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			Bright moonlight shone on the gleaming walls and soaring towers of Perianth Palace. In a small bedroom at the top of the North Tower, an eleven-year-old girl with untidily cropped grey hair lay sleeping, unaware of the fate that was swooping through the ink-black sky towards her.

			A gigantic figure landed noiselessly on the tower roof. The figure paused, but its shadow continued, unspooling down the roof tiles and through the open window. Like a dark stain, the shadow slithered across the floor, towards the small bed.

			The girl shivered. As the first black fingers of shadow reached her, she stirred uneasily in her sleep. Before she could wake, the shadow covered her like a cloak of black ice, plunging her straight into a nightmare.

			It is cold. So cold and dark.

			No stars. Just a faint moon, hidden behind clouds, with black sky above and black water all around. The rocky outcrop she huddles on shudders with each wave that crashes against it. Cold water sprays up, drenching her, the salt stinging her eyes.

			There is the sound of heavy breathing. She looks up. The shrouded figure of a Night Hag looms over her. Hovering. Waiting.

			Bone-white leathery skin stretches tightly over its skeletal frame. Blood-red eyes glare. The Hag is wreathed in moving shadows, nameless things that creep and scuttle.

			There is nowhere to run. She is trapped.

			Terror floods every cell of the girl’s body as the cold, dark tendrils of the Night Hag’s thoughts force their way into her mind.

			She fights, but it is too strong. Everything she once knew about herself, which was already so pitifully little, is vanishing. She can’t remember how she came to be here. Even the memory of her name is melting away. The only thing that is still recognisably her own, that she can cling to, is her fear.

			She screams and screams – but there is no-one to hear or care. There is only the cold and the dark and the terror.

			She screams again, but no sound emerges—

			With a jolt, the Night Hag released her. The shadow swiftly retracted, across the floor, out the window and back up to the rooftop. The Night Hag took one deliberate step backwards and fell from the roof. Within moments it was swallowed by the darkness from which it came.

			The girl woke up screaming, clammy with sweat, in her tiny bedroom at the top of the tower.

			Although this time her screams could be heard, there was still no-one to care.
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			Her heart pounding, Penn sat bolt upright in bed.

			She ran to the window and looked out. The night sky was empty. Moonlight flooded into her sparse room. Limp with relief, she slumped to the floor and hugged her knees to her chest, as the thudding of her heart gradually slowed. Of course it had been a nightmare. Night Hags didn’t exist. Not anymore, anyway. Penn briefly thought about going back to bed and pulling the covers over her head, but then she remembered what day it was.

			Talisman Day.

			After eleven long years, the most famous day in the Province of Arylia had returned. Today would be filled with celebrations and feasting and the all-important Talisman Ceremony.

			Talismans could take the form of any object – weapons, scientific devices, clothing or musical instruments – but they were infinitely more powerful than the everyday objects they resembled. For they were bound to Marvellance: the great power that enabled the Arylians to perform wonders, like running faster than the wind, summoning storms or moving things using only their minds.

			Whatever Marvellous Talisman a young Arylian pulled out of the Casket of Fate was for life, revealing their future profession and giving them extraordinary abilities to carry out their duties. For centuries, Talismans had been the source of the Arylian Empire’s formidable power. So there had been great rejoicing exactly one year ago, when fiery silver streaks had lit up the night sky. It was the triumphant signal that, for the first time since the War, Talisman Day was finally returning. It was the day the Arylians had waited and longed for.

			It was the day that had already ruined Penn’s life.

			But Penn knew there was no point thinking about all that again. The sun would rise soon and she had been ordered to start work at dawn today for there was so much to do. She shed her thin pyjamas and pulled on her loose black trousers and matching black shirt. Dragging a comb through her short, grey hair, Penn saw her reflection in the tarnished mirror. Her strange sea-coloured eyes, which shifted between blue, grey and green, stared back at her. On her right wrist shone a knotted golden cord that glowed with a soft light against her brown skin. Penn scowled at the sight of it. She pulled her sleeve down and buttoned it tightly so the cord was hidden. As she pulled on her worn shoes, two small rolled scrolls zinged through the open window like hornets. One hit Penn hard on the forehead. ‘Ow!’ she exclaimed, rubbing her head. ‘I was already up!’

			The Epistles flew excitedly around her room until they crashed into one another. The force of the collision caused one to unroll, revealing a typed message.

			Hunters HERE!

			Stole your face.

			Stole it back. Will hide HOT.

			B

			p.s. If they eat me, please finish the dusting.

			Penn had no idea who B was or how anyone could steal a face. The message was just a string of nonsense that clearly wasn’t meant for her. Even odder, the Epistle had been typed in scarlet ink. Penn frowned. She had never seen this before – scarlet ink was only used for emergencies. She examined the other side of the scroll. No wonder the Epistle was lost. Whoever B was, they hadn’t put the name of the person they were sending it to.

			Penn looked out of her window again. On the top floor of the palace, opposite her tower, a light was visible in the Regent’s study. ‘Try that room,’ she said, pointing.

			The Epistle rolled itself back up and zigzagged unsteadily out the window. Penn turned her attention to the second Epistle, which had been typed in ordinary purple ink and was waiting patiently, hovering in midair.

			Throne Room. Now.

			A stamp underneath the words showed a set of keys. Penn sighed. This Epistle was definitely meant for her. With its message safely delivered, the Epistle took itself off to be erased and re-used, or filed if its message was deemed important.

			Penn pulled the wooden door shut behind her and started down the long, tight spiral of stone stairs, just as the dawn bells started to ring out.

			Talisman Day was off to a very bad start. Penn was quite sure that, for her at least, today was going to be the exact opposite of marvellous.
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			At the bottom of the tower, Penn stepped into the chilly morning air, crossed the cobblestone courtyard and opened the side door that led to the palace kitchen. Inside, the cavernous space was filled with an army of adult servants, all of whom had brown skin and hair the exact shade of grey as Penn’s. The kitchen was alive with noise – the hiss and bubble of huge pots on the stoves, the roaring of the hearth fire, pans clattering and footsteps on the flagstones – as the servants prepared for the Feast.

			But there was no talking. The Grey Ones never spoke.

			‘Good morning!’ Penn said cheerfully, as she always did, even though she knew perfectly well she would be greeted with silence and blank stares. The Grey Ones had all been born in the Province of Midwinter, which made them Wintrish, the same as her. She couldn’t just ignore them or order them about, the way all of the Arylians did.

			The Arylian Chef in charge scowled at her. His Talisman was a Marvellous wooden spoon. It could create a pot of soup that would feed an entire army and butterfly-shaped biscuits that could actually fly. The spoon could also deliver a hard whack when he thought Penn was shirking her duties, so she hastily grabbed her bucket of cleaning things and slipped through the huge oak doors that led to the Banqueting Hall. She sped past enormous tables set with silver plates and delicate crystal glasses, and paintings depicting long-gone members of the Royal House of Arylia. The portrait of Queen Hagar the Beautiful seemed to look down on her with disapproval as she raced by.

			Using a servant’s staircase, Penn ran up two flights of stairs, then darted down some service passageways until she rejoined the grander part of the palace. She sprinted past the Royal Gallery and then turned right to avoid the hallway that led to Princess Seraphine’s extravagant rooms.

			It was quicker to go through the Princess’s wing to the Throne Room but Penn wasn’t allowed that way anymore. The cosy, familiar room she had slept in for ten years was in that wing. She felt a flash of longing as she remembered her snug bed with the patchwork quilt and her most prized possession: a small painting of a village in Midwinter that she had carefully hung in the back of her wardrobe. The painting had mysteriously appeared in her bedroom one day and Penn liked to imagine that a member of her family had left it for her, even though she knew that couldn’t possibly be true.

			A year had passed since Penn was ordered to move out of the palace. Two Warriors had watched over her as she’d packed her meagre belongings and moved into the North Tower. As most things to do with Midwinter were forbidden in Arylia, she hadn’t dared take the painting with her. She hoped it was still hanging in the quiet darkness of her old wardrobe, undisturbed.

			Penn skidded to a stop outside a pair of arched golden doors that were wide open. The only thing blocking the entrance was a translucent curtain of flickering silver, which wasn’t exactly water and wasn’t exactly light, but a strange combination of both. Penn took a deep breath and closed her eyes, bracing herself for the unpleasant, clammy sensation as she pushed through the silver veil.

			The immense octagonal Throne Room was dark and silent. Grand, unlit chandeliers drifted around the room. Hanging in the middle of the space was a small bead of golden light. Penn made her way towards the Spark.

			‘Glister,’ she said clearly.

			The Spark glowed brighter. A moment later, all of the candles in the chandeliers burst into warm, golden flames. Penn had to shield her eyes as the rich furnishings and art of the Throne Room dazzled her with their magnificence. But once her eyes adjusted, Penn paid her glittering surroundings no attention. Growing up in the palace had dulled its ability to awe her a long time ago.

			As always when she was alone in the Throne Room, Penn checked to make sure that the Panthera was still asleep and she wasn’t in danger of being eaten. The great beast, with its gleaming black coat, jewel-studded collar and huge wings, had slept at the foot of the silver throne for eleven years now, since the death of the last emperor and empress. Only members of the Royal House of Arylia could control the centuries-old Panthera, but Princess Seraphine was still several years away from being put in charge of such a powerful creature. Until she was of age, the Panthera was kept asleep using Marvellance.

			Reassured by the sound of soft snoring, Penn put down her bucket and carefully wound the Clock Immemorial. Its hands started to tick as the Clock woke up.

			‘Talisman Day?’ The Clock’s voice was ancient and deep, but it sounded puzzled and unsure.

			‘Yes, Clock, that’s right. It’s Talisman Day,’ Penn said, moving the Clock’s hands from Yesterday to Today. She was fond of the Clock, which had lost its winding key and been badly damaged during the War against the Malevolents. These days it struggled to announce even the major events of the year. ‘It’s okay to be confused. There hasn’t been a Talisman Ceremony for a very long time.’

			She gave the Clock a pat and began to drag the first of thirteen heavy golden chairs into place, to the left of the throne. The chairs were for the members of the Eslit, Arylia’s ruling council. Any one of them could have easily moved all of the chairs using Marvellance but Penn was still made to do it the hard way.

			An hour later, rays of sunlight flooded through the enormous stained-glass windows, turning the motes of dust stirred up by Penn’s sweeping and polishing into a swirling, multicoloured swarm. She had polished the Deathless Dagger without slicing any of her fingers off thanks to the Anti-Severing Gloves that were guaranteed to work almost every time, and she had even brushed the sleeping Panthera, just to prove that she wasn’t scared of it. Everything in the Throne Room now sparkled, except for Penn, who was hot, tired and wishing that she had taken something from the kitchen to eat. It was too late now though, as she could hear footsteps in the hall outside.

			She grabbed her cleaning equipment and shot across to a corner of the room as the Eslit arrived. They paid Penn no attention and headed straight to their seats, talking in low tones to one another. They varied in age and appearance but all wore the silver cloaks that marked them as members of the ruling council. Small glowing brooches identified which of the four Talismanic Guilds they belonged to: Weapons, Treasure, Lore or Art.

			The next to arrive was Corin, a tall boy who was several years older than Penn, with a face marred by a permanently spiteful expression. Penn shrank back further into the corner. Corin was followed by a gang of boys, all of similar age. Angus, who liked to torment dogs until they turned savage, caught sight of Penn. His eyes lit up with malice and he nudged Corin, an unpleasant grin sliding over his face.

			Penn felt a jolt of dread. Corin and his gang had never liked her, but until a year ago she had been protected by her rank and they’d had to limit themselves to insults. Since losing that protection, their bullying had become more frequent, nastier, and they now made no attempt to hide it. Penn’s eyes flicked to the double doors, but her escape route was too far away.

			‘Happy Talisman Day, Slumweed,’ Corin said, using the nasty slur for a Wintrish person. ‘Oh, wait a minute. Slumweeds don’t get Talismans.’

			His friends sniggered.

			Pointing out the obvious isn’t a joke, Penn thought. Or even a proper insult. Try harder. But she managed to keep her mouth shut and her gaze down.

			‘Should never have let them come here, my dad says,’ Angus growled. ‘He reckons the worst thing that ever happened to Arylia was allowing Slumweed traitors into our province!’

			‘I agree,’ Penn said, looking up. ‘So why don’t you let us go back to Midwinter?’

			At the sound of Penn’s voice, even the members of the Eslit turned around. Corin looked thrilled and Penn wanted to kick herself. By talking back she had given him the excuse he needed.

			‘The borders between Arylia and the other provinces were sealed when the War ended. I thought even stupid Slumweeds knew that! There’s no way to reopen them so while you are in our province you need to keep your mouth shut and do as you’re told!’ Corin looked around for bullying inspiration and his gaze fell on the Deathless Dagger. He pointed to it. ‘Bring that to me.’

			‘No gloves,’ Angus added.

			Penn stared at him in disbelief. ‘Everyone says the Deathless Dagger is cursed!’ she said. ‘I’m not touching it with my bare hands!’

			‘It’s called the Death-less Dagger.’ Angus sniggered. ‘How scary can it be?’

			Penn looked at Corin. For a moment he seemed to waver but then he saw the other boys looking at him. ‘No gloves,’ he said. 

			Angus grinned. 

			Penn looked over at the Eslit. Some of them met her gaze, but the rest looked away. She bit her lip, then walked over to where the Deathless Dagger revolved in the air, its wickedly sharp blade gleaming. Penn’s bare hand shook as she stretched it towards the dagger’s bone handle.

			The handle was almost within her grasp when suddenly the dagger swung upside down. Its razor-sharp tip pierced Penn’s palm. She cried out and snatched her hand away. Tears sprang to her eyes as blood seeped from the stinging cut, but she managed to blink them back.

			‘Make her do it again,’ Angus said eagerly.

			‘Enough.’ A hard voice rang out across the expanse of the Throne Room.

			Penn knew that voice but she didn’t know why its owner would be standing up for her. Bewildered, she looked past Corin and stared straight into the cold, black eyes of the Regent.
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			The Regent, Gertrude, had ruled Arylia since the deaths of the emperor and empress, as their daughter, Princess Seraphine, had been only three days old at the time. Gertrude had broad shoulders, sharp features and an eerie way of moving almost silently, which made it seem as though she was gliding a few inches above the ground.

			She was dressed in a dark-purple gown with stiff, full skirts. Her lavender-coloured hair, piled high on top of her head, was always so elaborately arranged that not a single strand dared stray from its fixed place. Woven throughout Gertrude’s hair was her Talisman: a collection of intricately wrought keys that were in constant motion, endlessly turning and twisting in their silver locks. Penn eyed one particular small lock and key warily. That key was assigned to her.

			‘Mother, the Slumweed talked back to us—’ Corin began.

			‘There is a Blood Rule, Corin,’ the Regent admonished him. ‘No-one is permitted to draw the Slumweed’s blood. Not even you.’

			‘Well, it’s a stupid rule,’ Corin said sulkily. 

			Before Gertrude could respond, there was a flurry of movement as the Eslit jumped to their feet and bowed. Princess Seraphine had arrived, her entourage of Handmaidens and Warriors following close behind.

			Golden haired, with eyes of sapphire blue, eleven-year-old Seraphine always looked and behaved exactly how a future empress should. She was dressed in a blue silk gown embroidered with tiny silver flowers. Her shining hair had been curled and pinned back with a sapphire comb. Tied around the Princess’s left wrist was a knotted golden cord that softly glowed.

			Seraphine glanced from Corin to Penn, trying to work out what was going on. ‘Are we ready to begin?’ she asked uncertainly, in her sweet, clear voice.

			Penn hid her bleeding hand behind her back.

			Gertrude turned towards Seraphine, assuming the oily manner she always used when talking to the Princess. ‘Yes, of course, Your Highness! Now that you’re here we can commence the Talisman Day tribute from the Eslit and the rulers of Arylia.’

			And Corin, thought Penn, who brought all his friends. She didn’t say it out loud, of course, but her gaze briefly met Seraphine’s. Penn was left with the uncomfortable feeling that Seraphine had guessed exactly what she was thinking.

			Gertrude strode towards the dais. She ascended the six marble steps and then sat down on the magnificent silver throne. As Regent, Gertrude was allowed to sit on the throne, but Seraphine was forbidden to do so until she turned sixteen and became the true ruler. Penn knew that it irritated Seraphine to see Gertrude sitting on her throne but, as usual, Seraphine obediently took her place in the chair to Gertrude’s right.

			Gertrude clapped her hands. ‘Let us begin!’

			The Head of the Treasure Guild, Eslit Jorde, stood up. His Talisman was a jeweller’s eyeglass that enabled him to read the histories of precious objects. Eslit Jorde could tell if a necklace had been a wedding present, if a painting was a fake or if a book had been used as a murder weapon (poisoned pages had sadly once been very common).

			Looking uncomfortable, Eslit Jorde tugged at his long beard. ‘We cannot,’ he said. ‘Your son and his friends are not permitted to stay.’

			An ugly flush spread across Corin’s face. ‘The Slumweed should leave first!’ he said furiously.

			‘She’s my Knot-Sister,’ Seraphine replied. ‘She has to stay.’

			‘She’s not your real sister!’ Corin retorted. ‘She was just brought here from her dirty slum of a province to be your servant. Why does she get to stay and I have to leave?’

			‘She has to be present whenever I’m summoned to the Throne Room. It’s the Lore.’ Seraphine often forgot that everyone else went to school and studied useful subjects that would enable them to control their Talismans. A royal education consisted of learning Arylian Lore and ceremonial etiquette with private tutors for six hours a day. Penn knew this because for five years she had shared Seraphine’s lessons. Together, they had studied the seminal textbook How To King by Urwyn the Illiterate and subjects such as Dress Diplomacy (Choosing the Right Ballgown to Avert War).

			‘You were the one who said the Lore doesn’t matter anymore when it comes to the Slumweed!’ Corin said to his mother.

			‘I never said anything of the kind,’ Gertrude replied severely. ‘The Lore must always be obeyed. Eslit Hortense, could you please settle this matter?’ Gertrude turned to the long-faced Scribe, who was the Head of the Lore Guild, the largest of the guilds. Lore could mean both the laws of Arylia and specialised knowledge, so there were all sorts in the Lore Guild, including Scribes, Animal Healers, Professors and Vegetable Growers. The Lore Guild’s annual meeting always took three times longer than the other guilds’ meetings and usually ended in a Marvellous riot that had to be broken up by Warriors.

			Eslit Hortense got to her feet and unrolled her Talisman: a scroll of blank parchment. After a few moments, the parchment filled with writing. Eslit Hortense read aloud, ‘Knot-Sibling Lore, clause 15d. According to the Knot-Sibling tradition, the Wintrish child, who has the tremendous good fortune to be born on the same day as the future Emperor or Empress of Arylia …’

			Good fortune? Penn thought incredulously. If I had been born on any other day, I wouldn’t have been taken from my parents when I was three days old and brought to Arylia. I’d still be with my family in Midwinter. I’d know my real name! Penn was the name the Arylians had given her, only it wasn’t even a name – it was a number. It was short for Penthea, which meant fifth, because that’s what she was. The fifth Wintrish girl to have the bad luck to become a Knot-Sister to Arylian Royalty.

			‘… and for this reason has had bestowed upon them the great honour of becoming Knot-Sibling to the royal heir, whom the Wintrish child cherishes and by whom they are cherished in return—’

			Gertrude frowned and Eslit Hortense quickly moved on.

			Penn and Seraphine had grown up together, but even before Penn had been banished to the North Tower, there hadn’t been much cherishing. When they were younger, Penn used to push Seraphine into the palace pond, to see if there really was such a thing as the Pond Monster of Doom. In retaliation, Seraphine had once tried to feed Penn to the Panthera. Things had got much worse since then. These days, the only thing they had in common was their birthday, so Penn had taken to thinking of Seraphine as her Not-Sister, without the K.

			Eslit Hortense was still droning on, oblivious to the Regent’s glare. Like all members of the Lore Guild, she would talk all day if you let her. ‘… must henceforth and forevermore be present for all ceremonial duties conducted in the Throne Room while the Royal Heir is present, including and not limited to Acts of—’

			One of the keys in Gertrude’s hair started to turn.

			Eslit Hortense saw it and turned pale. ‘She has to stay,’ she finished hastily. ‘It’s the Lore.’ Her parchment rolled itself up with a frightened squeak.

			Corin looked murderously at Eslit Hortense and Penn. Then he stomped out of the Throne Room, followed by Angus and the others.

			‘I believe we have wasted enough time discussing the Slumweed’s presence.’ Gertrude’s voice dripped with disdain. ‘Princess Seraphine, please lead us in the Talisman Day tribute.’

			As Seraphine stood up, Penn noticed a nervous tremor in Seraphine’s hands. Her Knot-Sister took being a princess very seriously and Penn was sure she couldn’t wait to become empress. This was the first time Seraphine had been permitted to lead an important ceremony. Even though she despised her Knot-Sister, Penn oddly found herself hoping that Seraphine wouldn’t mess this up.

			The Princess took a deep breath.
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			It was bad enough that she had to give a speech with the Regent and the entire Eslit watching, Seraphine fretted. What was making it infinitely worse was having Penn there. She could feel her Knot-Sister’s eyes boring into her, probably willing her to make a fool of herself. It was infuriating.

			Then again, everything about Penn infuriated Seraphine. Her strange, intense eyes that shifted between colours. Her untidy grey hair that she stubbornly refused to grow, even though it had been four years since her long braids had been cut off. But the thing that annoyed Seraphine most about Penn was her manner. Seraphine was used to people who bowed and scraped. Penn, a servant girl from Midwinter, never bowed or scraped. She didn’t seem to know how.

			Trying to ignore her Knot-Sister, Seraphine took a deep breath and began. ‘On Talisman Day, we give thanks.’ One by one the Eslit joined in, reciting the words with her. ‘While the powers of Talismans vary, all of them enable us to harness the wonders of Marvellance. For this gift, we are eternally grateful to Emperor Edryd the Wise, the Founder of Arylian Lore, may his name and memory live forever.’

			Seraphine turned towards a life-size statue of Edryd astride his favourite mount. She curtsied and Gertrude and the Eslit bowed their heads. The statue of Edryd accepted their show of respect and then, with his part in the ceremony concluded, galloped out of the Throne Room.

			‘It was during Edryd’s reign that the method for binding Marvellance to objects was discovered,’ Seraphine continued, once the clatter of marble hooves had faded. ‘The creation of Talismans ushered in the age of New Marvellance, a golden era of prosperity and peace.’ She felt more confident now and the words she’d had to endlessly practise were flowing easily. ‘Talismans also gave us the power to vanquish forever the evil of Malevolence – the terrible power that wreaks only violence and misery. The seven-year War against the Malevolents ended with the glorious Arylian victory at the Battle for Malumest Tor. It has been eleven years now since the War ended. Perianth has been rebuilt and today we hold the Talisman Ceremony once more. So we give thanks for the Marvellous power of Talismans … no, we celebrate the Marvellous power …’ Seraphine came to a stumbling halt.

			Gertrude smoothly took over and the Eslit joined in, their voices ringing out, ‘We honour the Marvellous power of Talismans and the valiant Arylians who wield them, for the glory and good of the Arylian Empire that will rule evermore!’ As she sat back down, Gertrude added in a patronising undertone to Seraphine, ‘One mistake is forgivable, Princess. But royalty should never make the same mistake twice.’

			Seraphine kept her expression blank but she felt warmth creep into her cheeks. Not only had she messed the speech up, but everyone in the room was probably thinking that they knew why she had stumbled over that particular line. When Seraphine reached into the Casket of Fate this afternoon, she would take out only the Sceptre and Orb. They were the symbols of royal power, but they weren’t Talismans with Marvellous powers. Apart from Emperor Edryd, who’d wielded the famous Sword of Destiny, members of the royal family never got Talismans.

			It was stupidly unfair and Seraphine still didn’t understand why she didn’t get a Talisman like everyone else. It made her want to scream, but screaming wasn’t something that a princess was supposed to do.

			‘Do not forget, Princess, that when you have the Sceptre and Orb you will have taken an important step to becoming ruler of the Arylian Empire when you turn sixteen,’ said Eslit Arva, the youngest of the Eslit and a member of the Weapons Guild. Eslit Arva’s Talisman was a small bottle of perfume whose vapours could addle thoughts and cause hallucinations. Because of this most people were quite afraid of Eslit Arva, but Seraphine knew that she had intended to be kind just now. Yet it was cold comfort. The borders between Arylia and the other provinces were sealed shut. Seraphine didn’t understand how she was supposed to rule over the other provinces when she couldn’t even visit them. So she wasn’t allowed a Talisman and she didn’t have a proper empire. Sometimes Seraphine wasn’t even sure she wanted to become empress. She couldn’t really see the point.

