretching back to the earliest days of magic. They carry the weight of Eunice’s courage, to get on a ship at nineteen and sail to the other side of the world. They carry Mum’s courage to send away her own mother.

A swishing sound envelops me. It’s the trees, encouraging me. ‘Go on, then,’ they seem to be saying.

‘Swyn. Rho ddewrder i mi.’ I lay a hand on the tree beside me and let its energy fill me.

I follow the creek downstream. It must flow to the river, so I will simply follow it. Fear still flutters in my stomach, but the warm, steady flame of courage is stronger, and pushes me on. Maybe you can be both fearful and courageous. Actually, maybe it’s not possible to be courageous unless you are afraid. 

There’s the rustle of wings overhead and something soft brushes my cheek. I grab at it. It’s a feather and I know, without doubt, that it’s my talisman. I am a proper magician now.

I continue along the creek, the talisman pulsing in my hand, smiling to myself in the dark.
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Sylvie’s sitting on a rock beside the road. ‘Hello there,’ she says, as if I’ve just been out for an evening stroll.

‘I have my talisman,’ I say as we walk towards town, my sodden shoes squelching.

‘I know,’ she says. ‘Keep it safe.’

‘I’ve passed all the tests now. So I’ll go and get Mum, right?’

‘Yes,’ she says. But there’s something not right about her voice, and my fingers give a sharp sizzle.

We reach the empty town centre and pass a woman sitting on a bench, strumming a sad song on a guitar.

‘Of course, it’s much easier if the person in the parallel universe knows you are coming,’ says Sylvie. ‘Sometime, you could come and get me from another universe, if you like.’ 

‘Like Mum did?’

‘That’s right. I’d be there waiting for you.’

‘And why would you be going to a parallel universe?’ I demand. ‘To make money?’

She makes a yes kind of sound but doesn’t actually say the word.

‘Isn’t there a law against using magic for greedy purposes?’ I say.

‘Well …’ She shrugs. ‘When I used to go to parallel universes, I made money playing cards. I’d use magic to win and then I’d take the money and buy things. Bringing things back is fine. It’s just money that seems to be a problem. I sold the things once I got back here.’ She waves her hands around. ‘I never got a consequence, so …’

‘What did you need so much money for?’

‘Oh, equipment for the circus. Costumes. The van. Jewellery. A holiday with the kids. I had money stashed in the caravan, in a few secret compartments, but I think your mum and Vincent must have spent it because it’s not there now. Anyway, once I get my full powers back I’ll be able to go to parallel universes again, as long as there’s someone to come and collect me. We could save your circus and really spruce it up. And you and I could have the most amazing magic act the world has ever seen.’ 

Just as we reach the showground gates, everything she’s been saying falls into place, like a final jigsaw piece clicking into position.

I stop walking. ‘Hang on. You don’t actually believe I can get Mum back, do you? Have you ever believed I can do it?’

Before she can reply, a panicked shout comes from the circus camp. The big top is lit up – which it never is at this time of night. I hurry through the gate and see Dad, high up our tallest ladder, which is leaning against the big top. Down below, Jerry is frantically banging in pegs and Diego’s tightening ropes. Kit starts up Dad’s ladder, a rope coiled over one shoulder. There’s another shout, then – and it happens so slowly, as if in a dream – half of the big top crumples and the ladder tips sideways.

I’m running even as Kit and Dad fall heavily onto the ground. Kit gets up straight away, but Dad doesn’t move. Everyone crowds around and as I reach them, Jerry’s helping Dad sit up.

‘Are you okay?’ I ask. He has a smear of something black on one cheek.

‘Where have you been?’ he demands. ‘You said you were with Kit. You lied to me!’

‘I was with Sylvie. Are you all right?’ As I speak, there’s a great ripping sound behind us and the last of the tent collapses with a great, sad whump. The king poles have fallen inwards and are tangled in the canvas.

Dad groans and presses his hands to his eyes.
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Everyone gathers near the ticket office van.

Dad steps up onto a box. ‘As you know,’ he says loudly, ‘a new big top is at least a hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Or we can rent one for about five thousand a week. Does anyone have savings or know anyone we could borrow the money from?’ He is signing for Jerry.

‘I might be able to borrow a few thousand from my brother,’ says Zanni.

Jerry signs, ‘I have a thousand dollars.’

No-one else speaks up. I know my family has no savings, although maybe Dad could ask his father, who lives in a town out west. Grampy lives in a small cottage and drives a pretty old car, but maybe he has some money tucked away.

‘Our circus is coming apart at the seams, just like the big top,’ says Walid gloomily.

‘You know what?’ says Dad. ‘We need to ask Peter Potts for the money. It’s the obvious solution.’

‘He’s not going to lend us money!’ says Diego. He throws his arms into the air. ‘It’s over. We might as well give up now.’ He walks off into the darkness.

Li Lin hugs Claudie, who’s sobbing. Kit has a twin in pyjamas on each hip.

‘Hold on, everyone! I’m phoning Peter Potts,’ says Dad, and dials.

‘Put it on speaker!’ yells someone.

Peter Potts answers quickly, his voice impatient. ‘Yes? What? You realise it’s almost one in the morning?’

Dad explains that the big top has torn, and asks for the money. ‘Please, Peter. We filled the tent tonight. There were only five empty seats, and the bookings are solid for Canmore. We’re making a profit. Give us a chance.’

‘Let me talk to Merry,’ says Peter Potts.

Dad pauses. ‘She’s not here.’

‘Where is she?’

Dad is silent.

‘Is she okay?’ says Peter Potts. ‘Has she left you? What’s going on?’

‘She’ll be back,’ Dad says.

‘Well, she’s the only one I’ll talk to about this. She’s the only one I trust. She’s got twenty-four hours to call me. I’m flying to China tomorrow at midnight and she needs to call me before that. If she doesn’t, then I might as well sell the trucks and circus name to the buyer I’ve got waiting, because if you don’t have a big top, you don’t have a circus. I’ll give you all your last week of pay, but there will be no more performances. Unless Merry calls me before I leave.’ He hangs up. 

Someone shouts, ‘Where is Merry? I can’t believe she’d walk away. Something’s fishy.’

I step up onto the box beside Dad. ‘I’ll get Merry,’ I say loudly. ‘I’ll find her and bring her back.’ I look at Sylvie while I say this and she stares back at me, eyes wide, then shakes her head.
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Sylvie, Dad and I are in the store tent. Dad is slumped on his bed, holding an ice pack to his shoulder. His voice comes out in a hiss. ‘I can’t believe you two have been going behind my back.’ His lips are pressed tight – with pain or anger, I can’t tell. ‘You promised me, Tulsi. You gave me your word.’

‘I know. I’m sorry. But … I’m the only one who can get Mum back. I have to go.’

‘No way,’ he says. ‘Forget it.’ He glares at Sylvie. ‘And you need to leave the circus tonight, Sylvie. I won’t have you here a minute longer.’

She stares back at him in silence.

‘Listen, Dad.’ I stand as tall as possible. ‘I can do this. I was given my talisman tonight. You know what that means.’

‘I’m sorry, Tulsi,’ he says. ‘I want her back just as badly as you do, but I can’t risk losing you as well.’ His voice gets wobbly and he puts a hand across his eyes. ‘Put yourself in my shoes. I’ve lost one of the two people I love most in the world and now you’re asking me to risk losing the other. If your mum couldn’t get herself back, why would you be able to?’ ‘He’s right, Tulsi,’ says Sylvie. ‘You don’t know enough. You don’t even know the spell!’

I turn to Sylvie, angry tears springing to my eyes. It’s hard not to shout. ‘You’re the one who’s been saying that I’m powerful … You’re the one who’s been encouraging me!’

She gazes steadily at me. ‘You’re not ready.’

‘Why have you been teaching me, then?’ My fingers start up a huge sizzle. Is it telling me that she’s right? That I’m not ready? Or that she’s been lying to me all along and she’s only wanted me to learn magic so she can steal energy from me, and have me retrieve her from parallel universes?

‘I’ve been teaching you because you’re a magician. Because it’s your birthright. And I wanted to spend time with you, get to know you. You’re my granddaughter.’

‘Really?’ says Dad. ‘Is that the whole reason? Tulsi, has Sylvie asked you to collect her from a parallel universe? She has, hasn’t she?’

I swallow, but say nothing. There’s a sickening sliding sensation inside me, like things are being rearranged. I understand now. Sylvie has been teaching me for her own reasons.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, David.’ Her voice is steely. But when I try to meet her eyes, she looks away.

Dad’s voice is quiet. ‘The answer is no, Tulsi. No. You are not going. For once, Sylvie and I agree on something.’

I am hollow inside, like I am made of air and might float away. That’s how life without my mum would feel. Flimsy. Insubstantial. Think straight, Tulsi! I scold myself. Feel the earth beneath you.

I sink to my knees in front of Dad, and take his hand. ‘Dad, listen. I don’t think I could live knowing that I might have gone back to get her but that I didn’t even try. That I just left her there …’ My whole face feels thick with tears, as if they might press their way out of my skin. ‘If I don’t go, I think it would break my heart. Like really break it.’

He meets my eyes. His are teary too.

Please, Dad. I send a silent plea. Please. I have to try.

He looks down and cups my hand in his. ‘I see so much of your mother in you,’ he says quietly. ‘You’re just as determined. And strong.’ He looks up at Sylvie. ‘So you definitely couldn’t follow Tulsi and get her if there’s a problem?’

‘No,’ she says.

Dad pulls me into a hug. ‘Oh, sweetheart,’ he says into my ear. ‘I’m sorry, but you can’t go.’

My chest feels like it might burst with the sadness swelling inside me. My anger at Sylvie and Mum has gone. All I have is this choking sadness at the thought of a life without my mum.

Dad and I hold each other tight, and it’s as if Sylvie is not there, as if all our circus family are not waiting. Nothing exists but me and Dad, and – far away, but still connected – Mum.
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Sylvie goes to get Dad more ice for his shoulder, and Dad and I sit on his bed and talk. We talk about trust and about being honest with each other. He says he’s been keeping himself busy with work to avoid thinking about Mum, and he blames himself for not checking up on me more often; I apologise for learning magic behind his back.

‘But really, Dad,’ I say tearfully, ‘I only did it to get Mum back. I don’t want a life without her. She’s there on her own, and you know how desperate she’d be to come home. I just couldn’t bear it if I didn’t even try to get her back.’ 

He looks right into my eyes, and I hold his gaze, my heart fluttering hard.

Finally, he says, ‘Okay. You can go. But only because you will be with your mum.’

Relief heaves through me, followed fast by fear. Can I really do this?

‘And if the worst happens …’ says Dad. He swallows loudly. ‘… and you are somehow stuck there, at least she’ll have you and you will have her.’ I’m glad he doesn’t say the rest: that he won’t have either of us.
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During the winding drive to Millimba, Sylvie sits with me in the back of the Land Rover. She’s agreed to give me the spell but has told Dad she will take no responsibility if something goes wrong.

‘You do understand that you must come back within twenty-four hours?’ she says. ‘If you can’t find your mum within that time, you must go to the exact place you landed and bring yourself back. You understand?’

I nod.

‘But she will land wherever Merry is, right?’ says Dad over his shoulder.

‘That’s the idea,’ says Sylvie.

We left the circus in a big rush; everyone seemed to think we were driving somewhere to collect Mum. I found Kit in our favourite tree and he swung down and gave me a tight hug, even though he’s not the huggy type. He knew I needed one.

Dad swerves off the highway onto the Millimba road and takes a phone call from Vince, who’s organising the pack-up of the torn big top.

‘What might have gone wrong for Mum?’ I ask Sylvie quietly. I’d prefer Dad didn’t hear this. ‘Why do you think she didn’t make it back?’

‘There are many possible reasons. Landing in water is one – you need a certain amount of earth around you to come back. An electrical storm. Or anything that simply stops you getting back to the place you landed.’ She rubs her hands together. ‘Now, listen. I’ll tell you the spell. All but the last line. It’s complicated because it’s complicated magic. Swyn. Boed i’r grym fy llenwi, a’m cynnal, a’m cadw’n ddiogel. May the power enter me, hold me, keep me safe.’

I repeat the words back but can only whisper. My throat is tight with foreboding.

‘Cymer fi i fyd arall, cymer fi i fyd lle bu fy nghyd-ddewin o’r blaen. Take me to another realm, take me where my fellow magician has been before.’
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At the Millimba showground, Sylvie finds the stick she banged into the ground and makes a circle around it, using twigs from a nearby fig tree. She takes hold of my shoulders and turns me. ‘Face east. Now, the last line of the spell is this: Cymer fi ati hi. Got it?’

I nod and whisper it to myself. ‘What does it mean?’ I ask.

‘Take me to her.’

Dad helps me do up the stiff zip on my too-big, musty-smelling fleece jacket. It’s actually Mum’s jacket, which Dad dug out of a storage box. He kisses me lightly on the top of my head. ‘I love you,’ he whispers. ‘I will always love you, here or there, wherever you may be. My love for you just always is.’ He hands me a photo of Mum sitting on the steps of our van, along with a hundred-dollar note, and goes to stand by the Land Rover.

Sylvie lays her hands on my shoulders and I feel a whooshing sensation. ‘I’m giving you energy,’ she says. I can actually feel myself filling up, while – before my eyes – Sylvie looks more tired and drained. Is this the reverse of what she’s been doing to me? 

‘Guard your energy as you transition between the worlds,’ she says. ‘You really don’t want to land with low energy.’ Her expression is tender and loving – which I’ve never seen before. It’s not comforting, though, because I can’t help wondering why she’s suddenly like this. Is it because I’m heading into danger?

She tucks two things into my jacket pocket: the Welsh dictionary and a piece of paper with two spells written on it. ‘The second one is the spell to return home. And here’s my watch.’ She buckles it around my wrist. ‘Remember, you can only spend twenty-four hours there or you’ll be stuck, too. You must return to the place you landed – with or without your mother – by four in the morning on my watch. You might land in another version of Millimba. If you do, the time will be the same there as it is here. But if you land in another country in the parallel universe, the time will be different.’

I step into the circle of twigs. ‘But Mum will be right there, won’t she?’ I ask.

‘Well … she will have landed near the other version of her, but only if there’s another version of her in that universe. The thing is … it’s been three weeks since your mum landed. She won’t know you are coming, so – to be honest – she may not still be there. But keep an eye out for the other Merry. If there’s one.’ 

I feel a prickling dread. ‘What?! So Mum won’t be there when I land?’

She shrugs. ‘I doubt it.’

Panic – that I’ve only just been holding at bay – swarms through me. For a moment I think I might vomit. I’m about to go to a parallel universe by myself and my mother may not be waiting like I thought she would.

‘Is there a spell to help me find her when I get there?’

‘No.’

I look up at the sweep of stars that have been gazing down on humans since time began, and I feel very young, very small, very inexperienced. I’m just a girl in an oversized jacket, no matter the three weeks of magic lessons, no matter the ragged feather and spell on a scrap of paper in my pocket.

‘You okay, Tuls?’ Dad calls.

I can’t reply. Fear has seized hold of me. The parallel universe is a bottomless black pit. Darkness like you have never known. The fear I felt in the darkness test was nothing compared to this.

‘I knew you weren’t ready,’ says Sylvie, and tries to take my hand. ‘It’s okay. Step out of the circle.’

Anger swells in me and I bat her hand away. ‘I’m going to get her, and you should know that I won’t ever be coming to get you if you go to a parallel universe.’

‘Oh.’ She steps back, her face shocked.

I concentrate on the earth beneath my feet and take a couple of deep, shaky breaths. I am a fig tree, steady and strong. ‘Swyn. Boed i’r grym fy llenwi, a’m cynnal, a’m cadw’n ddiogel. Cymer fi i fyd arall, cymer fi i fyd lle ...’ My voice wobbles. ‘… bu fy nghyd-ddewin o’r blaen.’

I can tell, by looking at Dad, that he wants to stop me. I speak the final words. ‘Cymer fi ati hi.’ Take me to her.

Nothing happens. Sylvie and Dad are perfectly still, watching me. Everything is quiet. Perhaps I have said the spell wrong. Did I mess up the pronunciation?

I am about to say the spell again when I have the faintest sensation of floating. I look down to see if I am actually lifting off the ground – but the ground is not there. A thick, white mist billows around me. My heart lurches and I call out for Dad, but a ferocious wind whips the words away.

I am in the middle of a cyclone, the wind ripping at my hair and clothes. My eyes are open, but there is nothing to see, only pitch, pitch black all around, and an enormous roaring sound. Fear grips me. It squeezes my chest, as if someone’s tightening a belt around my ribs, until I can barely breathe. 

Now I am falling, plummeting fast. I fling out my arms to grab onto something, anything, but I’m still falling, faster and faster, into what feels like nothingness, a black bottomless pit. Dad! I scream in my mind. Help!

But Dad isn’t here. All I have is me. I manage to get a hand into my pocket and take hold of my feather. I remember the moment I received it and how the earth felt under my feet, solid and eternal. Be steady. Have courage.

I concentrate on my breath going in and out. The feather in my pocket. The earth. The trees.

Then, after what feels like hours and hours, the wind and the noise disappear and my feet gently come to rest on something solid.




CHAPTER 16

Lights blaze into my face, blinding me. After a moment, I realise they’re car headlights – and they’re headed straight for me!

A horn blares and the car comes to a juddering stop an arm’s length away. ‘Get off the road, ya berk!’ someone yells, and I stagger through grey slush to the side of the road. I look around. I’ve made it to the parallel universe! I did it!

But where am I?

It’s night time, and tall buildings rise up either side of the busy road. I’m in a city. And it’s freezing cold.

I lean against a post, the icy wind slicing through my jacket and jeans. My energy is low. Really low. I must have lost a lot during the terrible journey here.

Beside me, on the footpath, a river of people hurries by – men and women in long coats, gloves and scarves, carrying briefcases and backpacks. I scan their faces even though I know it’s unlikely that Mum’s still here.

I find the photo of Mum in my pocket and, with numb fingers, thrust it at a man walking by. ‘Have you seen her? Three weeks ago.’ My breath comes out in a white cloud. ‘She was wearing blue pants and a black singlet.’

He gives me a smile and glances at the photo. ‘No, sorry.’ He has an English accent.

I show the photo to a dozen people, but none of them recognise her.

Mum’s probably long gone and far away, with no idea that I’ve come to take her home. Or what if I made a mistake about the patch of grass Mum left from and this is not even the right universe?

I lean against the wall of a closed cafe. I’m more exhausted by the minute, my legs shaky and weak. Something brushes my cheek and I look up at bits of white drifting in the streetlight. It’s the first time I’ve seen snow, but it’s not enchanting like I’d expected. It’s just cold.

I set off to find a tree to recharge, but my progress is horribly slow. Just past a brightly lit bakery, a kid busks in a doorway, flipping cards in a magic trick I know well. Little magic, of course. An old guy is watching, and drops a coin into the hat upturned on the footpath. He has a kind face. 

‘Excuse me,’ I say to the man. ‘Do you know where the nearest old tree is?’ Even my voice sounds blurry.

‘Oi!’ shouts the kid, who looks about ten. ‘Don’t interrupt. He’s my customer.’

The old man smiles. ‘There’s a park down one of these streets.’ He points. ‘That way.’

The kid glares at me. ‘Pay up or move on.’

I show the kid my photo of Mum. ‘Have you seen her?’ If Mum had walked past someone doing a card trick, she would have stopped, for sure.

The kid doesn’t even bother to look. ‘No.’

‘I can see the card up your sleeve,’ I say, feeling mean. ‘That’s very amateur. There are lots of better ways to hide it.’

The kid – are they a boy or a girl? – flings down their grubby cards. ‘Go away!’

‘Fine.’ I turn to show the old man my photo, but a passer-by bumps me and the photo sails through the air and lands in the slushy gutter. I snatch it up, but it’s ruined.

I kneel on the footpath, the soggy photo falling apart in my hands, and I realise – with a terrible, sinking finality – that I will not be finding my mother. I will not be bringing her home. This is an impossible task. 

I press the remains of the photo to my chest as a great, aching void opens inside me. I won’t ever hear Mum’s voice again or feel her hand around mine.