			‘I cannot believe that you are already of age to play your part in the Talisman Ceremony,’ quavered Eslit Genever, the ancient Poet Laureate and Head of the Art Guild. Eslit Genever’s Talisman was a quill, made from the feather of the extinct Hyrcinian Bird, which enabled her to create poems on the spot. She had a particular fondness for haikus. ‘Your mother and father would be so proud.’ She dabbed at her watery blue eyes with a handkerchief. ‘I just know that dearest Empress Ianthe and Emperor Ranulf will be with us this afternoon, when you reach into the Casket of Fate.’

			Seraphine looked around, confused, as though her parents might appear.

			‘In spirit,’ Eslit Genever scrambled. ‘Because of course they’re dead. Long dead. Dead and gone.’

			‘Would you please stop saying “dead”?’ Gertrude asked acidly.

			‘Yes. Of course,’ said Eslit Genever, flustered. ‘It’s just such a shame that the Princess never got to know her parents because they’re … er …’ Panicking, she finished in a strangled whimper, ‘Extinct.’ With one final catastrophic failure of judgement, she launched into a desperate haiku:

			‘The wounds left by death

			Always deep. Endless sorrow.

			Today will be fun!’

			The entire room was now glaring at the hapless poet. The Ousting key turned in Gertrude’s hair and Eslit Genever disappeared.

			Ousting was Gertrude’s preferred punishment whenever she was displeased with someone. The offender would find themselves transported somewhere else in Perianth Palace or its grounds, ranging from a disused store cupboard to the lake. Penn always got sent to the Sludgehog sty.

			Seraphine saw Penn stifling a grin. They both knew that Eslit Genever had probably been Ousted to the poky bathroom on the third floor. It always had a most peculiar smell. Seraphine felt a prickle of foreboding run down her spine as the Regent’s gaze fell upon Penn. Gertrude was never what you would call pleasant but she seemed to be in a particularly foul mood today.

			‘The Princess was orphaned when she was only three days old,’ Gertrude said icily to Penn. ‘Do you find this amusing?’

			‘I lost my parents when I was three days old too, remember?’ The furious words tumbled out so fast Penn clearly couldn’t stop herself. ‘Because you took me from them!’

			The key assigned to Penn turned. She was forced to her knees and Gertrude towered over her.

			Seraphine felt a familiar flicker of exasperation. Anyone else in Penn’s position would have learnt to stay quiet long ago, she thought crossly. Or, at the very least, learnt how to act submissive. But Penn never cowered.

			Not like you do. Seraphine pushed the imagined insult from Penn out of her mind. Obedience and duty were very different from cowering. But a Wintrish girl couldn’t be expected to understand the meaning of royal duty, particularly a girl as impossible as Penn.
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			Penn caught the exasperated look on Seraphine’s face and knew exactly what it meant.

			‘Just pretend to give in!’ Seraphine had said crossly, back when they were still on speaking terms. ‘Why can’t you do what Gertrude says for once?’

			‘Why can’t you refuse to do what Gertrude says for once?’ Penn had flared back. And then they had ignored each other for a week.

			‘Sharing the same birthday as the Princess does not make you special, Slumweed,’ Gertrude said now.

			Penn knew that she ought to take Seraphine’s advice. The best thing to do right now was to stay silent. Silence made for an easier life.

			‘But Eslit Hortense just said that’s exactly what makes me special,’ Penn pointed out. ‘That’s why Seraphine cherishes me.’

			The Marvellance hit her from all sides. Penn was flung into the air as the Regent and the Eslit swiftly punished her impertinence. It felt like her limbs and insides were being pulled in different directions. For one terrifying moment she thought she was going to split down the middle. 

			Then Gertrude’s voice rang out. ‘Leave her to me!’

			Penn felt the other Talismans release her and the horrible sensation of being pulled apart subsided. But Gertrude kept her hanging in the air, with her arms out straight, like a butterfly specimen. She was completely under the control of the Regent’s Talisman, which made her want to scream with frustration and rage.

			Gertrude turned and glared at the Eslit. ‘The Talisman Ceremony is this afternoon. I’m sure you all have things to do?’

			The Eslit hastily stood up and filed out.

			Seraphine hung back. She glanced up at Penn’s inert form, her gaze lingering on the cut on Penn’s hand. ‘Is this really nec—’ Seraphine began timidly.

			‘The Lore instructs that your Knot-Sister has to be here when you are, Princess,’ Gertrude cut across her, barely veiling her impatience. ‘I do not think the same applies in reverse.’

			Seraphine meekly left the Throne Room, her Handmaidens and Warriors following. Now the only sounds were the sleeping Panthera’s soft snores and the unsteady tick of the Clock. Penn hung, trapped in the still air.

			Gertrude eyed her with disdain. ‘It is a tremendous honour to be Knot-Sister to the Princess of Arylia. Any other Slumweed girl would have shown proper gratitude. But not you. I wonder why that is?’

			Penn considered replying, Because I have half a brain. But this time she managed to hold her tongue. Dangling six feet above the ground was quite a helpful reminder not to talk back.

			‘You would do well to remember that your only value lies in your usefulness,’ Gertrude said softly. ‘In which case, I must ensure we make full use of you.’ She was staring at Penn with a calculating gaze. ‘During the Talisman Ceremony,’ Gertrude continued, ‘you will do exactly what you’re told and do nothing to disrupt it. Is that understood?’

			Why would I disrupt it? Penn thought. She managed to nod. The key turned backwards and Penn crashed painfully to the ground.

			‘Take this to Goody,’ Gertrude commanded.

			A folded note, sealed with wax, landed on the floor beside Penn. She stared at it, fury and vengeance flooding her as she imagined all the ways she would retaliate, if only she had her own Talisman.

			‘I gave you an order, Slumweed.’

			The Ousting key began to turn in its lock. Penn scrambled to her feet, clutching the note in her hand. A moment later, she landed in the mud with the Sludgehogs.
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			Carrying the note, Penn ran down the hill away from the palace and made her way through the wide, paved streets of Perianth. It was a grand town that had been swiftly rebuilt with Marvellance after the War. Penn kept to the side as she ran, out of the way of the Tantivies. The huge, antlered beasts the Arylians rode were a dangerous combination of size and remorseless speed. She breathed easier when she turned onto the majestic King Clovis Boulevard, where Tantivies weren’t allowed. The boulevard was lined with imposing buildings such as the new Armoury, whose protective spikes snarled as she ran past, and the Imperial Museum, which was crammed with hundreds of thousands of fascinating objects that had been collected as tribute from every far-flung corner of the empire.

			Penn’s favourite room in the museum was the Ambitheatre. Hundreds of bottles lined the shelves, all of them seemingly empty. When opened, sounds, smells and the feeling of other provinces filled the room: salty sea breezes and interesting rude words from seafarers in Q’Saarh; grass and pungent cheese from Candlemage; an unsettling scratching noise and oppressive sense of secrecy from the island of Orison; and the howls and screeching of ferocious creatures in Bloodwild.

			All of the bottles from Midwinter ought to have been confiscated but, when she was ten, Penn had found one stashed at the very back, its lid jammed tight. When she’d finally prised it open, a biting cold had filled the room as snowflakes fell all around her. For one heart-rending moment, Penn had heard the faint echo of Wintrish voices singing a folk song. Footsteps outside had meant she’d had to quickly hide the bottle again. As she was now banned from the museum, that had been Penn’s one and only firsthand experience of her true home.

			Leaving behind the stately centre of Perianth, Penn ran past elegant terrace houses painted in bright colours. Every so often a house would flicker from springtime yellow to peppermint green, or from pastel blue to lilac stripes. The winding cobblestone streets were already busy with townsfolk exchanging greetings and talking excitedly about the Talisman Ceremony, which the whole of Perianth would attend.

			Many Arylians were trailed by knee-high, blue-haired creatures called Bundlers. They trotted after the Arylians on their six legs, laden down with goods from the market for, despite their size, Bundlers were immensely strong creatures. As Penn ran by, caked in mud from the Sludgehog sty, the Arylians stepped back. Even the Bundlers swerved out of the way to ensure the dirty Wintrish girl didn’t touch them.

			Once she was through the town, Penn took a shortcut through the fields of silvery Iliastar flowers that glistened in the morning sunshine. From there she was soon in Bodkin Forest, running sure-footedly through the trees. She avoided the turn-off that led to the Gloam Pit, instead taking the route that went past the abandoned Augur’s cottage. Finally, she emerged into the clearing where Mistress Goody’s tumbledown cottage sat.

			The cottage had grimy windows and several holes in the walls and roof caused by fighting during the War. No Arylians ever came to Goody’s cottage but they wouldn’t have used Marvellance to fix it for her even if they had. Goody had patched the holes as best as she could, using a thatch she had woven herself. Unfortunately, she had woven it from a tall, dry grass called Morning Breath, which meant that a faint, unpleasant odour always wafted from the cottage.

			In front of the cottage squatted an enormous black cauldron, twice Penn’s height, with blue flames flickering underneath. To the left of the cottage was the beehive-shaped storehouse, where dried herbs, seeds and roots were kept. Penn had spent more of the past year than she cared to remember in the storehouse, shelling and plucking and peeling as she struggled to learn the basics of Quintessence, the study of herbs and potion-making. To the right was Goody’s prized Quintessence garden, marked out by pointed stakes and a posy of dried Mirus Weed flowers that had been tied up with a scrap of dirty ribbon and nailed to the gate. Goody had told Penn that Mirus Weed was the symbol of Midwinter and was used for protection. Over one hundred different herbs grew in the garden: Purslane, Madderwort, Boneset … it filled Penn with dread to think of how much she still had to learn.

			Penn headed to a stone mask embedded into the cottage wall. It was as big as she was, with horns, staring eyes and a gaping mouth. She stood in front of it, closed her eyes and held her breath. A moment later, an arc of freezing water blasted from its mouth, straight into her face. Penn knew that the water was sparkling clean and fresh, but it was very difficult not to feel like she was being spat on.

			She cleaned the Sludgehog sty mud from her face and hands, all the while thinking wistfully about the elegant taps in the palace bathrooms. Bathtime used to be one of her favourite things. All sorts of water flowed from the golden spouts of the palace taps: coloured, perfumed and bubbly water, or salt water for when she wanted to feel like she was swimming in the sea. Penn’s favourite had been the thunderstorm setting. She loved feeling the rain on her face, as thunder crashed and gusts of wind sent the fluffy towels flying off their hooks.

			Penn tore a strip off the threadbare towel that hung near the tap and used it to bind her cut hand. Then she headed to the front door. Hanging near the entrance was a large iron cage containing a horrible bird-like creature with a bald head, scabbed feet and goose-pimpled flesh. Its long tail retained dirty, straw-coloured feathers that might once have been beautiful but now hung limply. As Penn approached, it let out a furious screech.

			‘Hello, Ina,’ Penn said cautiously. ‘Do you have enough water?’

			Ina hissed, which Penn took as a yes. Penn pushed open the cottage’s creaking front door, careful to keep her distance from the cage. Ina liked to nip her if she made the mistake of getting too close.

			Inside the dark cottage, the usual revolting mess greeted her. The kitchen table was strewn with dirty dishes and stained cloths. Wooden shelves leant haphazardly against every wall, groaning under the weight of glass jars filled with potion ingredients: oils, dried herbs, precious stones, scales, feathers and hair. The worst jars were crammed with eyeballs and tongues. 

			‘Goody?’ Penn called out.

			A jarful of eyeballs swivelled towards her and regarded her with interest.

			‘Goody?’ she called again, louder this time. She stayed near the door, unwilling to go further in. Penn was still trying to erase the terrifying image of the Night Hag from her mind. She didn’t want to add seeing her teacher in a nightgown to the things she needed to forget.

			‘No need to yell,’ Goody snapped, suddenly emerging from the gloom.

			Thankfully, Mistress Goody was dressed in the shapeless, grey-brown garments that she always wore. She was a small, ancient woman with suspicious eyes that were like two glinting blackcurrants pushed deep into the wrinkled dough of her face. Her expression was one of permanent bitterness, which matched her irritable nature.

			Like Penn, Goody had been born in Midwinter. Unlike Penn and the other Wintrish servants, Goody’s hair was white, not grey. Goody was the only Wintrish adult in Perianth who had escaped the terrible punishment inflicted on the others, for she’d had no part in the crime that had doomed the others to becoming Grey Ones. Of course, neither had Penn, so Penn still didn’t understand why her hair was grey but Goody’s wasn’t.

			‘You’re late,’ Goody scolded. ‘You were meant to start hours ago! We’ve enough work today for five!’

			‘I had to do something for the Regent,’ Penn replied. She thrust the note at Goody. ‘She sent you a message.’ As Goody unfolded it and began to read, Penn asked hesitantly, ‘I haven’t had breakfast yet. Do you have anything—’

			‘A basket of Calamus?’ Goody’s eyebrows had shot up into her hairline. ‘For the love of Queen Hagar, what does she want with an entire basket of Calamus?’

			The one thing Penn could remember about Calamus was that they only ever used a single bulb. A basket seemed like a lot. Fortunately, Goody wasn’t expecting an answer because they both knew Penn hated Quintessence and wasn’t very good at it.

			For one long, dreary year now, Penn had been forced to learn Quintessence, with the expectation that she would take over from Goody one day, and spend the rest of her life serving as Perianth’s Quintessentialist. This was something she tried not to think about, as it made her feel as though even Ina in her cage was luckier than she was.

			Penn hated everything about Quintessence. Having to memorise all the different names of the herbs. The blisters on her hands from endless peeling and chopping. Scrubbing out the enormous Cauldron at the end of every day. Trudging through the forest, cold and tired, to pick herbs when the moon was full. Not to mention that the only company Penn had these days was Ina, Goody and the Cauldron, all of whom were bad-tempered and quarrelsome.

			Goody scurried around her untidy cottage, picking jars off shelves. She was bristling with jittery energy and seemed even more irritable than usual. Goody had only become the Quintessentialist after the War ended, so today was her first time preparing for a Talisman Ceremony too. She was obviously nervous, although she would never admit it.

			Goody thrust two identical jars filled with black powder at Penn. ‘Take these and put them next to my recipe book. Wretched labels are impossible to read in this light! Then go to the storehouse and fill up a basket with Calamus for the Regent.’

			Penn hesitated. ‘Um, Goody?’

			‘What is it, girl?’

			‘Is Calamus the one with the big round root? Or is that Squill?’

			Goody broke into a string of muttered curses and pushed Penn out the door. As Penn staggered into Ina’s cage, the bird let out a furious screech and tried to bite her. Goody shouted at Ina and stomped off to get the Calamus herself.

			Clutching the jars of black powder, Penn made her way towards the Cauldron, wondering for the hundredth time what her life might be like with more pleasant companions. When she had started her apprenticeship with Goody a year ago, the one silver lining in her miserable new life had been that finally she would have contact with the only other Wintrish person in Perianth who could still talk. Previously, Penn had been forbidden from entering Bodkin Forest, while Goody had never been allowed near the palace. Goody had only been given special permission to enter the palace one week ago, to prepare for Talisman Day. So until a year ago they hadn’t even met.

			But right from the first day, Penn had realised that Goody didn’t like her. And, more than that, it was quite clear that Goody didn’t trust her. Why this was, Penn had no idea. But every time she tried to ask about the Grey Ones or anything about Midwinter, Goody cut her off and sent her to de-thorn the Hissing Thistles, which was one of the nastiest jobs in all of Quintessence.

			Halfway to the storehouse, Goody turned around and shouted. Penn didn’t catch the first part as it was drowned out by the bubbling and hissing of whatever was in the Cauldron today. ‘… and then three – you hear me, girl – three measures of Stinkwort. Be careful when you open it. There’s a reason it’s called Stinkwort. I need you on your feet today, not vomiting and wasting time!’ With that, Goody continued on to the storehouse. 

			Penn put the jars down on the small table, next to the assortment of Quintessence tools and Goody’s thick recipe book, which lay open, as always, to the page they would be using that day. The book was written in Goody’s terrible spidery handwriting, although her illustrations of the herbs and ingredients were beautifully detailed and coloured. The peeling jar labels were unfortunately also written in Goody’s scrawl. Penn picked up one of the jars again and tried her best to decipher the label.

			Stickwort. Also known as Agrimony or Cocklebur.

			Penn put the jar back down and picked up the second one.

			Stinkwort. Also known as Black Hellebore.

			Stickwort and Stinkwort, and they were both black powders. No wonder Goody had trouble telling the jars apart.

			Penn double-checked the label, then climbed her rickety stepladder beside the Cauldron. Holding her breath to block out the smell, she opened the jar. Carefully, she measured out three generous spoonfuls of Stinkwort and dropped them into the potion. Penn couldn’t hold her breath any longer, so she looked over her shoulder and took a quick breath of fresh air. Thankfully, she couldn’t smell the Stinkwort at all. As the black powder dissolved, the potion bubbled and spat.

			‘If my name was Penn, I’d take care not to go around smelling like a Sludgehog pen,’ the Cauldron remarked. ‘But that’s just me.’

			‘Oh be quiet!’ Penn said.

			‘It is Talisman Day,’ the Cauldron reflected. ‘I suppose we could make an effort to be nice to each other for once.’

			‘Really?’ Penn asked suspiciously, as she climbed down the shaky ladder.

			‘No, not really!’ the Cauldron snapped. ‘What does either of us have to celebrate today, you two-legged scrag of Lubberwort? You’re Wintrish, so you’ll never get a Talisman! As for me, Cauldrons and Quintessence and anything else that’s Old Marvellance used to be respected. But then along came Talismans and it was out with incantations and Old Marvellance and in with those nasty, shiny knick-knacks and New Marvellance.’ The potion in the Cauldron hissed and spat on the last two words. ‘So now the ancient, noble art of Quintessence has been handed to Smungle-brained Wintrish servants like you!’

			‘I’m such a Smungle-brain I’ll probably forget to come back here after the Talisman Ceremony to clean you,’ Penn agreed, as she jumped down from the last rung. ‘Which means you’ll have to spend the night covered in cold, crusted-on goop. Shame.’

			Ducking the drops of boiling potion the Cauldron spurted at her, Penn put the jar of Stinkwort back on the table. The lid of the Stickwort jar was slightly askew. Penn unscrewed it, intending to put it on properly, but a putrid stench sent her staggering back.

			Gagging, Penn slammed the lid onto the jar and screwed it back on, trapping the foul smell within. She raced over to the tap where, for once, the unnerving spit of fresh water was welcome. She washed her face and rinsed out her mouth, trying to get rid of the rancid stink still clinging to her nostrils and throat.

			As her queasiness started to subside, Penn made her way back to the table. She stared at the identical black powders and the peeling labels on their jars.

			Stickwort.

			Stinkwort.

			Somehow, the labels had got mixed up because the jar labelled Stickwort contained the vile-smelling powder, which had made her want to vomit. That had to be the Stinkwort. Which meant … she’d just put the wrong ingredient in Goody’s potion. Her nausea mingled with panic as she saw Goody stumping back from the storehouse.

			‘What’s wrong with you, girl?’ Goody demanded.

			‘It was the Stinkwort,’ Penn began, ‘The smell—’

			‘I warned you,’ Goody snapped. ‘Entirely your own fault. Did you throw up?’

			‘No.’

			‘Then it can’t have been that bad. Stop making such a fuss.’

			Easy for you to say, Penn thought resentfully. Years of preparing foul-smelling potions had entirely destroyed Goody’s sense of smell. ‘Why does it smell so horrible?’ she asked. ‘What does Stinkwort do?’

			‘What does it do?’ Goody mimicked her. ‘Have you learnt nothing over this past year, girl? Herbs don’t have one use. That’s why every herb has several names. Stinkwort’s a poison. One of the deadliest known. It induces madness, then a slow, painful death. It’s also a key. It can open up gateways—’

			‘Gateways? To where?’

			‘—in circumstances of deadly peril,’ Goody continued, as though Penn hadn’t spoken. ‘If you’re thinking of trying to use it to escape from Arylia, don’t bother.’ She grimaced. ‘It has to be a true, urgent, life-threatening situation. Being a Wintrish servant in Arylia isn’t enough. Believe me, I’ve tried.’

			Penn was starting to think that if Stinkwort was so deadly, perhaps it had been a good thing that she had put the wrong ingredient in. ‘Stickwort isn’t dangerous, is it?’

			Goody snorted. ‘Stickwort’s as dangerous as Stinkwort in its own way.’

			Penn’s heart sank.

			‘Put five measures into someone’s goblet and they’ll sleep like the dead for a week,’ Goody continued. ‘Only a Quintessentialist can tell whether someone’s alive if they’ve overdosed on Stickwort. Now, hand me the Stinkwort I told you to measure out.’

			‘Oh dear,’ the Cauldron said in an insincere tone. ‘Smungle-brain put the Stinkwort in already.’

			Goody fixed Penn with a deathly glare.

			‘You told me to!’ Penn protested. ‘You said to watch out for the smell when I opened it and—’

			‘Is opening it and measuring it the same as putting it in?’ Goody demanded. ‘You daft girl! How many times have I told you? Every single step matters and has meaning! Focus on the main ingredient. Follow the steps. It’s simple!’ She started to haul herself up the much sturdier ladder on the other side of the Cauldron, which was for her exclusive use.

			‘But you’ve let me put ingredients in before!’

			‘The Stinkwort was the main ingredient.’

			There was a terrible silence. This was one of the few Quintessence rules that Penn had memorised. Adding the main ingredient to a potion determined its final colour. Like an Artist signing a painting, the maker of any potion could always be identified by their signature colour.

			Penn scrambled up her ladder, arriving at the top of the Cauldron just before Goody. Together, they looked down into the bubbling brew. Penn sighed with relief. The concoction was the same greyish-brown colour as every other potion she had seen. It was the colour of the shapeless shawls and skirts Goody always wore.

			But then the potion began to change colour. It turned blue then grey and finally green. The shimmering sea colours swirled together, then the cycle started again. Blue. Grey. Green.

			Goody drew in a breath with a sharp hiss. But a small spark of hope lit up Penn’s sea-coloured eyes. At least now she had a chance to undo her mistake. ‘Why don’t we tip the potion out and start again?’ she suggested. ‘We can’t use it looking like this.’

			‘No time!’ Goody said. ‘This is for tonight. It’s the good luck Wish for the Princess.’

			Penn gulped. ‘But … that means everyone will drink it!’

			The Cauldron spoke, not in its usual sarcastic tone, but sounding genuinely puzzled. ‘Goody, this can’t be for the Wish. I recognise the steps – this is a protective potion. My last Quintessentialist and I used to make them all the time during the War.’

			‘Potions are the same as herbs!’ Goody snapped. ‘Just because something has one use doesn’t mean it can’t have another! So yes, this probably would work as a shield against Malevolence, you old busybody, but seeing as there are no Malevolents left, it’s nothing more than a novelty party drink!’

			Penn climbed back down the stepladder in a daze, trying to take in the catastrophic scale of her mistake. Not only had she put in the main ingredient, which she was forbidden to do, she had put in the wrong main ingredient. She had messed up a potion made especially for the first Talisman Day since the War, and everyone was going to drink it. And they would all know it was her fault because the stupid potion was the same colours as her weird eyes.

			As Goody slowly descended, Penn took a deep breath. She had to confess. ‘Goody? I made a mis—’

			An Epistle hurtled through the air, hitting Penn in the back of the head. ‘Ow!’ she yelled. ‘Will you things stop doing that!’

			‘Stop yowling and read it!’ Goody snapped.

			The Epistle unrolled in the air. It contained only two words, typed in purple ink.

			Calamus. NOW.

			Once again, it was stamped with the Regent’s symbol.

			Goody had shuffled across to read the Epistle over Penn’s shoulder. ‘Get that basket of Calamus up to the palace at once!’ she barked. ‘Be careful with it – there’s no more left. And no going through the main palace gate like you did last week. In Arylia—’

			‘Wintrish use the back gate,’ Penn finished, having heard this a hundred times. ‘But Goody, I need to tell you someth—’

			‘Whatever it is, it can wait until you’re back. Hurry up or you’ll be bringing the wrath of the Regent’s keys down on both of us!’ Losing her temper, the old woman picked up a sieve from the table and hurled it at Penn.

			Penn didn’t even need to duck. Goody’s aim was so terrible the sieve missed her by miles, but it was enough to make her run to the large basket of Calamus Goody had left propped up against the storehouse. Penn hoisted the heavy basket onto her head. Balancing it with her hands, she set off as fast as she could through the sunlit forest, leaving the Cauldron filled with her swirling sea-coloured mistake behind.
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			As she made her way through the streets of Perianth once more, Penn kept a wary eye out for Corin and his gang. She was an easy target with the heavy basket of Calamus balanced on her head. When she reached the market square, Penn put it down for a brief rest. Her arms were aching and the aroma from a baker’s stall was making her empty stomach growl. She was distracted from the smell of warm bread by a group of Arylians gossiping nearby.

			‘Nonsense! The Augur Portentia died years ago!’ Penn recognised the gruff voice – it was Durwin, a wheat Grower. Like all Growers, Durwin was a member of the Lore Guild. Understanding the land and the seasons was one of the trickiest and oldest areas of the Lore.

			Penn felt a prickle of curiosity. She ran past the abandoned Augur’s cottage in Bodkin Forest every day. She dropped to her knees and pretended to tie up her shoelace so she could listen in without being noticed.

			‘I heard Portentia got eaten by Scavengers,’ chimed in the Dressmaker, Cordelia. Her Talisman was a silver needle, which sewed outfits that could change colour and style, depending on the wearer’s mood. Cordelia’s own gown now changed from green satin with frills to a charming floral cotton, as she handed over three Gurdons to a stallholder to pay for an Arylian flag to wave at the Ceremony.

			‘No, the Augur was eaten by a Laviathan,’ the stallholder’s voice dropped to a dramatic hush. ‘It drowned her in its lava river and then it ate her.’

			‘I swear not two days ago, I went past Portentia’s old cottage and saw her staff flying around, with beams of light coming out of it.’ The last voice belonged to Helga, an elderly woman not known for idle gossip. Helga’s Talisman was a blindfold, which she could use in the normal way, but when she wrapped it around her own eyes it gave her the ability to see in the dark.

			‘Don’t mean she’s alive,’ Durwin said stubbornly. ‘Talismans have been known to do all kinds of strange things. Especially Augur Talismans.’

			Cordelia started to reply but Penn didn’t hear what the Dressmaker said because someone suddenly slammed straight into her.

			‘Oof!’

			Both Penn and her assailant went flying, landing painfully on the hard cobblestones. The basket of Calamus spilled onto the ground.

			‘Ow! Sorry. Ow!’

			Penn lifted her head, curious to discover not only who had crashed into her but who would bother apologising to a Wintrish servant.

			The girl sitting up opposite seemed to be all elbows and knees. Her bright face appeared small under the weight of enormous green spectacles and her dark hair was scraped back into a very untidy bun. Her none-too-clean dress was a mustardy shade of yellow and her plain shoes were badly scuffed. Penn recognised her as the Arylian girl who was always reading.

			The girl’s gaze alighted on her large book, which had landed facedown. Penn leant over to pick it up, but the heavy tome flew into the air and smacked Penn on the nose, then continued on its way towards its owner.

			‘Ow!’ Penn gingerly prodded her nose to see if it was bleeding.

			‘Bad book! Very bad book!’ the girl scolded, getting to her feet. The book opened itself at the right page and took up its position in front of her face. The girl pushed it down. ‘It’s not its fault,’ she said anxiously, as though Penn might be about to shout at the book. ‘My dad put a modified version of the Hypatian system on all of the books in our house so that they float and we can read them while we’re walking. That’s why I didn’t see you. Sorry again, but I was up to a very exciting bit about the Triquetra symbol.’

			Penn stood up too. She had absolutely no idea what either a Triquetra symbol or the Hypatian system was. She glanced at the title of the book: Fifty-three Uses for Hermetic Symbols in Marvellance.

			The girl gave her a friendly smile. She was a little taller than Penn but only by a fraction. ‘I’m Juniper. And you’re Penn, the Princess’s Knot-Sister. I really am sorry about your nose.’

			‘It’s … that’s okay,’ Penn stammered, disarmed by Juniper’s unexpected politeness. ‘It’s not bleeding. But—’ Penn looked around in dismay. The Calumus lay scattered and was being trodden underfoot by oblivious passersby. ‘No!’ Penn dropped to her knees again, and began to gather up the damaged herbs.

			Juniper slammed her book shut and it obediently fell into place in the air behind her. Together they piled the Calamus back into the basket. When they had retrieved all they could, they looked down at the sad heap of crushed bulbs.

			‘The Regent’s going to send me to work in the Gloam Pit for this,’ Penn said in a panicked tone. 

			The Gloam Pit was off-limits to everyone except the Creature Keepers, who were the sort of people who enjoyed wrangling dangerous animals and daily near-death experiences. It was even rumoured that there were Malevolent creatures in the Gloam Pit that had been captured during the War. 

			The Malevolents had never had Talismans for they had never worked out the secret to binding Malevolence to objects. But they had known how to bind Malevolence to living creatures. The ranks of the Malevolent army had been made up of grotesque creatures that had never before existed, including hideous Gargoths that tore their victims apart with their multiple arms, and Hybrids: unnatural beasts that could be any combination of fearsome creature. Penn had heard it whispered that there was a Vulper in the Gloam Pit – a creature that was half vulture, half viper. That particular combination had resulted in a predator that never needed to sleep. A shiver of dread went right through her at just the thought of it.

			‘Of course she won’t!’ Juniper said, surprised. ‘The Regent would never send someone our age into the Gloam Pit. She wouldn’t even think of doing something like that.’

			The Regent had thought of doing it. Over the past year she had threatened to send Penn to the Gloam Pit more times than Penn could remember. 

			‘You don’t understand. This was a special order for the Regent.’ Penn stared at the damaged herbs, trying frantically to think what to do. Goody had said there was no more Calamus left in the storehouse.

			‘She’s not going to send you to work in the Gloam Pit,’ Juniper repeated, sounding less certain this time.

			Penn looked away. Juniper was Arylian. She had probably never noticed what could be done, easily, without any opposition at all, to the Wintrish in Arylia. But there was nothing else she could do. She would just have to deliver the damaged Calamus to the Regent and face the consequences. Miserably, Penn picked up the basket and balanced it on her head.

			‘Wait!’ Juniper said. ‘Come back to my house. Maybe my mum can help you. She knows a bit about herbs.’

			Penn put the basket back down and stared at Juniper in disbelief. ‘Why would your mother help me?’

			Juniper looked surprised. ‘Because it was my fault your herbs got trodden on.’

			‘Yes, but—’

			‘But what?’ Juniper asked.

			Penn didn’t know how to say out loud that Arylians weren’t in the habit of helping Wintrish or taking the blame. And she had never been to an Arylian home before. She might end up in even more trouble if she went. ‘Don’t you have to get ready for the Talisman Ceremony?’ she hedged, glancing at Juniper’s stained dress and scuffed shoes.

			‘I’m already dressed,’ Juniper said, perplexed. ‘Are you coming or not?’

			Penn looked towards the palace where the Regent would be waiting impatiently and thought about the Vulper. She nodded, hoisted her basket once more and then followed Juniper and her floating book through the crowded square.
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			Juniper’s family didn’t live in one of the large, elegant houses in town, as Penn had expected. Instead, Penn and Juniper followed a twisting path through Bodkin Forest for so long that Penn wasn’t at all surprised when she caught a glimpse of the Shroud in the distance.

			The great, shimmering Shroud was similar to the silvery veils in the palace, but those were flimsy and purely for show. The palace veils were just signposts. They hung over the doorways to the most important rooms, indicating that on the other side lay strong Marvellance, in the form of an object or place. Anyone could push through them. The Shroud was entirely different. It had been created immediately after the War and formed an impassable barrier of rippling light around Perianth and its surrounds. Everyone in Perianth knew the Lore of the Shroud: Neither human, nor Malevolent, shall knowingly pass through the Shroud.

			Penn stared at the glistening Shroud. It didn’t matter how many times she saw it, she always felt the same rush of awe, mixed with hatred. All of the Knot-Siblings before her had been permitted occasional visits from their Wintrish families. She was the only one to be completely cut off from Midwinter.

			‘It’s amazing, isn’t it?’ Juniper said. ‘I’m always glad the Shroud’s so close on this side of Perianth, so I get to see it every day. It’s a day’s journey away to the east.’

			‘Shame they couldn’t give it a better name,’ Penn remarked.

			Juniper looked at her in surprise and Penn immediately wished that she’d kept her mouth shut. ‘I just think the Shroud is a terrible name,’ she stammered, trying to explain. ‘Shrouds are material for wrapping up a dead person, which means—’

			‘We’re the dead people! Exactly! I’ve always thought that too.’ Juniper looked at Penn curiously. ‘You were the last person to be brought into Perianth before the Shroud came down, weren’t you?’

			Penn nodded. Three days. That was the difference between the life she had and the life she should have had. Three days after she was born the War had ended, the Shroud had come down and the borders between Arylia and the other provinces had been sealed, creating a double barrier between Perianth and the rest of the empire. Since that day, no-one came into Perianth and no-one went out.

			Eventually, Juniper turned off the path and led Penn through the trees until they arrived at a lopsided gate, bearing a sign that read Bibliobibuli Cottage in curly script. Juniper pushed the gate open and they entered an overgrown garden, brimming with flowers.

			The house was on the small side by Arylian standards and wasn’t decorated in the latest style. Instead of constantly changing colour like the fashionable houses in town, the cottage was made of honey-coloured stone that glowed warmly in the sunshine. White-framed windows were wide open to allow breezes to pass through unhindered. Inside, the house was filled with light and rather untidy. Stacks of books were everywhere – on crammed bookshelves, on the floor, on tables and floating through the air. The books currently being read were open and wafted around the room, waiting for their reader to return. Despite its ramshackle state, Penn thought that Juniper’s home was lovely.

			‘Mum! How do you fix damaged herbs?’ Juniper shouted. She paused, listening for a reply. ‘Oh, Abraxas! Maybe she’s not home.’

			Juniper’s mother called down the narrow staircase. ‘Juniper, did I hear you use the A-word?’

			Juniper looked guilty. ‘It’s not like it’s a curse word,’ she yelled back. ‘Not anymore, anyway,’ she muttered.

			Juniper’s mother entered the sitting room. A book titled The Marvellous Guide to Plasters and Poultices was floating in front of her face.

			Penn hastily stepped out of the way.

			‘Abraxas was once an extraordinarily powerful word. Just because words have lost their Marvellance does not mean you should use them disrespectfully. Now, what’s all this about damaged herbs?’ Juniper’s mother waved her book away. She caught sight of Penn and looked startled.

			‘Penn, this is my mum, Edyth,’ Juniper made short work of the introductions as she shoved the basket under her mother’s nose. ‘It’s squashed Calamus.’

			‘I’ve never seen so much Calamus!’ Edyth looked curiously at Penn. ‘What are you doing with such a huge amount, child?’

			Penn twisted her shirt nervously, trying to thrust away the feeling that she was under suspicion. ‘I help Mistress Goody,’ she mumbled. ‘The Regent ordered it.’

			‘I was reading and I knocked over Penn and her basket in the square,’ Juniper interjected. ‘It was my fault the Calamus got damaged. It’s because I was up to Chapter Six.’ She gestured to the closed book, still floating obediently behind her.

			Edyth smiled with understanding. ‘Chapter Six is very exciting. But wait until you get to Chapter Seven and see what happens to the Algebraic Pentacle.’

			Juniper’s mouth dropped open. They were both a bit mad, Penn decided.

			They all jumped as a sudden crash came from the rear of the house. Edyth’s eyes darted towards an open window that looked onto the back garden. ‘I’m not sure it was a good idea to bring Penn here, Juniper,’ Edyth said.

			Juniper nodded. ‘I know. But, Mum, if you don’t help her she thinks the Regent might send her to work in the Gloam Pit. I told her the Regent wouldn’t do that but …’ Juniper faltered. ‘She wouldn’t do that. Would she?’

			Edyth gazed at Penn for a long moment. Then she inspected the damaged Calamus. ‘I think I might be able to help but I need proper tools. Let me take this to the greenhouse.’

			‘Can I help?’ Penn asked timidly.

			‘No!’ Juniper’s mother almost shouted the word and Penn shrank back. ‘You two just stay put. Go into the kitchen and stay there.’ She shot a piercing glance at her daughter.

			Juniper nodded, her eyes downcast. After Edyth left, Juniper said, ‘It will be okay. Mum used to be a Meditrix.’ There was a proud gleam in her eyes. ‘They’re specialists in emergency cures but I know she had to learn a bit about Quintessence and Old Marvellance during her training.’

			‘What do you mean she used to be a Meditrix?’ Penn asked, puzzled. Whatever Talisman an Arylian pulled out of the Casket of Fate determined their future profession. The roles were for life.

			The light faded from Juniper’s eyes. ‘Exactly that,’ she said, leading the way into the comfortably cluttered kitchen. Something that smelled delicious was bubbling away in a pot on the stove. ‘She’s a Sower now.’

			Penn was trying to understand this when the front door banged open. A weary-looking man with the same dark, unruly hair as Juniper hobbled into the kitchen. His clothes were dirt-stained and his hands were rough. He must be a Sower too, Penn realised. Sowers were the lower-class Arylian workers who toiled in the Iliastar fields.

			Regardless of his filthy state, Juniper flung herself at him, putting more stains on her dress in the process. ‘You’re home early!’

			Juniper’s father winced as though he was in pain, but he hugged his daughter close. ‘Half-day holiday for the Talisman Ceremony,’ he said cheerfully. He looked over at Penn and his eyes widened with sudden recognition. ‘Hobgoblins’ shoes! You’re young Penn.’ He smiled at Penn and she shyly smiled back.

			‘This is my dad,’ Juniper said without enthusiasm. ‘He likes to embarrass me by saying things like “Hobgoblins’ shoes” when he knows no-one says that anymore.’

			Juniper’s father made his way to the kitchen table and sank into one of the chairs. ‘You can call me Thaddeus, Penn. And that’s utter nonsense, Juniper. I would never embarrass you on purpose. I love you, Juniper Juice.’

			‘Dad!’ Juniper’s face turned scarlet and Penn tried not to laugh.

			Thaddeus poured himself a glass of water from the pitcher on the table. As he lifted the glass to his lips, his hand trembled.

			‘What’s the matter?’ Juniper asked. ‘Are you sick? Should I call Mum?’

			He waved her off. ‘Got bitten by a Smungle, so I’m a bit shaky. I’ll be fine.’ He looked again at Penn, with friendly curiosity. ‘Do you know why you have grey hair?’ Thaddeus asked, ignoring Juniper’s sputters of embarrassment. ‘Why did the Greying Curse affect you?’

			Penn, who hated her grey hair and had endured eleven years of stares, whispers and humiliation because of it, was surprised to find that she didn’t mind Thaddeus’s question. It was the first time anyone had asked about it in a direct, interested way, without trying to shame or ridicule her.

			‘I don’t know,’ Penn replied. ‘All of the adult Wintrish, except Goody, have grey hair because of the Greying Curse—’

			‘Which was their punishment because they tried to steal Talismans after we won the War,’ Juniper interrupted. Penn could tell by the way she said it that Juniper wasn’t saying this to be unkind – she was just one of those people who liked to show what she knew. Penn was quite sure it hadn’t occurred to Juniper that it was humiliating for Penn to be reminded that all Wintrish were considered traitors and thieves in Arylia.

			Penn went on, stumbling a little over her words. ‘I was brought to Perianth as a baby the same day that the Wintrish were all cursed. Somehow it caught me a bit too. All of the other Wintrish children left Arylia during the War. Maybe if they’d been here they would have grey hair too.’

			‘Interesting things, curses,’ Thaddeus said thoughtfully. ‘So are blessings. Opposites and yet interchangeable, if you know what I mean. Sometimes blessings are curses, while curses are blessings. That’s the poet Ophelia I’m quoting, of course.’

			Penn nodded, even though she didn’t have a clue what Juniper’s father was talking about, had never heard of the poet Ophelia and thought that poetry was much better when it rhymed.

			‘You look terrible,’ Edyth said to Thaddeus the instant she entered the room.

			‘It’s nothing, Edie. Just a Smungle bite.’

			Edyth shot him a sharp look. She went over to a high cupboard and took out a leather medical pouch. She selected a vial of dark paste and swiftly made a medicinal tea for Thaddeus.

			Penn recognised the smell of the herbal paste. It was Mugwort, which she knew could treat illnesses or injuries caused by Marvellance or Malevolence. Smungles were aggressive, vermin-like creatures, with absolutely nothing Marvellous or Malevolent about them. Penn was quite sure the tea wouldn’t make the slightest bit of difference. But she knew better than to point out to an Arylian that they were making a mistake.

			‘I managed to save most of your Calamus,’ Edyth said to Penn, as she handed the cup of Mugwort tea to Thaddeus. ‘I asked our family Bundler to deliver it, so there’s no chance of another accident. It’s already on its way. That basket was far too heavy for you anyway.’

			‘Thank you,’ Penn said gratefully.

			Thaddeus sipped his Mugwort tea. Penn watched, bewildered, as the colour returned to his cheeks. She looked across to find Edyth gazing at her thoughtfully. Edyth gestured for Penn to unwrap the rag binding her injured hand.

			Edyth covered the slash from the Deathless Dagger with Mugwort paste. Penn flinched as the paste sank into the cut, but, within moments, the sting had subsided and the skin on her palm was whole once again.

			‘You should go now, Penn,’ Edyth said, waving off Penn’s thanks. ‘Goody must be needing you. Juniper, see Penn safely back to the path, please.’

			‘I can find my own way back,’ Penn said, not wanting to be a nuisance. ‘I’m used to the forest.’

			She was surprised when Edyth, Thaddeus and Juniper all shook their heads.

			‘You’ll get lost,’ Juniper said with certainty.

			‘It can be very tricky to find your way back to that path,’ Edyth agreed. ‘Juniper will guide you.’

			From outside there was another loud crash. Penn jumped but the others ignored it.

			‘Juniper, take that rubbish sack out with you, please,’ Edyth said.

			Juniper grabbed a bulging sack tied with cord that was leaning against the back door. Then she led Penn through the house and towards the front gate. Penn was about to step through it when a hot, prickling sensation on the back of her neck made her turn around.

			The sun was high over Bibliobibuli Cottage, drenching the honey-coloured home and the grassy slope behind it in a bright, golden light. In this idyllic scene, only one thing looked out of place.

			Juniper turned around. ‘Oh, Abraxas!’ she said ruefully. ‘You weren’t meant to see that.’
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			Penn’s jaw dropped. ‘But … that’s a—’

			‘Yes.’ Juniper smiled proudly. ‘It is.’

			There were supposedly still dragons in far-off lands across the Night Sea, but the last time one had been seen in Arylia was eleven years ago. A fearsome dragon had fought on the side of the Malevolents at the Battle for Malumest Tor. Warriors who had been there still shuddered when they recalled the creature’s evil screams as it decimated whole battalions with a single burst of flame.

			The air around the dragon rippled and shimmered with a curious glow as it disappeared around the side of the cottage. Penn ran after it, with Juniper following. The dragon made its stately way down a grassy hill at the back of the cottage. At the base of the slope, it sank down and closed its eyes, its immense tail curled around it. Its scales were a shining turquoise, and a ridge of dark-blue triangular plates rose up from its spine. Penn watched, awestruck, as the dragon breathed in and out, the muscles underneath its scales twitching, hinting at the power lying dormant.

			Mesmerised, Penn walked towards the dragon, coming to a halt at the top of the rise.

			The dragon’s eyes opened.

			Penn looked into the fathomless pools of gold with their glowing green irises. Instantly she was wrenched into an ancient, pitiless world. Waves of molten lava poured from thundering volcanoes. Gigantic creatures roamed the barren landscape, their alien screams and roars ripping through the dense black skies, where newborn stars hung low and close, burning with blue fire. Through it all throbbed a force so old and omnipotent that Penn could feel the blood in her veins slowing to its rhythms. Her heart was losing its urgency, her feet were unmoored from the ground and she was spinning away. If she reached out her hand, surely she could touch one of those strangely close stars …

			The dragon blinked.

			With their contact broken, Penn staggered. She clutched at Juniper, who lost her footing, and they tumbled headfirst down the slope, landing between the clawed feet of the dragon. It huffed, enveloping them in a cloud of warm, turquoise vapour, which settled damply on their clothes. Penn scrambled to her feet and ran up the slope, her heart pounding.

			‘When meeting someone for the first time, he performs Dominatus,’ Juniper said, climbing the slope in an unhurried fashion to rejoin Penn. ‘It’s to make it clear who’s in charge. I’m sorry I didn’t warn you. I didn’t think he’d do it to a Slumweed.’

			There was no malice in her last comment. It was simply the truth. A formidable creature like a dragon had no reason to demonstrate its power over a girl from Midwinter. More to the point, thought Penn, was why a dragon would feel the need to do it to anyone.

			‘I’d like to meet the person who saw a dragon and thought they were in charge,’ Penn managed weakly.

			Juniper laughed. ‘He has his inner eyelids down now. It’s safe to look at him directly.’

			Terrified to look into the dragon’s eyes again, but unable to resist, Penn risked a glance in the dragon’s direction. There was something unnaturally still about him this time and the shimmer that surrounded him previously had vanished. Penn saw that there was a cloudy film over his eyes. They were less golden now, less intense.

			‘So you’ve seen the stars and the creatures and felt that …’ Penn didn’t know how to describe what she’d just experienced. The only word she could come up with was Marvellance but even that didn’t encompass the ancient power she’d felt coursing through her veins. She could still feel her heart thudding more rapidly than normal. She wondered what would have happened if the dragon hadn’t blinked.

			Juniper was unfastening the cord binding the sack. ‘The first time I met Ajax I looked into his eyes for about half a second and then I woke up flat on my back, with Mum waving smelling salts under my nose. You did really well not to faint.’

			Penn wasn’t sure what to say. Whatever it was that had just happened to her clearly hadn’t happened to Juniper.

			‘So anyway, this is Ajax,’ Juniper said, obviously thrilled to have someone to discuss her secret with. ‘He’s not meant to be this close to the house. Mum’s going to be furious. He must have smelled the Smungles. Would you like to give him one?’

			Penn peered into the sack. It was filled with dead Smungles. She wrinkled her nose at the sight but she had suffered far too many nasty Smungle attacks to feel sorry for them now. She reached into the sack and pulled one out. Holding it by its scaly tail, she edged closer to Ajax. The dragon bent his head and took the Smungle, very gently for a creature of his size.

			‘He’s just staying with us until he’s healed.’ Juniper pointed to an ugly wound shaped like a round hole in Ajax’s side. ‘Mum makes poultices that help him with the pain.’

			Penn retreated to the safety of the slope’s summit once more. ‘What happened to him?’

			‘He got attacked by a mean unicorn. Oh Abraxas!’ Juniper exclaimed in annoyance, as Penn looked around, confused.

			Ajax had disappeared.

			‘Where did he go?’

			‘Not sure. He vanishes if we mention unicorns. He’s terrified of them.’ She sat down on the grassy slope.

			Penn sat beside her. ‘Is he invisible?’

			‘No. He goes somewhere. He’ll come back when he’s ready.’

			‘How have you kept him a secret?’

			‘It’s easier than you’d think. We’re very far from town. And my mum and dad are Sowers.’

			‘So?’

			‘So no-one wants to be friends with Sowers. Or the daughter of Sowers,’ she added glumly. ‘You’re the first person who’s been to our house in forever.’

			Sowers worked in the Iliastar fields, sowing, tending and harvesting the flowers that were the beloved symbol of the Arylian Empire. As Iliastar was believed to bring good fortune, the delicate silver flowers were everywhere in Perianth. Iliastar garlands hung above doorways to invite good luck in and their likeness was woven into carpets, tapestries and gowns. Even the Arylian flag showed a silver Iliastar flower on a royal-blue background.

			‘I still don’t understand,’ Penn replied, confused. ‘What does your parents being Sowers have to do with people not coming to your house?’

			Juniper looked uncomfortable. ‘Because Arylians never used to be Sowers. That was always a Wintrish job.’

			And suddenly Penn understood. Working in the Iliastar fields had always been dangerous, as the fields were infested with Smungles and the Iliastar itself could be unpredictable. So for centuries, Sowers had always been Wintrish. But the cursing of the last Wintrish left in Perianth had changed all that. While Grey Ones could carry out the simple tasks of palace servants, the quick thinking and reflexes required of Sowers was now beyond them. A small group of inexperienced Arylians had been set to work in the Iliastar fields instead. 

			Penn had never realised that the Arylian Sowers were treated differently. She had always thought that it was just the Wintrish who were looked down on. Embarrassed, she tried to change the subject. ‘Why do you have to keep Ajax a secret? Wouldn’t everyone want to be your friend if they knew you had a dragon?’

			‘We don’t have a dragon. No-one owns a dragon. And he has to be a secret. Dragon blood is extremely valuable. Lots of people would kill him, just for his blood. Also my dad found him when he—’ Juniper clapped a hand over her mouth.

			Penn looked at her suspiciously. In her lifetime, no-one had seen a dragon within the boundaries of the Shroud, which meant that Thaddeus must have been outside the Shroud when he found Ajax. But that was impossible.

			‘You can’t tell anyone about Ajax! Not even that old Slumweed woman you do Quintessence with,’ Juniper said anxiously.