She’s gone.

And I won’t make it back to Dad unless I can find a way to charge up. I’m so low on energy that I just want to lie down, right here on the freezing footpath, and close my eyes.

Someone nudges me. ‘Show me where else I can hide the card.’ It’s the kid. ‘You owe me after interrupting.’

‘Okay. If you take me to an old tree,’ I say.

The kid considers this for a moment. They are wearing a too-big, grey woollen coat that’s missing a few buttons and is tied around the waist with a red ribbon. ‘All right.’ The kid offers me a hand and lifts me to my feet; they’re surprisingly strong. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Tulsi. Yours?’

‘Haz.’ Haz has a pointy nose and red cheeks, and dirty, thin fingers poking from fingerless gloves. I wish I had gloves, even ones with the fingers cut off.

‘Is that a boy’s or girl’s name?’ I ask.

‘Neither. I’m not particularly a boy or a girl. Just Haz.’

‘Okay.’

I lean heavily on Haz as we make our way down a side street. I’m so exhausted that black dots are dancing in front of my eyes.

‘Are we in England?’ I ask.

They laugh. ‘Yes. We’re in Waterloo. London.’

London. Imagine that. ‘How many people live in London?’

‘I don’t know. Millions and millions.’

How foolish I was to think I could find my mother in this place.

Haz and I reach a high wire fence. On the other side is what looks like a park that’s been turned into a building site.

Haz looks around to check if we’re being watched, then peels back the wire from one section of fence. I climb through. Haz follows, then fixes the wire back in place and disappears into the dark building site, as swift and fluid as a cat.

In the street light, I see a couple of portable office buildings and a big excavator. And one magnificent tree, its spreading, leafless limbs dusted with snow.

When I rest my forehead on the tree’s rough bark, energy floods into me and it’s as comforting and familiar as resting in my dad’s arms. After only a minute, I am brimming with energy. Energy that will carry me home to Dad. I don’t let myself think of his face when I turn up without Mum. 

Then I have a terrible, heart-stopping thought. What if I can’t get back? What if the same thing goes wrong for me as it did for Mum? What if I am stuck here, alone, knowing no-one except a street-kid busker?

From behind nearby bushes comes the sound of arguing. ‘But you know never to bring strangers back!’ a girl says. ‘I don’t care about your stupid card trick, Haz!’

Someone appears out of the darkness: a tall boy, maybe sixteen, with a thin face. He glares at me. ‘You need to leave right now.’ He’s holding a stick.

‘Okay, I’ll go.’ I back away. There are at least three of them. Haz, the girl and this boy.

‘Have you got any money?’ he demands.

I shake my head.

He roughly searches my jacket pockets, and flicks my feather talisman onto the snow. He finds the rolled up hundred-dollar note Dad gave me and shines a torch onto it. ‘Australian money?’ He glances over his shoulder towards the bushes.

‘Leave her alone, Asif,’ calls the girl.

He ignores her. ‘No bag?’ he asks as he pockets my money and leafs through Mum’s Welsh dictionary. ‘Are you Welsh?’

‘No and no,’ I say, and bend to pick up my bedraggled feather.

The girl’s voice comes from the bushes. ‘She’s young. Bring her into the warm.’

Thank you, I think. My whole body is shaking with cold and my feet are numb.

The boy glowers at me but leads me to a small portable building. Inside, blankets have been hung over the windows and the warm, fuggy room is dimly lit by a lamp on the floor and a glowing wall heater.

Haz kneels in front of a small camping stove, stirring something in a pot. On a big desk sits a couple of neatly folded blankets and a dozen tins of food. Fluoro vests and hard hats hang from hooks along one wall.

A teenage girl wearing a blanket like a cape says, ‘You mustn’t tell anyone we are here.’ As she steps towards me and into the light, I get a good look at her face.

‘Claudie!’ I exclaim, bursting with surprise and relief.

Claudie’s face drops. ‘Who are you?’

‘It’s me. Tulsi.’ I reach for her.

She steps back. ‘I don’t know any Tulsi.’

This is a different version of Claudie, I tell myself. It’s Claudie from this universe. But I want to cry. My heart actually hurts to see Claudie looking at me suspiciously. 

She narrows her eyes. ‘Did my family send you to track me down?’

‘What? No!’ I would never do that! I want to say, I love you.

But what do I tell her? How will she react if I tell her she and I are in a circus together, in a parallel universe? She’ll think I’m crazy.

‘I met you once,’ I say slowly. ‘In a circus … were you in a circus?’ Does our circus even exist in this universe?

She nods. ‘I was, in Australia, in Potts’s Circus. Where exactly did you meet me?’ she asks warily. ‘You’re Australian, right …?’

‘Oh, it was a couple of years ago now,’ I say, trying hard to sound casual. ‘In … Millimba. I guess it’s hard to keep track of everyone you meet.’ This much is true. Audience members often come up to me and say that we chatted last time the circus was in town, but I don’t remember most of them.

Claudie nods and takes off her cap. Her beautiful red hair is gone, her head shorn, but she has the same kind, freckled face. ‘Who else did you meet from the circus?’ she asks.

‘I met Dave and Kit and Walid and Vince,’ I say.

‘Oh, Vince.’ She smiles sadly. ‘But there was no Dave in my circus.’

My stomach drops. No Dad. ‘Oh. I, um, must have got his name wrong,’ I say quickly. ‘So why are you in England?’ I’m trying to figure out when the universes forked in order for Dad to not be part of the circus in this universe.

‘The circus came here two years ago,’ she says. ‘Someone took over – Sylvie.’ She says Sylvie’s name with such bitterness. ‘She made bad decision after bad decision. Got rid of good people and hired all the wrong ones.’ The way she’s speaking makes me think that she’s told this story many times. ‘Sylvie spent all our money bringing us over to perform at some festival, but we got here and …’ Her voice wavers. ‘Anyway, it all fell apart. There is no Potts’s Circus anymore, and I don’t have enough money for a plane ticket home. So …’ She takes a deep breath and roughly wipes tears from her cheeks. ‘It’s nice to meet someone who’s seen our circus.’ She gives me a wobbly smile, and turns to Haz and Asif. ‘We were really good.’

‘You were!’ I say. ‘You were all amazing. But especially yours and Jerry’s act.’

‘Jerry?’ she says with a frown.

No Jerry? I think.

Haz hands me a bowl of warmed baked beans and says, ‘Sit. Eat.’

I don’t like baked beans but it seems rude to say so. ‘Did Kit come to England too?’ I ask Claudie.

She nods. ‘Last I heard, he was with his mum and dad in the north of England, working in some small circus. If I had the money, I’d go and find them.’

My stomach flips. ‘Kit’s dad’s alive?!’

She gives me a strange look. ‘As far as I know.’

I think of Kit sitting up in his van at night, watching old YouTube clips of his dad, Dimitri. It seems so unfair that Kit in this universe has his dad but my Kit doesn’t. And what happened (or didn’t happen) that means Dimitri is alive in this universe?

‘And the twins?’ I ask.

‘What twins?’

Oh. ‘It doesn’t matter. What about Merry?’ I say.

‘You mean Sylvie’s daughter?’ says Claudie as she takes a bowl of beans from Haz.

I nod.

‘I never met her. Years before I joined the circus, she left for London.’

Right. So, in my universe, Mum stayed with the circus in Australia, met Dad, and had me. Claudie joined when I was six and met us all.

While in this universe, Dad and Mum never got together, Mum came to London and Claudie joined the circus in Australia years later, and never met Mum or Dad. So Dad was right – this universe must have branched off fifteen years ago, when Mum went travelling. And that means …

There’s a version of Mum here!

I’m sure Mum would have tried to track down the other Merry once she realised she was stuck here. So if I can find the other Merry in this universe, that might lead me to Mum. A tiny flame of hope takes hold inside me, and I can’t help smiling. ‘Do you know where in London Merry is?’ I ask.

‘No idea,’ says Claudie.

‘Enough!’ says Asif. He points at me. ‘There’s something fishy here. How do you know so much about Claudie’s circus, but she doesn’t know you? And why are you so interested in these people you met once?’

I’m not sure how to answer these very reasonable questions. ‘Well …’ I start, but Asif’s hand jerks up. ‘Shhh,’ he says.

There are men’s voices outside. Claudie flicks off the lamp and Haz gives a small whimper.

The voices come closer. A man laughs, a hard, wheezy laugh. Claudie’s warm hand finds mine in the dark. My blood is pounding so loudly in my ears that I feel sure the men can hear it. 

We are perfectly still, perfectly silent. The fear in the room feels solid.

A light flashes in the crack under the door. ‘Which key is it?’ says a man, and there’s a scratching noise.

‘Quick,’ whispers Claudie. She pulls my hand and before I know it, I’ve been bundled across the room and out a window into the freezing air. I land with a splat in the snow.

‘Hey!’ a man shouts.

Asif and Haz tumble out the window after us, then we’re all up and running, stumbling over tree roots and bushes. The men are close behind. ‘Come back, ya little devils!’

‘Spread out!’ yells Claudie.

I dive between two bushes and scramble and grope my way forward in the dark, until someone grabs my arm and yanks me to my feet.

‘Let me go!’ I shout, and try to twist free.

The man’s grip is a pincer on my arm. He must feel me trembling. ‘We’re off to the police station over there, girlie,’ he says. ‘You’re trespassing on private property.’

‘We’re not doing any harm,’ I say. I might be scared, but I’m also angry. ‘What if we were your kids needing somewhere warm to sleep?’

The man leans close. ‘Not my kids, not my problem,’ he says. ‘But this, little girl, is my building site.’

‘Don’t call me little girl.’ I spit the words at him and try again to wrench free.

Sylvie taught me how to stop a fly – to freeze it mid-flight. I only did it for a few seconds, then let it buzz off. Freezing a man shouldn’t be all that different, should it? I’m afraid to point at him, though, with all that tree-energy coursing through me. Much as I hate this man, I don’t want to kill him. I turn my free hand so the palm faces him. ‘Swyn, rhewa,’ I say, imagining him completely unable to move.

It works perfectly. He might as well be made of stone. Only his wide, scared eyes move, and follow me as I pull my arm from his grip and take his torch. ‘You know what?’ I say, my heartbeat slowly returning to something like normal. ‘It wouldn’t hurt you to let them sleep in the building. Be kind. You might need someone to be kind to you one day.’

He can’t reply, of course.

‘Claudie?’ I call into the darkness. ‘Are you there? Haz? Asif?’

She emerges from behind a tree. ‘What happened to him?’ she whispers, her face scrunched in confusion.

‘I don’t know,’ I lie. ‘Where are the others?’

‘The other man dragged them away. Said he was taking them to the police station.’ She can’t tear her eyes from the paralysed man. ‘Let’s get out of here.’ We collect the little stove, the tins of beans, Haz’s cards and the blankets. I find my Welsh dictionary on the floor where Asif dropped it. ‘I need to go back to the road where I met Haz,’ I say. If I’m going to find the other Merry, that’s the place to start looking.

‘I can take you,’ she says.

When we reach the fence, I let Claudie go ahead, then turn back and say, ‘Goodbye, tree. Thank you.’ I point to the man and reverse the spell.

He falls to his knees with a groan and holds his hands up like a shield. ‘Don’t hurt me!’ he calls.

‘Well, don’t follow us,’ I say. ‘And go and tell the police to let the two other kids go. Or I’ll come and find you.’

He nods. ‘Okay.’

I’m surprised – and a little dismayed – at how good it feels to make this man afraid of me.

I hurry to catch up with Claudie. ‘I can’t believe we got to stay there only two nights,’ she says gloomily. ‘Where do you live?’

‘Oh … far away. I arrived in London this evening.’

She stops walking and turns to face me. ‘Why are you so interested in the circus?’ She uses the corner of her cape-blanket to wipe snow from her face. It’s falling more thickly now, in big, fat flakes. 

‘Well … I’m very into magic,’ I say, finally. ‘You know, tricks …. and stuff.’

‘The only magician I know is Sylvie, so I’m not at all into magic,’ she says.

‘Fair enough,’ I say.

When we reach the road where I met Haz, I say, ‘Listen, it’s hard to explain, but it’s really important I find Merry. I think she’s around here somewhere – or she was, three weeks ago.’

‘If she lives around here, the people at the magic shop might know her,’ says Claudie, pointing over the road. ‘She’s a magician’s daughter, so she’d be into magic, right? The shop’s closed now, but they’re nice people. Haz goes there to read the books and watch card tricks.’

I don’t know how I missed the Ultimate Magic Shop when I landed. It’s painted red, and in the window is a lit-up, life-sized model of a wizard in a star-spangled cape. I’ve seen these kinds of shops before. I know what they sell: witch costumes and plastic wands, and props for simple tricks. But Claudie’s right, the owners might know the Merry from this universe, because she would definitely still be into magic.

Above the row of shops are three storeys of apartments, the windows glowing with a cosy, yellow light. If only this Claudie could have a home like that. Or a little van, like my Claudie lives in, decorated with spotty curtains and purple bunting.

We knock on the door of the closed shop but no-one answers. Inside, a small stage is draped with red velvet curtains. Did Mum come here and touch the curtains, thinking of home? Oh, Mum, where are you – and are you all right?

A curious musical chiming begins in the distance. ‘What’s that?’ I ask.

‘Big Ben. A clock on the other side of the river.’

The chiming is followed by six bongs. That means it’s six in the evening here and … I check Sylvie’s watch. Five in the morning at home. I have twenty-three hours left to find my mum.

Claudie says, ‘The bakery gives me free food at this time of day. I’ll get us some dinner. Mind my stuff, will you?’ She puts her blankets and stove on the footpath and disappears into the bakery.

I look around. If the other Merry is here somewhere, how will I find her? Do I walk down side streets shouting her name? Knock on every apartment door? I wish Sylvie was here to tell me what to do.

I close my eyes and in my mind, I shout, Sylvie! Help me. How do I find Mum?

But of course she doesn’t reply. The snow falls more heavily and I hold one of Claudie’s blankets over me like a little roof.

Then I see a curtain move in one of the upstairs windows over the road, and my fingers sizzle. Is it a sign?

I hear Sylvie’s voice in my head. Who’s that calling?

Sylvie! I never thought I’d be so happy to hear her voice. It’s me. Tulsi. I don’t know how to find Mum. What should I do?

There’s no response.

My eyes land on a woman walking under an umbrella on the other side of the road. She moves the umbrella as she passes someone, and I get a good look at her face.

‘Mum!’ I shout. I’ve found her! A dizzying wave of joy hits me. Everything’s going to be okay.




CHAPTER 17

Mum hurries along the footpath, disappearing behind other pedestrians.

I turn back to the bakery. ‘Claudie!’ I shout. ‘It’s her! I have to go.’ But Claudie doesn’t hear me. She’s chatting to the guy behind the bakery counter. ‘Claudie!’

I can’t lose sight of Mum. I drop Claudie’s blanket to the footpath and dash across the road, dodging between cars.

I bump and bang into people as I sprint along the slushy footpath. ‘Oi, take it easy!’ someone shouts after me.

‘Mum!’ I yell.

But Mum’s umbrella bobs on in the distance.

My legs slip out from under me and I land hard on the pavement. In the few moments it takes me to scrabble around and get to my feet, I lose track of her.

She’s disappeared.

I feel sick, frantic. How can I have lost her? She was just here.

A queasy sensation comes over me, a bit like the feeling I had when Sylvie was stealing my energy. Then I spot Mum stepping up onto a bright red bus and my heart sinks.

It’s not her.

This woman has short hair and wears high heels. My mum never wears high heels. It’s the other Merry, from this universe. But she might know where Mum is.

I run to the bus, but the doors shut before I get there.

‘Wait! Wait for me!’ I pound my fist on the bus door, and find myself sobbing. ‘Please! Please! Let me on.’

Finally, the doors open with a wheeze. ‘Thank you,’ I pant as I climb onboard.

‘Where’s your Oyster, love?’ says the driver, a woman with her hair in a tight bun.

‘What?’

A young man hurries on behind me and as he brushes past, my fingers give an agonising sizzle.

‘Your Oyster card,’ the bus driver says. ‘Your ticket.’

‘Umm … my mum has it. She’s already on the bus.’ I look down the bus but I can’t see her.

‘All right. Make sure you tap on.’

The whole bus is staring at me. A woman in a yellow coat and head scarf gives me a sympathetic smile, and the young man who came on after me glances at me from under his hoodie.

I make my way down the aisle and see her, sitting at the back, alone on a double seat, looking out the window with that serious way my mother has of regarding the world. I shuffle onto the seat beside her and slide my frozen hands between my thighs.

She turns and smiles. ‘Hi.’

I have to stop myself from launching at her because her voice is my mum’s and her soft eyes are my mum’s, and I just want her to hold me.

But this is not my mum. This woman is thinner and paler, and is giving me the polite half-smile my mum saves for strangers.

Which means that I don’t exist here. I was never born in this universe. My breath catches in my throat and I grip the feather in my pocket. Courage. ‘Hello,’ I say. ‘Um, you’re Merry, right?’

She raises her eyebrows. ‘Meredith. Have you seen me at my shop?’ Her accent’s different. More posh.

I shake my head. I long to rest my head on her shoulder. She would smell the same, I am certain. This is almost unbearable, being with someone who is my mother but who is – also – most definitely not my mother.

‘You haven’t seen my mum, have you?’ I ask. ‘She’s Merry. She’s …’ I wave my hands about, as if that might help explain things. ‘You know about other versions of our lives, right?’ I say. ‘Parallel universes.’

Her eyes widen and she presses herself away from me, against the window. ‘Who are you?’ She looks scared.

I swallow. ‘I guess I’m the daughter you never had. I’ve come from a parallel universe to get my mum. Who’s … well, you, of course. Have you seen her?’ Please say yes.

Her lips are pressed tight and she’s gone white. I remember my mum looking like this when Dad fell from the rigging and was unconscious for a few minutes. But what is Meredith frightened of? Not me, surely.

She whispers, ‘I haven’t seen her.’

I slump back in the seat, tears blurring my vision. Mum, where are you? Please come and find me.

Meredith sits forward. ‘Does my mother have something to do with this?’ she demands.

I don’t try to stop the tears spilling from my eyes. ‘What?’ I say. ‘Your mother?’ I take a quivering breath. ‘Well, I guess Sylvie did, in a way.’ Can you still hear me, Sylvie? What should I do?

‘I knew it!’ Meredith frowns. She doesn’t look scared now. ‘Tell her that by sending a kid, she has reached a new low … Why are you doing her bidding?’ she says. ‘What hold does she have over you?’

‘Sylvie didn’t send me,’ I say. ‘Actually, she didn’t want me to come.’

She stares at me, wondering whether to believe me. I can read her perfectly well, even if I don’t actually know this version of Mum.

‘I need your help,’ I say. ‘Sylvie said my mum would have landed somewhere around here –’

‘Stop!’ she says in a low voice, and looks around. ‘We cannot talk about this here. We need to get off.’ She leans over me and presses a button on a pole.

On the footpath, she opens her umbrella over us but the snow’s blowing sideways now and finds its way down my collar. My tear-damp cheeks are freezing.

‘I see you’re wearing my mother’s watch,’ she says.

‘Yes, so I know how long I’ve got to find Mum … I’ve only got twenty-two and a bit hours –’

‘I know perfectly well how it works,’ she says heavily. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Tulsi.’ How weird to be telling my name to someone who looks almost exactly like the person who gave it to me.

‘Well, Tulsi, I will not be part of this, whatever it is that you and my mother are up to.’ She pauses as someone walks past us; it looks a bit like the hoodie-wearing person from the bus. ‘Fifteen years ago, I made a vow never to have anything to do with magic, ever again.’ She unzips her handbag. ‘Here, I’ll give you some money. Go up to that corner there and catch a cab back to wherever you landed and just go home.’

‘What?!’ I say. Things feel frighteningly out of whack. ‘You have to help me. You’re more or less my mother.’

‘I’m not! I’ve never met you before.’ She presses some money into my hand. ‘Don’t let Sylvie suck you into whatever game she’s playing. And she will be playing a game, there’s no doubt.’