			‘I won’t.’ Penn paused. Juniper had been nicer to her than any Arylian she had ever met. She didn’t want to say anything but … ‘You know, don’t you, that Slumweed is a really nasty name?’ Penn said abruptly. ‘I know everyone calls us that but it’s horrible. And wrong. I’m Wintrish, from the Province of Midwinter, and so is Goody.’

			Juniper’s cheeks turned such a deep shade of scarlet that Penn almost felt bad for saying anything. Almost.

			As Juniper stuttered out an apology, Penn sighed. There was no point making Juniper a scapegoat for the whole of Arylia. ‘It’s okay. At least you feel bad about it. I think horrible things about Arylians all the time. And I never feel bad about it.’

			Juniper gave a shamefaced smile, then they both jumped to their feet as Ajax reappeared, breathing heavily, as though he had travelled a great distance.

			Penn was relieved to see that the thin film was still covering his eyes. ‘Can I … pat him?’ she asked.

			‘Pat’ was the wrong word, a silly word, as though she thought this extraordinary creature was a small, fluffy pet. But something within her longed to reach out, to know for certain that he was real.

			‘He’s friendly enough but you might get dragon rash. I come out in terrible blue lumps on my arms whenever I touch him.’ Juniper pushed up her sleeves and showed Penn her forearms, dotted with unsightly turquoise bumps. Juniper added, ‘Then again, I’m also allergic to Moonflowers and all herbs beginning with S.’

			‘Don’t drink the potion for the Wish tonight then,’ Penn advised. ‘At the moment it’s got Stickwort in it, but even if Goody fixes it, it will still have Stinkwort in it.’

			Juniper looked appalled. ‘Thank goodness you told me. I would have been hairy for days if I’d drunk it.’

			‘Hairy?’ Penn repeated.

			‘That’s what happens,’ Juniper said, grimacing. ‘I scraped my knees badly once when I was little and Mum rubbed an ointment made with Spurge on the scratches. Hair sprouted all over me. It wasn’t regular hair either. The first day it was wolf hair. The next morning it was ringlets.’ She shuddered at the memory.

			Trying not to dwell on this image, Penn cautiously reached out and touched the dragon’s scales. She had expected them to be hot but they were curiously cool.

			But he was real. He was an actual, live dragon and right in this very moment she could feel his leathery scales under her hand and the power of twin hearts beating in his chest. Penn felt something in her mind slipping – adjusting and rearranging to make room for the previously impossible.

			Juniper tipped the sack upside down, emptying the Smungles in a heap before the dragon. ‘You know about Ajax so you may as well stay for lunch. Providing you haven’t lost your appetite looking at Ajax’s lunch. Come on. I’m starving.’ Taking Penn’s agreement for granted, Juniper headed off.

			Penn took one final look at Ajax. He stared at her unblinkingly, then bowed his head. As she ran towards the cottage, Penn realised that she had just met a dragon and been invited to lunch in an Arylian home.

			She wasn’t sure which was more extraordinary.
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			‘I’d love to stay for lunch –’ Penn’s empty stomach growled at the thought of food ‘– but I really have to get back. Goody will be wondering where I am.’

			A book floated past, distracting Juniper. ‘It’s The Complete History of Escapistry,’ she groaned. ‘It’s an absolute pest. You’d better go into the house while I try to catch it. If it senses someone new it will keep trying to escape just to show off.’ She ran off in the direction of the fugitive book but then turned around. ‘Don’t try to find your way back to the path alone!’ she called out. ‘My mum modified an anti-Smungle solution to make it super strong and then she sprayed it all around our fence line to protect Ajax. It will make you really confused and you’ll get lost in the forest without one of us to guide you.’ With that she chased off after the book again.

			Penn looked helplessly after her but continued on towards the house. As she drew near, Penn glanced through the open kitchen window and saw Edyth standing at the table, ladling soup into bowls, while Thaddeus poured water into glasses.

			Penn was completely unprepared for the ache that flared deep within her. She knew that families sharing food around a table together was quite a normal thing, but she had never done it. She used to have her meals with Seraphine, but for the past year she had eaten alone in a corner of the palace kitchen, surrounded by the dead-eyed, silent Grey Ones. Even dessert tasted depressing these days.

			Used to making herself unheard and unseen, Penn slipped silently through a scullery door. It felt strange to let herself into an Arylian house. She stood in the dark passageway, paralysed with shyness and wishing desperately that Juniper would come back.

			Then she heard Juniper’s mother speak in a worried, urgent tone. ‘It’s Calamus, Thaddeus. An entire basket of it! Calamus only has two uses: acquiring valuable objects or strengthening acts of Marvellance – or Malevolence. It must have something to do with it!’

			Penn, who had taken one step forward, stopped dead.

			‘We don’t know what it will be used for, Edie.’ Thaddeus sounded serious. ‘The Talisman Ceremony is today. Maybe the Calamus is for … personal use.’

			‘What are we going to do?’ Edyth sounded agitated. ‘We need more information but the journey would take weeks!’

			Penn frowned. No journey could take weeks. The Shroud ensured there was nowhere that far to go.

			There was a pause. Then Thaddeus spoke, so softly that Penn had to strain to hear. ‘It need not take weeks.’

			Edyth exploded. ‘No! It’s too dangerous! And after everything … how could you even think of doing that?’

			‘It would be asking, Edie,’ Thaddeus said. ‘Not commanding. There’s a difference. And it’s the only way.’

			Penn jumped as the door crashed open behind her. Scolding the disobedient book, Juniper barged into the passageway. ‘What are you doing, standing there in the dark?’ She pulled Penn into the sunny kitchen. The Complete History of Escapistry wafted off towards the sitting room.

			‘Penn knows about Ajax,’ Juniper said without ceremony, as she went to the sink to wash her hands. ‘He performed Dominatus on her.’

			Edyth and Thaddeus exchanged startled looks.

			‘She was hardly breathing by the end of it,’ Juniper continued as she dried her hands on a cloth. ‘I think he was extra mean to her because she’s a Slum— Wintrish,’ Juniper amended hastily. ‘Can Penn stay for lunch?’

			Thaddeus cleared his throat. ‘Penn, if Ajax is discovered, we would be in serious—’

			‘I’m not going to tell anyone.’ Penn’s voice was firm and she met Thaddeus’s eyes steadily. He held her gaze, then gave a small smile.

			Without another word, Edyth took one more bowl from the cupboard, while Juniper ran to get an extra chair.

			‘I can’t stay,’ Penn said, terrified that the tantalising smell of the soup was going to make her stomach start rumbling again. ‘I have to get back to work.’

			‘You’re allowed to eat lunch, aren’t you?’ Juniper demanded, pushing the chair into place.

			‘I’m going to have lunch and I’ve already had a bite,’ Thaddeus said with a grin. ‘Get it? Because—’

			‘You were bitten by a Smungle,’ Juniper said, rolling her eyes.

			Thaddeus sighed. ‘Penn, do you like puns? Juniper seems to view them as pun-ishment.’

			‘Mum, make him stop!’

			‘You’re going to be on your feet all day with the Ceremony and the Feast,’ Edyth said to Penn, ladling soup into the extra bowl. ‘You should eat while you can.’ She put the bowl in front of the chair Juniper had fetched and Penn’s resolve crumbled. She was starving. She washed her hands, slipped into the seat and began to eat, using every ounce of self-control not to guzzle the soup all at once.

			Thaddeus looked at his daughter. ‘I can’t believe this day has arrived.’ His eyes grew misty. ‘Our baby girl, getting her very own Talisman!’

			Juniper glared at her father. ‘I’m going to be a Scribe,’ she told Penn with dignity. ‘My Talisman will be a quill. Not the Quill of Ninian, of course. That could write in 743 languages.’

			‘I didn’t even know there were 743 languages,’ Penn confessed.

			‘There’s not – 481 of them were inventions of that quill. They say Ninian once tried to chop his own hand off because he couldn’t get the quill to stop writing and he just wanted to go to sleep.’

			‘That’s one of the biggest problems with Talismans,’ Edyth said, passing bread around. ‘If you don’t get the relationship right from the start, they can be more trouble than they’re worth.’

			‘I’ve always said they ought to raise the Talisman-owning age,’ Thaddeus grumbled. ‘Owning a Talisman is a huge responsibility.’ He looked at Juniper. ‘Whatever you take out of the Casket of Fate, we’re going to have a serious discussion about it.’

			Penn flinched. His words brought back the memory of that horrible day one year ago. ‘We should also discuss what to do if there is something in the Casket for the Wintrish girl.’ Penn could still remember the breathless excitement she’d felt when the possibility that she might own a Talisman had fleetingly felt real.

			She snapped back to the present. Thaddeus was still lecturing Juniper. ‘Every child gets caught up in the excitement and wonder of owning a Talisman. You need to remember that they can be a blessing and a curse. And no-one ever knows what they’re going to get.’

			‘I do,’ Juniper said confidently. ‘I’m going to take out a quill and become a Scribe. I know exactly what my future holds.’

			Penn stared into her bowl of soup. She could see her faint reflection in its surface. It reminded her of the countless hours she had spent looking into the Cauldron, stirring potions. She was so stupid. Had she really believed, even for a moment, that a Wintrish girl in Arylia might have a future not as a servant? That she might actually get a Talisman? A feeling of doom settled around Penn, like an uncomfortable but familiar cloak. She knew exactly what her future held too.
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			Princess Seraphine gazed at her reflection in the largest of the seven mirrors that hung in her dressing room. The Talisman Ceremony was due to start soon but she found herself unable to move for she still hadn’t chosen her new name.

			It was tradition for a ruler to take a descriptive name after the Talisman Ceremony. There had been Clovis the Resilient and Edryd the Wise. Her own mother had been Empress Ianthe the Shimmering.

			Seraphine bit her lip. ‘Shimmering’ was such a good one. The names that the Eslit had suggested for her paled in comparison. She had been given the choice of Seraphine the Sweet, Seraphine the Dutiful or Seraphine the Serene. All of which made her feel like Seraphine the Annoyed.

			She knew she should be grateful to be the heir to the Arylian throne. Soon she would be holding the Orb and Sceptre, the symbols of royal power. But she wouldn’t receive a Talisman. She couldn’t even borrow a Talisman. If anyone tried to use a Talisman that didn’t belong to them they would invoke the Greying Curse.

			As if on cue, a ghastly reminder of the curse entered the room. A grey-haired Wintrish servant placed a velvet box containing the jewelled cuff that Seraphine had requested on the dressing table. Normally Seraphine avoided looking at the Grey Ones. But now, she glanced up at the wrong moment and looked straight into the woman’s dead, empty eyes.

			Seraphine shuddered and wrenched her gaze away. Emotionless, the servant padded towards the door, her footfall muffled by the silk rugs. The door closed behind her but her eerie presence seemed to linger.

			No matter how much she wanted a Talisman, Seraphine had no intention of ever ending up like that. But it was so unfair. Even when she was crowned empress and became the ruler of the Arylian people – who were famed for their mastery over Marvellance – she would never be allowed to use a Marvellous Talisman. It made her feel powerless, like a nobody. It would have made her feel like Penn except …

			A flood of memories from one year ago engulfed Seraphine. Her fingernails dug into the palms of her clenched fists as all of the anger she kept so tightly under control surged to the surface once more.
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			‘I won’t get a Talisman?’ Ten-year-old Seraphine stared in disbelief at Eslit Hortense, who had just broken the terrible news to her in the Throne Room. ‘But … why? I’m going to be the Empress of Arylia!’

			‘I know, Princess, and I’m very sorry, but it has always been the custom that members of the royal family do not receive a Talisman of their own. There’s a very good reason, I can assure you, but we are not permitted to tell you—’

			‘I command you to tell me why immediately!’ Seraphine jumped to her feet, angrier than she had ever been in her entire life.

			‘She has already told you that she cannot, Princess,’ Gertrude’s voice cut through Seraphine’s tantrum like a knife. ‘It does not befit your rank to press her further. Sit down.’

			Fighting back tears, Seraphine obediently sat back down. She could feel warmth emanating from her Knot-Sister binding and knew that Penn, who was standing beside her chair, was feeling sorry for her. But she didn’t want anyone’s sympathy. She wanted a Talisman.

			Eslit Hortense spoke again, in a voice of considerable trepidation. ‘We should also discuss what to do if there is something in the Casket for the Wintrish girl.’

			‘What?’ Penn and Seraphine shouted as one.

			‘There is a chance, albeit a small one, that your Knot-Sister’s name may be called to receive a Talisman,’ Eslit Hortense said, avoiding Seraphine’s gaze. ‘It is rare, but has been known to happen. The Historian, Berenice of Flurrier, recorded that Tertius, Knot-Brother to Prince Gideon, received a Marvellous pair of boots that enabled him to walk up the sides of buildings or upside down on ceilings.’

			Seraphine looked at Eslit Hortense in complete shock. ‘Are you saying Penn might get a Talisman but I definitely won’t?’

			Eslit Hortense gave a nervous nod.

			Seraphine caught a glimpse of Penn’s awed expression and knew exactly what she was thinking. Penn loved their lessons in riding, military strategy and Malevolent Beasts, and had always yearned for a Talisman from the Weapons Guild. Seraphine, who gritted her teeth and endured the riding, military strategy and Malevolent Beasts lessons only because it was her royal duty, had always wanted a Talisman from the Art Guild. She loved music and drawing. Only now, Penn might actually get her wish, while she would only get the stupid Orb and Sceptre. A razor-sharp dagger of jealousy stabbed deep into Seraphine’s heart.

			‘It cannot be allowed to happen,’ spat Eslit Xandra, the fearsome Head of the Weapons Guild. ‘Talismans are only for Arylians!’

			‘We have no control over the Casket of Fate!’ Eslit Arva retorted. ‘There is nothing we can do about it!’

			‘I’m not so sure about that, Eslit Arva,’ Gertrude said.

			Eslit Arva looked taken aback. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘I mean that we may not have control over the Casket of Fate, but we do have control over the girl.’ Gertrude turned to Eslit Hortense. ‘The Slumweed is eligible to get a Talisman only because she is Knot-Sister to the Princess, is that correct?’

			Eslit Hortense nodded.

			‘So what if we were to … diminish her Knot-Sister status?’

			Startled, Seraphine looked up.

			‘We have one year before the Talisman Ceremony is to be held,’ the Regent continued thoughtfully. ‘Perhaps, if we were to strip the girl of her Knot-Sister status as much as possible, it would lessen her chances of getting a Talisman.’

			‘The Knot-Sister bond is unbreakable!’ Eslit Arva looked scandalised. ‘They were bound together as infants in a sacred ceremony. The Knot-Sister bindings they wear can never be removed or destroyed.’

			‘I am well aware that the Marvellous bindings around their wrists are indestructible, Eslit Arva,’ Gertrude said testily. ‘And naturally, anything we do will be according to the Lore, for the Lore must always be obeyed. But there are other markers of the Wintrish girl’s status that are not written in Lore or determined by Marvellance. For example, I do not see why she must continue to sleep in a room next to the Princess’s bedroom. She could easily be moved somewhere more suitable to her Wintrish status.’

			‘She shares the Princess’s lessons.’ Eslit Jorde twisted his long beard as he pondered. ‘Is it really necessary to educate a Wintrish girl to the same standard as a future empress?’

			Several members of the Eslit shook their heads.

			‘The Wintrish woman who used to be Artemisia’s assistant – the Quintessentialist – must be very old now. Perhaps the girl could be apprenticed to her?’ suggested Eslit Claricia, a famous Sculptor from the Art Guild. There were further murmurs of approval.

			Apart from Eslit Arva, only elderly Eslit Genever spoke against the idea. ‘It is dangerous folly to think that you can control the outcomes of the Talisman Ceremony,’ she warned, her voice quavering.

			Gertrude inclined her head. ‘Of course, we cannot know for certain that it will work, Eslit Genever, but I believe this plan is worth a try. It is certainly better than doing nothing.’

			‘It will be a fascinating experiment, if nothing else,’ Eslit Hortense said, sounding excited. ‘Testing the limits of the ancient Lore, shaping it to our modern needs … I think it is an excellent idea, Regent!’

			Seraphine watched Penn look around wildly as the adults calmly dismantled her life, stripping her of her home, her education, her place in the world. Their gazes locked. Penn’s eyes looked too bright, as though she might be about to cry, but Seraphine knew that she wouldn’t. Penn never cried.

			‘Seraphine?’ Penn whispered. ‘Why aren’t you saying anything?’

			Because you might get a Talisman and I won’t. Filled with jealousy and spite, Seraphine looked away.

			The Regent turned to Seraphine. ‘Well, Princess? What do you think? The decision must be yours.’

			Seraphine could feel Penn’s pleading gaze on her but she stared stonily ahead, as two words dropped from her lips.

			‘Do it.’

			Without looking at Penn, Seraphine stood up and walked out of the Throne Room. She didn’t even flinch when her Knot-Sister binding blazed fiercely, searing the skin on her wrist.
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			‘Princess?’

			Seraphine jumped as one of her Handmaidens, Glynis, entered the dressing room.

			‘The other Talisman Ceremony participants are waiting for you in the Throne Room, Your Highness,’ Glynis said, bobbing a curtsey. ‘They’re ready to begin.’

			‘Thank you, Glynis. I’m ready.’ Seraphine checked her reflection in the mirror one final time. Her hands were shaking a little. She thrust them into the pockets of her gown before Glynis could see.

			The Regent’s plan had to work. Otherwise she was going to have to stand in front of the whole of Perianth and smile while everyone, even Penn, got a Talisman. It would be unbearable. She knew she’d want to cry and run away and hide but she couldn’t do any of those things because the future Empress of Arylia wasn’t allowed to lose her temper or show emotions or even have emotions.

			‘Princess? Are you all right?’

			Seraphine managed to nod.

			‘Have you decided on your new name, Your Highness?’ Glynis asked, as they walked down the hallway towards the Throne Room.

			Seraphine mustered all of her royal training as she straightened her shoulders and forced herself to smile. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m going to be Seraphine the Dutiful.’
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			The Talisman Ceremony participants waited in the glittering Throne Room. Before the War, when the Ceremony had been held every year, all the participants had been aged eleven. Today the participants’ ages ranged from eleven right up to twenty-one, as a few very unlucky ones had been ten when the Ceremonies were stopped. Their combined nervousness was like a wild thing skittering around the room – and they weren’t the only ones affected. The Clock Immemorial was quite befuddled by all the unusual commotion and had taken to announcing the (wrong) weather.

			‘Night Storm,’ the Clock said dolefully.

			‘No, it’s daytime and it’s sunny outside,’ Penn whispered. ‘Please be quiet.’ She looked anxiously at Corin and Angus. It would be just like them to do something terrible to the poor old Clock. 

			Penn had to be in the Throne Room because Seraphine was about to arrive, but Goody would also be there soon, which would give her the chance to confess that she’d put Stickwort in the potion instead of Stinkwort. After leaving Juniper’s house, Penn had run back to the cottage to tell Goody about her mistake, only to be informed by the Cauldron that Goody had gone up to the palace. Penn would have tried to find her there but the Cauldron had taken great pleasure in reciting the terrible punishments that would befall her if she didn’t complete the tasks Goody had left for her.

			An older girl named Endora Willoughby was boasting to a crowd of younger participants, who were listening with wide eyes. ‘I have the gift of foresight so I know I’m going to get an Augur’s staff,’ Endora said smugly. ‘The last Augur, Portentia, was eaten by a Gargoth during the Battle for Malumest Tor. There hasn’t been an Augur in Perianth since, so it’s a very important position. Listen – I’ve already memorised the Augur’s Oath.’ She clasped her hands together and started to recite. ‘I, Endora, faithfully vow to use my powers to help every Living Creature in the Empire, whether they be Arylian or Other, Humble or High-Born, Living or Dead (or both) – ow!’ Endora looked furiously at Angus, who had hurled an embroidered cushion at her head.

			‘Didn’t foresee that, did you?’ Angus sniggered.

			Goody entered the room and began shuffling around to each participant, anointing them with a drop of Heart’s Desire Oil for luck, as was tradition. Penn waited impatiently for her to finish so she could pull Goody aside and tell her about the ruined potion.

			‘What are you doing here, Slumweed?’ Corin’s shadow fell over Penn. He was wearing the dress uniform of a high-ranking Warrior. It was far too big for him. Instead of making him look older, he looked like a boy dressed up in his father’s clothes.

			Penn opened her mouth to remind Corin again that she had to be in the Throne Room when Seraphine was there, but to her surprise Juniper spoke up in her defence.

			‘Don’t call her a Slumweed,’ Juniper said bravely. ‘She’s Wintrish.’

			‘Shut up or I’ll use your Talisman for practice with the Sword of Destiny,’ Corin snapped. Dutiful chuckles from his followers rang out.

			‘You don’t know that’s what you’ll get,’ Juniper retorted.

			Corin smirked. ‘Yes I do. My father was the greatest Warrior of his generation and I will be too.’ He waved Goody away as she approached him with the oil. ‘You’ll do me last, Slumweed.’

			Goody bobbed her head and moved away.

			Penn looked at Corin thoughtfully. There was an old superstition to do with luck belonging to the last. Perhaps Corin wasn’t as confident about which Talisman he would receive as he seemed.

			‘The Sword of Destiny has only ever belonged to royalty,’ Juniper said. ‘And it hasn’t even been seen since the Battle for Malumest Tor.’

			‘You’re just jealous because you’re going to get a stupid pen,’ sneered Lorcan, another of Corin’s followers.

			‘It’s a quill and it means I’ll become a Scribe!’ Juniper retorted.

			‘Well, keep your little Quill of Stupidity out of my way or I’ll use it to test the sharpness of my sword,’ Corin said. ‘The Sword of Destiny has the power to slay other Talismans, you know.’

			Juniper hadn’t even got her Talisman yet and Corin was already threatening to destroy it. Penn wondered for the hundredth time whether Corin might actually be a human-Smungle Hybrid, which would explain why he was so mean.

			Everyone dropped into curtsies and bows as Seraphine made her entrance. Penn saw that she was wearing a jewelled cuff on her left wrist. It completely hid the golden cord of her Knot-Sister binding. Angus, who had been kicking the sleeping Panthera, bent down so that Goody could press a drop of Heart’s Desire onto his forehead. As he straightened up, his eyes gleamed maliciously. ‘Maybe the Slumweed is hanging around, hoping she’ll get a Talisman.’

			Penn shot a glance at Seraphine, who looked away.

			Angus saw the look and let out a nasty hoot of laughter. ‘She is! Slumweeds are even stupider than …’ Angus paused while he tried to finish the thought.

			‘You?’ Juniper suggested.

			Angus gave her a hard shove and Juniper cannoned into Goody, who tripped as she approached Corin with the Heart’s Desire Oil. The bowl flew out of Goody’s hands and into Corin’s chest, spilling its contents all over him, before smashing into pieces on the floor. A few drops landed on Penn.

			Corin looked down in fury at his oil-soaked uniform. ‘You … you …’ He clenched his fists and Goody shrank back.

			‘It’s just Heart’s Desire Oil!’ Penn interjected. ‘It means you’re covered in luck. And you were the last, which is a good omen,’ she added, thinking quickly.

			The anger on Corin’s face faded and was replaced by a sneer. ‘Perhaps I should reward the old crone,’ he remarked. ‘Hey, Slumweed!’

			Goody was still crouching at his feet. She looked up, her face filled with fear. Penn felt a hot surge of anger. Corin was only fifteen. It wasn’t right that Goody was cowering before him like this.

			‘When I pull the Sword of Destiny out of the Casket, I’ll reward you by allowing you to keep your ugly head. Does that sound fair?’

			Angus and the rest of Corin’s gang laughed. Biting back her fury, Penn picked up the shattered pieces of the bowl and pressed them into Goody’s trembling hands.

			‘Goody, I need to tell you about the potion for the Wish,’ Penn whispered. She stopped, horrified, as Goody looked up.

			There were tears in Goody’s black eyes.

			Goody looked down again and then shuffled out of the Throne Room, Angus cruelly mimicking her shambling gait behind her back. Penn saw the Princess look away and in that moment she didn’t know who she despised more – Angus or Seraphine, who could have said something to make him stop. Her only small consolation was seeing Seraphine flinch, as her Knot-Sister binding flared with the white heat of Penn’s anger.

			A trumpet fanfare sounded from outside.

			‘Our fates are foretold from the moment of our birth,’ Endora announced solemnly. ‘It’s time to meet our destinies.’

			‘I am going to get the Sword of Destiny,’ Corin said, sounding like he was willing it to happen by saying the words out loud. ‘Seraphine is going to be our next ruler and you,’ he swung around to Penn, ‘shouldn’t even be here. Go back to the potions and weeds where you belong.’

			Miserably, Penn took her place at the back of the line. Corin was right. Some people were born to rule. Others were destined to serve. There was no changing your fate.

			They filed out of the Throne Room, Penn last of all. As she left, she could hear the old Clock, still talking to itself.

			‘Night Storm,’ the Clock repeated stubbornly. ‘Night Storm.’
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			The palace courtyard was bright with late-afternoon sunshine. When the participants entered, the crowd sprang to their feet to cheer and whistle. Friends and relatives waved from spectator stands decorated with Iliastar garlands and Arylian flags. The nervous participants gradually filled the rows of chairs in front of a large, raised stage. Unsure whether she should sit with the others, Penn was thankful when Juniper pulled her into the seat beside her.

			Juniper swivelled around and waved to her mother, who was beaming at her from the stands. She shaded her eyes from the sun and squinted. ‘I can’t see my dad,’ she said in a puzzled tone.

			A hush fell over the crowd as Seraphine, the Regent and the Eslit ascended the stage and took their seats. Hovering at the front of the platform was a floating marble pedestal, with an embroidered cloth laid over it.

			The Town Crier, Tancred, accepted the scroll of names from the Regent and took his place beside the pedestal. He was splendidly dressed in a blue-and-silver braided coat, with a matching tricorn hat. Tancred’s Talisman was a handbell, which he rang before making an announcement. The handbell’s Marvellance ensured that, no matter how large the crowd, everyone could hear him. This was very useful as Tancred suffered from an unfortunate condition that made it difficult for him to control the volume of his voice. It was quite normal for him to go from whispering to shouting in the same sentence.

			Tancred rang his handbell. When the silvery chimes died away, he began. ‘Today marks an important milestone,’ he began in a whisper. The crowd all leant in, so as not to miss a word. ‘The day WE HAVE ALL BEEN WAITING FOR –’ everyone jumped, as Tancred’s voice abruptly switched to a bellow, ‘– has now arrived!’ His voice faded away, and, if it hadn’t been for the Marvellance of his Talisman, they would have all had to lip-read. ‘My fellow Arylians, LET THE TALISMAN CEREMONY BEGIN!’ Tancred finished with a triumphant roar that was so loud several wooden stands shook and Eslit Genever clutched at her heart.

			A strange shimmer appeared over the marble pedestal. It gradually grew brighter and brighter, and celestial music filled the air. As the music reached a crescendo, the light became so blinding that everyone shielded their eyes. Then the music stopped, the light vanished – and sitting on the pedestal was the Casket of Fate.

			Made of gold and studded with glowing gems, the Casket of Fate was certainly impressive. Yet it was not as large as Penn had thought it would be. As the crowd roared with excitement, she wondered if a sword could even fit inside.

			Naturally, Seraphine went first. As it was forbidden to look directly into the Casket, Helga stepped forward holding her blindfold Talisman. She placed the simple white cloth over Seraphine’s eyes and it transformed into a soft silver mesh suitable for a princess, and then tied itself into a neat bow so that it fit Seraphine perfectly.

			Seraphine opened the Casket. A sweet sound, like the chiming of bells, poured forth, causing the audience to sigh. Seraphine reached one hand inside and brought out a small pearl-white cylinder, no longer than her hand. She pushed the blindfold up and looked at it uncertainly.

			Gertrude leant forward in her seat. ‘That is not the Sceptre that belonged to your mother,’ she said, frowning. She turned to the Head of the Treasure Guild and spoke sharply. ‘What’s going on?’

			Eslit Jorde bustled forward self-importantly. He fitted his eyeglass Talisman and examined the cylinder. ‘This must be from the older set, which Empress Ianthe’s Orb and Sceptre were meant to replace,’ he said, sounding a little uncertain, which Penn thought was odd. Using his Talisman, Eslit Jorde always knew everything about any valuable object. Clearly growing nervous, he began to babble. ‘Lovely workmanship, these markings look interesting and there’s an odd underglow that I’ve never seen—’

			‘You are holding up the Ceremony!’ Gertrude snapped. ‘How does she use it?’

			‘Er, try raising it up, with your arm straight,’ Eslit Jorde advised Seraphine, wilting under Gertrude’s glare.

			Seraphine held the small stick aloft. Instantly, it opened out into a shining sceptre, half her size. It caught the light, shooting beams of refracted radiance into the cheering crowd.

			Tancred rang his Marvellous handbell. ‘The Royal Sceptre! Citizens of Arylia, I present to you our future EMPRESS!’

			The crowd erupted into a frenzy of celebration. When the cheers finally started to die down, someone shouted, ‘The Orb! Show us the Orb!’

			The blindfold readjusted itself and Seraphine put her hand into the Casket again. The tiniest frown appeared on her face. After a minute or so, she pushed off the blindfold and turned to Gertrude, who rustled forward in her stiff gown. They had a whispered conversation as the crowd started to murmur. The members of the Eslit looked at one another with concern. Gertrude beckoned Tancred over and muttered something in his ear.

			‘THE PRINCESS WILL BE receiving the Royal Orb at a later date,’ Tancred announced, striving for an unflustered tone of voice and not quite succeeding.

			Penn felt her Knot-Sister binding twist uncomfortably. She tried to catch Seraphine’s eye, but the Princess had already sat down again and was staring straight ahead, her jaw clenched. The Casket silently closed.

			Tancred quickly unrolled the scroll and announced the name of the first Talisman recipient. ‘CORIN MARTINUS!’

			As Corin made his way to the stage, Gertrude gripped the arms of her chair so tightly that her knuckles turned white. Helga draped her blindfold over Corin’s eyes. The silver mesh disappeared and in its place was a standard black blindfold, which made Corin look even paler.

			Carefully, Corin opened the Casket. There was no chiming of bells this time. Instead, the sound of a heavy drumbeat thudded forth, like the marching of a tremendous army. Corin reached one hand in, found something and tried to draw it out.

			Nothing happened.

			He reached both hands in and tugged again.

			Still nothing.

			Planting his feet more firmly, Corin strained, the muscles in his arms and neck bulging. Whatever was inside the Casket refused to budge.

			As the agonising seconds ticked past, Penn was dismayed to realise that she almost felt sorry for Corin. At last, with a grunt, Corin pulled out a glittering sword. He ripped off the blindfold. Using both hands to grasp the sword by its engraved hilt, he heaved it upwards with all of his might and brandished it in the air.

			‘Corin Martinus, the SWORD OF DESTINY, Weapons Guild!’ Tancred announced. The crowd stamped their feet and whistled in celebration.

			Penn felt a stab of envy. She had always longed for a powerful Talisman from the Weapons Guild.

			Gertrude stood up in triumph. ‘Corin will be our future Commander! And he is the first not of royal blood to be given the great honour of wielding the Sword of Destiny.’ She looked proudly at Corin but all of his energy was directed at holding the sword aloft. Sweat dripped from his brow and his victorious grin appeared forced.

			‘It looks very heavy,’ Juniper whispered to Penn, clapping unenthusiastically. ‘He can hardly hold it up. Must be the weight of destiny.’

			‘Is that a joke? Or is the Sword of Destiny heavier than other swords?’

			‘No idea. But I think he got more than he bargained for. What’s he going to do? Sit down holding it out straight and hope that his enemies run at it and skewer themselves?’

			The Talisman Ceremony continued. One by one, the participants’ names were called. They filed onto the stage, were blindfolded and reached into the Casket. Tancred’s whispers and shouts rang out across the square.

			A boy named Fitzwilliam Grubbins took out a quill with the special Nib of Convolution, which meant he would become one of the Scribes responsible for writing the Lore. Sabra Lightfoot, who was one of the oldest participants, received a Eurekascope. She whooped with excitement as she realised she’d be joining the team of Alchemists who experimented with Marvellance.

			When it was Endora Willoughby’s turn, she stared in disbelief at the signet ring she pulled out of the Casket. The ring was the Talisman of an Arylian Treasure-Keeper, giving Endora access to the Treasure Vaults.

			‘No,’ Endora said. ‘This is a mistake. I’m meant to be Lore Guild. My Talisman is an Augur’s staff!’

			Tancred glared at her. ‘The Casket of Fate doesn’t make mistakes. Endora Willoughby, signet ring, Treasure Guild. NEXT!’

			A slight, wiry boy looked overjoyed to receive the trapeze of an Aerial Acrobat.

			‘Kip Thirkin, trapeze, ART GUILD!’ Tancred hollered.

			In the crowd, Kip’s father put his head in his hands and started to sob. ‘Art Guild? I wanted him to be a Merchant!’

			When it was Juniper’s turn, the crowd lost interest. As she walked to the stage, they started chatting among themselves and several people got up to get refreshments.

			‘Juniper Sevenoaks, Scribe’s quill, Lore Guild,’ Tancred announced in a bored voice, before Juniper even reached the stage.

			As Juniper waited to be blindfolded, Penn caught sight of Thaddeus at the far edge of the crowd. He looked pale and his clothes and hair were badly rumpled. His right arm had been clumsily bandaged. Penn saw Thaddeus wave to Juniper with his left hand, before the blindfold was wrapped over his daughter’s eyes.

			Juniper lifted the lid of the Casket. A soft, steady noise arose, like the sound of waves crashing in the distance. Juniper put one hand into the Casket. Then the other. She moved both hands around, as heads started to lift in curiosity.

			‘Sorry,’ Juniper said. ‘It’s just … I can’t feel my quill. There’s something else in here but it’s the wrong shape.’

			‘If it’s the Orb, it’s mine!’ Seraphine said in a panic.

			‘Whatever is in the Casket is meant for you,’ Gertrude said impatiently. ‘Take. It. Out!’

			Juniper lifted the small object out. She pulled off the blindfold with one hand and opened the other. A pair of delicate, silver half-moon spectacles lay on her outstretched palm. Juniper’s cheeks went pink with delight. ‘Occulorum,’ she breathed.

			Thaddeus and Edyth jumped to their feet and cheered, as tears of joy streamed down their faces. Completely overcome, Juniper made her way back to her seat. 

			‘Are you still going to be a Scribe?’ Angus hissed as she passed him. He hadn’t had his turn yet. The possibility that a quill might be lurking was clearly terrifying him. 

			‘It’s possible,’ Juniper said. She sat down again, still absorbed in her new glasses. She turned them over in her hand. ‘But with these I can be much more than a Scribe.’ She sounded on the verge of tears. ‘If I prove myself worthy of this Talisman I could – maybe, one day – be a … Librarian.’

			‘And I thought becoming a Scribe was the worst thing that could happen,’ Angus muttered. 

			After Endora and Juniper there were no more surprises. But there was a shock in store for Angus. 

			When it was his turn to open the Casket, everyone jumped as a bloodcurdling shriek erupted from its depths. Gingerly, Angus took out a golden rope. It immediately coiled around his right arm, slithering up to drape loosely around his shoulders.

			‘Angus Miskov, hangman’s rope, Weapons Guild,’ whispered Tancred. He backed away, so far he was in danger of falling off the stage.

			‘The Executioner plays an important role in upholding our famed system of justice,’ Gertrude said. ‘You should be immensely proud of this Talisman, Angus.’

			Angus wasn’t listening. Alarmed, he tried to prise the gleaming rope from his arm. In response, it pressed deeper into his flesh.

			Gertrude gave a mirthless laugh. ‘You needn’t look so frightened. It would never harm you.’

			‘But … do I have to wear it all the time from now on?’ Angus asked, his face white.

			‘You’re not wearing it,’ Gertrude said sternly. ‘Like all Talismans it is now a part of you. You can remove it of course, but that rope clings to its owner for a very good reason. Should it become detached, it will follow its natural inclinations, let us say. You must learn to control it for the safety of us all.’

			A small section of the golden rope broke off and wiggled downwards, wrapping itself around Angus’s left wrist like a bracelet. Panicked, Angus tried to fling it off, but he stopped when he saw Gertrude’s disapproving expression.

			‘The smaller, independent sections of rope make excellent shackles,’ Gertrude informed him. ‘They cannot be removed or cut. You will always have as much rope as you need. This is a valuable Talisman, Angus. Guard it well.’

			Angus managed to nod. Holding his arms out stiffly, he made his way off the stage and back down to the audience. As he passed, the crowd shrank back, expressions of dread and fear on their faces. Angus looked at them in surprise. Slowly, an unpleasant grin spread across his face. He thrust his chest out and swaggered back to his seat.

			Tancred consulted his scroll and called the final name, ‘Penn.’

			Just one name. No family name. The name of a girl who didn’t belong.

			Penn sat frozen in her seat, as faces swung around to stare at her. It was a mistake. It had to be.

			Looking aghast, Tancred showed the scroll to the Regent and the Eslit. ‘IT’S NOT MY FAULT! I have to announce what’s on the scroll and HER NAME IS RIGHT THERE!’

			Tancred held the scroll up so that everyone could see. Penn’s name glistened, written in silver ink, like all the other names above. But only Penn’s name had a black scorchmark beside it.

			There was a loud gasp from the crowd and then the muttering began. 

			‘This is a foolish trick, nothing more!’ Eslit Xandra shouted. ‘Pay no attention!’

			But Eslit Hortense was already consulting her parchment. She looked up, her face pale. ‘If a name is written on the scroll, the child must be included in the Ceremony. It’s the Lore.’

			There was a deathly silence. Penn’s heart was drumming so fast it felt like it might explode. She didn’t dare look up.

			Gertrude’s voice was like ice. ‘The Lore must always be obeyed. Your name was called, Slumweed. We are waiting.’

			‘Go!’ Juniper hissed. She shoved Penn, pushing her up and out of her seat.

			As Penn made her way towards the stage, the horrifying silence continued. She risked a fleeting look at the Eslit and saw thirteen expressions ranging from shock to loathing. But they were nothing compared to the fury in Seraphine’s gaze. A sudden vicious jolt from her Knot-Sister binding caused Penn to stumble. She landed on the stage with a mortifying thud.

			A few laughs broke out but even her humiliation wasn’t enough to break through the heavy pall of resentment.

			‘Slumweeds don’t get Talismans!’ someone yelled as Penn picked herself up, her face burning.

			‘It’s bad enough that a grey-haired one can speak!’ shouted another angry voice. ‘We’re giving them Talismans now?’

			Angry murmurs of agreement rose up from the crowd. In Gertrude’s hair, a key turned in its lock. Instantly, the noise stopped. The crowd had been Silenced.

			‘You all heard the Lore,’ Gertrude said. ‘It cannot be undone.’ She considered Penn for a moment, her expression unfathomable. ‘You will put these on first.’ Another key turned and the Regent nodded towards a pair of gloves that had materialised next to the Casket.

			Penn put the unpleasantly damp gloves on, fighting back a hot rush of shame. She knew why she was the only one who had to wear gloves before being permitted to touch the Casket. As she looked out over the crowd, Penn saw a number of angry-looking people leaving. Those still seated were glaring at her, their arms folded across their chests. The only friendly faces belonged to Juniper and her parents, and even they looked flustered.

			Penn approached the Casket and took a deep breath. Calamus, she thought, frowning. There was a strong smell of Calamus.

			‘Get on with it!’ Gertrude said coldly.

			‘Don’t I need the blindfold?’ Penn asked.

			‘My blindfold is my Talisman!’ Helga snapped, glaring at Penn. ‘I will not permit a Slumweed to touch it!’

			‘Keep your eyes closed,’ Gertrude commanded. ‘Hurry up!’

			With her eyes shut, Penn fumbled about until she found the clasp. She lifted the lid and a soft sighing noise arose, like a gentle breeze. Cautiously, Penn put her gloved hands into the Casket. As she felt around, she gave a small cry of horror and recoiled. It was all she could do to keep her eyes shut.

			‘What’s in there?’ Gertrude asked urgently.

			Penn couldn’t speak. She had felt a horrible, flesh-like object … it had felt like a face.

			Trembling, she put her hands in once more. But the face was no longer there – the Casket was empty. Penn felt around again, more insistently this time.

			The sound of the wind from the Casket grew stronger and Penn’s grey hair blew back.

			‘Whatever is in there, take it out immediately!’ Gertrude ordered.

			Panicking, Penn opened her eyes. She saw something lying within the Casket and grabbed it with shaking hands.

			‘Show it to me!’ Gertrude stood up, ignoring the wind that swept her skirts into a billowing sail.

			Penn held her Talisman out. A look of utter fury swept over the Regent’s face.

			The gusts grew fiercer. Someone’s hat went skittering into the air.

			Gertrude was glaring at her with such hatred that Penn recoiled. ‘Slumweeds are always such disappointments,’ Gertrude said venomously. She raised her voice over the noise of the wind. ‘The Slumweed will continue to study Quintessence and do as I bid.’

			Penn saw the satisfaction on the faces in the crowd. Clutching her Talisman, she pushed against the wind, trying to move towards the stairs.

			The sky turned black.

			Screams of confusion and fear rose up from the crowd. The gale was howling now, a raging storm. The flags and Iliastar garlands ripped free from their moorings and flew into the dark sky. People shrieked and ducked as empty chairs were tossed into the air and slammed down again.

			Gertrude was trying to make her way towards the marble pedestal through the ferocious squall. Her large skirts hampered her, blowing her backwards. ‘Shut the Casket!’ The Regent’s words were whipped away by the storm.

			Bent double against the wind, Penn lunged for the Casket. She grabbed the marble pedestal with one hand and pushed against the force of the tempest, her feet flying out from under her. Somehow she managed to get one hand on the heavy jewelled lid. With all her might, she slammed the Casket shut.

			A tremendous noise rent the sky.

			CRACK!

			Penn instinctively covered her head and threw herself facedown on the stage. Screams broke out from every direction.

			Then, there was silence.

			After a long moment, Penn raised her head. All around, others were doing the same. The wind had disappeared, the sky was blue and the sun was shining once more. Unsteadily, she stood up. It was then that she realised everyone was staring in horror.

			At her.

			Penn looked down. At her feet lay two perfect halves of gem-encrusted gold. The ancient Casket of Fate had split in two.

			Penn closed her trembling hand tightly around her Talisman. Keeping her head down, she forced herself to put one foot in front of the other. She made it as far as the stairs when the Regent spoke.

			‘Seize her.’

			Two Warriors instantly stepped forward. Penn shrank back, terrified, as they each placed a heavy hand upon her shoulders. With a grim Warrior on either side, Penn was marched through the wide-eyed crowd, who parted in fear before her.
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			Penn stood in a small antechamber with one ear pressed against a wall, listening to what the Eslit and Gertrude were saying in the Throne Room next door. 

			The broken pieces of the Casket of Fate had been taken away by Eslit Jorde to the Treasure Guild workshop, to see if it could be repaired. The rest of the Eslit had discussed the breaking of the Casket for about five minutes before agreeing that Penn was responsible, even though no-one could explain how she had done it. They were now deciding how to punish her. 

			Eslit Hortense, the Head of the Lore Guild, was speaking. ‘The Casket of Fate is – was – a very valuable Marvellous object! I scarcely know where to begin. All I can think of is the Heinous Crimes Lore, which covers using someone else’s Talisman and interference with the Talisman Ceremony. But Heinous Crimes carry a sentence of the Greying Curse!’

			Penn felt cold and then hot. The Greying Curse?

			Eslit Arva sounded as shocked as Penn felt. ‘The Greying Curse has never been used on a child!’

			‘The child in question is Wintrish!’ Eslit Xandra said impatiently. ‘And we have all paid dearly for Wintrish treachery before.’

			Penn heard the coldly unemotional tone of the Regent. ‘I agree with Eslit Xandra. There can be no exceptions, ever, for a Heinous Crime. Eslit Hortense, find the relevant section of the Lore and read it aloud. If that is the Lore, the Lore must always be obeyed.’

			Penn didn’t want to hear any more. Her whole body was trembling but she forced herself to think. If she really was about to become a Grey One, she was being condemned to a living death. Which meant … technically she was in deadly peril. And Goody had said that Stinkwort could open up gateways in circumstances of deadly peril. If she could get to Goody’s cottage, maybe she could use the Stinkwort to escape. 

			It wasn’t much of a plan – Penn didn’t know if it would work or where the gateway would take her even if it did – but it was all she had. Only first, she had to get out of the palace without being seen.

			The room she was in had no windows and only one door, which had Warriors stationed outside, but Penn knew that she might still have a chance to escape. Almost every room in Perianth Palace, except the prisoner cells, had a Loophole that would reveal a false door, secret passageway or a hidden room. Penn knew that the Loopholes were simple tricks, like entering a room backwards or only stepping on black tiles, and she also knew that the Regent had no idea that she and Seraphine had worked out most of them. They had kept it a secret as the Loopholes were very useful for sneaking midnight snacks from the kitchen and escaping from Deportment and Elocution lessons. (‘Walking and Talking’ lessons, as Penn dismissively called them.) Penn couldn’t remember this room’s Loophole, but if she could find it she’d be able to escape.

			It was not a large room. The floor was a chessboard pattern of black and white marble squares. There was a small table where Goody must have prepared the Heart’s Desire Oil, as Penn could see a bowl filled with the pressed skins of Whortleberries. There were several gilt chairs and, on the wall closest to her, a large, rectangular mirror. On another wall hung a large painting. The engraved plaque attached to its frame read The Battle for Malumest Tor by Artemisia Pokrovsky. Penn recognised the name. She had met the famous Artist once, when Artemisia had come to the palace to paint Seraphine’s portrait.

			It was a crowded, creepy painting that depicted the ferocious battle that had ended the War. The sinister castle of Malumest Tor had been the last stronghold of the Malevolents. In the muddy fields surrounding the castle, monstrous Gargoths with multiple arms tore apart Arylian Warriors. Hordes of savage Implings swarmed across the battlefield like a dark plague. A fearsome dragon swooped through the night sky, belching deadly fire at the Arylian army below. At the centre of the painting was the emperor, Seraphine’s father, who lay dying. Only one brave Warrior remained, wielding a sword to defend him.

			The drama and detail of the scene made it eerily hypnotic. Penn could feel the painting drawing her in. For a brief moment it felt as though the painted battle was more real than her actual surroundings. Somehow she managed to wrench her gaze back to the room and forced herself to concentrate. 

			Penn knew that the Loophole wouldn’t be in the painting. Artemisia Pokrovsky was very snooty – she would never permit one of her precious works of art to be used for childish tricks … but the chairs might be hiding something.

			She remembered the first time she’d discovered a Loophole when she was about five years old. She’d been trying to make it all the way around the enormous Banqueting Hall without touching the floor, just for fun. But when she finally did it, a small doorway had suddenly appeared that had led directly onto the palace rooftop. 

			Penn stood on one of the gilt chairs and then leapt to the next one. But halfway round she was forced to give up. The chairs were too far apart and there just weren’t enough of them to get all the way around.

			She was jumping from one black floor square to another and avoiding the white ones (in the hope that a hidden staircase would reveal itself, which was how the Ballroom’s Loophole worked), when the door flew open.

			Seraphine swept past the Warriors and into the room. Dressed in a silver gown, her shining golden curls held back by a sapphire-encrusted hair band, Seraphine looked every inch a princess. She motioned to one of the Warriors to shut the door and stalked up to Penn. ‘Where is my Orb?’

			‘How would I know?’ Penn asked, bewildered.

			‘Because you destroyed the Casket! Endora said she saw you look into it! You know that’s forbidden!’

			‘Is that what they’re saying?’ Penn almost wanted to laugh. ‘That I destroyed the Casket by looking at it?’

			‘Well, if it wasn’t you, then it must have something to do with your Talisman! What did you get?’

			Penn hesitated. Then she slipped her hand into her pocket and pulled out her Talisman. Together, they stared down at it.

			Penn’s Talisman looked like a small, brown seed.

			‘What is it?’ Seraphine demanded. ‘What does it do?’

			Penn shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’ She had already thoroughly examined it, hoping that it might be able to help her somehow. If it did do something, she had no idea what that might be. It was just a disappointing, stupid seed as far as she could tell.

			‘How can you not know? Everyone says that they feel a connection with their Talismans as soon as they get them!’

			‘I don’t know anything about owning a Talisman and neither do you!’ Penn shot back. ‘I don’t feel anything and I don’t know what it does!’

			Seraphine studied the insignificant kernel in Penn’s hand again. ‘Maybe it’s a seed and you have to plant it?’ she suggested, with genuine curiosity.

			Penn’s temper flared. ‘Good thing you banished me to do Quintessence then. I’ve had a lot of practice with seeds, thanks to you.’ Before Seraphine could reply, Penn continued in a tightly controlled voice, so as not to show Seraphine how scared she really was, ‘Do you know what they’re going to do to me?’

			Seraphine looked surprised. ‘They’ll probably give you extra chores. Isn’t that what usually happens when you do something wrong?’

			‘Chores? Seraphine, they’re talking about the Greying Curse!’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous. They can’t do anything like that to you. You’re still my Knot-Sister.’