‘You’re not listening!’ I say. ‘This is not about Sylvie. I have to find my mum. She’s stuck here!’ I shove the money back at her. I’m feeling queasy again. Have I already lost all the energy the tree gave me? Is Meredith taking it from me? 

‘How many times have you been to a parallel universe?’ she asks.

‘This is my first time.’

‘Oh!’ She’s clearly surprised. ‘How old are you?’

‘Eleven. And I’m really cold.’ Even my teeth are chattering now.

She sighs. ‘All right, you better come back to my place. Stop sapping my energy though, will you? I barely have any energy these days but whatever you’re doing is making me feel sick.’

‘I’m not doing anything!’

‘You are,’ she snaps. ‘Stop it. It reminds me of my mother.’

I do my best to imagine a bubble around me and hurry to keep up with her. We stride down a quiet street where two-storey brick houses are squashed up against one another.

‘Who’s your father?’ she asks.

‘Dave. Dave Banham.’

‘Oh. Dave and I were just friends. I left the circus a few months after he joined us …’ She gives a small smile. ‘Dave Banham, huh?’

As we climb wide stone steps to a red door, she takes off her gloves and fumbles in her bag. She’s wearing big chunky rings on nearly every finger, like Sylvie. My real mum doesn’t even wear her wedding ring. 

She unlocks the door and we step into a warm, brightly lit hallway with patterned floor tiles. There’s the smell of something delicious cooking and a scruffy black dog scampers towards us. ‘This is Percy,’ she says, as the dog wags his tail madly and nudges my leg. ‘Let me take your jacket, and I’ll get you a nice dry jumper to wear.’ My mother never uses this super-polite, formal voice. It’s so unsettling to be talking to someone who looks like my mum, but is not loving and warm like my real mum.

She hangs my sodden jacket on a hook as I undo my shoes and peel off the special red socks I wear for our magic act. They land on the floor with a wet plop.

‘I’ll be back in a moment. Have a seat.’ She points through an open door to a room where a fire flickers in the fireplace. A blue velvet couch is piled with cushions and there’s a huge bunch of flowers on a wooden sideboard. I can’t imagine my real mum choosing anything in this room. She prefers a folding chair by a campfire and a bunch of wildflowers. Or weeds.

I perch on the couch and listen for sounds of other people in the house. If Meredith has kids, are they technically my brothers and sisters? Percy flops at my feet and has a bit of a scratch. The snow’s making a light thwacking sound on the window.

She returns with a light-blue woollen jumper. It’s the softest thing I have ever touched; it’s like wearing a cloud. But I’m still cold to my bones.

She sits beside me and passes me a pair of grey woollen socks. ‘Is Sylvie running the circus in your universe?’

‘No. She’s only just come back from Finland or somewhere. Fifteen years ago, Mum and Thelma and Lola stripped Sylvie of her magic, to teach her a lesson, because she broke a law of magic. Or maybe lots of laws.’ I pull the socks on. ‘Her fifteen years were up a month or so ago, so she’s back.’

‘They stripped her of magic?’ She gives a bitter little laugh. ‘Good for them.’ She hands me a towel and I dry my hair. ‘I expect that’s where our lives branched off. When your mother dealt with Sylvie, I got on a plane to London instead, and quit magic.’ She shakes her head. ‘Life is so much simpler without it.’

I can’t believe anyone would want to give up magic, let alone a version of my own mother. ‘You don’t miss magic?’

‘Not at all. I’m so much happier.’ But she’s doing Mum’s frowny expression.

‘Could you do magic if you wanted to, though?’ I’m hoping she could use it to help me figure out where Mum is.

She shakes her head. ‘You use it or you lose it. I still absorb tiny traces of energy from nature without meaning to, but it would take me a long time to do magic again, even if I wanted to. Which I don’t.’

Oh no. How am I going to find Mum?

She stares into the fire. ‘So you’ve met Sylvie in your universe … what about Vince?’

‘Yeah. I mean, I barely know Sylvie. But Vince, yes.’

‘Is he … alive?’ She looks like she might burst into tears.

‘Yes! He’s very alive.’

Meredith swallows. ‘In this universe, three years ago, he and Mum were in a car accident – a truck ran into them. Sylvie was hurt, but okay. Vince … Vince died.’ She presses her hands to her face.

It’s like all the air has been sucked from the room. Vince dead. I stare at Meredith.

‘No. No,’ I say. I do not want to hear this. Now I understand why Claudie looked so sad when I said his name. I speak quickly. ‘He’s ringmaster and has the best moustache in the world. It comes out to here …’ I twirl my fingers through the air. 

Just then there’s the sound of a key in the front door and a man’s voice. ‘Hi, honey! I’m home.’

‘Through here,’ Meredith calls as she wipes at her tears.

A dark-haired man appears in the living room doorway. His thin face seems kind of familiar.

‘Well, hello there.’ He smiles at me as he unwinds a long red scarf from his neck. ‘What a wild evening! I ducked out for a vital ingredient and nearly ended up doing a Mary Poppins with my umbrella.’

‘Pete, this is Tulsi.’ Meredith waves her hand towards me. ‘Tulsi, Pete.’

‘Hi, Tulsi.’ He smiles. ‘And where did you spring from?’

I smile back at him as Meredith says unsteadily, ‘It’s a bit complicated. Can I fill you in later?’

‘Sure.’ He tosses his coat onto a hook. ‘I’ll leave you to it, then. Ever your humble servant, madame, I’ll finish making the pasta sauce.’ He bows deeply, one hand making an elaborate flourish, then disappears. Percy follows him down the hallway, claws clicking on the tiles.

‘Is he your husband?’ I ask in a low voice. ‘Do you have children?’

‘Oh, goodness no. And no children,’ she says. ‘He’s my friend. We came to London at the same time fifteen years ago and we’ve been sharing this house for the last two years.’ Her eyes widen. ‘Actually, his dad is Mr Potts. That’s Pete Potts.’




CHAPTER 18

‘I can’t believe that’s Peter Potts. He looks so different,’ I say, thinking of Peter Potts’s suit and shaved head and round face. ‘Peter Potts wants to close our circus!’

She frowns. ‘What?’

I tell her everything, including the fact that we need a loan for a new big top.

‘I wonder why Pete turned out like that in your universe?’ she says.

From the kitchen comes a clattering noise and the sound of Pete singing.

‘I have only twenty-two hours left to track Mum down. Please, will you help me?’ I say. ‘You don’t have to do magic. Just help me figure out where she might have gone.’

She turns to me, her eyes narrowed. ‘Stop pushing, Tulsi.’ Her voice is firm. ‘I wouldn’t know where to start looking. And I meant it when I said I don’t want anything more to do with magic. Your mum is magic. You’re magic. It’s ALL about magic. I don’t know what your mother has told you, but magic almost destroyed me.’

‘What happened?’ Finally, I might get some answers.

She won’t meet my eyes. ‘Sylvie used to steal my energy.’ She presses a hand to her mouth for a moment, like she might be sick. ‘She’d make me charge up for hours and then take my energy for her own magic – and so she’d feel good. It made her sparkle and made me exhausted.’

‘I think she did that to me, too.’

‘I have no doubt. And … when I went to get her from other universes, it was often really dangerous. Let me tell you that landing where you did was a breeze – even if it was in the middle of the heaviest snowfall in ten years.’

‘How did magic almost kill you, though?’

Pete calls from the kitchen, ‘Dinnertime, you two.’

‘I don’t need dinner,’ I say. ‘I need your help finding Mum. If I don’t find her, she’ll be stuck here forever!’

She stands up. ‘I can’t help you.’

‘But –’

She holds out her hand. ‘Come and eat. You need food in your belly and you need to get properly warm.’

I follow Meredith down the hall. Somehow, I have to persuade her to help me.
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Her kitchen is at least ten times bigger than our caravan. There are long, white stone bench tops and a wooden table where a dozen people could sit. Meredith lays a hand on the back of one of the beautiful curvy wooden chairs and says Pete made them and that she’s lucky to have them because they’re worth a fortune. Copper pans hang over the stove, and garlic and dried herbs are tied in bunches to a rack.

At the stove, Pete lifts the lid from a saucepan and there’s a waft of something wonderfully tomatoey and garlicky.

Pete tosses the salt and pepper shakers and a paper-wrapped block of cheese into the air, and starts juggling. He’s good. ‘Throw me the grater,’ he calls to Meredith.

He sings a cheery tune as the objects spin up near the ceiling. He’s so different to the other Peter Potts. This one’s damp hair sticks out at odd angles, and he wears stripy socks and an old jumper. The cheese slips from its paper wrapper and hits the floor with a thump. Pete makes a tooting noise like a trumpet and scoops up the cheese. ‘We have a five-second rule in this house, good folk.’ He’s using a ringmaster’s voice. ‘I declare this parmesan perfectly edible!’ I like this Pete Potts. 

Meredith serves up three big bowls of ravioli and Pete grates cheese over each one. I bite into a cheesymelty pillow of pasta. My stomach gives a guilty lurch at the thought of Claudie coming out of the bakery with food for me, only to find me gone and her precious possessions abandoned on the footpath.

‘So, how was the magic biz today?’ Pete asks Meredith as he stabs a ravioli.

‘Bit frustrating. I had to sort out a mammoth delivery problem.’ She eats too quickly, and talks while she chews, just like my real mum. This mum-but-not-mum thing is so weird.

‘Hang on!’ I say. ‘What do you mean magic biz? I thought you hated magic.’

‘I own a chain of magic shops,’ she says. ‘I kind of fell into it when I first arrived in London. But it’s just …’ She glances at Pete. ‘Little magic. Tricks.’

Pete looks back and forth between us. He puts down his fork. ‘Okay, Meredith. What’s going on? Time to spill the beans, my friend.’

Meredith takes a deep breath. ‘I’m afraid the beans are rather complicated.’ She pauses. ‘Do you remember me talking – back in Australia – about parallel universes? Another version of your life that you would have lived if you’d made a different decision at some point … or if some particular thing hadn’t happened to you …’

He raises his eyebrows in what looks like amused doubt.

Meredith continues. ‘Well, Tulsi’s travelled here from a parallel universe, looking for her mum, who’s me, but me in another universe. My life must have split into two parallel streams when I decided to come to London. Tulsi’s mum decided to stay with the circus instead, and strip Sylvie of her powers. So Tulsi’s mother is living the life I would’ve had if I’d stayed in Australia.’

Pete’s grinning. ‘You can’t be serious?’

We both stare back at him. ‘Well, yes. I am,’ says Meredith.

‘There’s another Peter Potts back in my universe, you know,’ I say.

He laughs. ‘So what am I like? And am I a juggler? Or a woodworker?’ He doesn’t believe us.

‘No. You’re not a juggler,’ I say, in as serious a voice as I can muster. ‘You’re an accountant. And actually, you want to close the circus down.’

His smile fades as he looks from me to Meredith. He swallows loudly. ‘You’re not joking, are you?’

Meredith’s face is solemn. ‘I’m completely serious. Don’t you remember me mentioning big magic, and going to get Mum when I was a kid?’

‘You used to talk about it, but … I didn’t think it was real ...’ He pushes his bowl away and looks at me, his face pale and eyes wide. ‘You’re really from a parallel universe? Oh boy.’

I nod.

‘So, you’re saying that Meredith and your mum were one person until Meredith came to London and then there were two of them, continuing in two different lives in parallel universes?’

‘Yes,’ I say.

He’s silent for a long moment. ‘It’s quite hard to get my head around.’

Meredith smiles. ‘I know.’

He turns to me. ‘And … the version of me who didn’t come to London is trying to close the circus down?’

When I finish telling him about Peter Potts’s threat to close the circus, Pete looks down at his hands. In a quiet voice, he says, ‘My dad died three months ago in this universe, as well.’ He sighs. ‘I’m really sorry. I don’t understand why I turned out like that just because I stayed in Australia.’ He glances at me. ‘I’m guessing that the Pete in your universe is not a very happy guy. Thank goodness I came here.’ He clears his throat. ‘So, you’re looking for your mum?’ 

‘I have about twenty hours to find her or I’ll have to go back and leave her behind.’ My chest tightens and tears rush up behind my eyes.

‘Didn’t you and she arrange that she’d meet you at the landing place?’ says Meredith. ‘That’s what my –’

‘Mum didn’t mean to stay! She was meant to land and bounce back home straight away. But something must have gone wrong, because she never came back.’

‘What date did she arrive?’ asks Meredith.

‘Eleventh of January.’

Meredith checks something on her phone. ‘There was a huge storm that day. That’s why she couldn’t get back to you. The energy in electrical storms messes with spells.’

I hate to think of Mum standing in the storm, trying the returning spell over and over, knowing she was not going to make it back to me and Dad. Knowing there was no-one to come and get her.

Pete rubs his hands together. ‘Number one, she’d need money, right?’ he says. ‘I guess she’d use magic to conjure up some money?’

‘No,’ Meredith and I say at the same time.

‘That’s absolutely forbidden according to the laws of magic,’ she says.

‘I think when she couldn’t find you, she’d have headed out into the country, to find some nature,’ I say, feeling more certain of this even as I speak. ‘When I was back home, stuff leaked through. We smelt woodsmoke and I heard her speak … she sounded scared.’ My mouth goes dry at the memory. ‘And I had a dream of Mum sitting with a couple of women in a small kitchen.’

‘What did this kitchen look like?’ asks Meredith.

I close my eyes. ‘There was a woodstove. Bunches of herbs. Jars and jars of things on shelves. And a big teapot on the table.’

Meredith looks up at the ceiling. ‘That makes me think of a distant cousin of mine in Wales. I used to write to her when I was a kid. We mailed each other spells we’d made up. What was her name ...?’

As she speaks, my fingers begin to sizzle hard. I’m hoping it’s a sign that Meredith is on the right track.

‘Carys!’ says Meredith. ‘That’s her name. She’s one of Eunice’s descendants that Mum somehow knew of. Carys rather liked the idea of using magic for tricks, but her mother was dead against it. Her mother was a midwife and I suppose Carys would be too, now.’

‘And does that sound like her kitchen?’

‘Well, it could be a lot of kitchens, to be honest. But it might be hers. I visited her once, when I first got here … then I decided to have nothing more to do with big magic, and we lost touch. Oh, what was her village called …?’ She disappears down the hallway and returns with an atlas. She runs her finger over a map and after a minute she exclaims, ‘Llanwydir. I think you say the first part with that Welsh kind of breathy sound.’

As she says Llanwydir, my fingers tingle like anything. This sizzle is finally proving useful. ‘That’s where she is! I’m sure. Let’s go!’

Meredith closes the atlas firmly. ‘Not me. No way. I’ve made that very clear.’

‘But ...’

She stands up suddenly, her chair falling to the ground. ‘I said no!’

My face turns hot at her outburst and I look down at my hands.

She noisily collects dishes from the table and clatters them into the sink. When she turns back to face me, her voice is calmer. ‘I’m sorry, Tulsi, but you’re bringing back too many bad memories.’

I take a breath and turn to Pete. ‘Will you take me to the village? Please?’

‘Well …’ He glances at Meredith, who’s stepping out the glass doors into the backyard. He gives me an apologetic smile. ‘To be honest, it sounds like a bit of a wild goose chase.’

‘No, it’s not! There’s a very good chance she’s there. And anyway, my mum only did this trick and got stuck here because you want to close the circus back home.’

‘Technically, it’s not me, but I take your point.’ He rubs the back of his neck. ‘Okay. I’ll drive us there. But …’ He starts fiddling with his phone.

Outside, Meredith has turned her face up to the falling snow.

Peter looks up from his phone. ‘In this weather, I reckon we won’t be there until midnight, if not later. If the snow really sets in, we might not get there at all. And if we get there in the middle of the night, what will we do? Knock on doors till we find her?’

‘Yep,’ I say. ‘That’s exactly what we’ll do.’

Pete keeps his eyes on me as he takes a swig from his glass of water and stands. ‘All right. Let’s do this.’




CHAPTER 19

Pete’s black Range Rover is parked out the front. As I buckle up in the front passenger seat, he tosses blankets and pillows onto the back seat, and slides in a picnic basket packed with thermoses and food.

Meredith knocks on my window. ‘Good luck, Tulsi,’ she says. ‘But you should know …’ She pauses. ‘It’s possible your mother might not want to go back with you.’

‘What do you mean?!’ I exclaim. ‘Of course she will.’

Meredith shrugs. ‘So why did she leave for a parallel universe without another magician ready to come and get her? It’s a very basic rule. You have to wonder –’

I interrupt. ‘There’s no way she ran away from us!’ But Meredith has planted a tiny, poisonous seed of doubt in me. Is it possible that Mum wanted to leave us?

‘Fine,’ says Meredith. ‘Pete, if you can’t find Merry, you must make sure Tulsi gets back to where she landed, near my shop, by five o’clock tomorrow evening. She simply cannot miss that deadline.’

Pete gives her a salute. ‘Roger that, captain.’

She turns to me. ‘You know the spell to get home, don’t you?’

I nod.

She looks worried, and I wonder if her main concern is being stuck with me, her kind-of-but-not-really daughter.
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Pete drives us slowly along the snow-covered streets, the windscreen wipers flicking noisily back and forth. Snow spins to the ground in our headlights.

‘Mum would never abandon me and Dad,’ I say. ‘Meredith doesn’t know her.’

Pete is silent. But it’s as if I can hear exactly what he’s thinking: Except that Meredith was her until fifteen years ago.

Finally, we reach a motorway, and – after an hour of slow going – find ourselves behind a snow plough scraping the road clear. Electronic signs flash: Slippery conditions. Reduce your speed.

‘Would you mind pouring me some tea?’ asks Pete. ‘I’m getting a bit sleepy. You have some, too.’ The milky tea tastes of honey and cinnamon.

I doze, and wake to the thwack thwack of the windscreen wipers. The side windows are glazed with ice.

‘Look. The border,’ says Pete. Our headlights catch a big sign: Welcome to Wales. Croeso i GYMRU. The road is a single lane each way now.

Twenty minutes later, we enter a small village. ‘How long to go?’ I ask. The snow makes it hard to see very far, but there are lights on in at least a couple of the houses. We haven’t passed another car since I woke.

‘The GPS reckons an hour. But I think it’ll be more like two,’ says Pete. It’s just after midnight, according to the car clock.

I peer into the darkness, and hope like anything that Mum is in Llanwydir – and that she’ll be happy to see me. But my fingers are barely sizzling anymore, and I’m worried it’s a bad sign.

The car swerves and fishtails through a deep patch of snow. Pete’s face is strained.

The headlights show low stone walls either side of the road, and pine trees, their branches dusted with white, like something from a fairy story. The road climbs and climbs, and Pete makes little tsk tsk sounds every time the tyres spin in the snow.

The car slips sideways and Pete says, in a tight voice, ‘We need grit to throw on the road, but I haven’t seen a grit box in miles …’

The wheels churn and there’s a loud pinging noise. ‘Oh no,’ says Pete. My stomach swoops as the car skids to the left.

‘Hang on!’ he shouts.

I cry out as the car slides into what must be a deep ditch hidden under the snow. With a terrible crunching noise, the car tips on its side, and a water bottle flies past my head. The car’s still rolling, as if in slow motion, and I’m dangling from my seatbelt, the breath squashed from me, and I’m trying to scream but I can’t ...

Then the car rolls onto its roof with a terrible groan, and comes to rest.




CHAPTER 20

I manage to undo my seatbelt and fall heavily onto the roof, which is now the floor. The car’s still making a high-pitched ping, ping, ping.

‘Pete,’ I say. ‘Are you okay?’

‘No,’ he groans and flicks on the cabin light. I help him undo his seatbelt and he crumples down beside me with an agonised moan. We scramble about until we’re sitting the right way up, and Pete manages to turn off the engine, which stops the awful noise.

His face is scrunched up and he’s holding one arm close to his body. ‘I think I’ve broken my shoulder or arm or something,’ he says through clenched teeth. ‘Can you try opening a window or door?’

I press the window button but it just makes a whirring noise.

Are we trapped here? My panic’s rising fast. I make myself picture the earth somewhere beneath us; the solid earth that’s been here for eons.

I crawl along the roof-floor into the back of the car and try another window button. The window slides up with a scraping sound, and cold air rushes in.

I climb out and flounder through the snow. This muffled quiet is unlike anything I’ve ever known. As soon as I step onto a patch of earth scraped bare by the sliding car, a buzzing sensation rises through me. Hello, earth, I think. Welsh earth.

The snow’s still falling thick and fast, settling silently on my head and on Meredith’s fluffy blue jumper. The cold cuts straight to my bones.

I stick my head back into the car. ‘I’ll help you get out, Pete. Then I’ll use a spell to tip the car the right way up. But I need to find my Welsh dictionary.’

He’s curled up in the front corner of the upside-down car. ‘I’ve hurt my ankle as well. I think it’s broken,’ he says. ‘I can’t move, let alone drive.’

I look up the dark road. How can I possibly get to Llanwydir without Pete and his car? And how will I get back to London in time … whether I find Mum or not?

I crawl back inside and fish around for the woollen coat, scarf and gloves Meredith gave me. ‘We’ll call an ambulance,’ I say, hoping the ambulance will also drive me to the village.

We find Pete’s phone and he dials a number but after a couple of tries, he shakes his head. ‘Maybe it’s the storm.’ He tries one more time. ‘Nup. We’ll have to wait for someone to come along.’ His voice wobbles. ‘Shut the window, please.’

I wrap him in blankets and carefully slide a pillow under his ankle, which is badly swollen. It’s like I can hear him moaning, but inside my head, not out loud. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t know how to do magic for healing,’ I say. ‘Sylvie didn’t teach me yet.’

He smiles tightly. ‘It’s okay.’

I turn my back to him and mutter a spell to transform a plastic bag into a hot water bottle. I don’t know ‘hot water bottle’ in Welsh but the English seems to work.

‘Oh! Thanks,’ he says when I hand it to him.

The wind picks up and snow piles against the windscreen. I’m worried that the car might get buried under snow, but I don’t say anything.

Pete says, ‘If a car comes along, I’ll pay them to drive you to the village to get help and then take you back to London.’

‘Thank you,’ I say. This version of Peter Potts is kind. But I’m pretty sure he doesn’t believe a car will be coming along anytime soon.

A while later, he says, ‘Maybe you should forget about the village and concentrate on getting back to London by yourself.’

He’s right. I can either keep looking for Mum – and risk not making it back home – or I can give up on finding her and do whatever’s necessary to get back to London by the deadline. A few cold tears slide down my cheeks. It feels like a choice between finding Mum and being stuck here, or going home to Dad. How can I choose when I might lose someone I love either way?

I remember that sizzle I felt in Meredith’s kitchen when she said Llanwydir. I take a deep breath. ‘I’m going to walk to Llanwydir. I’m sure she’s there.’ Sorry, Dad.

I expect Pete to protest, but he sighs. ‘If you can move between universes, I guess you can walk through the snow to a village.’ He hands me a small white torch. ‘Stay on the road,’ he says. ‘Be careful. And if you need to catch a cab back to London, or a train, use this.’ With his good hand, he passes me a thick wad of notes. ‘Put it somewhere safe.’

‘Thanks, Pete.’ I slip the money into the inside pocket of Meredith’s coat, along with my Welsh dictionary, which I find wedged near the gearstick. ‘I’m sorry I got you into this mess,’ I say. ‘I’ll send help as soon as I can.’ I crawl back outside and start walking. 




CHAPTER 21

It’s slow going in Meredith’s slightly too large boots and as the road climbs, the snow gets deeper until I’m sinking to my knees with each step.

I slip off a glove and run my fingers over the feather in my pocket, but there’s no sizzle. My fingers might as well be sausages.

What if Mum isn’t here? What if I misunderstood the sizzle I felt back at Meredith’s table? And, worst of all, what if Meredith’s awful suggestion is true, and Mum actually meant to leave me and Dad behind?

I trudge on, a heavy, leaden feeling in my chest. When the snow starts filling my boots, I realise that at least I can do something about that.

I flick through the dictionary. ‘Swyn, todda’r eira ’na! I say, pointing at the road in front of me. Meltthat snow! There’s a rushing sensation through my body, and the snow disappears. Why didn’t I think of this before? Why didn’t I do it when we were driving?

I lay a hand on the earth at the side of the road and receive a pulse of energy, stronger than anything I’ve ever felt. Then I’m struck by a terrible thought. What if I have just broken a law? No, surely not. I haven’t stopped the snow falling. I’ve simply … changed its form.

After more than an hour’s walking, I catch a whiff of woodsmoke and come upon a sign: Llanwydir. I’m here. But still no sizzle.

Buildings line the left side of the road, their doors opening straight onto the footpath. All the windows are dark. No-one in Llanwydir is awake at two in the morning, it seems. On the right is a low stone fence and, down a steep bank, a gurgling river.

A dozen parked cars look like huge animals curled under white blankets, and it’s completely quiet except for a snuffle on the road behind me. I turn and spot a low shadow and bushy tail.

‘Hello,’ I say. The fox nods back. Its ears are larger than I imagined, and so pointy. It heads off down the road, then looks back at me. Come, I hear in my mind. The fox leads me down a lane to a line of houses, all squashed together, their roofs topped with a thick layer with snow. There’s a bright light in one window. 

‘This one?’ I say. I take a deep breath. Courage. The fox watches me as I walk up the snowy path and knock.

I am about to knock again when the door opens a crack. A woman’s kind face peers out. ‘Oh, my goodness, you must be frozen,’ she says and flings the door open. ‘Come in, come in.’

‘Thank you,’ I say, stepping into the warm, narrow hallway. ‘I’ve been in a car accident and my friend is hurt and still in the car.’

‘Oh dear,’ she says. ‘And where is that?’

‘Out of town that way.’ I point. ‘I’m also hoping you can help me find Carys. She’s a midwife.’

‘Carys?’ she says. ‘They have a farm on the way to Dolgoed. Is there a babi coming you need help with?’

Yes! They know Carys! ‘No baby. I’m a relative. A sort of niece. I really need to see her tonight.’

‘What is it, Mam?’ A second woman appears, tying the belt of her dressing gown. She’s about my mum’s age and looks crunkle-faced and sleepy.

‘I’m very sorry to wake you,’ I say.

‘No matter,’ she says. ‘But who are you?’ She has black eyes and skin almost as white as the snow outside. She’s smiling, but doesn’t feel nearly as friendly as the old woman.

‘I’m Tulsi,’ I say.

‘She’s looking for Carys, she’s her niece or something,’ says the woman. She opens a little red book and picks up the phone from a table in the hall. ‘And she has a friend who needs help at a car accident. I better call Bryn.’

‘A relative of Carys’s?’ The young woman’s voice has taken on an unpleasant edge. ‘Is that right?’

‘Settle down, Bethan.’

‘Before you call anyone, Mam, I’d like to know a bit more.’ She narrows her eyes at me. ‘How did you get here? And why our house?’ She crosses to the window and looks out. I wonder if the fox is still there.

‘I walked here. My friend Pete is in the car, hurt. I’m worried he will freeze.’

‘Is that right?’ Bethan stares at me. ‘How do we know that’s true?’

What? Why doesn’t she believe me?

The old woman says, ‘Oh, Bethan. You need to get over this thing with Carys.’ But she places the phone back in its cradle and slips the little book into the pocket of her dressing gown.

If they’re not going to help me, I’ll have to find someone who will. I start towards the door, but Bethan gets there first and bars my way.

‘You can’t go outside in this weather. The storm’s not done yet.’ She locks the door and pockets the key. What is going on? My heart thumps in my chest. Who locks a stranger in their house?

The old woman beckons to her daughter. ‘Bethan, come and have a quick word.’ They go into the kitchen and half shut the door. I hear murmuring and then raised voices. ‘I don’t care what you think, Mam! I saw what I saw!’

I contemplate freezing them like I did the man in London, or breaking down the front door, but that could be a problem for Carys. How would she explain away a ‘niece’ who goes around paralysing people and destroying their house?

I edge my way to the door of the kitchen and spot the red book peeking from the old woman’s pocket. I point at it and whisper, ‘Swyn, tyrd â hwnna i mi.’ Bring that to me. I hold my breath while the book slides up and out of her pocket and glides into my outstretched hand. Neither of them notice. They are talking urgently, but in Welsh now, so I have no idea what they’re saying.

I flick through the book, page by page. Finally, I find a number for Carys and Dai Morgan, with Dai crossed out. I hope there’s not more than one Carys in the village.

The beeps of the phone buttons seem terribly loud. Will the two women hear?

I press the handset to my ear. It rings and rings. Please pick up, Carys.

I hear Bethan say, ‘I don’t want to talk about it anymore, Mam.’ It sounds like she’s moving towards the door.

Finally, a woman answers the phone. ‘Hello?’

I speak very quietly. ‘Hello, my name is Tulsi, my mum is Merry from Australia. Is she there with you?’

‘Tulsi! Where are you calling from, bach?’

She knows who I am! My legs are weak with relief. That must mean Mum is here. I’ve found Mum! ‘I’m at Bethan and her mum’s place. They won’t let me leave. And my friend –’

‘What are you doing?!’ shouts Bethan from the doorway, and I nearly drop the phone.

‘Sit tight, bach,’ says the woman on the phone. ‘Guard your energy. I’ll send Efa.’

‘Is Mum there?’ I ask Carys.

But Bethan snatches the phone from me and hangs it up. ‘How dare you use our phone!’ she says and turns to her mother. ‘See!?’

The old woman picks up her little phone book from the telephone table, her forehead wrinkled in confusion.

‘I’ll pay you for the phone call,’ I say. I fish around in my coat for one of Pete’s notes and hand it to Bethan. Please, please let Mum be with Carys.

Bethan stares at the note. I think I may have just given her a lot of money. She drops it as if it’s dirty and her mum hurriedly picks it up.

‘Efa’s coming to get me,’ I say. Will Mum come too? Maybe she’ll be here in a matter of minutes. I can’t help grinning – a wobbly, relief-soaked grin. ‘Who’s Efa?’ I ask.

‘Efa is Carys’s daughter,’ says the old woman. ‘But if you’re Carys’s niece, don’t you know Efa ...?’

‘Exactly my point,’ says Bethan. She stomps down the hallway and slams a door.
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Fifteen minutes later there’s a pounding on the front door. ‘Deborah!’ calls a voice outside. ‘Are you there? Tulsi? It’s Efa.’

‘I’m here!’ I call.

The old woman – Deborah – gets the key from Bethan and unlocks the door. On the doorstep is someone bundled up in so many hats and scarves that all I see is a pair of pale blue eyes. Behind her, on the road, sits a tractor, its engine chugging noisily and headlights shining on the snow.

‘Where’s my mum?’ I ask Efa.

She ignores me. ‘Thank you, Deborah,’ she says, her voice muffled by scarves. ‘We appreciate your help, we do. All right, Tulsi. Let’s go.’ She takes a firm grip of my arm and steers me down the path. ‘I see you’ve had the foxes and whatnot out looking after you.’ She points towards a mess of paw prints in the snow, and helps me up into the glass cab of the tractor.

‘Is my mum at your place?’ I ask as she climbs in and slams the door.

She pulls the scarf down. She looks about seventeen or eighteen, her freckled face unsmiling. ‘Not anymore.’




CHAPTER 22

‘Where is she?’ I ask.

‘She left a week ago. She got a job at Elin’s house in the hills, that way,’ says Efa, pointing. She settles onto the seat and edges me off. ‘You’ll have to stand.’ She puts the tractor into gear. ‘Your mam’s not far as the crow flies but by road it will take hours in this weather. Even on a tractor.’ She glances at me. ‘How long have you got until you must return home?’

I look at Sylvie’s watch. ‘About fourteen hours. That’s enough time to get Mum and go back to London, isn’t it?’

She shrugs. ‘In this weather? I don’t know. I’ll take you home. Mam will know what to do.’

‘Oh! What about Pete, who drove me here? His car rolled and he’s hurt.’ My back is pressed against the icy window. I don’t like thinking about how cold poor Pete must be in the upturned Range Rover.

‘Where?’ asks Efa.

I point. ‘That way, at least an hour’s walk. We won’t have to explain things to him. He knows about magic.’

‘You lot!’ She stares at me. ‘I can’t believe the way you tell everybody about magic! Your mam is the same.’ She makes a scared, breathy sound. ‘You didn’t say anything to Deborah and Bethan, did you? Tell me you didn’t.’

‘Of course I didn’t. I’m not stupid!’ The tractor is creeping down the road, retracing the tracks it made on its journey out. We pass small dark cottages and a stone church.

‘I’ll ask Bryn to go and get your friend,’ says Efa. ‘He won’t like being woken but he’ll do it.’

She stops the tractor outside a two-storey stone cottage, lifts the scarf over her mouth and swings down into the snow.

Lights come on in the house, and Efa disappears inside. No more than five minutes later, she emerges. ‘Good old Bryn,’ she says as she settles back into her seat. ‘He’s got the right vehicle for it. And Doc Williams down the road will look at any injuries.’

‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘I melted the snow on the road, so Bryn should have no trouble getting through.’

She stares at me. ‘You what?!’

‘Melted the snow. So I could walk faster.’

She shakes her head. ‘Did you not think that someone might notice?’ Her voice is loud and angry. ‘Did you not think it would seem more than a little strange that the road between the village and your car has only a light covering of snow, while the rest of the road is knee deep? Plus, any water left from the melted snow will turn to ice, which is like driving on glass.’ She jams the tractor into gear. ‘Just because you use magic in a circus, Tulsi, it doesn’t mean you can forget all the laws. We follow the laws of magic here.’

‘So do we.’ I look out at the snowy road. ‘Mostly.’

She steers the tractor over a stone bridge and stops halfway across. ‘So, what’s the river saying?’ she asks. It’s definitely a challenge.

I listen hard. ‘I don’t know. I can’t hear it over the tractor engine.’

‘You should be able to hear it no matter what other noise is around. That was the first thing I learnt,’ says Efa. ‘To listen to the river, and stand steady against its current.’

‘Me, too.’ I don’t mention that it was only three weeks ago.

We chug along in awkward silence until Efa clears her throat. ‘You’re lucky, you know, travelling to a parallel universe. My mam’s never let me. To be honest, I’ve barely left this village. I’d like to get out and see the world. You can’t imagine what it’s like growing up with the same people. Everyone’s known everyone for generations around here.’

‘My family have lived with the same people for generations, too. We move around together, that’s all.’

She glances at me. ‘Oh, I didn’t think of it like that. You don’t get sick of each other?’

‘Sometimes, but I wouldn’t want to live without them.’ I try to think of something to say that won’t annoy her. ‘How old were you when you started learning magic?’ I ask.

‘Oh, about seven or eight,’ she says, and now it’s my turn to feel envious. ‘I started by collecting plants in the forests with my mam, and making up the tinctures, or medicines. She’d do the spells over the tinctures and I watched. I started going to births with her when I was about fourteen.’

‘Do you use magic for helping women have babies?’ I ask.

‘Well, we help women at all sorts of times, not just for birthings. We help people be born and help people when they’re dying, too. We use herbs and food-medicine and hands-on healing.’ 

‘How old are you?’

‘Seventeen. And you?’

‘Eleven.’

‘Uh. You look younger than that,’ she says.

‘I know.’

‘So, Bethan tried to keep you there, did she?’

‘Yes.’ How does she know it was Bethan, not Deborah? ‘Why did your mum tell me on the phone to guard my energy?’

She shakes her head and says, ‘Mam can tell you if she wants to.’ We drive the rest of the way in silence.
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Waiting in the doorway of a stone farmhouse is a woman with long black curls, wearing jeans and a green jumper. ‘Oh, and aren’t you the spitting image of your mam!?’ she says, and pulls me into a tight hug. She smells like roses and woodsmoke. ‘All right, bach,’ she says. ‘Boots off, coat off, come to the fire.’

As she guides me ahead of her into the warm kitchen, I hear a whispered conversation behind me. It’s in Welsh but I catch the word Bethan, and my fingers give a short, sharp sizzle. I’ve realised that whenever I feel a sizzle, something significant is happening. Unfortunately, I still can’t tell between good-significant and bad-significant. 

Efa disappears and Carys – for that’s who it must be – gently pushes me down into a chair in front of the woodstove.

It’s definitely the kitchen I saw in my dream. Behind Carys is a wall of shelves, packed tight with jars of dried herbs, preserved fruit, shrivelled-up mushrooms and what I guess are herbal tinctures. Beside the table is a spinning wheel and basket of fleece. The room smells like lemons and herbs and wool.

Carys holds my freezing hands between her warm, strong ones. ‘Your mam will be over the moon to see you,’ she says. Relief floods through me. How could I have ever imagined that Mum would leave me and Dad on purpose? And how dare Meredith suggest it.

Carys looks at me intently, the same way Sylvie looked into me when we first met, and I hear Carys’s voice in my head, clear as anything. Unbelievable, she says.

What’s happening? Is it possible I am actually hearing her thoughts? ‘What’s unbelievable?’ I ask out loud.

She takes a sharp breath and stands. ‘Do you want some hot chocolate?’ she asks, a flustered look on her face.

What if she’s ‘it’? I hear her say, but only in my head.

‘Yes, please.’ What’s ‘it’? I think.

Efa appears. She’s wearing stripy pyjamas and has a long plait down her back.

‘With all the snow about, we haven’t the time to reach your mam by road, so we’ll have to try another way,’ Carys says as she stirs a pot on the woodstove. ‘Can you shapeshift, Tulsi?’

‘What?’ A thrilling shiver rises through me. Neither Mum nor Sylvie ever mentioned shapeshifting. ‘Um, no.’

‘Really?’ She frowns. ‘That makes things trickier.’

‘I’d like to shapeshift, though,’ I say. Imagine taking on a bird’s body, or a cat’s. A dolphin’s!

Carys shakes her head. ‘This is not the time to learn. Shapeshifting is many times more dangerous than any other kind of spell.’

‘What’s the plan, then?’ asks Efa. She leans back against the bench, arms crossed.

Carys says, ‘Well, it seems that flying’s the only way for Tulsi to reach Merry. I’m not going to lie, I wish it weren’t so.’

Flying? Flying? My heart leaps with excitement.

Efa shakes her head. ‘You shouldn’t risk it, Mam. What if you’re spotted?’ Her lips are pressed tight.

‘I can’t see any other way.’ Carys sighs. ‘Can you?’

Efa says nothing.

Carys hands me a mug of hot chocolate. ‘And our Tulsi will be well experienced at flying. Isn’t that right? It’s not so dangerous where she’s from.’

‘Um … When you say flying, do you mean like … a bird?’ I ask.

Carys’s face drops. ‘You don’t know how to fly?’ After a moment, she rubs her hands together. ‘Well, if you can get yourself this far, surely you can learn to fly. All right, let’s get ready.’ She bustles about and hands me a wedge of apple cake. ‘Eat that while we make a little potion.’

Efa pulls three jars from the shelves and spoons dried herbs into a ceramic jug, then pounds something in a mortar and pestle and tips it in too, along with a thick black liquid. Carys hands her the kettle and Efa pours boiling water into the jug. She holds one hand in the rising steam and speaks a quiet, reverent spell.

Efa flashes me a smile. ‘That just needs to steep a bit.’

Carys says, ‘Efa’s the one they come to for medicines when they have a cold or fever. Knowing all about plants is her gift. Eh?’ She strokes Efa’s hair. Efa ducks out from under her mum’s hand, but she’s grinning. ‘You have some interesting native plants where you’re from, Tulsi. Your mam told me about them. Which do you use most?’ 

‘Oh … so many to choose from.’ I know almost nothing about using plants in magic. ‘Did your mam teach you about plants?’

‘No.’ Efa laughs. ‘I listen to the plants. They tell me. And when someone comes to me who’s sick, I listen to them. I mean, really listen to them.’ She rubs a hand in a slow circle over her chest. ‘Like I can listen to you …’ She closes her eyes.

I’m not sure I want her really listening to me. What if she realises how little magic I actually know? Would they still let me fly? Still help me find Mum?

Efa opens her eyes. ‘You just want your mam back, eh? But you’re strong and you’re well.’