			Penn looked at her in disbelief. ‘Being your Knot-Sister isn’t going to protect me. It doesn’t mean anything, anymore! You and the Regent made sure of that.’

			‘Just tell them how you broke the Casket,’ Seraphine said. ‘If you do that and don’t talk back for once, I’m sure it won’t be as bad as you think.’

			‘I didn’t break the Casket!’ Penn said furiously. ‘I’m sorry you’re only going to be half an empress or that Gertrude will be the Regent forever, or whatever happens now because you didn’t get your stupid Orb, but none of this has anything to do with me!’

			Seraphine looked stunned. She clearly hadn’t thought through what the consequences might be of not receiving both the royal symbols. But she quickly recovered. ‘If all of this has nothing to do with you, then you have nothing to worry about.’ She turned to leave.

			‘Seraphine – wait!’ Penn hated the note of pleading in her own voice.

			Slowly, her Knot-Sister turned around.

			‘Do you remember the Loophole for this room?’

			The question caught Seraphine off-guard. Penn saw her glance at the large mirror. ‘No,’ Seraphine said coldly. ‘I don’t. Anyway, there’s no point trying to run away. You can’t get past the Shroud, so there’s nowhere to go. You’ll only make things worse.’ She paused. ‘Everyone is saying that I didn’t get my Orb because including you in the Talisman Ceremony made something go wrong. They’re saying it’s because the Ceremony is only meant to be for Arylians.’

			‘That’s not true and you know it!’ Penn said. ‘Wintrish Knot-Siblings have got Talismans before.’

			‘Well, they shouldn’t have! Talismans reveal Arylians’ destinies. You already knew what you were going to do for the rest of your life.’

			‘Do you mean stirring the Cauldron and chopping herbs?’ Penn asked in a dangerous voice.

			‘Why shouldn’t you stir a cauldron?’ Seraphine retorted. ‘You’re Wintrish and that’s what the Wintrish in Arylia do. The things we don’t want to.’

			Penn stared at her. ‘What did I ever do to you, Seraphine? You have everything!’

			‘I do have everything, don’t I?’ Seraphine agreed. She held up her left wrist and ripped off the jewelled cuff, revealing the golden Knot-Sister binding underneath. ‘Even things that I didn’t ask for and don’t want.’

			Penn held up her right wrist with the matching immovable binding, her fist closed, as though ready to strike. ‘I didn’t ask to be your Knot-Sister either! I’d give anything to leave this horrible province and never see you again.’

			They stared at one another for a long moment, the bindings around their wrists crackling with spiteful energy. Then Seraphine rapped once on the door. It immediately sprang open and, without a backwards look, the Princess walked away.

			As soon as the door closed, Penn raced to the mirror. In horror she realised that the sound of indistinct muttering from the Throne Room had stopped. At any moment the Warriors might come to take her away to be punished.

			Penn was just tall enough to see her face in the mirror. She stared at her reflection, racking her brain as she tried to remember the Loophole. It was something to do with leaning forward and then …

			All of a sudden, the memory flooded back. Penn leant forward and huffed on the mirror, so that a small, cloudy patch appeared. With her index finger she drew a shaky door.

			Slowly, the mirror started to swing forward, revealing a dark passageway.

			She could hear voices in the hallway. Penn backed away from the mirror, then, with a running jump, she leapt as high as she could, hurling herself headfirst into the darkness. Behind her, the mirror door swung shut.

			The secret passageway tipped Penn out into the palace rose garden, where the moon shone brightly. She scrambled to her feet and ran to the shadow of a hedge for cover.

			It was both good and bad luck that she had ended up in the palace gardens. Good because all she had to do now was skirt around the hedge and run to the nearest outer gate. From there she could be in Bodkin Forest within minutes. But bad because the entire population of Perianth was currently gathered on the palace lawn, on the other side of the hedge.

			Penn peered through the hedge at the Talisman Feast celebrations, which were in full swing. Everyone seemed to have recovered from the shock of the Casket breaking, presumably reassured by the belief that Penn was being punished and that Eslit Jorde and the rest of the Treasure Guild would work out a way to fix the Casket with Marvellance.

			Glittering coloured lights flew all around. The Royal Arylian Orchestra was playing a lovely melody but it was almost drowned out by the laughter and excited chatter of the crowd. The orchestra also had to compete with occasional minor explosions as overexcited children misused their new Talismans.

			Penn spotted Juniper, who had changed for the Feast and was now wearing an unfashionable green gown. She was wandering through the crowd, seemingly looking for something. Most of the Arylians were seated at long oak tables that were covered in platters of cakes and sweets. As Penn watched, a Fire-Twirler twisted a long ribbon of scarlet fire with her bare hands and then hurled it high into the night sky. It unfurled into the shape of an enormous fiery Iliastar flower, delighting the audience below, who broke into cheers and applause.

			Seraphine entered and took her place on a velvet-cushioned chair on a raised platform at the far end of the lawn, all by herself. Seraphine was smiling brightly, but Penn knew it was a pretend smile. She called it Seraphine’s ‘Princess Smile’.

			The sound of the Regent’s voice and the heavy tread of armoured Warriors on the path close by made Penn drop to her stomach and roll under the hedge as far as she could. She held her breath as they strode right past her.

			‘Are your orders clear?’ Gertrude said.

			‘Arrest upon sight, then bring immediately to the Compelling Room for interrogation.’ The Warrior’s tone was clipped and professional.

			Dread washed over Penn. They had to be talking about her.

			‘Dismissed.’

			Penn heard the Warriors march away. She waited for several minutes until she was sure the coast was clear, before rolling back out. She eyed the wide gap in the hedge that stood between her and the nearest palace gate.

			Penn was calculating the right moment to make a dash for it when she saw a procession of grey-haired Wintrish servants bring out trays of silver goblets. As the guests started to take the goblets, she heard people exclaiming over the unusual colour of the potion. Penn’s heart sank. She hadn’t told Goody about her mistake …

			The noisy chatter died away and the loud chorus of the Wish rang out: ‘To the success of Princess Seraphine!’ The goblets clinked.

			Then Penn heard multiple heavy thumps and a high-pitched scream. She raced to the opening in the hedge and was confronted by a horrible sight.

			Bodies lay scattered across the lawn.

			It was Seraphine who had screamed. The Princess was standing on the raised platform, her face a mask of shock as she stared at the scene before her. Before Penn could call out to her, the dripping goblet in Seraphine’s hand crashed to the floor. Seraphine swayed unsteadily and fainted.

			‘Penn!’

			Penn spun around and saw Juniper. She had dropped to her knees and was checking the body nearest to her. As Penn raced towards her, Juniper pressed her ear to the stout man’s chest.

			She looked up, her face relieved. ‘He’s alive.’

			Penn’s heart was pounding. ‘It was the potion for the Wish,’ she confessed. ‘I … I put Stickwort in, by accident. It puts people to sleep.’

			Juniper looked into Penn’s sea-coloured eyes. ‘You’re the reason the potion was a different colour!’

			Penn nodded.

			‘I didn’t drink it because of my allergy,’ Juniper said slowly. ‘And the subject of a Wish always drinks last, so the Princess must have just taken a sip.’ She gazed around. ‘When will they wake up?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Penn said miserably. ‘Goody said that five measures of Stickwort would be enough to make one person sleep like the dead for a week. I put three measures into an entire cauldron of potion, so I don’t think it will last long.’

			‘We need to get help but there’s no-one to ask! Everyone’s here.’

			‘The Regent’s not,’ Penn replied, quickly scanning the lawn for Gertrude’s distinctive high-piled lavender hair. ‘She went past me just a few minutes ago. She must be in the palace.’

			‘Okay. I’ll go look.’ Juniper ran off.

			Penn looked around at the sea of sleeping Arylians. Only the Grey Ones were still eerily going about their tasks in silence. This was her chance to escape. But … all of this was her fault. What if they didn’t wake up? She couldn’t leave Juniper to deal with this alone. Her gaze fell on her Knot-Sister, lying in an awkwardly slumped position. Penn clambered onto the stage, rolled Seraphine over and slipped a velvet cushion under her head. ‘Sorry,’ she whispered. Then she quickly made her way to the trees at the edge of the lawn to hide. If Juniper came back with the Regent she could still get away.

			But when Juniper returned, she was alone. Penn ran back to meet her.

			‘There’s no-one there,’ Juniper said breathlessly. ‘I only saw some of the Grey Ones. I shouted out but no-one answered.’

			‘Juniper, where are your parents? I can’t see them either.’

			‘I don’t know where they are! I went to show my logic teacher my Occulorum and when I came back to our table they were gone. I was looking for them when … this happened.’ Juniper looked at Penn helplessly. ‘Maybe they went back home?’

			‘Let’s try there, then. Your mum was a Meditrix. She’ll know what to do.’

			Suddenly the trees surrounding the lawn bent double as a strong wind blew. The glittering coloured lights snuffed out, leaving them in darkness, and Penn and Juniper started to shiver as a bone-numbing cold crept over their skin.

			‘What … what’s happening?’ Juniper asked, her teeth chattering.

			Penn didn’t answer. She looked into the night sky. It was empty, but she recognised this sensation, like wearing a cloak of black ice.

			So it hadn’t been a nightmare … and they were standing in the middle of the lawn, totally exposed.

			‘Something’s coming,’ Penn said urgently. ‘We need to hide. Now!’

			‘What are you talking abou—’

			Penn pointed to the sky. A gigantic figure was swooping towards them. A creature from a nightmare.

			It was the Night Hag.

			They ran towards the far trees, dodging around the slumbering bodies, as the freezing wind grew fiercer. Penn, who was fast and used to running, was the first to reach the cover of the trees. She collapsed against a trunk, her chest heaving. In horror she saw that Juniper had barely made it halfway.

			The Night Hag’s shadow slithered rapidly across the moonlit lawn. It overtook Juniper, covering her in darkness and freezing her to the spot mid-stride. Juniper looked like a statue, rigid and unmoving, one arm outstretched and an expression of pure terror on her face.

			But the Hag ignored Juniper and flew past, intent on different prey. Curved talons stretched out from its leathery white hands – then the Hag swooped down and snatched up Seraphine.

			As Penn watched in horror, the Night Hag soared back up into the night sky, cradling the Princess’s limp body in its bony arms. For a few seconds, Penn could see her Knot-Sister’s golden curls standing out against the surrounding darkness.

			Then the Night Hag vanished, taking Seraphine with it.
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			‘Juniper! Juniper!’ Penn shook her by the shoulders. ‘Are you okay?’

			Juniper blinked and then gasped, grabbing Penn’s arm. ‘I … I had a nightmare,’ she said, her eyes wide with fear. ‘I was so scared.’

			‘It wasn’t a nightmare,’ Penn said. ‘You got caught in the Night Hag’s shadow so you couldn’t move.’

			Juniper gazed around, looking at the field of sleeping bodies. Penn saw understanding flood back into her eyes. ‘The Night Hag took the Princess!’ she croaked. ‘I … I saw it happen. I was petrified. I couldn’t scream or run. I couldn’t do anything.’ Juniper was trembling.

			‘Can you run now?’ Penn asked urgently. ‘We need to find your parents.’

			Juniper nodded shakily.

			Through the darkness of Bodkin Forest they ran, terrified and breathless. Juniper was agonisingly slow, but when the welcoming lights of Bibliobibuli Cottage finally came into view Penn felt a spark of hope.

			It didn’t last long.

			Juniper barged through the front door and bolted upstairs, yelling, ‘Mum? Dad?’ There was no answer.

			Penn ran past the floating stacks of books in the sitting room and into the kitchen, where she spotted a note propped up against a wrapped box. ‘There’s a note on the kitchen table!’ she called out.

			Juniper came flying through the doorway. She read the note then handed it to Penn.

			Darling Juniper

			We’re so proud of you.

			This is to keep your new Talisman safe.

			Love

			Mum & Dad

			Juniper slumped into a kitchen chair. She opened the box and pulled out a fine silver necklace with looped ends. ‘It’s for my Occulorum,’ she said. She fastened the loops to the arms of her Occulorum and slung the chain around her neck. Then she looked up at Penn, her eyes filled with anxiety behind her green spectacles. ‘Do you think the Night Hag took my parents too?’

			‘Not if they were at the Feast before everyone fell asleep. The Night Hag couldn’t have flown overhead and taken them without someone noticing.’

			‘I’m not thinking properly,’ Juniper said, sounding shocked with herself. She pushed her glasses up and rubbed her eyes. ‘I don’t understand any of this. A Night Hag took the Princess, the Casket split in two—’

			‘That was not my fault!’

			‘Of course it wasn’t,’ Juniper said. ‘It’s completely illogical to think that a Wintrish girl could destroy a powerful Marvellous object like the Casket of Fate.’

			‘The Eslit think I did,’ Penn said bitterly.

			‘That’s probably because they’ve never taken logic classes. My dad says they should be compulsory.’ Juniper took a deep breath. ‘Penn, whatever’s going on … it must involve Malevolence!’ Her voice trembled as she said the last word.

			Penn shook her head vehemently. ‘That’s impossible. The last remaining Malevolents were wiped out years ago!’

			‘That doesn’t mean Malevolence was destroyed forever. Marvellance and Malevolence are powerful forces that will always exist. Malevolence just disappeared for a while because there was no-one to use it.’ Juniper looked afraid. ‘But I think maybe now there is.’

			Penn heard something outside and raised a finger to her lips. The noise came again: a howling wind through the trees.

			They looked at one another, dread filling their eyes, and then rushed to the front door. The trees of Bodkin Forest were bending as a strong wind blew from the direction of the palace. A moment later they felt the biting cold.

			Heading towards them through the moonlit sky was the ghastly Night Hag. Seraphine was nowhere to be seen.

			Juniper stood rooted to the ground, rigid with fear. Penn grabbed her by the wrist, yanking her into a stumbling run. They sprinted around the side of the cottage, heading towards the grassy slope at the back. Penn risked a look behind and saw the Night Hag speeding towards them. She skidded down the slope, almost landing on top of Ajax.

			The dragon let out a thunderous roar and spread his great wings. Startled, the Night Hag slowed.

			‘Please,’ Penn begged. ‘Please help us.’

			Ajax looked at Penn, then lay down.

			Penn hurled herself onto Ajax’s back and then stretched a hand down to help Juniper. ‘Hurry!’

			Juniper managed to scramble up and they wrapped their arms tightly around the spikes nearest to them. 

			With an immense leap, Ajax launched into the sky. His powerful wings beat the air as they soared high above Bodkin Forest. Desperately, Penn and Juniper clung on.

			Penn looked back over her shoulder, the wind whipping her hair into her eyes. The Night Hag was gaining on them. It was so close Penn could see the unnaturally white skin stretched over its skull and its haunted, blood-red eyes. She could think of only one thing to do …

			‘HOLD ON!’ Penn shouted to Juniper.

			The Night Hag drew closer. Its talons stretched out, growing longer, reaching the tip of Ajax’s tail. A violent shudder passed through the dragon’s body.

			‘Ajax! UNICORNS!’ Penn bellowed.

			A wild roaring filled their ears, and there was a sickening swirl of colours and noise.

			They vanished.
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			In the far east of Arylia, a ruined castle squatted deep in a desolate valley, as though it was trying to hide. The tor for which it had been named had long ago been destroyed – now the huge boulders lay scattered in the gritty snow.

			No bright lights penetrated the gloom of these bare halls. There was no warmth or colour from paintings or tapestries. In what was once the Throne Room, half of the ceiling lay in piles of rubble on the floor. The destruction let in the cold air and creeping vines that wound their way around once-grand marble columns. All that remained was the grey stone floor, the crumbling walls and the stairs that led to a dais, upon which sat a burnt and blackened throne.

			Seraphine was huddled on the freezing stone floor. It felt like she had been lying there, shivering, for an eternity. She was sure that if she grew any colder it would be impossible to still live.

			Bring her before me.

			The voice was like a knife, like poison, like a curse. It dripped Malevolence with every syllable. Instantly, Seraphine was surrounded by a swarm of small, vicious creatures that snarled and kicked at her with their webbed feet. Then they shoved her up and towards the empty throne, gibbering in a strange tongue. Seraphine stumbled and fell. One of the creatures yanked her head up and slapped her across the face, its sharp claw raking a deep scratch down her cheek. Shocked, Seraphine put a hand to her face. Her fingers came away wet with blood.

			Leave now, my Implings. Unless you are feeling brave tonight? The mocking voice seemed to come from everywhere, but Seraphine could see no-one.

			The gibbering creatures retreated. Seraphine remained on her knees, shivering from the cold. Then the back of her neck prickled, sensing a new threat. She heard the slow, heavy tread of a gigantic creature behind her. A sound from a nightmare. Seraphine shuddered but she didn’t turn around.

			You have returned. There was a terrible pause. Alone.

			‘I brought you the Princess.’ The Night Hag’s voice was scratched and eerie. Despite its size, the Hag’s tone was meek, almost pleading. Whoever had spoken first was in charge.

			There was a sudden loud thud behind Seraphine and the Hag let out a shriek of pain. Seraphine cowered, covering her ears.

			That is my thanks for completing half the task I set you.

			Seraphine pushed her trembling hands into the pockets of her gown to still them and felt the small cylinder deep within one pocket. Her Sceptre! Maybe it could help her somehow … Despair followed the rush of hope. It wasn’t a Talisman. It was useless.

			I told you to bring me the Princess and her sister.

			Seraphine managed to speak, her voice barely a whisper. ‘Penn isn’t my real sister. She’s Wintrish.’

			A spiteful, mirthless laugh slashed the cold air. My, my, isn’t the young Princess noble?

			Seraphine looked around wildly, trying to see who was speaking. She caught a glimpse of the Hag and cold terror slithered over her.

			You will be my guest, Princess. A note of malicious anticipation crept into the voice. Which means we must keep you somewhere. Let us see what punishment you will choose.

			The crumbling wall closest to Seraphine started to ripple. A crack appeared and grew, until a crooked doorway formed.

			The doorway opened onto the Throne Room of Perianth Palace. Seraphine could see the Panthera sleeping at the foot of the silver throne as always, but there was something unusual on the seat of the throne. Something that shimmered. Seraphine stepped closer, trying to work out what it was.

			They forbid you from sitting on your throne until you are ruler, do they not? The voice was so soft it felt as though it was coming from inside her head.

			Seraphine couldn’t take her eyes off the mysterious, tantalising object. She took another few steps towards the door.

			And they said you would not get a Talisman. Poor Seraphine. So many lies they told you …

			‘That’s a Talisman?’ Seraphine asked.

			It’s your Talisman, Princess.

			Seraphine was no longer feeling cold. She gazed at the Talisman lying on the seat of her throne. She longed to know what it was. Perhaps it was a pencil for creating sketches that would come to life. Or maybe it would give her perfect pitch and a singing voice so extraordinary she would be able to perform Marvels that would make even the Regent respect her.

			Seraphine stood on the threshold, unable to tear her gaze away from the fascinating Talisman. She saw the sleeping Panthera awaken and pad meekly towards her, obedient to her commands. A beautiful song rose up and the figures in the stained-glass windows began to dance. It was her voice, she realised in wonder. This is what she would sound like, this is what she would be able to do …

			Just one more step.

			Seraphine stepped over the threshold.

			Instantly, her throne, the Panthera and the Talisman disappeared. She was standing in the cold among blackened ruins once more.

			Seraphine cried out. The loss of her longed-for Talisman, when it had been almost within her grasp, was unbearable. The beautiful song grew louder but discordant, mirroring her jagged despair. Seraphine put her hands over her ears again, trying to block out the ear-splitting howls of desolation, but they were coming from inside her own mind. She had to escape, she had to make it stop. All her life she’d felt smothered by her constant guards but she’d give anything for that familiar feeling of safety now …

			The deafening noise continued, becoming nothing but harsh, guttural sounds. Glass began to spread underneath Seraphine. She jumped in shock but she couldn’t run. Already the glass was moving upwards, forming a translucent box around her. She tried to push against the glass but it was no use. It was imprisoning her – but it would also shield her and perhaps she wouldn’t have to worry about being empress or not getting a Talisman ever again …

			Only a tiny gap remained. In the final moments, before she was cut off from the outside world, Seraphine heard the voice speak again.

			Find the other one.

			‘Why? What use is a Wintrish girl?’ rasped the Hag.

			Seraphine saw a flash of silver in the shadows. A figure was emerging from the darkness. For an instant, their eyes met. Caught in that terrifying gaze, Seraphine recoiled. She heard the chilling voice reply but the answer made no sense at all.

			And now she could no longer think. The glass was closing up around her. As the piercing cold returned, even harsher than before, she started to lose consciousness. Seraphine’s last, desperate thought was to hope that she had been wrong.

			For just moments ago she had been certain that it would be impossible to become any colder and still live.
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			‘Are you okay?’ Juniper’s voice was shaky.

			‘I think so.’ Penn sat up gingerly. She wasn’t hurt but something felt odd. It took her a moment to work out what it was. There was something wrong with her Knot-Sister binding. Usually it emitted a sort of hum. Penn was so used to it she rarely even noticed it. Penn could still feel the hum – just – but it was different. Quieter. Less alive.

			Penn shook her wrist and looked around. They had landed in a moonlit clearing in a thick wood. Although ‘landed’ wasn’t really the right word. Rather than landing, they seemed to have simply materialised.

			‘Where’s Ajax?’

			The dragon was nowhere to be seen. Juniper squinted through her green spectacles, which now had a small crack running through the left lens. Then she clutched at her silver necklace and frantically checked her Occulorum for damage. ‘There’s not a scratch on them,’ she said in wonder. ‘Talismans must be tougher than they look.’

			Penn came to sit beside Juniper on the grass. ‘Are you hurt?’

			Juniper shook her head. ‘Just itchy.’ She pushed the sleeves of her green dress up and ruefully surveyed the new dragon rash spots on her forearms.

			‘Wherever we are, this isn’t Bodkin Forest,’ Penn said, looking at the slender, silent trees surrounding them. They were nothing like the gnarled rustling trees she was used to. ‘I suppose we just have to wait for Ajax to come back.’

			For a moment they were silent.

			‘Penn, back at the palace, you knew as soon as we felt the cold that it was the Night Hag,’ Juniper said. ‘How?’

			‘Because I saw it, last night,’ Penn confessed. ‘It came to my room in the tower.’

			‘What?’ Juniper looked both horrified and fascinated. ‘What happened?’

			‘It made me feel really cold and more afraid than I’ve ever been in my life. I couldn’t move—’

			‘That’s exactly what happened to me!’

			‘I thought I was trapped in the middle of nowhere—’

			‘Yes, it was like being stuck down the bottom of a well,’ Juniper said, shuddering at the memory.

			‘For me it was like being on a rock in the middle of a black sea. And then I felt its voice, sort of … pushing into my mind.’

			‘That bit didn’t happen to me,’ Juniper said. ‘I was just so frightened I couldn’t even breathe. What happened after that?’

			‘Nothing. It just … left. I woke up and thought that I’d had a nightmare.’

			Juniper thought this through. ‘Why did it come to your room?’

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Do you think it came back for you just now?’

			‘I don’t know that either. Maybe it came back for us, because we saw it take Seraphine?’ Even though it had happened right in front of her, Penn still couldn’t quite believe that a Night Hag had flown off with her Knot-Sister. ‘It’s my fault,’ she went on in a hollow tone. ‘If I hadn’t made that stupid mistake with the potion all of the Warriors would have been awake. They would have protected Seraphine.’

			‘We don’t know that,’ Juniper said. ‘Arylians have always been terrified of Night Hags. Maybe the Night Hag’s shadow would have frozen everyone. Blaming yourself isn’t going to help, anyway. We need to figure out what we’re going to do now.’

			‘What can we do? We have no idea where we are, we don’t know where the Night Hag took Seraphine, and, even if we did, we’re not exactly Warriors with powerful Talismans! My Talisman is a stupid seed.’

			‘A seed?’ Juniper perked up, her natural curiosity whetted. ‘Show me.’

			Penn took her disappointing Talisman out of her pocket. Juniper removed her regular green spectacles and slipped her Occulorum on. By the light of the moon, she peered through them at Penn’s Talisman, concentrating intensely. The lenses of her Occulorum misted over.

			Several minutes passed. Finally, Juniper shook her head and took her Occulorum off. ‘My Occulorum show me things as they truly are,’ she explained. ‘But I can’t work out your Talisman because I can’t just guess at an answer. I have to arrive at a reasoned conclusion based on knowledge, and then my Occulorum will show me if I’m right.’

			‘How is that Marvellous? Or helpful?’

			‘You’d be surprised how extraordinary seeing what’s true based on factual information and critical thinking can be,’ Juniper retorted.

			‘How do you even know how your glasses work? You only just got them!’

			‘They’re Occulorum, not glasses, and they’re my Talisman. We understand one another. You must know what I mean.’

			‘Juniper, I don’t even know what my Talisman is.’ Crossly, Penn shoved the seed back into her pocket.