Phew. ‘So did Mum just knock on your door one day?’ I ask through a mouthful of cake.

‘Pretty much.’ Carys smiles. ‘Lucky she remembered my address. She busked in London for money and caught a train here. We tried so hard to figure out if there was any way to get her back to you. But no.’

As Carys puts the jars of herbs back on the shelves, I glimpse a curve of rough gemstones at her neck. I’m pretty sure it’s her talisman. Why do some magicians get gemstones and others get feathers? 

‘Do you go to parallel universes?’ I ask Carys.

‘Occasionally. I do it to learn from my other self. Once I ended up in India,’ says Carys. ‘That other version of me had learnt about their plants and oils, and I brought some back with me.’

Efa strains the potion and passes me a mug of brown liquid. It’s bitter and almost undrinkable but I swallow it down.

‘It will enhance your flying,’ says Efa.

‘Thank you,’ I say.

Carys hands me a heavy coat and scarf, and tosses aside the woollen hat Meredith gave me. ‘Useless. That’s a city hat.’ She pulls a thick knitted cap down over my ears. ‘Flying is much colder than walking. When she was a girl, my mother knitted herself a special flying hat, but I don’t know where it is. She hasn’t used it in years.’

‘Where does your mother live?’

‘Here. We all live here. But she’s away, up north, at a meeting of the Circle.’

‘The Circle?’

‘The Circle of Magicians. You haven’t heard of it? I was surprised when your mother told me that you don’t have one. They oversee things for the

hundreds of magicians in this part of the world. There’s some kind of trouble afoot at the moment that they’re trying to sort out.’

Carys hands me gloves and in my mind, I hear her again. What if she’s it?

I’m about to ask her what it is, when there’s a hammering on the front door.

Efa lets in a man, along with great gust of cold air. He pulls his scarf down. His voice is shaky. ‘The baban is coming early. Milly needs you, Carys. I couldn’t call because the phone’s not working, and our power’s just gone out too.’

Carys takes his gloved hands in hers. ‘How far apart are her contractions, Aiden? Did you time them?’

‘About two minutes. Her waters broke.’

‘Well, let’s be going, then.’ Carys pulls on her coat and boots. ‘Efa, you’ll need to look after Tulsi.’ She widens her eyes meaningfully.

‘Right,’ says Efa. ‘You mean …’

Carys nods and pulls a knitted cap over her curly hair. She takes my face in her hands and speaks very quietly. ‘Go well, dear girl. You give my love to your mother, will you? We’re here if you need us.’

The man is jiggling up and down, one hand on the door handle.

Carys hugs Efa and speaks quietly in her ear. ‘You should skirt around Dolgoed and over the goedwig ddu. Be careful of that house on the lane right after the wood. And if it feels too hard or too dangerous, come home.’ She picks up a big bag by the door, and raises her voice. ‘Let’s go, Aiden, and meet that babi boy of yours.’ 




CHAPTER 23

 Efa and I stand on the back step. ‘Thank goodness it’s stopped snowing,’ she says.

In front of us is a line of bare, leafless trees, and beyond that, empty fields. The moon’s faint light reflects from the snow that blankets everything in sight.

Efa flicks through her Book, using the torch on her phone. ‘I haven’t used this spell for a long while.’ She sounds rattled. ‘I wish Milly’s babi had not chosen this moment to come. Mam should be doing this, not me.’

‘Why’s flying so dangerous?’ I ask.

‘Has your mam not told you?’ She looks at me with that perplexed, slightly irritated expression that’s becoming familiar. ‘It’s because if someone sees us, they’ll think we’re gwrachod, or witches. And over the centuries, people have not been kind to the women they think are gwrachod. We were pretty shocked that your mam talks about magic to non-magicians. I mean, even my dad didn’t know anything. My parents are not together anymore, but when he was here, magic was something between just me and my mam.’ 

‘What did they do to the women they said were witches?’

She shakes her head. ‘They told lies about them and ran them out of town. Sometimes even killed them. And the women were simply using herbs and their healing hands to help people. People are frightened of powers they cannot understand. That is why we really should not be flying.’ She pauses. ‘Years ago, when Bethan was a little girl, she spotted Mam flying, and she’s made Mam’s life a misery ever since.’

That’s why Bethan was so suspicious when I said I was related to Carys.

‘Mum and I are pretty sure she’s a haneryn, or half-magician,’ Efa continues.

‘A halfling?’ I say.

‘Yeah. She must have a skerrick of magic blood. We reckon it skipped a generation because Deborah is definitely not a haneryn. Mam says that, deep inside, Bethan probably wants to be a magician. But a haneryn doesn’t have real magic, you understand – just inklings. So Bethan hates anyone who she senses is magic. But she probably wouldn’t have words for any of that, only feelings.’ Efa puts her Book back inside. ‘Enough chat. I’ll tell you the spell, except for the last words. It’s a really old one. Swyn, cod fi o’r Ddaear, caria fi ar y gwynt ...

I repeat it three times. Am I really about to fly?

‘Will I need to flap my arms?’ I ask.

Efa laughs. ‘No! Your arms will be by your sides. But you must picture yourself flying. Imagine yourself as a bird. Now, the last words are fel aderyn.’ She meets my eyes. ‘You ready?’

Efa holds out her hands, palms up, and casts the spell slowly and with great care. I do my best to say it along with her.

Word by word, I am filled with a light, fizzing energy. I imagine wings stretched wide either side of me, feathers rippling.

We finish the spell. My imaginary wings make one powerful beat and I lift into the air.

‘Oh, oh, oh!’ I say. I am floating! I am held up by thin air! I am grinning so hard my cheeks hurt. Every centimetre of my skin is tingling and buzzing with delight.

‘Efa! Efa!’ I say. We both rise through the air until we’re level with the roof of the house.

Efa hovers beside me. ‘Feels good, huh?’ she smiles. ‘If you lean your chest forward, you can fly flat. Up is I fyny! Down is I lawr! Left and right is just a matter of leaning one way or another. If we need to go faster or slower, I’ll do the spell. Flying uses lots of energy, so you must keep re-filling yourself. From the air, from the moonlight, from the trees we pass, from the snow down below. I assume you’ve had plenty of practice at that?’

I nod, though I suspect she would not consider three weeks as ‘plenty’.

‘Good,’ she says. ‘Lean forward and see how you go.’

I glide smoothly between two trees. I am simply sliding through the air, metres above the ground. I can’t believe how easy this is.

I tie the belt on my coat tighter because freezing air is leaking in, but the movement sends me into a steep dive, and I crash face first into a deep snow drift. Snow jams into my mouth and nose. Efa lands beside me and gives me a hand up. ‘It’ll get easier,’ she says. ‘If you start to dive again, lift your chin and push your chest out.’ She brushes snow off my shoulder.

I hope she’s up to this, I hear her think.

Am I really hearing people’s thoughts? Or am I just imagining what they might be thinking?

We take off again, and soon we’re wheeling and soaring through the freezing air. The trees below are dark blurs on the vast expanse of white. We skim the top of a forest, exactly like the birds must, and my heart swells with joy until I think I might crack a rib. This is what I am meant to do! This is what I have been waiting for all these years. I am a magician, doing magic in the world. Not just the world – a parallel universe!

‘It feels amazing, I know,’ calls Efa. ‘But don’t forget it’s the most dangerous thing we can do.’

I can’t equate the idea of danger with this miraculous, marvellous thing. How I wish Kit were here. I try to remember every sensation, every detail, so I can tell him later. I want to explain how light I feel, that I have no fear of falling because the air is holding me, as if gravity doesn’t exist. I wonder if he feels like this when he does trapeze.

‘Hello, trees,’ I whisper under my breath. ‘I’m here. I’m listening.’

A kind of humming rises from the dark forest below, and it feels like all the trees are joined in a great web of conversation that’s weaving around and over me, but doesn’t ignore me. My body gently vibrates, as if this sound is something I’ve always known.

A large animal runs across the field to our right, leaving a trail in the snow. ‘Deer,’ says Efa. She points to the right. ‘And look! There’s Bryn, collecting your friend.’ I wipe my eyes and, in the distance, see orange flashing lights. 

Everything is working out. Soon Pete will be on his way to a doctor, and I’ll be reunited with Mum.

‘Farmhouses ahead,’ Efa calls. She says a few words and we rise. The air is even wetter and colder, and my eyes and forehead are numb despite all the woollen wrappings. I think there may be icicles on my eyelashes.

Efa flies with her arms close to her sides, her chin tucked in. Her black coat flaps around her feet and I can see why people might be frightened by the sight. She looks like a monstrous black bird. Or a witch.

‘Uh oh!’ says Efa. ‘My energy’s falling!’

The next moment, I am dropping through the air – not flying, but falling. ‘Efa! Help!’ I call, frantically pedalling my feet. I crash into the top of a tree and grab for a branch, but I’m tumbling, out of control. My arm thwacks something hard and I feel a hot spurt of pain. Then Efa’s beside me, taking hold of my good arm. Together we sink, in a slightly more controlled way, to the dark forest floor.

‘Ow.’ I moan and cradle my arm. The ache is deep and throbbing, like the time I fell from a rope swing and broke my arm.

Efa’s looking around. ‘Quick. Charge up.’ The forest is so dark that I can barely make out her face.

I rest one hand on the rough bark of the nearest tree and try to ignore my arm, which I’m pretty sure is broken. The tree’s energy is cool and clear, like a stream of water, and fills me fast, like the tree in London.

A twig cracks in the forest behind us and there’s a flicker of movement.

Efa spins around. ‘A deer, I think.’ But she doesn’t sound as certain as I’d like. ‘They’re drawn to magic.’

Drawn to me, more like it, I think. ‘My arm,’ I say, trying not to cry.

‘Can’t you heal it?’ asks Efa.

‘No.’

Efa lays a gentle hand on my forearm. ‘Wow!’

‘What?’

‘You’re like … super-charged.’ She gives a small laugh. ‘You don’t look it. Did you know?’

‘Kind of.’ I remember hearing Carys’s thought: unbelievable. And what if she’s it? ‘What is it?’ I ask.

‘It? I have no idea what you mean.’ She looks behind her as she takes her hand from my arm, which has stopped hurting. She’s much better at this hands-on healing thing than my mum. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ she says, and reaches into one of her coat pockets. She hands me a scrap of bark. ‘Chew this. It will help you hold onto your magic.’ 

We say the spell again and as we rise through the air, she guides me between the branches. Once we pass the forest, we skim low over the fields in case our energy drops again. I chew on the bark, which is bitter and gritty. After ten minutes of freezing cold flying, my fingers begin to tingle.

We fly low beside a creek, and past a dark cottage we don’t realise is there until we are right upon it, then turn up a long, curving driveway. Efa gives me a thumbs-up sign, but she doesn’t need to tell me we’ve reached Mum – my fingers are sizzling hard now. Under my scarf, my mouth wobbles as if it’s not sure whether to laugh or cry. I’m here, Mum. I’m here.

Ahead is a huge house, like a grey mountain in the middle of all the white. We land beside a shed, our boots squeaking in the snow. Inside, the shed is dark and warm and fuggy and when Efa shines her torch around, I see wooden benches stacked with potted plants. We’re in a heated greenhouse.

‘I can tell she’s here,’ I say. I’m chilled to the core except for my fingers, which are burning. Can Mum smell me already? Is she looking out the window for me right now?

‘Well, of course she’s here!’ Efa smiles as she unwinds her scarf. ‘So, this is Elin’s place, where your mam works. My mam and I have been at the birth of the four children in this house. And they were looking for a nanny. That’s what your mam has been doing for a week. Apparently, they already adore her.’ She raises her eyebrows. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s used a bit of magic to make things especially fun for the kids. Now, I don’t know which room she’s sleeping in but I do know that all the bedrooms are on the first floor. You’ll just have to figure it out once you’re inside.’ She pauses. ‘I don’t think you should just knock at the door, like you did with Deborah and Bethan. Elin won’t understand how you got here without a car, and it could get very … awkward.’ 

‘Aren’t you coming in?’ I ask, dismayed.

‘No way! Too risky. If Elin were to catch me, it would be impossible to explain. We cannot have anyone getting a whiff of the fact that we practise magic. And if she catches you, you mustn’t mention me and Mam.’

My heart squeezes. If she catches me.

I try to sound casual. ‘So … what spell would you use to open a locked door?’

She peers at me. ‘How much magic have you really done, Tulsi?’

Now that I’m so close to Mum, surely it doesn’t matter if Efa learns the truth. ‘Not much. I’ve only had three weeks of magic training.’ It’s a relief to finally confess. 

‘Are you serious!?’ She’s smiling in what looks like disbelief. ‘How have you come all this way with next to no magic?!’

‘I’m sorry, I –’

She interrupts. ‘Listen to me. You’re clearly … talented and super-charged.’ She actually sounds impressed. ‘But if you go blundering around in there without the right spells, you’ll give things away and put us all in danger. I’m going to teach you the spells you need and write them down for you.’ She fishes around in the dark and finds something which she transforms into a pen and sheet of paper.

In fifteen minutes, Efa teaches me the cloak of silence spell, the cloak of darkness spell and the door-opening spell, and writes them down. ‘The cloak of darkness spell won’t work in bright light. You’ll look like a black blob. You can only use it in dim light.’

‘Okay.’ My head is whirling with all the hard-to-pronounce Welsh words.

‘And here’s the flying spell too, in case you need it later.’ She hands me the piece of paper and looks into my eyes. ‘Your mam is definitely in there. Just use the spells I’ve given you. Find her without anyone spotting you, then she can get you out of there.’ She steps forward and gives me a quick hug. ‘Don’t mention our names if you are caught, but you know where to find us if you need us. Go well. Rhwydd hynt i ti.’ She wraps her face with the scarf and her voice is muffled. ‘Will you come back some time? I could teach you more magic, and about plants and herbal medicine. It would be fun to teach such a fast learner.’ 

I’m surprised – but pleased – that she wants to see me again. ‘Yes! And could you come to visit me?’

‘I could! I’d like to see the circus.’ I can hear her smile. ‘So long as I leave from exactly the same place where you landed and use a special spell to trace your path back. My mam hasn’t ever wanted me to go to parallel universes but I’m old enough to make up my own mind.’

I tell her the exact place I landed, along with dad’s phone number – which he drilled into me when I was little, in case I ever got lost – and Efa writes it all down. ‘Thank you so much,’ I say. ‘For everything.’

‘It’s okay!’ she says brightly. ‘We’re family. And magicians must stick together. Good luck, Tulsi.’

Outside, she says the flying spell and lifts off. I watch her go, a dark shape streaming low over the fields, and for a second, I want to call her back. But I swallow down the words and turn to face the dark house, alone.




CHAPTER 24

This house is surely big enough for several families. It’s three storeys high with at least five chimneys that I can see.

I find a side door and pull out Efa’s sheet of spells. I’m about to read out the door-opening spell when Pete’s torch sputters and dies. I shake it, but nothing. The words of the spells I learnt with Efa not five minutes ago are all jumbled in my head.

I do remember the Welsh word for break, though, because one day Sylvie had me break a twig twenty times. ‘You never know when this spell may come in handy,’ she said. She was so right.

‘Swyn, torra!’ I say, pointing at the door handle.

There’s a quiet crunching noise and the door swings opens. Thank goodness the whole door didn’t crash to the ground.

I step into a warm, dim room, my heart pounding in my ears. I have just broken into a stranger’s house.

Judging by the clothes hanging on a line next to me, I’m in a laundry. I take off my boots and enter a huge, dark kitchen. The tiled floor is warm. Imagine that, they must heat the actual floor.

In the light coming from the oven clock, I can see a bowl of fruit on the bench, and half a cake under a glass dome. I’m here, Mum. I’m here, I think. Can she smell me now?

A clock chimes somewhere in the house. It’s four in the morning. We have thirteen hours to get back to London.

There’s a clicking behind me and I spin around to see a scruffy black-and-white dog approaching, wagging her tail.

‘Hello, doggo,’ I whisper and bend to pat her. ‘You’re not a very good guard, are you?’ But dogs never bark at me.

She follows me up the wide carpeted stairs. At the top is a big landing, and I’m wondering which of the open doors to look in when I hear a toilet flush.

There’s no time to run back downstairs. I crouch on the stairs and make myself as small as possible, hot with the terror of being caught in this family’s house. What was the cloak of darkness spell?! Rho glogyn something.

‘Where have you been, Mabli?’ says a woman. She’s on the landing, just a few metres from me. I’m scrunched up, holding my breath.

‘Come with me, girl,’ she says, and disappears into one of the rooms. I hear the rustle of bed clothes, then everything is silent.

Mabli reappears after a minute and nudges me for a pat. What if the woman comes looking for her? I crouch there for what feels like half an hour, then creep silently across the landing.

Where would a nanny sleep? With the children? Might she be in one of those rooms?

In one room, a child about the age of Kit’s twin sisters is sprawled sideways on a four-poster bed. In the second room a girl sucks her thumb beside a fairy nightlight. Further down a hall, I find two older children in a bunk bed.

‘Who are you?’ says a small voice behind me.

I nearly shout with fright.

It’s the kid who was sucking her thumb. She looks about three or four. It’s hard to see her face in the dim light, but she has a wild mop of hair.

‘Hello,’ I whisper, and crouch down, my heart pounding. ‘I’m Tulsi. Who are you?’ Please don’t call out to your mum, I think. What on Earth will I say if the girl’s mother appears?

‘I’m Poppy.’ She’s speaking way too loudly.

‘Shhh,’ I touch a finger to my lips. ‘We mustn’t wake anyone.’

‘Are you Merry’s daughter?’

‘Yes. How did you know?’

‘She told me your name and that you live in a caravan.’ She frowns. ‘My mami says we’re not allowed to have visitors in the middle of the night.’

‘I know. But I need to see my mum. Which is her room?’

‘Merry made us a cake. Do you want some?’

‘Can you tell me which is Merry’s room first?’

The little girl turns on her heel, and I follow her back downstairs to the kitchen, where she turns on all the lights. She’s wearing a yellow onesie, and brown ringlets stick out from her head like a dandelion flower. ‘Can you please cut me some cake? I’m not allowed to use a knife.’

‘Sure,’ I say, trying to be patient. ‘But, Poppy, I’ll only do it if you tell me where Merry sleeps.’

She looks back at me with a determined expression. ‘Promise you’ll do it if I tell you?’

‘Yes.’

‘There.’ She points through open sliding doors to what looks like a playroom.

I see a wall of books and baskets of toys and a model train track on the floor. ‘There’s no bed in there.’

‘No. The door there.’

On the far side of the playroom is a white door.

‘Okay. Cake,’ I say. I am about to lift the glass cake cover when I hear a woman’s voice. ‘Poppy! What are you doing up?’

My heart pounds and I drop to the floor behind the kitchen bench.

Please don’t give me away, Poppy.

‘I want cake,’ says Poppy.

‘Not in the middle of the night, darling.’ The woman’s voice is so close now. ‘Come on, back to bed.’ If Poppy’s mother takes even a couple of steps, she’ll see me. There’s nowhere to hide. The cloak of darkness spell is in my pocket but it wouldn’t work in a bright room like this anyway. I curl into a smaller ball, dry-mouthed with fear, my fists clenched tight.

‘But the girl was going to help me,’ says Poppy.

‘What girl?’

The dog appears around the corner of the bench and snuffles me. Go away, Mabli!

‘Toozi. She was in the boys’ room and now she’s hiding just over there.’

‘Is that right?’ the mother says, and I can hear laughter in her voice. Thank goodness. ‘Well, you can have some cake tomorrow. Let’s go. Come on, Mabli. What are you wagging your tail at, you cheeky girl?’ I hear her step towards me.

I point a finger in the woman’s direction and breathe the words, ‘Spell. Walk away, walk away,’ and picture her leaving the room. Please work in English, I think.

‘Oh! Oh.’ The woman sounds confused. I hear her moving away from me. ‘Come to bed, Poppy.’

The spell worked in English!

The lights flick off and Mabli wanders after them. I collapse onto the tiles with relief.

Just as I am about to stand up and head to that door in the playroom, I hear a frightened cry. ‘Merry! Merry! The laundry lock is smashed. Someone’s broken into the house!’




CHAPTER 25

From behind the kitchen bench, I see the door in the playroom fling open – and there is Mum, wearing crumpled pyjamas and a puzzled expression.

My heart bursts into what feels like a thousand flowers. At last. A small sob escapes me. ‘Mummy,’ I mouth. All I want to do is run to her, but that would ruin everything.

‘What?’ says Mum. ‘Someone’s broken in?’ Her eyes are wide, and dart around the room. She’s caught my scent.

‘Come and see,’ says Poppy’s mum, her voice all trembly. ‘I better call the police.’

‘But Mami, I told you that it’s Toozi,’ grumbles Poppy.

Mum walks into the kitchen, looking straight at me, a tiny smile on her face. She walks right by me and rests her hand on my head for a moment. It takes every gram of strength in me not to reach out and grab hold of her.

‘Go into my room,’ she breathes. Then, in a loud voice, she says, ‘I’ll check the laundry, Elin. You go up to the kids.’

When I hear Elin hurrying up the stairs, I dash across to Mum’s bedroom and close the door behind me. Should I hide in case Elin comes in?

I lie down and roll under Mum’s bed. Upstairs, a door bangs and a kid cries. I feel bad that I’ve made them scared.

As I wait, I slowly relax. I’ve been holding on so tight, trying so hard, but now I can let go. I’ve found Mum and she’ll take charge. Soon, we’ll be out of here and home with dad.

Time stretches. What is she doing? At least the floor is warm under me. The wind picks up outside and dashes snow against the window. I hope Efa made it home okay. After a while, a hollow, sick feeling grows in my stomach. It’s like the feeling I used to get when Sylvie was taking my energy. But why would I be getting that feeling here?

I’m not sure how much later it is when I hear the door open. ‘Tulsi?’ whispers my mum.

I roll out from under the bed and at last, at last Mum’s arms are around me, and it’s like a key fitting a lock – that utterly familiar feeling of being held by her, my head on her shoulder, her hand stroking my hair, and she smells just the same and she feels just the same, and it’s as if I am little again – a toddler – being taken onto my mother’s lap and rocked side to side. It’s a feeling of comfort like no other.

‘You really are my Tulsi, aren’t you?’ she says. ‘From my universe? Oh, darling girl.’

I can’t speak for a moment, as if my throat is clogged with all the tears I never cried after she disappeared. ‘It’s really me. I came to get you.’

She leans back and I see how thin and tired she looks. ‘But how? You’re not –’

‘Sylvie taught me,’ I say proudly.

‘What?! Sylvie?’ Her voice is filled with dismay.

‘Dad and I tracked her down. Her fifteen years are up, but you probably know that.’ I take a breath to try to settle the anger I’m surprised to feel bubbling up. ‘Mum, why did you disappear yourself when there was no-one to come and get you? It was so risky.’

‘You’re right to be upset. But I was terrified we were going to lose the circus. I thought if I could do one really show-stopping trick, we might save it … Is the circus still running?’

‘Yes.’ I decide not to mention the small matter of the collapsed big top.

She lets out a big breath of air. ‘Oh, good. And dad? Is he okay?’

‘He’s okay, but he misses you.’

‘I miss him too. I’ve missed you both, so much.’ Mum’s eyes shine with tears. ‘I’m sorry I did something so risky … I thought it would be okay. You don’t know this, but I’ve travelled to parallel universes hundreds of times before –’

‘To go and get Sylvie?’ I say.

She frowns. ‘You know about that?’

I nod. But I didn’t realise she’d been hundreds of times.

‘I never had a problem. Not once. Sylvie and I never had trouble getting home. So I started practising again recently, and it was all fine. It was just rotten luck that this time I landed in an electrical storm that continued for twenty-four hours. Just so unlucky. Did you know a storm messes up magic?’

‘Meredith told me. She’s the other version of you.’

‘You found her!’ Mum smiles. ‘Well, you did a better job at all of this than me.’ She stands and pulls on a pair of thick pants. ‘How long since you got here? To this universe?’

I look at Sylvie’s watch. ‘We have twelve hours to get back to near the magic shop. Which belongs to Meredith.’

‘Did Meredith help you find me?’

‘Sort of. Pete Potts drove me, and then Efa and I flew …’

‘Pete Potts?!’ she exclaims. ‘And you flew? Actually, tell me later. We have to go. Elin’s called the police, and if they turn up we won’t be able to explain how you got here. It could get very messy. Where’s Pete? Could he drive us back?’

‘No. We had a bit of a car accident.’

‘Car accident?! Are you all right –’

‘I’m fine, Mum,’ I say. ‘Here.’ I reach through the layers of my clothes to the pocket of my T-shirt. I offer Mum her talisman, which I grabbed as we drove away from the circus last night.

‘Oh, darling, thank you.’ She holds it hard in her fist for a moment before slipping it into her pants pocket. She looks around the room and makes her bed with the whisk of a finger.

There’s a loud clunk from upstairs and Elin’s distant voice. ‘Merry? Are you coming up?’

In the kitchen, Mum calls up the stairs. ‘Yes, in a moment.’ She scribbles a note on a sheet of paper. I’m sorry, Elin, but I’ve had to go home – there was afamily emergency. Don’t worry about me. So sorry to leave like this. Love to the kids. Merry. xxx

She puts the pen down. ‘I hate to disappear without telling them in person.’

I can’t help saying, ‘Which is how it was for us.’

‘I know. I made a terrible mistake.’ She strokes my cheek. I hear her thinking, I’m so sorry, my darling.

The laundry door is half open and snow has blown in over the floor. As I drag on my boots, Mum asks, ‘How did you get on with Sylvie?’

‘She can be a bit … prickly. But she believes in me as a magician.’

‘And I didn’t.’ Her face is sad.

‘No, you didn’t.’

She gives my hand a squeeze as we step out into the storm. The wind flings snow and sleet at us, hard and icy. It finds its way down my neck and I adjust my scarf. Now I understand why someone invented balaclavas.

We stagger through the snow and find some shelter under an overhanging roof around the back of the greenhouse. The swirling snow is so thick we can barely see a few metres in front of us.

‘I need to get to that tree over there,’ I say. ‘My energy’s dropping really fast.’

‘It’s so weird to hear you say that,’ says Mum. ‘I think we should get ourselves into the forest, away from the house, and then figure out our options.’

My fingers give a huge sizzle just as a woman’s voice comes from behind us. ‘Maybe I can help.’

She’s just a dark shape in the snowstorm, but I’d recognise that voice anywhere. ‘Sylvie!’ I say. ‘I didn’t think you could come!’

‘Hello darlings,’ says Sylvie. ‘Come around this side of the shed. The police are almost here.’ She points to a couple of wobbling torch lights just visible through the snow.

We huddle against the shed wall. With Sylvie to help us, we’re sure to get back to London in time. ‘How did you get here? Did your magic rebuild really quickly?’ I ask.

‘I don’t think so,’ says Mum.

Sylvie says a few words and something in her hand suddenly glows. That’s the spell I needed in the forest near Canmore last night. Was it really only last night?!

I see a wisp of long white hair escaping from Sylvie’s furry hat, and gasp. ‘You’re the Sylvie from this universe!’

‘Yes, dear granddaughter.’

‘But you weren’t stripped of your magic, were you, like our Sylvie?’

Mum squeezes my hand and, even through my gloves, I can tell what she’s saying. Careful.

‘Who stripped her of her magic?’ demands Other Sylvie.

‘Me,’ says Mum. ‘And your sisters.’

She gives a crooked, confused smile. ‘You wouldn’t do that!’

‘We did.’ Mum’s voice is stony. Her dislike for Sylvie is almost visible in the air between them.

‘I see,’ says Sylvie. ‘Well, I have all my powers. So. Shall we return to the rather urgent matter at hand?’ She smiles, but there’s no warmth in it. ‘How are you two planning to get back to London?’

Mum is silent. Does she have any kind of plan? Or doesn’t she want to tell Sylvie? And how does Sylvie know we need to get to London?

‘We could fly,’ I say.

‘You couldn’t possibly fly all that way in weather like this,’ says Other Sylvie dismissively. ‘It would be foolish and dangerous.’

Someone calls from the house. ‘Merry? Are you there? Come back inside.’

‘We need to get out of here, now!’ says Mum.

‘There’s an empty cottage that way,’ says Other Sylvie. ‘By the forest. Let’s go there and figure out how to get you to London.’ She swirls her hand over the three of us and mutters, ‘Swyn, rho glogyn o dywyllwch amdanom.’ Cloak of darkness. 

Other Sylvie grabs my hand. I’m filled with a familiar queasiness and my legs go weak. Now I know who was sapping my energy as I lay under Mum’s bed. I pull my hand from hers. I have a bad feeling about this version of Sylvie, but I have no choice but to follow her out into the snowstorm.




CHAPTER 26

After half an hour battling the driving snow, only partly protected by some umbrella-like shield that Other Sylvie conjured, we reach a small stone cottage.

Sylvie opens the solid wooden door, and a feeling of dread comes over me. I don’t want to step inside.

‘We need to charge up first,’ Mum says to Sylvie, and she leads me to a tree beside the house.

She leans her whole body against the wide trunk and beckons me to come close. Through a cottage window, I can see Other Sylvie inside, turning on lights. Over us, the tree’s branches whip back and forth in the wind.

Mum puts her lips right up against my icy ear. Her breath is warm. ‘We can’t trust her.’

‘Why not?’

‘Shhh. She has amazing hearing. It’s her special power.’

Even as Mum speaks, I see Sylvie’s head flick around and she stares out the window. She can hear us, all right.

Mum gives me a smile that is meant to be reassuring. It’s not.

I force myself to go into the cottage because I know we will freeze if we stay out here any longer. We peel off our sodden coats and boots while Sylvie feeds wood to a roaring fire in the living room fireplace. Her long white hair is loose. Gold bangles tinkle on one wrist, and on the other, I glimpse her watch, the twin of the one I’m wearing.

She finds some tins of soup in a kitchen cupboard and holds them up. ‘What shall I transform these into?’ She smiles and wiggles the cans around as if she’s a celebrity chef. ‘What will it be, ladies? Pasta?’ she says. ‘Pizza?’

‘It’s the middle of the night. We’re not hungry,’ says Mum. ‘As soon as the weather eases, Tulsi, we could fly to the train station and hope there’s a train leaving for London soon.’

‘Couldn’t we do a spell to stop the storm?’ I ask.

Mum shakes her head. ‘The consequences might be worse for us than the storm.’

Sylvie says airily, ‘I agree. I’m quite used to various consequences, but meddling with the weather is one thing I don’t do. Let’s have a cup of tea and figure it out.’

Mum stands with her back to the fireplace, her face tense, watching Other Sylvie bustle around. She transforms a pile of dust – and something that looks horribly like mouse droppings – into tea leaves: Swyn, tro yn ddail te! She makes the water in the kettle boil with the flick of her finger: Swyn, berwa!

I sense my energy dipping so I firm up my protective shield. Oh no you don’t, I think. You’re not getting another iota of energy from me.

‘How did you find us?’ I ask Sylvie, trying to sound like I don’t know what she’s up to. I glance at Mum. She’s pale. I hope she’s guarding her energy.

Sylvie mutters a spell over a glass of water, which turns into creamy milk. ‘You called me, Tulsi,’ she says.

‘No, I didn’t.’

‘Yes.’ She looks up with an impatient frown. ‘In London, near Merry’s magic shop.’

I remember shouting Sylvie’s name – in my head – while Claudie was in the bakery. ‘It wasn’t you I was calling. It was my Sylvie. And I called her inside my head.’

She smiles. ‘Well, I heard you because you called my name. A skilled magician can hear a cry for their help even if it’s not out loud.’

‘But where were you?’ I ask as Sylvie pours milk into three cups.

‘In my upstairs apartment, opposite Merry’s shop.’ ‘Her name is Meredith,’ I say. ‘And she doesn’t know you live there, does she?’

Sylvie shrugs. ‘I’ve tried to contact her but she won’t have anything to do with me. The poor girl has given up on magic, and you can see how unwell it makes her. So pale, so thin. It’s terribly unwise for a magician to shut down her magic.’ She glances at Mum with a frown. ‘Or to have it shut down for her.’ She pours us each a cup of tea and sits at the table. ‘I have a proposal for you.’

‘I bet you do,’ says Mum grimly.

‘Don’t go back. Stay. Work with me. The three of us could make the best magic act the world has ever seen.’ Her eyes glitter with excitement. ‘We could have a beautiful house, skiing holidays, designer clothes, and –’

‘You just want power, Mum. Admit it,’ says my mum.

She gives a small smile. ‘Yes, that’s true. But just think about it. The three of us together could be one of the most powerful magical forces the world has seen. Imagine what we could achieve!’ 

‘No way!’ I say. ‘Dad’s waiting for us.’ How can she think that we’d want to stay? She doesn’t understand anything.

‘I’ll go and get your dad and bring him back,’ she says, smiling. My stomach churns. Something feels very wrong here.

‘No. Just no,’ says Mum.

‘And what are you doing back in your universe, Merry?’ asks Sylvie. ‘You’re not still with Potts’s pathetic little circus, are you? With your talent, you could perform anywhere in the world. London, Las Vegas, Monte Carlo … I know people who would snap us up. Three generations in one act.’ She grins and makes a flourish with her hands. ‘Marvellous!’

‘If you won’t help us get back to London, then Tulsi and I are leaving,’ says Mum.

‘No, you’re not,’ says Sylvie mildly.

The door, of course, has been locked with a spell.

Mum glowers at her mother, speaks a spell and the door opens. She ushers me through the doorway, but as I step over the sill, I smash hard into something invisible.

I stagger back into Mum. ‘Ow!’ I touch my nose and there’s blood on my fingers.

Mum runs her hand over the invisible barrier – it’s like a pane of glass in the doorway – and says another, longer spell. But the barrier’s still there. Mum glares at Sylvie, her face white. ‘Seriously?’ says Mum. ‘You’re kidnapping us?’

Other Sylvie drinks her tea with a small smile. I hear her voice in my head: Correct.

My blood runs hot. This Sylvie really means to trap us here. ‘Why won’t your spells work?’ I ask Mum. There’s no point whispering if hearing is Sylvie’s special power.

‘She’s more powerful than me,’ says Mum.

‘Well, I’m powerful,’ I say. ‘Sylvie said so – the other Sylvie – and Efa, too. Let me try to break the barrier thing.’

Mum tells me the spell and I speak it, while pointing at the – seemingly – open door. But when I reach out, the invisible barrier is still there.

‘You may be powerful, Tulsi,’ says Other Sylvie. ‘But not experienced.’ She points at my face and says a few words. The pain in my nose disappears. ‘In fact, you are so inexperienced, my dear, that you didn’t realise I followed you onto that bus in London.’

I think about it. ‘You were the guy in the hoodie?’ She must have shapeshifted, so Meredith wouldn’t recognise her. I remember feeling a bit sick when the hoodie guy passed Meredith and I on the street. Sylvie was taking my energy even then! 

Sylvie smiles.

‘And I was the deer in the forest,’ she says. ‘I was taking your energy as you flew, but I took a little too much. I didn’t mean for you and the girl to fall. Sorry.’

My breath is suddenly tight. She’s been following me the whole way.

Sylvie continues, ‘When you called my name back in London, I locked on to you. I doubt you’ve been taught how to do that. But now I will be able to find you wherever you go. You cannot escape me.’

It feels like the floor’s tilting under me, and I grab hold of a chair to steady myself.

‘You haven’t changed one bit, have you?’ says Mum. ‘It’s still all about you and your desperate need for money and power.’ Mum turns to me. ‘Do your best to contain your energy, darling. She’s draining mine.’

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ says Sylvie. ‘She’s not letting me in.’

‘The only reason you’re managing to steal my energy is because I’m so upset,’ Mum says sadly. ‘I thought I’d got rid of you.’

Other Sylvie pours herself more tea. ‘A real magician doesn’t let emotions affect her magic, Merry. It always was your weak point.’

‘Better than having no emotions,’ says Mum.
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Four hours later, the storm has settled, sunrise has finally arrived, and there’s a strange half-light outside. Mum and I are on the couch, a blanket over our legs. Other Sylvie sits across from us in a big armchair. To anyone looking in the window, we’d seem peaceful, cosy.

But I am filled with a whirling, breathless panic. We’re trapped. We’re trapped. I can’t think straight and I can’t talk to Mum without Sylvie overhearing.

‘So, what’s your talisman, Tulsi?’ Sylvie asks in a casual voice.

I sense rather than see Mum shake her head.

‘What’s yours?’ I say. Maybe we could take it from her.

‘The stone in this ring.’ She holds up her hand. I knew there was something strange about the Sylvies’ rings.

I think of the feather in my pants pocket. It feels like no match for that glinting ring.

‘Do talismans increase good magic and … not-so-good magic?’ I ask.

‘There’s no such thing as good magic or bad magic,’ says Mum. ‘Magic just is. Magic is like … fire. It can warm you or it can burn you. It’s not good or bad in itself.’

Other Sylvie listens with a small smile.

Mum looks pointedly at Sylvie. ‘It’s what a magician does with magic that makes its effect good or bad.’ She pauses. ‘As a magician, you will have to choose, all the time, how you direct your magic. You’ll have to decide what is a good cause. This is part of the learning. Part of the responsibility of being a magician.’

I remember freezing the man in London and the terrible fright I gave him. Maybe that was good for me and bad for him?

A little later, Sylvie says, ‘Did you two know that Eunice was born near here?’ As she says Eunice, my fingers sizzle.

‘I don’t care where Eunice was born,’ says Mum. She drops her head back on the couch, eyes closed. She looks exhausted. Meanwhile, Other Sylvie looks youthful and sparkling. I know why.

It’s up to me to figure out a way for us to escape.

Under the blanket, I draw on Mum’s arm with my finger. For years, we’ve played a game where we draw letters on each other’s backs and must guess what they are. Now, I write: W. H. A. T. S. P. E. L. L. ?

Sylvie continues, ‘These are the very trees and rivers and mountains that Eunice grew up with. I feel sure she’s with me sometimes. Can you not feel her?’

Mum writes on my arm: F. R. E. E. Z. E.

I tried a freezing spell earlier while Sylvie’s back was turned. D. I. D. N. T. W. O. R. K. I write.

‘Why are you rattling on about Eunice?’ Mum lifts her head and stares at Sylvie. ‘Instead of talking about what’s really happening here? You’re the opposite of what a mother should be. What mother forces their eight-year-old to go to parallel universes? What mother lets their nineteen-year-old nearly die?’

‘Oh, for goddess’s sake! Don’t exaggerate, Merry,’ says Sylvie. ‘You did not nearly die.’

‘What happened?’ I ask. Finally, I might find out.

Mum takes a deep breath and speaks in a monotone. ‘I was nineteen. It was the last time I went to get her and I landed in this stinking, narrow lane in a city. In the middle of the night.’ For a moment, she stares at her mother in silence. ‘And you weren’t waiting for me like you said you’d be. You knew where I’d be landing. You knew it was dangerous. If you’d been waiting, we could have gone straight home. Instead, while I was waiting for you to turn up, I had to use my energy to keep people away from me.’ She pauses and turns to me. ‘Someone stole my rings and watch and wallet, and it took a lot of energy to stop something worse happening. And then this halfling turned up. He must have been drawn to me …’ She presses a hand to her mouth for a moment. ‘He wouldn’t leave me alone. And when you finally came, Mum, with only seconds to spare, I’d spent all my energy keeping myself safe. But we had to go or we’d be stuck there. So when I landed back in our universe, I was completely drained and barely alive and Vince had to take me to hospital.’ 

I feel a wordless sadness seeping from my mother as she speaks.

‘The day I got out of hospital, Sylvie told me she was going to a parallel universe and wanted me to come and retrieve her in two days’ time. That’s when I went to Aunty Lola and Aunty Thelma. They’d been wanting to strip her of her magic for about a year, because she kept using magic for making money. So we did it, and sent Sylvie away from the circus so she couldn’t do any more harm.’

‘I can’t believe you did that.’ Other Sylvie glares at Mum. ‘It’s a terrible thing to take away a magician’s powers. Inhuman.’