			For a while they sat in silence, anxiously keeping a lookout for any sign of the Night Hag or Ajax. But the sky remained empty and eventually pure exhaustion overcame them.

			Juniper fell asleep first. Penn sat with her back against a tree trunk, fighting the heaviness of her eyelids for as long as she could. But it was no use. In the moonlit clearing of the strange wood, she finally fell asleep.
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			As the first pink rays of dawn broke across the forest, Penn awoke with a start.

			Juniper was already sitting up, blearily rubbing her eyes. She put her green spectacles back into place and then looked towards the rising sun. ‘That’s something at least,’ she said with a half-hearted smile. ‘They’re called Night Hags for a reason – they can’t fly during the day. We should be safe again until nightfall.’

			The sky gradually grew lighter and the quiet of the forest was broken by the cheerful sound of singing birds. In the centre of the clearing the morning light was making something glint.

			Penn got to her feet and walked over to it, with Juniper following. A perfect circle of golden grass, big enough to fit Ajax within its circumference, shone out among the glossy dark green that covered the rest of the clearing.

			Juniper pulled Penn back. ‘Stay away from it.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because there are lots of strange stories about people stepping into circles like that and disappearing.’

			Penn took two large steps backwards. Then she looked around, selected the tallest tree she could see and started to climb.

			‘What are you doing?’

			‘We don’t know where we are. And we can’t see anything except trees from down there.’ Penn hauled herself up through the branches. She had climbed trees a lot in the past year to pick rare flowers or gather seeds for Goody. She’d become quite good at it.

			Penn was high enough now that she could see over the canopy. She sat in the fork of a branch, finding the warmth of the early morning sunlight comforting after the horrors of the night. There was nothing but green forest for miles. The only other thing she could see was a peculiar-looking mountain range. In the opposite direction, something glimmered. Penn scanned the horizon one final time, but there was no sign of Ajax. She made her way back down to Juniper.

			‘I don’t know where we are,’ Penn said, as she jumped down from the lowest branch. ‘I couldn’t see Perianth. I could only see trees and some mountains and a sort of silvery shimmer a long way away.’

			‘A silvery shimmer?’ Juniper grabbed her arm. ‘But Penn, that must be the Shroud! And if you couldn’t see Perianth that means … we’ve gone beyond it!’

			‘We have?’ Penn felt a stab of disbelief. She was on the other side of the Shroud, something she’d thought would never happen.

			‘There’s no way back in!’ Juniper wailed. ‘Neither human, nor Malevolent, shall knowingly pass through the Shroud!’

			‘Ajax got us past it,’ Penn pointed out. ‘I’m sure he’ll be able to get you back in.’

			‘Me? What about you?’

			‘Why would I go back? I’ll wait here with you until Ajax returns and then I’ll try to find my way home to Midwinter.’

			‘How?’ Juniper asked. ‘We might be past the Shroud but the borders between the provinces are still sealed and no-one knows where the crossings are anymore.’

			‘Juniper, I can’t go back! They were already blaming me for breaking the Casket of Fate and talking about sentencing me to the Greying Curse!’

			‘That can’t be right—’

			‘And now they’ll know I made the potion that put everyone to sleep at exactly the same time Seraphine was taken. If all this involves Malevolence and they think I was involved …’ Penn faltered. ‘We both know the punishment for practising Malevolence is death.’

			Juniper looked horrified. ‘They would never—’

			‘I’m Wintrish, Juniper! Of course they would!’

			There was an uneasy silence.

			‘You saw the Shroud in the distance so we must still be in Arylia,’ Juniper said, awkwardly changing the subject. ‘We need to work out where in Arylia we are.’ Her brow creased as she thought. ‘Did you say you saw mountains?’

			Penn nodded. ‘They were strange. The summits looked like they were waving.’

			‘Waving? You mean like this?’ Juniper waved her hands from side to side, like trees swaying in a breeze.

			‘Yes. That’s exactly what they looked like.’

			‘They must be the Feathertop Mountains,’ Juniper said. ‘Which means we are still in Arylia. We’re in Thondir Forest to be exact, in which case …’ She paused for dramatic effect. ‘I know exactly what we need to do!’

			‘What?’

			‘We need to go to the library!’ Juniper declared triumphantly.

			‘The library?’

			‘The Library. The Great Library at Anamora! It’s on the other side of the Feathertop Mountains.’

			‘What are we going to do there? Borrow a book that explains where a kidnapped princess is taken?’ Penn asked. She raised her voice in frustration. ‘Your dragon has disappeared, the Library is on the other side of a mountain range and we’re being hunted by a Night Hag! How far do you think we’re going to get?’

			‘Not very!’ shouted an excited voice.

			They both jumped in fright. Spinning around, they saw a stout, rosy-cheeked boy with floppy blond hair, wearing a shabby navy coat.

			‘Did I get the answer right?’ the boy asked eagerly. ‘If you’re being chased by a Night Hag and your destination is a long way away then you won’t get very far at all. Unless I missed part of the riddle and the answer is something like the Crystal Mines of Eldenrodd,’ he finished thoughtfully.

			Juniper and Penn edged closer together.

			‘The what mines of where?’ Penn asked.

			‘The Crystal Mines of Eldenrodd,’ the boy repeated. ‘I mean, obviously I made that up but it must be the sort of place you have here. This is the Marvellous Province of Arylia, isn’t it?’ The boy looked around with delight.

			‘Why would you even ask that?’ Juniper said, bewildered. ‘The borders are sealed so you must be Arylian.’

			The boy didn’t seem to hear her. He was bending down to inspect a bush hung with clusters of scarlet berries. He pulled a berry from the bush and sniffed it. The berry immediately grew sharp spikes. The boy yelled, dropped it in shock, then stuck his fingers in his mouth and started sucking them to relieve the pain.

			‘This is Arylia,’ Penn began carefully, ‘but the main town and the palace are far away. Behind the Shroud.’ The boy stared at her, uncomprehending, so she added, ‘It’s a sort of – curtain. No-one can get past it.’

			The boy spoke through his fingers. ‘I like the way you speak here. Let me try.’ He took his fingers out of his mouth. ‘I’m from Candlemage. It’s quite far away, I think. We have curtains there too. The ones in my bedroom have a cow udder pattern.’

			Penn stared at him, open-mouthed. 

			‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ the boy asked uneasily. ‘I know I’m a bit old for udder-patterned curtains but they were a hand-me-down. My parents won’t buy me new ones.’

			‘You can’t possibly be from Candlemage,’ Juniper said. ‘All of Arylia’s borders are closed. There’s no way to enter from another province.’

			‘Well, there must be but I can’t really explain how I did it,’ the boy said. ‘One minute I was in Candlemage, Whingling—’

			‘Whingling?’ Penn repeated.

			The boy nodded. ‘It’s a cross between whistling and singing. I thought it would be popular if I combined them because everyone likes whistling and singing. Turns out it’s not that easy. Spitty, if you know what I mean.’ He sighed. ‘I went somewhere quiet to practise in private. I was Whingling away and then … well, I’m not exactly sure what happened. There was a loud noise and I tripped and fell, only I didn’t fall down, I sort of fell through. And here I am.’

			‘Are you saying there’s a crossing somewhere near here?’ Penn asked dubiously.

			‘I think there must be. But I was wandering for ages before I heard your voices so I’ve no idea how to find it again.’ He suddenly brightened. ‘I’m in no hurry to get home anyway. I’ve always wanted to visit Arylia! Why did Arylia close the borders? No-one in Candlemage knows.’

			Juniper looked mortified. ‘It’s … I don’t want to go into that now! Anyway, stop making things up.’

			‘But I am from Candlemage!’ the boy insisted. ‘I can prove it. I’ll sing the Candlemagian anthem.’ With loud enthusiasm, he launched into song.

			‘Oh Candlemage!

			Ho Candlemage!

			Land of cows that are old

			And stinky cheeses of mould—’

			Juniper and Penn stared at him, then turned away to confer while the boy warbled on.

			‘He’s lying,’ Juniper whispered. ‘The borders have been sealed since the end of the War.’

			‘What if he’s telling the truth?’ Penn asked. ‘Juniper, if he is from Candlemage, then he must be really powerful to have got through the border!’

			They looked back at the boy, who was reaching a crescendo.

			‘And in the long sweep of history’s page

			A minor footnote is Candlemaaaage!’

			He threw his arms out as he finished, tripped over a tree root and landed headfirst in a Prickle Bush.

			‘Huh,’ Juniper said. ‘Really powerful. You think?’

			The boy crawled out of the bush and began to pull the thorns from his clothes and hair with a skilful resignation that suggested he had done this many times before. He saw them staring and smiled sunnily. ‘I’m Arthur Bunyon, by the way.’

			‘I’m Juniper Sevenoaks and this is Penn. It was nice meeting you, Arthur. Bye.’ Juniper turned away, pulling Penn with her.

			‘Wait!’ Arthur said in a panicked tone. ‘You can’t just leave me here!’

			Penn tugged at Juniper’s arm. ‘He has a point,’ she whispered.

			‘No, he doesn’t! He’s very odd. I don’t trust him.’

			‘I agree, but what if he’s not from Arylia?’ Penn tried to quell her excitement. ‘Juniper, if he found a way in, maybe he can help me find a way out.’ Juniper looked unconvinced so Penn switched tactics. ‘What if the Night Hag finds him and he tells it where we’re headed?’

			Her face grim, Juniper swung back around to face Arthur. ‘How much of our conversation did you overhear before you shouted out?’

			Arthur looked cagey. ‘Would it be good or bad if I overheard the bit about a Night Hag and a library and a kidnapped princess?’

			‘Bad.’

			‘Oh. Then I didn’t hear anything. Maybe you were talking about a Fight Bag or …’ The boy licked his lips nervously. ‘I don’t think there’s a single word that rhymes with library. It makes it very difficult to pretend I heard something else.’

			Juniper groaned and turned to Penn. ‘He’ll have to come with us. Let’s wait a little longer for Ajax. If he doesn’t come back soon we should start walking towards the Library. I’m sure Ajax will find us.’

			Arthur, who didn’t appear to have learnt anything from his encounter with the berry, began to poke around again, turning over logs and inspecting rocks with interest.

			‘I still don’t understand how a library’s going to help us,’ Penn said.

			‘At first I was thinking we could go there to ask for help. But now I have an even better idea.’ Juniper’s eyes started to shine. ‘The Library at Anamora is one of the most important places in the whole Arylian Empire,’ she said. ‘It holds the greatest collection of books and manuscripts ever known. It’s also where the Talismans and royal treasures are stored until they’re ready for their new owners. And it has a huge collection of old maps.’

			‘Maps?’

			Juniper nodded. ‘Marvellous tracking maps, which showed exactly where the border crossings were, used to be common before the War. Everyone used them because the crossings constantly move; sometimes they stay an hour in one place, other times it’s days or weeks. But when they sealed the borders, all the tracking maps were destroyed too.’ Juniper paused. ‘Except for one map, which is kept in the Library at Anamora.’

			‘How do you know all this?’ Penn asked.

			‘My dad used to be a Librarian at Anamora.’

			‘I thought your dad was a Sower?’

			‘He is. I don’t know what happened – he won’t talk about it. But Penn, don’t you see? If we go to Anamora, we might be able to find the last tracking map. It will show us the location of the border crossings into Midwinter.’

			‘But the crossings are sealed too,’ Penn said, mystified. ‘Even if I did find a crossing, there’d still be no way through.’ 

			‘Except maybe there is a way.’ Juniper pointed to Arthur. ‘If he fell through a crossing by accident – and I’m starting to think that’s exactly the sort of thing that would happen to him – maybe you can get through one on purpose.’

			A tiny thrill of hope flickered in Penn’s heart and then burst into flame. For the first time in her life, she had a real chance of returning home. She might actually leave behind everything that made her life so unbearable: her miserable room in the tower, Corin and his gang of bullies, Goody and Quintessence, the awful loneliness, the cruelty of the Regent, and her selfish Knot-Sister …

			At the thought of Seraphine, Penn’s excitement was replaced by an uncomfortable sensation, as though her Knot-Sister binding was tightening around her wrist. She remembered Seraphine disappearing into the darkness with the Night Hag. Only Penn knew that Seraphine still slept with a night-light sometimes. She hated the dark. But there was nothing they could do to help the Princess. They didn’t have powerful Talismans and neither did Seraphine …

			‘Did you say that all the royal treasures are stored at Anamora?’ Penn asked suddenly.

			Juniper nodded.

			‘Seraphine only took the Sceptre out of the Casket. Does that mean her Orb is still at Anamora?’

			Juniper looked puzzled. ‘I suppose so. Why?’

			‘If Seraphine looks into the Orb, she can see all sorts of things. But if anyone else looks into it, they’ll only see the Orb’s owner. If we can find the Orb at Anamora, it will show us where Seraphine is. You could take it back to Perianth and get help for her.’

			Juniper was looking at her in amazement. ‘How do you know all this?’ she asked, turning Penn’s question from moments before back onto her.

			Penn gave her a small grin. ‘I used to share Seraphine’s lessons. They were always about boring royal things.’

			‘So if we go to Anamora, we might be able to get you home and help the Princess!’ Juniper said excitedly.

			‘We have to get there first. I think we’ve waited long enough for Ajax. Let’s get going.’ She looked around for Arthur.

			He was gazing at a Smungle in a nearby tree. The horrible, hairless creature glared back at him with popping, bloodshot eyes. ‘Look at this!’ Arthur said in wonder. ‘What is it?’

			‘It’s just a Smungle,’ Juniper said impatiently.

			‘We don’t have Marvellous creatures in Candlemage,’ Arthur replied, trying to coax the Smungle down from the tree. ‘Are they rare? Like unicorns?’

			Juniper stared at him. ‘Smungles aren’t Marvellous and unicorns aren’t rare. There’s a unicorn eating that bush right behind you.’

			Arthur spun around, saw the unicorn and let out a little shriek of awe.

			‘That explains why Ajax hasn’t come back.’ Juniper sighed. ‘There’s definitely no point waiting for him here if there are unicorns around. Arthur, hurry up! We’re leaving.’

			‘Coming!’ As he turned to face them, the Smungle leapt down from the tree and landed on Arthur’s head. It was a favourite Smungle trick for scaring the unwary, but Arthur wasn’t frightened. On the contrary, he looked quite pleased. Gently, he pulled the Smungle off his head and cradled it in his arms like a baby, tickling it under its chin. The creature was so unused to being treated in this manner that it froze.

			‘Arthur, they’re vicious!’ Penn cried out in alarm. ‘Put it down!’

			‘Vicious?’ Arthur said. ‘This handsome little fella?’

			‘Oh no,’ Juniper groaned. ‘It’s a girl.’

			The Smungle’s face contorted with fury. With a shriek, she launched herself at Arthur, wrapping one arm around his face and pounding on the top of his head with the other hand. Blinded by the attack, Arthur tottered around the clearing.

			Penn stepped forward to help him but Juniper yanked her back. ‘Arthur!’ Juniper shouted. ‘Don’t move!’

			Arthur didn’t hear as the Smungle was now trying to bite him. He managed to peel it off his head and held it out at arm’s length. The creature flailed furiously and Arthur lost his balance. He pitched forward, landing within the ring of golden grass.

			With a small groaning sound, the earth opened up beneath him. The Smungle leapt to the safety of a nearby tree but Arthur, with a surprised look on his face, disappeared into the sinkhole. The ground closed over him.

			Moments later, the clearing was silent and still once again. The golden grass of the circle waved softly in the warm breeze, as though it had never been disturbed.
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			‘What do we do?’ Juniper’s face was white with shock.

			‘We have to go after him!’

			‘We do?’ Juniper asked faintly.

			‘This is our fault! We should have warned him!’ Penn was already running towards the golden circle.

			‘Oh … Abraxas!’ Juniper raced after her. ‘Penn, wait!’

			Penn stretched out her hand. Juniper caught it just as Penn leapt into the ring. With a sigh, the ground beneath them opened up. The sunlight and blue sky disappeared and darkness closed around them as they fell.
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			Penn and Juniper stood up shakily and brushed the earth off their clothes. They were in a dusty underground chamber that was dimly lit by what looked like large, glowing orange coals embedded in the rocky walls. A roughly hewn archway led off to the left. Quietly, they crept down the passageway.

			The tunnel led to a much larger chamber lit by the same strange orange lights. Their dim glow didn’t penetrate very far, so Penn and Juniper had to strain to see. In the gloom, something was moving.

			It was Arthur, waving cheerfully. ‘You’re here!’ he called out, as though they had arrived at a party rather than a subterranean world from which there was no obvious exit.

			‘Shh!’ Juniper hissed. ‘We don’t know what’s down here or where we are!’

			‘We’re underground,’ Arthur replied. He thought for a moment. ‘Unless you’re looking at it from the point of view of someone standing on their head. In which case we’d be overground, I guess.’

			Leaving Juniper to try to decipher Arthur’s peculiar logic, Penn looked around. They were in what appeared to be the central hall of an elaborate system of tunnels and chambers. The hall was enormous, with uneven earthen walls and a high ceiling. Much too high, Penn thought, craning up, for the needs of any underground dwellers she could think of, who were always small. Also odd was that the floor of the hall was made of stone, not earth, and covered in strange markings.

			Penn pointed at the ground. ‘What do you think all this is?’

			Juniper dropped to her hands and knees to examine the markings more closely. She put her Occulorum on and they promptly clouded over. ‘I don’t know what language this is,’ Juniper said, frustrated. ‘I need more light.’

			‘Maybe there’s a Spark around somewhere,’ Penn suggested. She couldn’t see a golden bead hanging in the air anywhere but it was worth a try. ‘Glister,’ she called out.

			Instantly, a beam of intense rainbow light pierced the darkness.

			It was coming from Penn’s pocket.

			Slowly, she reached into her pocket and took out her Talisman. Dazzling iridescent light was shooting out of the small seed.

			‘What’s that?’ Arthur asked with excitement. ‘Is it Marvellous? We don’t have those in Candlemage.’

			‘It’s a Spark,’ Juniper replied, looking at Penn’s Talisman through her Occulorum. ‘They create light or ignite whatever torches or candles are nearby. They’re hardly Marvellous, although I’ve never seen one that makes coloured lights before.’

			‘But Sparks are always attached to rooms,’ Penn said, confused. ‘And they look like golden beads and hang in the air! This is brown and … it just lies there.’

			‘It’s definitely a Spark,’ Juniper said. ‘I know that’s the truth – look at my Occulorum!’ The silver frames of her Occulorum were glowing and the fog had evaporated from one of the lenses. She took them off and held them out to Penn. ‘They show things as they truly are. See for yourself.’

			‘I can’t use those!’ Penn exclaimed. ‘They’re your Talisman. If I use them, I’ll get cursed!’

			‘I’ll try them,’ Arthur said eagerly. ‘The curse probably won’t work on me because my mum always says I’m the biggest curse the world has ever known.’

			‘Neither of you will get cursed,’ Juniper said. ‘My Occulorum are a Lore Talisman. The Greying Curse doesn’t apply as long as you have my permission to use them.’

			Penn folded her arms and shook her head, refusing to take them.

			Juniper sighed. ‘When the Greying Curse Lore was written, the Scribes responsible for writing it secretly put in a clause excluding Lore Talismans so that knowledge could still be shared,’ she explained. 

			‘I have never heard anyone say anything about Lore Talismans being excluded from the Greying Curse,’ Penn said incredulously.

			‘Well, I’ve never heard of anyone, other than my dad, reading the Greying Curse Lore, sub clause 41b,’ Juniper retorted. She looked guilty. ‘I shouldn’t have told you. Mum and Dad made me promise not to tell anyone. No-one else knows, not even other Lore Guild members. My dad only knows because during the War he found the original Lore scroll, which had been lost for centuries.’

			‘Where did he find it? And why didn’t he tell everyone?’ Penn asked sceptically.

			‘He must have found it at Anamora. And he didn’t tell anyone because … well, you know what happens at Lore Guild meetings.’

			‘They always end up in a huge fight,’ Penn explained to Arthur.

			‘Exactly. The Lore Guild is the biggest guild in Arylia. What do you think would happen if suddenly everyone could use Lore Talismans and the other guilds didn’t have to share theirs? Dad was going to ask the Augur, Portentia, for advice,’ she added. ‘But she got eaten during the War so he thought the best thing to do was keep it a secret and leave things as they were. But it really is safe for you to use my Talisman with my permission, I promise. Put your Spark’s light out and you’ll see.’

			Penn extinguished the Spark. Holding her breath, she stretched out one finger and poked the Occulorum. Nothing happened. Growing bolder, she took the Occulorum and put them on. They were surprisingly heavy.

			As Penn looked at her Talisman through Juniper’s Occulorum, the small seed came into sharp focus. Even though it was unlit, the little seed no longer appeared brown and motionless. Instead, it floated in midair, rotating as it glistened with a mysterious light so dazzling Penn’s eyes hurt.

			‘Now do you see how Marvellous my Occulorum are?’ Juniper asked, a trifle smugly. 

			Penn nodded, awed by the power of the Occulorum. Discovering that her own longed-for Talisman was a common, everyday Spark oddly didn’t bother her as much as it would have even one day ago. Too much had happened since the Ceremony. It felt pointless to care about a disappointing Talisman she shouldn’t have got in the first place.

			She took the Occulorum off and handed them back to Juniper.

			‘Can I have a turn?’ Arthur asked.

			‘In a minute,’ Juniper said. ‘Penn, can you light your Spark again? I want to look at these floor markings.’

			Penn relit the Spark. This time, instead of radiant beams, small droplets of coloured light flew into the air.

			Thrilled, Arthur gazed at the floating specks. ‘Does your Spark have a name?’

			‘It’s not alive,’ Penn said.

			‘I have a pet rock collection at home and they all have names,’ Arthur said cheerfully. ‘Brian gives me the most trouble. He’s a roller.’

			‘It’s a Spark,’ Penn said, wondering if everyone from Candlemage was as peculiar as Arthur. ‘Sparks don’t have names.’

			Arthur sniffed. ‘Can we at least call it Sparkle? Even though that’s very unimaginative.’

			Juniper was pacing around the chamber, staring through her misted-over Occulorum at the strange markings on the floor. ‘I think it’s a map,’ she said. Instantly, the lenses cleared. ‘It is! Look – all the circles must be entrances and exits to this tunnel system. They’re everywhere!’ She peered at the intersecting lines and circles, stepping her way carefully around the chamber. Finally, she came to a stop near a row of wispy-topped triangular markings. ‘I think these represent the Feathertop Mountains! And this –’ she tapped a circular labyrinth symbol ‘– is the Arylian symbol for knowledge. It must be Anamora.’

			‘Does it show how to get back above ground?’ Arthur asked.

			Juniper’s eyes gleamed. ‘Why would we want to? I know it’s daytime now, but we don’t know how long the journey will take. We should stay underground, away from the night sky and the Night Hag, for as long as we can.’

			Arthur seemed unsure as to whether Juniper was serious. ‘Do Night Hags really still exist in Arylia?’

			‘Only since yesterday,’ Penn replied gloomily.

			Flushed with excitement, Juniper interrupted, ‘Don’t you two understand? We won’t have to go over the Feathertop Mountains. If we go through these tunnels we can go under them, in half the time!’

			Penn looked at her in admiration. ‘You’re a genius.’

			Juniper shook her head. ‘Not quite. I’m only highly gifted. I was tested when I was four. Come on! This way!’

			With one last look at the map through her Occulorum, Juniper led the way down a dark tunnel that stretched deep into the heart of the underground maze.
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			The tunnels seemed to go on forever.

			‘You’re sure we’re going the right way?’ Penn asked for the tenth time.

			‘Yes,’ Juniper replied. ‘I looked at the map through my Occulorum, so now it’s like seeing a picture in my mind. I can recall it exactly.’

			Juniper sounded confident but Penn still felt anxious. It would be entirely possible to wander these underground tunnels for eternity. At least they had light from her Spark. It might not be a proper Talisman but it was proving useful. In relative silence, broken only by Arthur’s occasional attempts at Whingling, they continued down the long, dark passages in single file. Penn tried not to think about how hungry and thirsty she was.

			‘Maybe at the end of this tunnel there’ll be a passenger coach station,’ Arthur said optimistically.

			Penn ignored him but only because she was listening to something else.

			It was a muffled, distant thunder.

			As they walked on, the roaring noise grew louder and louder. A glowing red light at the end of the passage became visible, gradually becoming so bright that there was no longer any need for Penn’s Spark.

			They stepped out of the passageway and into the scarlet glare of a rocky vault. The humidity and heat were intense. The very rocks around them steamed and hissed, emitting sulphurous fumes, and the noise was deafening.

			Penn came to a dead stop as she finally saw what was causing the din. ‘I don’t think we’re going anywhere by coach, Arthur,’ she shouted. ‘I think we’re going to need a boat.’