Take away a magician’s powers. Of course! That’s what we have to do.

S. T. R. I. P. H. E. R. P. O. W. E. R I write on Mum’s arm.

She shakes her head and writes 3.

I draw a question mark.

She replies, but her letters are wobbly and I can’t decipher them. She leans back and closes her eyes. She looks grey, drained of life. In my mind, I hear her voice, weak and afraid. Hang on. Can’t leave Tulsi on her own with Sylvie.

‘Let her go outside to charge up!’ I say to Sylvie. ‘Or she’ll die.’

‘She just needs a rest,’ says Sylvie.

I try to give Mum some of my energy, the way Sylvie in Millimba gave me some before I left, but when I do, my energy level plummets. Other Sylvie’s watching me with a small smile. ‘Stop it!’ I say.

‘What?’ she asks, all pretend innocence. ‘I won’t let her die, you know.’

Mum gives a tiny moan and her eyelids flutter. Terror swamps me as I understand how dangerously sick she is.

Eunice! I think. Eunice. Please. If you really are around here, please help. How do we take away Other Sylvie’s powers?

There’s no response. Just the fire crackling and the chink of Sylvie’s teacup as she places it back in its saucer.

I decide to come up with a magic-stripping spell in English. It’s worth a try. Under the blanket, I clutch the feather in my pocket with one hand and point at Sylvie with the other. ‘Spell,’ I breathe the words. ‘Take away her magic powers.’

‘Spells don’t work in English, silly girl,’ says Sylvie.

Actually, I did one in English at Elin’s house, I think.

‘Anyway, you need three magicians for a banishing spell – to make sure a magician is never stripped for malicious reasons, or on a whim.’ Sylvie gives a superior smile. ‘There’s so much you don’t know.’

That’s what Mum meant by ‘3’, then. Three magicians. Mum, Thelma and Lola. My heart sinks.

Beside me, Mum gives another faint moan. I don’t let myself picture Dad waiting for us to return, anxiously watching the minutes tick by.

I make myself think of the earth beneath us, the earth which has watched thousands of summers and winters come and go, which has nurtured plants that bloom and die, which is marked by the tracks of generations of animals and humans. Earth, ancient, timeless earth, please help me. All the magicians who have ever walked this land, please help me. I’m afraid Mum will die if we don’t get out of here.

Eunice! In my mind I yell her name as loudly as I called Sylvie’s name in London.

Nothing.

It’s stupid to think I can communicate with someone who’s been dead for a hundred-and-something years.

A log shifts in the fire and sends out a big spray of sparks. My fingers sizzle. Is that you, Eunice? I think.

Nothing.

Then I hear a woman’s voice in my head: Mae dy hud yn diflannu.

Eunice? I try to hide my thrill from Sylvie. Can she hear my heart quickening?

The woman’s voice is as clear as anything. Swyn, mae dy hud yn diflannu. Nid wyt bellach yn ddewines. Rydym yn dy wahardd di.

Thank you, I think. Is that the spell? It’s a lot to remember.

She repeats it three times in a deep, calming voice.

Has a spirit really just taught me a spell? Or have I dreamed this up? Either way, it’s the only thing I have right now, so I take a deep breath, point at Other Sylvie and say, ‘Swyn, mae dy hud yn diflannu –’

Sylvie jerks forward in her chair and shouts, ‘No! Swyn, torra’r swyn!’

Something invisible hits me in the face and presses me hard against the couch for a few seconds.

Sylvie’s standing now. ‘It won’t work, you silly girl.’ But she looks afraid. She points at me and speaks in Welsh.

‘Swyn, torra’r swyn!’ gasps Mum. She’s sitting upright, holding her arms bent before her, crossed at the wrist. Energy is ricocheting around the room, like someone’s fired off a hundred ping-pong balls and they’re slamming from wall to floor to ceiling. Mum collapses back onto the couch.

I try again. ‘Swyn, mae dy hud yn diflannu. Nid wyt bellach –’

‘Swyn, torra’r swyn! Interrupt!’ roars Sylvie, and takes a step towards me. ‘How dare you!’ She points at me and I fly through the air, over the back of the couch, and land heavily on the floor.

Her face is twisted. ‘Who do you think you are, Tulsi? You’re only alive because of me. You are my blood and you should do as I say.’

I try to sit up but I’m pinned to the floor. My throat is choked with fear and anger. ‘I owe you nothing,’ I spit out. ‘I would rather have no magic than work for you.’

Rage flares in Sylvie’s eyes. There’s a great hissing sound and the fire goes out. A dark mist rises from the floor, and lightning sparks and cracks at the edges of the room.

I manage to scramble to my feet and into the kitchen, Sylvie right behind me.

I need a solid wall between me and Sylvie. If she can’t point at me, it’s harder for her to cast a spell. I open a door and find myself in a small, cold room. A pantry. I slam the door on Sylvie. ‘Spell. Lock. Lock. Lock,’ I say, pointing at the door. When Sylvie rattles the handle, the spell seems to hold.

The empty jars on the shelves start to rattle and clink. The whole room’s vibrating so hard I have to grab hold of a shelf as jars smash at my feet. ‘Spell. Stop rattling,’ I scream. And it stops.

‘Oh, I see,’ says Sylvie on the other side of the door. ‘You don’t need to use Welsh. What a clever baby magician.’

The pantry fills with clammy, stinking fog. I gag and push open a small window. Fresh, cold air rushes in.

Let me in! I hear Sylvie think.

‘Spell. Clear fog,’ I say, and the fog evaporates.

‘Doing spells in English is terribly impressive,’ says Sylvie. ‘But your mother is out here alone, Tulsi. Oh dear, she looks rather unwell.’

I feel a blast of burning anger. Can this Sylvie really be so evil?

‘She’s no use to you if she dies,’ I say.

‘She won’t die,’ says Other Sylvie. ‘But she’s not the one I need. I need you.’

Well, you’re not getting your hands on me. I say, ‘Spell. Cloak of silence,’ then lift myself onto the window sill, climb through and drop barefoot into the knee-deep snow.

There’s no sign of Sylvie, but surely she can tell I’m not in the pantry anymore.

Keeping low, I make my way around the cottage and peek in the living room window. Mum is on the couch, eyes closed, completely still.

I hold up my hand up to the window and try to beam energy at her. I don’t know whether it will work, but it’s safer than going back inside. After about ten seconds, her skin pinks up. She sits up and looks around the room, eyes wide. I tap on the glass and she smiles with relief. Then her eyes widen in fear.

I turn around.

Sylvie stands in the snow behind me, a dozen small black birds perched on her head and shoulders. She is much taller than before; broad-shouldered, queenly. What magic is she using?

She smiles. ‘You’re not going to make it back to London in time. So we might as well talk about how I can help you. And how you can help me.’

‘I will never help you. I will do everything in my power to stop you.’ I blurt out the spell. ‘Swyn, mae dy hud yn diflannu …’

Sylvie’s face draws into an unearthly grimace. She points at me and speaks slowly, with intent. Welsh words that I don’t understand. My mind blanks. All I can do is repeat, ‘No, no, no. I will not let you.’

I feel the actual weight of Sylvie’s magic pushing against me. My vision starts to go grey and speckly. A clammy fog surrounds me, its fingers finding their way into my nose and ears and eyes. Her voice fades in and out. I cannot move my arms or legs, and a terrible thought comes to me. Is this what dying feels like? Is this my life force leaving my body?

Would Sylvie really kill me?

I close my eyes and an image of Flat Rock enters my mind. The high blue skies. The trees, and the tang of crushed eucalyptus leaves. The damp earth.

I have a moment of clarity and I think, I will not let you do this. I drop to my knees and press my hands into the freezing snow. Lend me your power, great earth beneath me, web of trees that surround me, snow, wind, sun.

I begin to sizzle – not just my fingers, but my whole body. And I know that it’s a great surge of magic moving through me. I draw my feather talisman from my pocket and discover that it’s been transformed into metal. I point it at Sylvie. 

She jerks a hand to her right and a pine tree comes crashing down, just missing me as it flings snow and branches into the air.

My arm shakes as I hold my talisman before me. ‘We strip you –’ I shout.

There’s a great cracking sound behind me and bits of the slate cottage roof fly through the air. One hits me in the back and I fall to the ground with a cry.

I get to my feet. ‘We strip your magic,’ I shout. ‘Your magic is gone. You are no longer a magician.’ The air around us shimmers and distorts.

Sylvie points back at me, screaming, ‘Swyn. Torra’r swyn!’

‘We strip you!’

‘Swyn. Torra’r swyn!’ But she’s shrinking to her normal size and the birds flap up and away from her, like a black cloud. I see her orange stone talisman fall from her ring and disappear into the snow. All around, there is a sound like a great sigh, and I know we have done it.

We have stripped Other Sylvie of her magic.

She roars and rushes towards me.

‘Spell, freeze!’ I say. Sylvie freezes mid-step.

Mum is at the door of the cottage, which is now missing part of its roof. She looks gobsmacked. ‘How on Earth did you do that?’ she asks. ‘You need three magicians to take away someone’s magic. They all have to decide it’s for the greater good.’ 

‘I’m pretty sure Eunice helped us,’ I say. Thank you, Eunice. ‘Clearly, we all wanted the same thing.’

Mum gives me a strange smile. ‘Okaaay,’ she says.

I point to Other Sylvie. ‘Spell, reverse freeze.’

She sinks to her knees. ‘Undo it,’ she says, tears tracking down her cheeks as she frantically digs in the snow for her talisman. ‘Please. This is the worst thing you could possibly do to me.’ She looks up at Mum. ‘Merry, you tell her. A magician is all I was ever meant to be. I don’t know how to be an ordinary person.’

Mum crosses her arms. ‘No, Mum. You forget that I’ve been through this with you before. Well, I’ve been through it with another version of you. I know you’ll figure out how to be ordinary.’
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Inside the cottage, I point at my coat and socks. ‘Spell, dry!’ I say, and they are. Mum still looks astonished that I can do spells, let alone in English.

‘Let’s take her Book,’ I say. ‘She’s not going to need it.’

Mum hesitates. A magician’s Book of Spells is sacred. ‘Okay.’

Sylvie sits hunched on the couch. She’s stopped pleading with us, but I can’t help worrying that she will burst forth with a spell. It’s hard to believe we really have stripped her of her magic.

‘She’ll freeze without a fire,’ I say.

‘I know,’ mutters Mum. ‘Even though she seemed perfectly happy to let us die.’ She flicks a finger at the fireplace and the fire roars back to life, and where there were books on a shelf, there are now neatly stacked logs.

Mum tucks Sylvie’s Book under her coat and I follow her out the door. We don’t say goodbye.




CHAPTER 27

Mum is even worse at flying than I am.

‘I’ve only done it once before!’ she says as she stands up after crashing – yet again – into a snow drift. ‘And I’m tired.’

We’re flying lower than is probably safe, because even though it’s stopped snowing, it’s just too cold and windy higher up. We have to take long detours around farmhouses and villages.

Mum explains that we can’t use the cloak of darkness spell while flying, because we’re moving too fast. ‘It only works when you are still or moving at walking pace,’ she says.

At a train station, we discover that the next train to London doesn’t leave for hours. Twenty minutes later, we land in the slush at the back of a petrol station, and Mum sinks to the ground with an exhausted groan. We manage to hitch a ride with a driver who’s stopped to fill up his truck, but he can’t take us all the way to Waterloo. ‘Sorry. I’m due at the depot,’ he says. 

I help Mum up into the cab of his truck, which is blessedly warm and dry, and smells of the mint lollies he keeps on his dashboard. Mum leans her head against the window and closes her eyes.

‘We’ll be there in about four hours,’ says the driver, ‘then it might take you another forty-five minutes or an hour into the city.’

I look out at the grey, miserable sky, and try not to panic. We have exactly five hours until the portal back to Dad is closed forever.
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Mum wakes as the truck driver pulls up outside some kind of factory. ‘This is as far as I go,’ he says. ‘Your best bet is to get a cab.’

It’s ten past four. We have fifty minutes to get there. There’s a steady stream of traffic, but no cabs. After five minutes, I wave a car over. ‘Will you please drive us to Waterloo?’ I ask the driver. ‘We’ll pay you.’

She looks at the money in my hand. ‘Double that and I will.’

‘Okay.’ We climb into the back seat. The fading light outside gives me a feeling of doom. ‘What if we don’t get there in time?’ I ask Mum.

Her voice is thin. ‘Then we’ll live here.’ She turns to me. ‘We can make a life here. In the country. Near Carys and Efa.’

‘But what about Dad?’ I say, my throat aching with tears.

Mum shakes her head slowly, eyes glistening, and looks away.

I remember Dad hugging me before I left and saying, ‘I will always love you, here or there, wherever you may be.’ I will always love you, Dad. Always. Always. I wish I’d told him.
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I try not to watch every minute tick over on the driver’s clock; try not to focus on the stop-start traffic.

‘Mum, your voice came through to me, three weeks ago,’ I say. The driver’s got the radio up loud but I talk quietly anyway. ‘You sounded really scared.’

Mum lays a hand on my leg. ‘Maybe it was the moment I realised there was absolutely no way home, that I wouldn’t see you and Dad again. If you could hear me … well, you must be very powerful. I was wrong not to teach you magic. Clearly you were ready. I’m sorry.’ 

‘Why wouldn’t you teach me?’ I ask. ‘You just made up that rule, didn’t you?’

She nods. ‘I didn’t want your childhood to end too soon. Once you learn magic, you have to manage the power and make choices about how to use it. Plus, I was worried about what would happen when Sylvie came back – I didn’t want you to have power she could steal.’

Well, you were right about that, I think.

‘Is that why this version of Sylvie is so awful – because her childhood ended too soon?’ I ask. ‘Sylvie back home told me that when she was little they had to live in a car for a while.’

‘They did. For a long while. For years. Their mum used to get sick and end up in hospital, and because Sylvie was the oldest, she had to go to shops and beg for food for the three of them. She told stories to the little girls to stop them being scared. Their car leaked when it rained and they didn’t have a toilet. That’s why having lots of money and lots of power helps Sylvie feel safe. Although this Sylvie is even worse than our version.’

‘She is. Way worse!’

‘I think this Sylvie is worse because she wasn’t stopped,’ says Mum. ‘No-one pulled her up.’

‘We did!’

‘We did.’ But she doesn’t sound terribly convinced. After a moment, she says, ‘She’ll want her powers back, nothing’s surer.’ She looks away from me, out the window, as if to hide her face. But I can feel her fear. Why is she still afraid of Sylvie?

The traffic comes to a halt.

‘How long until we get there?’ Mum leans forward and asks the woman driving.

The woman turns. ‘There must be an accident up ahead. I think you’d do better on foot.’

‘Okay.’ I hand her some cash.

‘Thanks, love!’ she says with a grin. I ask her for directions and she tells us how to get to the Ultimate Magic shop. ‘I reckon it will take you at least half an hour on foot.’

‘We’ll have to run then!’ I say.

It’s dark outside. On the footpath, which is thick with pedestrians, Mum looks around for a tree. ‘I can’t walk anywhere, let alone run, until I charge up,’ she says.

We lay our hands on a street tree’s slim, pale trunk, but its energy is weak. We’d have to stand here for an hour to top ourselves right up. We have twenty-two minutes to get to the magic shop.

‘I don’t think we’re going to make it, Tulsi.’ In the streetlight I can see Mum’s trying not to cry. ‘I’m sorry, darling.’

‘We have to try! For Dad!’

Mum looks as stricken as I feel. Then she takes a sharp breath. ‘Is that Claudie?’

Sauntering towards us are Claudie and Haz. ‘So, I guess this is Merry?’ says Claudie. She’s not smiling.

I nod. ‘I’m sorry I left you like that, Claudie, but I spotted Merry … she’s my mum.’

‘Hello, Claudie.’ Mum smiles warmly.

Claudie looks from Mum to me, and shakes her head.

I wish I could tell Claudie everything, but I can’t. ‘Please, can you two lead us to the magic shop?’ I say. ‘We have to be there by five o’clock. It’s urgent.’ Claudie raises her eyebrows. ‘We’ll have to run like the wind.’

‘I can’t run,’ says Mum.

‘I can … make some bikes,’ I say. I don’t care about Claudie or Haz or the passers-by seeing me do magic. I don’t care about anything but getting back to Dad.

I stand in front of two bench seats and scrunch up my eyes. ‘Spell. Transform into two push bikes,’ I say, picturing my old blue bike back home and willing the benches to become bikes.

Claudie gasps and Haz shouts, ‘Wow! How did you do that?’

‘No time to explain,’ I say, and grab one bike – exactly like my bike at home, even down to the basket on the front – and pass it to Claudie. ‘You ride on the back of Claudie’s bike, Mum. Haz, you’re on mine.’

‘Can I keep it?’ says Haz as they climb on. ‘Because you never taught me that card trick.’

‘Absolutely,’ I say.

Claudie pedals at top speed, leading us along footpaths and through a network of dark lanes, dodging cars and pedestrians and ringing her bell the whole way. Halfway up a lane, she drops her bike to the ground. ‘We’re on foot now,’ she calls over her shoulder.

We run through the back door of a shop, past racks of clothes and an astonished shopkeeper and out onto another street. I’m pulling Mum along, across a tiny park and down another narrow lane. I glance at Sylvie’s watch. We’ve got five minutes to get there.

‘Come on, Mum. Nearly there,’ I say, even though I have no idea how far we are from the magic shop.

We’re still running when I glance at the watch again. We’re out of time.

I stop, my chest heaving. Dad! I picture him standing by the Land Rover, checking his watch as our deadline rolls around. How long will it take for him to realise Mum and I are not coming? I’m sorry, Dad. I tried my hardest.

‘Claudie, it’s too late!’ I call.

Claudie calls back, ‘But Big Ben hasn’t chimed! It’s not actually five yet. Come on!’

We turn a corner and there is the Ultimate Magic Shop – and Meredith. ‘Hello,’ she says to Mum.

‘Hi,’ Mum replies, still breathing hard. They seem shy. I guess it’s a strange thing to meet your other self.

‘Is Pete okay?’ I ask Meredith.

‘Yes. He’s in hospital and gave me this for you. It’s a letter for the other Peter.’ She stuffs an envelope into my coat pocket as Big Ben’s musical chimes begin. We have only a few moments left.

I turn to Claudie. ‘This is for you.’ I hand her the rest of Pete Potts’s money. ‘Take Haz and go and find Kit and his parents.’

She nods, teary-eyed. ‘Thank you.’

Mum and Merry are hugging. In their hug I see all the ways they are different. Meredith gives a quick, arms-only hug, her face blank, while my mum tries for a big, squishy hug, and wipes away a tear. It’s amazing that someone can end up being so different, simply because of one choice. My mum chose to stand up to her mother and what she knew to be right, and Meredith ran away and gave up magic. 

Big Ben’s first bong rings out.

Mum and I step into the middle of the road. She holds her hand up to stop the traffic and uses her finger to draw a circle in the air around us. Bong.

Mum takes my hand and I push some energy into her. ‘Swyn. Boed i’r pŵer fy meddiannu, fy nghynnal, a’m cadw’n ddiogel. Dychwel fi i’m byd fy hun,’ she says. May the power enter me, hold me, keep me safe. Return me to my own realm.

A waft of breeze picks up my hair, and I look over at Meredith in her shop doorway and Claudie and Haz standing arm in arm. Claudie waves, then she’s hidden by mist. I am in the roaring, freezing darkest dark again, my hair and clothes whipping around me.

It seems to go on for much, much longer this time. But when I find myself wondering if it will ever end, I concentrate on Mum’s warm hand holding tight to mine. We’re going home.




CHAPTER 28

My feet hit solid ground with a jolt. Mum and I are on the grass under the fig tree. The Millimba night is warm and humid and smells of river and trees and the damp earth.

We made it! We’re home.

I see Dad climbing out of the Land Rover and running to us. As I move towards him, Mum crumples to the ground beside me.

The next thing I know, Dad’s carrying me and I am bundled into the front seat of the Land Rover and we’re driving fast. Dad and Sylvie are talking urgently but I can’t catch the words. I’m slipping in and out of wakefulness. I’m so, so tired. Where is Mum? I must charge up somehow, find a tree, but I am buckled into the seat and Dad is speeding along the road, leaning forward over the steering wheel. 

I wake to flashing lights. We’re parked by the side of the road, an ambulance in front of us. I open my door but before I can climb down, Dad appears. He strokes my face. ‘You did good, sweetheart. You did a wonderful job bringing Mum back, but she’s not well. She needs to go to hospital. Stay in the car.’

I watch the serious-faced paramedics wheel Mum’s stretcher into the back of the ambulance. She looks so small, and I can tell she has no energy left at all. Sylvie climbs into the ambulance after her. This doesn’t seem real. We were meant to land and everything would be fine again.
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At the hospital, Dad and I enter the waiting room to see Sylvie walking slowly towards us, looking terribly pale and old. I hear a sharp in-breath from Dad. Is Sylvie about to tell us the worst possible news? I’m not sure my legs will hold me up. I grab Dad’s arm and he pulls me close.

‘They’re giving her fluid and warming her up and doing tests.’ Sylvie slumps onto a chair. She looks up at me. ‘How much energy did she have when you two left the other universe?’

I try to swallow but my mouth is too dry. ‘Not much.’

‘Go outside and find a tree, then try to give her some energy,’ says Sylvie flatly. ‘She wasn’t able to absorb any from me. I think she’s too far gone. But you might have better luck.’
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The nurses don’t want to let me in to see her, but Dad insists. My insides turn to water at the sight of Mum lying on the bed, wires attached to her and machines blinking. Her face is the colour of porridge, her arms thin and lifeless on the white sheet. This is not my mother; this is a shell, a doll.

The nurse standing by the bed typing into a computer turns to give me and Dad a soft smile. ‘You can stay for just a couple of minutes,’ he says.

I lay both hands on Mum’s cold, waxy arm and imagine my energy flowing into her, filling her, like I did in the Welsh cottage. But nothing happens. It’s like trying to pour water into a jar with the lid on. I can’t speak for the painful knot of tears in my throat.

Sylvie lays her hand on my shoulder. ‘It was worth a try,’ she says in a quiet voice. ‘You proved me wrong, Tulsi. You made it there, you found her and brought her back. You did well.’ Her eyes brim with tears.

‘Mum,’ I whisper. ‘Please. Take my energy.’

But her face turns an even more terrible grey colour.

One of the machines starts pinging and a doctor hurries in. She presses buttons, and calls over her shoulder for someone to come.

‘What’s happening?’ I ask Sylvie.

Sylvie is gazing down at Mum with a look of piercing love and regret. ‘There’s only one way to save her,’ she says.

The doctor is beside us. ‘I have to ask you to leave.’

Sylvie says, ‘You or I could completely and forever relinquish our magic powers and hand them to her. That’s the only way to get energy into her – a complete handing over of magic power. Whoever does it would never be a magician again.’

‘I’ll do it,’ I say immediately.

She shakes her head. ‘No. You’re only starting out.’ Her eyes are clear. ‘I’ll do it. I’ve had my years of magic. I made a mess of them, but I’ve had my chance.’

The doctor puts a hand on my back. ‘Please, we need you both to step out now.’

Sylvie rests her hands on Mum’s arm, her rings bright against Mum’s skin. She speaks. ‘Swyn. Trosglwyddaf bob pŵer sydd gennyf, a hynny’n oesoesoedd. Nid dewines wyf bellach. I relinquish all my powers, in perpetuity. I am a magician no more.’ 

For a moment nothing happens except more people hurry into the room, and the doctor steers me away from the bed.

Then the orange stone in one of Sylvie’s rings cracks and falls to the floor. Mum coughs and takes a huge, noisy breath. From one moment to the next, her skin turns pink and her cheeks plump out. Her eyes open and she looks straight at me where I stand at the foot of the bed. ‘We made it!’ she says loudly, and sits up.

‘You’re back!’ I launch myself at her and we’re a tangle of arms and hospital wires and bedsheets.

‘Hang on! Hang on!’ says the doctor as Dad rushes in and wraps me and Mum in a hug. ‘Please, lie back down. We need to … What on Earth…?’

Sylvie’s watching, blank-faced, as Dad cries into Mum’s shoulder.

‘Have you really lost all your magic powers?’ I ask Sylvie.

She nods. ‘I have.’ She holds up her hands and turns them over and over, as if to see whether there’s a shred of magic clinging to them. ‘I’m just an ordinary woman now. But my daughter is alive.’

I slide off Mum’s bed. ‘Thank you,’ I say, and put my arms around Sylvie. She hugs me tightly.
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As we drive the winding road to Canmore, Mum and Dad’s voices float through the car, and it’s the best sound in the world. Beside me, Sylvie is silent, staring out the window into the night.

I shuffle close to her. ‘Is there any way you can get your powers back?’ I whisper.

She shakes her head. ‘No. I could claim them back but …’ She points to Mum. ‘She would die. So, no.’

‘What if someone strips another magician of their power? Indefinitely.’

‘Well, even if it’s supposedly indefinite, it can be reversed – but only by one of the people who cast the spell to strip her.’

I rest my head back on the seat and close my eyes. So there’s no way Other Sylvie can get her power back, because Mum and I are here and Eunice is … goddess knows where.


[image: Image]


I wake in our van, and the bright sky outside the small window tells me the sun’s been up for a while. Someone – it sounds like Walid – whistles as they walk past the van, and Mum calls a cheery hello. There’s the hum of a generator and a few barks from the dogs. I let the familiar sounds of the circus wash over me. I’m home. 

I look out the open door of the van and see Mum sitting on a milk crate in shorts and a T-shirt, eating a mango. She beckons me over.

‘Are you feeling okay?’ I ask her. ‘I thought you were … going to die.’ The horror of that moment wells up in me again, and for a moment I can’t speak. It will be hard to forget the sight of her waxen, lifeless body.

‘I knew it would be dangerous to travel home when I was so low on energy,’ says Mum. ‘But it was that or stay there. And I was fine in the end, wasn’t I?’

‘Only because of what Sylvie did, though.’

She frowns and wipes mango juice from her mouth. ‘What do you mean?’

‘She gave up her magic forever, to save you.’

She stares at me, her face blank with shock. ‘I had no idea.’

‘I said I’d do it but she wouldn’t let me.’

Mum puts down her mango and gives a shaky sigh.

Oh, Mum. Thank you, I hear my mum say, but in my head.

‘Mum, is there such a thing as hearing other people’s thoughts?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I reckon I just heard your thought. Did you say to yourself, “Oh Mum, thank you”?’

She’s very still. ‘Have you heard thoughts before?’

I nod. ‘A few times.’

‘Well … yes, I did just think that.’ She gives me a small, strange smile. ‘I better be careful, huh?’

Her phone dings. She glances at it. ‘Peter Potts is coming in half an hour, to talk about a loan.’

‘Wasn’t he getting on a plane to China last night?’

‘We phoned him on the way home from the hospital and he said he’d extend the deadline until this afternoon. He didn’t know I’d accidentally disappeared myself.’

‘We just said you were away.’

‘You could have told him. He knows a fair bit about magic.’ She glances at me. ‘Like Kit.’
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I find Kit in our favourite camphor laurel. He’s squatting on the lowest branch, like a bird on a twig.

‘Welcome back!’ he calls as he swings down. ‘I dropped in to see you this morning, but you were asleep. I knew you’d bring her back. I knew it. What was it like?’

As we climb the tree, I tell him about London and Efa and flying and shapeshifting and try to explain how evil the other version of Sylvie is.

At the top, through the leaves, we have a dappled view over the circus. Li Lin’s shaking out blankets and Vince is sitting on his van steps, talking on the phone. Zanni’s bending awkwardly – her pregnant belly huge now – adjusting the ropes on the low tent where the dogs sleep.

I wonder what unexpected turns their lives have taken over the years, and how many alternative lives they have that they’ll never know about. I guess there’s another version of my life with a Tulsi who wasn’t brave enough to go and get her mum, and a version of my life where it was me who gave up her power to save Mum. Perhaps – and I feel sick at the thought – even a version where Mum didn’t survive.

‘You know, I used to think magic was just a sparkly, easy, happy thing,’ I say to Kit. ‘But it’s not always. There were some pretty scary moments when I was away. And hard decisions …’

‘Acrobatics is not as sparkly as it seems either,’ says Kit. ‘It looks like I’m as light as a feather but I have to work really hard and my body aches all the time, and there are moments I’m filled with terror that I’m about to fall.’ He smiles. ‘And I do fall. But it’s what I was born to do, just like my mum and dad. And you were born to do magic.’ 

I know Mum wouldn’t want me to tell Kit that his dad is alive in the other universe, but not telling Kit feels like lying, and I don’t want to lie to anyone anymore.

‘Kit,’ I say, tentatively. ‘I didn’t see him …’ I pause, trying to find the right words. ‘But apparently your dad is alive in the other universe. Another version of you and your mum and dad are living in England, working in a circus.’

‘He’s alive there?’ His eyes are wide. ‘How?’

‘Well, I guess the version of your dad in that universe didn’t get sick.’

Kit’s eyes cast from side to side, as if trying to land on something real and concrete to help him make sense of this information. ‘How do you know?’

‘I saw Claudie there – another version of her, obviously – and she told me. She’d also never heard of the twins, so it seems that they don’t exist there.’

‘They were never born in that universe,’ he says quietly. ‘Just me.’

I nod.

He takes hold of my arm. ‘I want to go,’ he pleads. ‘You have to take me.’

‘I know.’ I swallow. ‘I’ll find a way. I promise.’

He gives me a wobbly smile, his eyes full of longing and hope.
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Peter Potts pulls up in his fancy car, half an hour late, and joins Mum and I under the tree by our van.

He sits on an upturned milk crate and loosens his tie. I feel so much more friendly towards him now that I know Pete. I hand him the letter Pete wrote.

He opens it. ‘It’s my writing!’ he says, and looks up at Mum. ‘But I didn’t write this.’

‘It’s from the other Peter Potts,’ says Mum. ‘The one in the parallel universe where I found myself.’

‘I see.’ He rubs a hand over his forehead. Apparently, Mum had to remind him what a parallel universe was when they spoke on the phone last night.

He reads it slowly. Mum reckons Pete’s letter will encourage Peter to be generous and to follow his dreams.

Peter carefully folds the letter and looks at me. ‘What’s the Peter over there like?’

‘Well,’ I start, wondering what I could say that would make him lend us the money for a new big top. Then I remember Dad’s advice to follow your heart – and my heart wants to tell him the truth. ‘Over there, you’re a bit scruffy and you’re kind and funny. And a pretty good juggler and a really good cook.’ 

‘And what’s my job there?’

‘You make fancy wooden chairs and sell them for heaps of money.’

He gives a small smile and says, ‘Ah,’ as if that makes sense. He turns to Mum. ‘So you want me to lend you the money to buy a new big top?’

Mum nods. ‘A hundred and fifty thousand.’

‘Dollars,’ I say, just so we’re totally clear. Mum winks at me.

He looks into the distance and fingers the letter.

‘The night the tent collapsed, they had a full house,’ says Mum. ‘All the hard work was starting to pay off.’

He re-reads the letter. Then stands and walks to a nearby tree, where he reads the letter yet again. Finally, he returns and says, ‘All right. I’ll pay for a new big top – and I’ll give you six months to prove you can pull bigger audiences.’

I grin at Mum, my heart soaring.

Peter Potts shakes his head like he can’t understand why he’s doing this. ‘Only because we were such good friends, Merry.’

‘We still could be,’ she says, and he gives a tiny smile.

We’re still thanking him as he drives away. Then Mum and I run to the big camphor laurel tree, where everyone is waiting, to tell them the news.

Their cheers could be heard all the way to London, I think.




CHAPTER 29

Three weeks later, flags flutter high over our new blue-and-white big top, and the first cars are streaming into the showground for the evening’s show. Word has spread far beyond Canmore and some people have driven for hours to see our new acts.

Sylvie and I are sitting at a table in the store tent, which is where she sleeps now. She’s changed since she gave up her power. She’s not nearly as bossy and I’m not afraid of her stealing my energy anymore. She and Mum are still a bit prickly with each other, but I often come across them sharing a pot of tea outside our van.

I’m writing in my Book of Spells, which Sylvie gave me a week ago. It’s red leather with thick handmade paper. I’ve already written in it all the spells Sylvie taught me and the ones Efa wrote out. 

Sylvie’s flicking through the Other Sylvie’s Book – which of course starts off exactly the same as hers, until their lives split. ‘Oh, look,’ she says. ‘Here’s one to slow down someone’s speech! I wonder when she used that?’

She shouldn’t really be looking at the Book, even though it’s sort of hers, but I’m not going to tell her that. She was pretty dismayed when she found out that Mum and I stripped Other Sylvie of her magic. I think it brought back bad memories and I don’t want to upset her again.

‘Sylvie,’ I say. ‘In the other universe, I heard Carys wondering if I was it. What’s it?’ I’ve been holding on to this question in the days since Mum and I returned.

She puts the Book aside. ‘Yes, your mum told me you could hear thoughts. That’s … unusual. As for it …’ She sighs and claps her hands once, as if starting a lecture, but pauses. I try to hear what she’s thinking, in case she’s hiding something. But I hear only a great, sad sigh. That’s all I ever hear of Sylvie’s thoughts – sadness at losing her magic. Not once has she said anything about it out loud, though.

Finally, she says, ‘In every generation there’s one magician who is particularly powerful. Sometimes, she has to fight dark forces. We call her The One. Maybe, maybe, Carys was wondering if you are that magician. That’s all.’ 

That’s all?! That I might be the most powerful magician of my generation? My head feels light and floaty and the air in the tent seems to wobble. ‘Me? I don’t think so. I mean, Efa’s much more …’ I swallow, dry-mouthed.

‘Well, you’ve only just started, haven’t you?’

‘I’m not even in the same universe as Carys and Efa!’

‘That doesn’t matter. Magic crosses all boundaries – including those between universes.’

‘How will I know for sure if I am The One?’

‘I believe there are … tests. But you don’t need to worry about it for now. Just concentrate on learning magic and you’ll find out in good time.’ She smiles kindly. ‘You’re only eleven, remember. Carys didn’t mean for you to hear that. Not yet.’ Sylvie rubs her hands together. ‘Now, before we head over to the big top, I have some news. I’ve been asked to run a small circus in Victoria.’

‘Victoria?’ I say. It must be at least a fifteen-hour drive away. ‘But what about our act?’

She nods. ‘If I’m going to do it, I have to leave tomorrow.’

‘Do you want to do it?’

‘I do …’ She looks out the door of the tent to the trees. ‘It’s always been my dream to run my own circus. I learnt how not to do it when I took over from Mr Potts for a while all those years ago. I want a fresh start.’

I really want her to stay. But I see how her eyes shine when she talks about running a circus. ‘You should go, then,’ I say. ‘If that’s your dream, you should go.’

‘Thank you,’ she says.

‘Thank you for saving Mum,’ I say. ‘I know it must have been … so hard to give up magic.’

‘It was hard. It’s still hard.’ She smiles. ‘But I lived without it for fifteen years. So I know what it’s like. And … it always seemed to complicate things for me, so perhaps I’m better off without it. I still want to be rich, though!’ She laughs. ‘But I’ll have to find another way. Maybe this new circus will be it.’ She pulls me into a quick, awkward hug. ‘I couldn’t let Merry die. And I couldn’t let you end your magic career before it really began. Which is especially important if you are The One.’ She holds me at arm’s length. ‘I’m very proud of you, Tulsi,’ she says. ‘I’m so, so proud.’
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Backstage, I button up my new, sparkly red suit. Mum smiles and hands me my top hat. ‘Our last performance with Sylvie,’ she says. ‘Let’s make it our best yet.’

The lights dim and the music swells. Vince pushes through the velvet curtains and strides into the spotlit ring. His voice fills the tent. ‘A warm welcome to Potts’s Famous Travelling Circus, bigger than ever, better than ever. We’re here to dazzle and delight you.

‘What a treat we have for you this evening. A brand-new, awe-inspiring magic act. Let me introduce you to our head magician – my sister, Merry Williams, and her daughter, Tulsi. Only eleven and already a mistress of magic! Please welcome Merry and Tulsi!’

Mum and I run into the ring to deafening applause. I stand on the silver star we cut from cardboard and, in my mind, say the disappearing spell. I say it in Welsh, even though I don’t have to, because it reminds me of Efa and Carys and Eunice and all my ancestors.

Soon, I am in the familiar tearing wind and cold, but I’m steady and calm. I hold my metal feather talisman and as soon as my feet hit the ground in the parallel universe, I say the second spell. It feels a bit like landing on a trampoline mat and bouncing back up. Before I’m back in the dark and cold, I glimpse trees and grass. I suspect I’m landing in another version of my life with the circus. I’d love to know what the difference is in this universe, and maybe one day I’ll travel there to find out. Meanwhile, I’m getting a lot of practice going to and from a parallel universe. We’ve performed this trick at every show for the last two weeks. If something were to go wrong, Mum would cut short the act and come and get me. 

I land back in the ring and spin around on my star, arms in the air. The crowd roars, their faces bright with amazement. I bow and take off my red cape with a swirl.

‘And now,’ says my mum, ‘let me introduce my mother, Sylvie Williams.’ Sylvie walks up the main aisle, through the middle of the audience, a spotlight following her. She wears a new silver outfit with a tight-fitting coat, and steps into the ring like she owns it. She may not be a magician anymore, but she is still a performer.

Soon I am flying over the audience. All day, I look forward to swooping around the tent like a bird, my imaginary wings beating powerfully and keeping me aloft. I can almost see the audience’s delight floating up to me, like cartoon speech bubbles: Wow! Oh! Look! I want to do that!

Down below, Mum and Sylvie have a pretend argument about who is in control of me, and it looks like I am dragged this way and that, high up near the roof of the big top. The audience loves it and their laughter fills the warm air.

As I glide in figures-of-eight around the king poles, I catch sight of Kit warming up backstage and he gives me a silly salute. The circus is doing so well that we’ve hired another performer – an acrobat, Tristan, who’s training Kit. He’s an old friend of Kit’s dad.

I fly low over Peter Potts, who’s in the front row. He turned up this afternoon, wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and wandered around until he found Mum. We’re doing two shows a day now to sold-out tents, and within a few months, we’ll pay back the money Peter lent us.

The best moment of the evening is at the end of the show, when we make a tree sprout. Sylvie secretly drops a twig into the middle of the ring, then Mum and I use seven spells to grow the twig into a tree that’s even mightier than the Tree of Many Chickens. It’s hard, hard work – and is only possible because we work together – but we make it look effortless. The tree is a little different every time, and tonight she is a great, grey fig tree with long arching limbs. We make leaves sprout and birds appear in her topmost branches. Kit runs in, and he and I climb the tree to prove that it’s solid and real. Then, while the audience is on its feet, clapping wildly, the lights go out, and we cast a spell to make the tree dissolve into millions of tiny particles and come back together in an empty patch of ground in a nearby forest. The lights come back on and the tree has gone. This is the trick people have been driving miles to see. 

Mum and Sylvie and I hold hands and bow, and I know that together, we have created the most extraordinary magic show the land has ever seen. It feels so right when the three of us perform together: three generations of magicians.

All the circus performers join us for a final bow. Beside me, Jerry gives me a wink and signs, ‘You’re the best.’

After the show, backstage, I look around. All my family and favourite people are here, all of them bursting with the joy of saving our circus. And here I am, a magician at last, and maybe even the most powerful magician of my generation. How will I find out if I am The One? If I travel back to see Efa and Carys, they might be able to tell me. And would it be breaking any laws of magic to take Kit to see his dad?

Beside me, Li Lin helps Kit undo the zip on his fancy new feathery costume and Diego tosses a sugary doughnut to Vincent. Dad rushes by with a coil of rope over his shoulder and Zanni bends to pat the dogs, with baby Lian tucked in a carrier. At the props box, Mum and Sylvie are laughing at a joke, their eyes crinkling in just the same way. 

Life is good. Life is very good.

THE END
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