			Before them flowed a wide river of red-gold lava. Wicked-looking whirlpools spun and sucked, disappearing then reappearing in different spots. A sheer drop, about fifty feet downriver, was the source of the booming noise. Amplified by the rock walls, the roar of the molten lava cascade was thunderous.

			Arthur gulped as he stared at the fast-flowing, scalding river. ‘It looks a little … warm. I don’t think any boat would last more than ten seconds in that.’

			‘No normal boat would,’ Juniper said. ‘But those are no normal boats.’ She pointed ahead of them.

			Several large, bright-blue eggshells that were taller than Penn waited on the stony banks of the lava river, next to a wooden platform. Each shell had been split horizontally towards the top, creating lids.

			Juniper climbed onto the platform and looked down at the shells. ‘They’re dragon eggs,’ she shouted. ‘Used, of course.’ She beckoned Penn and Arthur over and then jumped nimbly into the bottom of one of the shells. ‘The ancient Sarateans used dragon eggshells as boats for centuries. They’re fireproof, you know. They were the only vessels that could navigate the Straits of Vengefire between the provinces of Q’Saarh and Orison. It’s in all the history books.’

			‘Well, I’m not an ancient Saratean,’ Arthur argued. ‘And there is no way I’m getting in an eggshell to float down a river made of lava.’

			‘You’ll have to stay here then,’ Juniper said. ‘Because our exit is downriver.’ Her voice became muffled as she fitted the top of her shell on with an expert click. ‘We stand a better chance of going over the lavafall in these than in anything else.’

			‘Wait a minute – going over the—’ Arthur stared in horror at the sheer drop of the lavafall.

			Penn felt her insides turn over as the boiling-hot lava roared before them. ‘Juniper, there must be another way!’

			‘There’s not,’ Juniper shouted from inside her eggshell. ‘The map would have shown me if there was. You need to trust me and my Occulorum!’

			Penn took a deep breath. ‘Come on,’ she said to Arthur, trying to sound encouraging. ‘I’ll give your boat a push.’ She helped him clamber down into one of the eggshells. 

			Arthur shuddered as his feet sank into something unidentifiable and oozing on the bottom. ‘Urgh! I hope that wasn’t something an ancient Saratean did.’

			Penn lifted up the lid of his eggshell. Blue slime dripped down from the inside. Arthur sat down and then yelped in fright as a harness appeared out of nowhere. It slid over him, tethering him securely to the boat.

			‘Wait a minute,’ Arthur said. ‘If you push our boats out, who’s going to push your boat into the river?’

			‘No-one has to push anyone,’ Juniper shouted.

			‘How will we get the eggshells into the river then?’ Penn shouted back.

			‘It’s a lava river,’ Juniper yelled.

			‘So?’

			‘So there’s a Laviathan, of course.’ As though she could sense their blank looks, Juniper added, ‘A lava monster. Speaking of which, hurry!’

			‘She is joking, isn’t she?’ Arthur asked. He was sweating, either from heat or fear, or both.

			Feeling unnerved, Penn tried to smile reassuringly as she twisted the top of his shell on. It clicked into place. Then the noise of the lavafall grew even louder, causing loose stones to tumble down the rocky walls. The thunderous din separated, becoming two distinct roars: one emanating from the lavafall and the other coming from—

			Penn looked up.

			A colossal serpentine monster was emerging from the surface of the river. Its strangely rippling skin was in constant motion, restlessly coiling and folding and twisting. As it opened its cavernous mouth, Penn saw flames leaping within. She didn’t wait to see more. Penn leapt into the nearest eggshell and lifted its lid, struggling to fit it into place.

			As the gigantic creature swam closer, it sent fiery waves crashing against the stony riverbank. The lava river rose up and around Penn’s still-open boat. The eggshells started to move, slowly at first, then faster as they floated towards the centre of the river, where the current flowed swiftly.

			Penn tried frantically to click the top of her shell into place. If her boat overturned before she sealed it, she’d be boiled alive. Through the still-open crack she saw the Laviathan’s huge fluke tail swat Juniper’s egg, sending it flying over the lavafall.

			Then a new sound joined the cacophony: a loud sucking noise.

			One of the deadly whirlpools had manifested next to Penn’s boat. Her eggshell tipped violently, drawn by the churning force. The top of her shell slid but Penn lunged, grabbing it seconds before it fell into the burning river.

			Clinging to the shell-top, Penn scrambled backwards, trying to make a counterweight to the whirlpool dragging her boat under. But it was too strong. She lost her balance and pitched forward. Only inches away from her face, the boiling lava hissed and spat.

			Suddenly she was thrown backwards, as her vessel righted itself. The whirlpool had moved on.

			With one powerful swipe, the Laviathan’s tail sent Arthur’s eggshell skimming like a pebble over the lavafall. Then its huge unblinking eyes turned towards Penn. It began to move sinuously through the lava towards her, sending scorching waves crashing around her small boat.

			Penn staggered to her feet, still clutching the top of her shell. The heat and noise were disorienting; she couldn’t breathe, she could barely think.

			With trembling hands, she yanked down the top of her shell and wrenched it around, struggling to lock it into place. The Laviathan had almost reached her. Its roar was booming in her ears, deafening her, and yet somehow still she heard it—

			Click.

			Penn threw herself down. With only seconds to spare, the harness swiftly tightened around her. The Laviathan’s tail slammed into her boat with a thunderous blow, sending it soaring into the air. The blue dragon egg, with Penn inside, hurtled over the precipice. Then it plunged down the tumbling wall of liquid fire and into the swirling river of red molten rock below.
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			The dragon egg boats washed up on a pebbly underground shore, where the lava river slowed to a gentle trickle. Penn’s harness vanished and she broke out of her shell. With Juniper’s help, she hauled Arthur, who was looking green, out of his. 

			They sprawled flat on their backs, trying to regain their balance and quieten their heaving stomachs. The violent heat and tossing about had seemed to last for an eternity.

			‘I drank a giant mug of butterscotch milk on a hot day at the Candlemage Fair once,’ Arthur said, his eyes squeezed shut. ‘It was my prize for coming second at the coconut shy. Right before I rode the old bucking bull I found out Tristan had spat in it.’ He took a deep, juddering breath. ‘This was worse.’

			‘Who’s Tristan?’ Penn asked faintly. She didn’t really care, but while the world still spun it seemed preferable to stay lying on her back, discussing someone called Tristan, than to try to move.

			‘A boy at my school. Captain of the Mageball team. He’s very popular – the sort of boy my parents wish I was.’

			Penn cautiously sat up. ‘I’m sure they don’t wish that.’

			Arthur opened one eye. ‘No, they do. They’ve told me. Lots of times. I’m a bit odd, you see.’

			‘Really?’ Juniper murmured. ‘Hadn’t noticed.’

			Penn elbowed her. Groaning, Juniper sat up too.

			Arthur followed suit, still looking a bit green. ‘I always used to wish that we had Marvellous creatures in Candlemage,’ he said. ‘But I was thinking about unicorns, mostly. No-one ever told me about Laviathans.’

			‘Laviathans are much nicer than unicorns,’ Juniper said, rubbing her neck. ‘They’re renowned for their sense of responsibility.’

			‘Sense of responsibility? That thing just hurled us over a lavafall!’

			‘Exactly. That’s its job. Laviathans make sure travellers don’t get sucked into the whirlpools. If it hadn’t thrown us over, we wouldn’t have stood a chance.’

			‘I heard someone say that a Laviathan ate the Augur, Portentia,’ Penn recalled.

			Juniper snorted. ‘People say all sorts of rubbish. Portentia was eaten by a Hybrid during the Battle for Malumest Tor. Laviathans don’t eat people.’

			‘Well, I’m still not sorry Candlemage doesn’t have Laviathans.’ Arthur paused. ‘But I do wish we had Talismans in Candlemage. All my life I’ve wanted to perform Marvels.’

			Penn was scanning the rocky walls for a way out, but she turned around to Arthur when she heard the wistfulness in his voice. ‘I always wanted a Talisman too. But then I got one and it’s just a stupid torch.’

			‘Sparkle is a Talisman?’

			‘Sort of. Not really. I did take Sparkle out of the Casket of Fate during the Talisman Ceremony but Sparks aren’t Talismans. They’re in every room in Perianth.’

			‘But you’re not even Arylian!’ Arthur’s eyes grew wide. ‘Do you think I might get a Talisman one day?’

			‘Nope. Never going to happen,’ Juniper said. She saw Penn’s rebuking look and tried to make amends. ‘But you’re here, in Arylia, aren’t you? That’s more Marvellance than most Candlemagians will ever get.’

			Arthur brightened. ‘True. And I was attacked by a vicious berry. That was exciting.’

			Juniper looked at him, incredulous. ‘You fought a Smungle, fell through the earth and a Laviathan just threw you over a lavafall inside a dragon egg. But the berry attacking you is what stands out?’

			‘Hey!’ Penn called. She was looking up at a small chink of light filtering through from above. ‘I think I’ve found our way out.’
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			With little difficulty, Penn clambered up the narrow crevasse, finding hand and footholds in the red-rock wall. Juniper and Arthur followed, less skilfully, but not struggling as much as they would have without Penn to show the way. When she reached the opening, Penn hauled herself through then lay on her stomach and stretched her hands out to help Juniper and Arthur.

			After the murkiness of underground, the afternoon sun was blinding. Once their eyes adjusted, they saw that they were standing in a vast courtyard. Birds sang sweetly from blossoming trees. Precisely trimmed hedges lined symmetrical pathways. A large fountain sat in the centre of the intersecting avenues, its sparkling pink water making a pleasant splashing sound.

			Hot and thirsty, they ran straight to the fountain and scooped handfuls of the pink water into their mouths. It was blissfully cold and sweet. When they had drunk as much as they could, and cleaned their hands and faces, they looked around. A grand building with a portico of soaring columns sat regally at the other end of the courtyard.

			‘It’s Anamora!’ Juniper’s voice trembled with excitement. She ran ahead to the building and Penn and Arthur followed.

			The golden doors of the Library were enormous. Etched into them was the same labyrinth symbol they’d seen in the underground chamber. One half of the symbol appeared on each door, forming a seal when they were closed. There were no handles. 

			Two immense bronze griffins stood guard on either side. As the trio approached, the griffins sprang forward with a heavy clang. They blocked the entrance, glaring down at the intruders with glittering jade eyes.

			Arthur gulped. ‘What now?’

			‘I might know this one,’ Juniper muttered. She positioned her Occulorum firmly on her nose, gazed up at the ferocious griffins and in a clear voice declared, ‘I hate passwords.’

			The griffins instantly assumed their original positions on either side of the entrance and the great golden doors swung open.

			‘Juniper, you’re brilliant!’

			She looked pleased but embarrassed. ‘Dad uses that as his password for everything. It’s been ages since he was a Librarian here so I’m just glad it still worked.’

			The sunlight pouring through the open doors illuminated a high-ceilinged entrance hall that stretched away into a seemingly endless corridor. A musty smell rose up from the darkness. From within the depths of the Library, they could hear a soft, ceaseless hum. It was a hushed, rhythmical noise that sounded like the breaking waves of a distant ocean.

			Recognition dawned on Juniper’s face. ‘That’s the sound the Casket of Fate made when I opened it!’

			They made their way inside. Unlit candles sat in dusty chandeliers that hung motionless in the air, rather than drifting around the room as chandeliers were supposed to do.

			‘Shall I use my Spark to light the candles?’ Penn whispered. If ever it was essential to whisper in a library, it was definitely in one as forbidding as this.

			Juniper shook her head. ‘I don’t think we should touch anything.’

			They went further in, keeping close together. The light from outside vanished and they spun around. The doors had swung shut behind them.

			‘Where do you think the Librarians are?’ Arthur whispered. ‘Shouldn’t we tell them we’re here?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Juniper said nervously. ‘Let’s just go in a bit further.’

			At the threshold of the long corridor they stopped and peered into the gloom. On either side, stretching as far as they could see, were doorways covered with silver veils, like the ones in the palace. Every so often, the darkness of the hall was broken by a streak of golden light, as though tiny shooting stars had been let loose to play in the shadowy depths.

			‘It’s the Hall of Talismans,’ Juniper whispered in awe. ‘This is where all of the Talismans are held until they’re given to their new owners. Some of the greatest treasures in the Arylian Empire are kept here!’

			‘So the Orb might be behind one of these curtains?’ Arthur said.

			Juniper nodded.

			Penn noticed a faded signpost. One sign pointed to the larger veils lining the left side of the corridor and read Nooks. The other sign pointed to the narrower curtains on the right and read Crannies.

			‘Juniper, you and Arthur take the Crannies,’ Penn said. ‘I’ll take the Nooks. Remember, we’re looking for the Orb and the last map of the border crossings.’ Penn stepped forward and touched the closest silvery veil. Her hand disappeared, as though she was plunging into water. She pushed through.

			None of the Nooks were the same. Once through the veils, some of them turned out to be vaulted chambers with high ceilings and marble floors. A few were no bigger than cupboards. One was an ice cave, while another contained a seemingly endless expanse of soft magenta grass, rippling in a hazy twilight. 

			The Talismans themselves were a curious collection. There were the sort of treasures they had expected to find: gleaming weapons, scientific instruments and jewellery made from exotic gems. But there was also a sack filled with black earth, an enormous fishing net (which made no sense as Arylians had never been fisherfolk) and several hundred pairs of worn-out old boots. One Nook lined entirely with mirrors on the walls, floor and ceiling held only a single item: a floating Augur’s staff made of dark wood, with a mythical bird carved into the top.

			Penn pushed through yet another veil. Late-afternoon sunshine filtered through arched windows, filling this Nook with soft light. A large strongbox made from rosewood lay in the centre of the room. It was beautifully decorated with a pattern of entwined Iliastar flowers crafted from silver, and it was locked with the biggest padlock Penn had ever seen.

			‘Any luck?’

			Penn turned to see Juniper entering the Nook, followed by Arthur, who looked like he’d gone for a swim. His wet boots squelched with every step. 

			‘What happened to you?’ Penn asked in surprise. 

			Arthur grimaced. ‘I went through a veil and got hit with a wave of seawater. My coat got soaked. They really should put up another sign warning about underwater Crannies.’

			Penn pointed to the box. ‘Do you think the Orb or map could be in there?’ 

			Juniper put on her Occulorum as Penn went nearer to the strongbox to inspect it.

			‘Penn, stop!’ Juniper said suddenly.

			‘What is it?’ Penn turned around and saw that the lenses of Juniper’s Occulorum had clouded over.

			‘Look at the sigil.’ Juniper pointed to the padlock.

			Careful not to touch it, Penn bent down. Etched into the padlock was a tiny black scorch mark. Penn felt a prickle of foreboding. It was the same mark that had appeared next to her name on the Talisman Ceremony scroll.

			‘What’s a sigil?’ Arthur asked.

			‘It’s a sort of fingerprint – a seal that marks where powerful Marvellance has been cast,’ Juniper explained. ‘You can tell who performed a Marvel or wrote an Epistle by their symbol. For example, my family’s sigil, the Sevenoaks sigil, is—’

			‘Seven oak trees?’ Arthur guessed.

			Juniper bristled. ‘They’re supposed to be a quick and easy way to identify who performed a Marvel! Sigils aren’t meant to be difficult to work out, with one exception.’ Juniper pointed to the small black mark. ‘That’s what’s used when someone doesn’t want to be identified. That sigil means Anonymous.’

			‘Why do you think it’s on the padlock?’ Arthur asked.

			‘I don’t know but I don’t think it can mean anything good. We should get out of here.’

			Together they went back into the Hall. Penn was feeling even more on edge now and had to stop herself from constantly looking over her shoulder. Arthur took off his wet coat and looked around for somewhere to hang it. He gazed thoughtfully at the glinting swords and spears that lined the walls between the Nooks and Crannies.

			‘Those weapons aren’t Talismans, they’re Relics,’ Juniper said. ‘But don’t even think about hanging your coat on them.’

			‘Are they Marvellous?’

			‘Relics aren’t as powerful as Talismans but they do have some Marvellance. There are all sorts of stories about temperamental Relics that only worked for one person or attacked people fighting on their own side.’

			Arthur hastily laid his coat on the floor instead.

			‘Mainly they’re important because they have historical value,’ Juniper went on, looking at the weapons with respect. ‘These weapons were probably used by Arylian Warriors during the War. They might even have been used in the Battle for Malumest Tor.’

			Arthur laughed.

			‘What’s funny about that?’ Penn asked.

			‘It’s just – back home in Candlemage, when we think of Arylians we don’t really think of fighters,’ Arthur explained. ‘We picture them at poetry readings, wearing fancy gowns and lots of jewellery.’

			‘What did you think we fought the Battle for Malumest Tor with?’ Juniper demanded. ‘Harsh words and sparkly things?’

			He shrugged. ‘Arylians don’t exactly have a reputation as fighters, if you know what I mean.’

			‘I don’t,’ Juniper responded sharply. ‘Have you forgotten that it was the Arylian army that won the Battle for Malumest Tor? We saved the Six Provinces!’

			‘But it wasn’t only Arylians doing the fighting,’ Arthur countered. ‘The Commanders might have been Arylian but most of the Warriors were from Midwinter or Candlemage or Q’Saarh.’

			Penn looked at him in surprise. She had studied the War in depth with Seraphine and their tutors and she had never heard this before.

			Juniper snorted. ‘Rubbish! The Battle for Malumest Tor was won by Arylian Warriors.’

			‘You probably know more history than I do,’ Arthur said mildly. ‘But there’s a huge graveyard next to my house. All the Candlemagian Warriors who died fighting for the Arylian Empire during that battle are buried there. There are so many graves it takes a lot of work to look after them. I know because my mum and dad are the Graveyard Wardens.’

			Juniper stared at him but before she could reply Penn intervened. ‘We don’t have time for this now. There’s a Night Hag on the loose, which means Malevolents aren’t just in history lessons anymore, remember?’

			Juniper and Arthur nodded, and Penn headed into the next Nook alone.

			There were no mysterious Talismans or unexpected realms this time. There was only a small room with a single window and the sound of snuffling. It was coming from a wooden cage hanging in the centre of the room. The cage’s brass hook was attached to nothing but air.

			Penn moved closer. A bundle of soft golden fur lay curled up in the cage. As she approached, the creature buried its head in its paws, trying desperately not to be seen.

			‘It’s okay, little one,’ Penn said gently. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’

			The creature raised its head and gazed at her with large, frightened eyes. It was small and fluffy, with long limbs and a tail. Slowly, it crept forward, its unblinking gaze never leaving her face. Penn felt an overwhelming longing to pick the creature up and cuddle it. She tried the cage door, but it was locked. The rattling noise sent the creature scurrying back to the other side of its cage. Not wanting to frighten it any further, Penn pushed back through the veil.

			‘Anything?’ Arthur asked.

			Penn shook her head. ‘Where’s Juniper?’

			‘She’s in there.’ Arthur gestured towards the Cranny behind them. ‘I couldn’t drag her away.’

			‘Why? What’s in there?’

			Arthur shrugged. ‘Some book about secrets.’

			Followed by Arthur, Penn went into the Cranny. They found Juniper gazing down at a wooden lectern, upon which lay a slim tome with a glittering cover. The title was spelt out in a mosaic of precious jewels.

			‘This is the only known copy of The Infinite Book of Secrecy,’ Juniper whispered, sounding as though she was about to cry.

			‘I’d probably be much more impressed if I had any idea what that was,’ Arthur whispered back. ‘Is it a Talisman?’

			‘No, but it’s the most famous and valuable book in the entire empire!’ Juniper’s voice cracked. ‘It’s one of the greatest sources of knowledge ever.’ She stared longingly, almost hungrily, at the small book.

			‘Why don’t you open it and read a page?’ Arthur suggested.

			Juniper looked shocked. ‘It’s The Infinite Book of Secrecy! You can’t just read it!’

			‘It’s a book. What else can you do with it, apart from stand on it to make yourself taller?’

			‘We should keep going,’ Penn interrupted, worried that Juniper would take Arthur’s advice and stop to read. ‘Come on.’ She pulled Arthur and a reluctant Juniper away.

			The ocean-like sound had grown steadily louder as they moved deeper into the Library. Whatever was making the noise was coming from beyond an arched exit at the end of the Hall of Talismans. As they headed towards it, Penn noticed another smaller corridor leading off the main passage. She took a few steps down it and heard a sound like heavy breathing, coupled with strange whistling noises, coming from behind a nearby door. Penn turned to tell the others but they had disappeared.

			Quickly, she ran back to the main Hall and saw Juniper and Arthur a short distance away. They were seemingly rooted to the spot, staring at something. Penn stepped through the archway to join them and her jaw dropped.

			In the immense room that lay at the heart of the Library hovered a slow-moving maze of knowledge. Books and scrolls, in teetering stacks of various sizes, drifted through the air. They were like the ones at Juniper’s house, only precisely organised and on a far vaster scale.

			The labyrinth of books was at least one hundred feet high. It filled the vast room, stretching up to a glass ceiling that showed the night sky, with glistening constellations and golden clouds of vapour flitting among the shining stars. In the centre of the labyrinth, Penn glimpsed a humble wooden desk and chair. Ceaseless whispering, like the chorus of a dozen languages, rose and sank back like waves.

			Arthur broke the trance. ‘What happens if the book you want is up there?’ he asked, pointing to a stack that was at least eighty feet high. ‘Or what if I wanted to find a book on cucumbers? Is it organised alphabetically?’

			‘Cucumbers?’

			‘I like cucumbers,’ Arthur said defensively.

			‘It’s a Librarynth,’ Juniper said, unable to drag her eyes away from the drifting mass of books. ‘It’s organised according to the Hypatian system, which is based on the mathematical principle that all knowledge leads back to the One.’

			‘The One what?’ Penn asked.

			‘You can’t really describe the One. It’s the source of everything. And the end.’

			‘You sound like the Magi in Candlemage,’ Arthur said peevishly. ‘They’re the worst. They’re always making mysterious proclamations in Riddle Speak. Everyone bows down to their wisdom, even though no-one understands a word they say. I hate Riddle Speak. Just tell me how I’d find my cucumber book.’

			‘You wouldn’t. Only a Librarian can summon books from the Librarynth. They have to formulate a very precise request. Otherwise the Librarynth would just rain down books.’

			‘How many books about cucumbers can there be?’ Arthur asked.

			‘An infinite number! Because everything is connected. Even –’ Juniper choked ‘– cucumbers are an endless subject.’ Seeing that Arthur still looked confused, she tried to explain. ‘The subject of cucumbers would include cookbooks and guides to growing them and medical books listing their health benefits. There might be an epic novel about a brave cucumber farmer trying to save her land. Unless you’re extremely specific, the Librarynth would just keep going, giving you all the other books connected to the first lot of books and then all the books connected to those books and so on. If you asked the Librarynth for a book about cucumbers you’d be buried in about three seconds. That’s why only qualified Librarians are allowed to request books. They spend years studying Algorithmical Summoning—’

			‘Algo— what?’ Penn asked.

			‘The formula for making a precisely calculated request. This –’ Juniper waved her hand at the immeasurable stacks of books floating gently past ‘– is why it’s such a huge responsibility to be a Librarian!’ Her voice quivered at the end.

			Arthur was silent for a moment. ‘Is there really a novel about a brave cucumber farmer? Because I think I’d quite like to rea—’

			‘No, there is not!’ Juniper snapped.

			‘Well, I prefer the alphabetical system to the Hypagan—’

			‘Hypatian.’

			‘—system,’ Arthur said defiantly. ‘I like being able to choose my own books. It doesn’t seem fair that only a few people can access all of this. After all, isn’t that what books are for? To be read?’

			A low, silky voice behind them spoke. ‘Only by the right eyes, my young intruders. For the consequences of seeing things you ought not to have can be very unpleasant indeed.’
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			‘Follow.’

			The two syllables were said in a tone that left no room for argument. The tall figure strode past them and moved swiftly towards the Librarynth. He lifted one hand and spoke clearly. ‘Abydeth!’

			The swirling mass slowed and then stopped. The stacks hung quivering in the air, and the whispering ocean noise ceased. Without looking back to see whether they were following, the figure stepped effortlessly through the gaps, heading towards the desk at the centre.

			Juniper stood still, her mouth open. ‘He just used a word to stop the Librarynth!’

			‘So?’ Arthur whispered.

			‘So that’s Old Marvellance! Words haven’t been used in Marvellance since forever. They lost their meaning and power ages ago.’

			‘Penn used a word to light her Spark,’ Arthur pointed out.

			‘Sparks aren’t Marvellous! They’re just … Sparks.’

			‘Well, I think they’re Marvellous. Anyway, this is a library,’ Arthur said sensibly. ‘Maybe words still have power here.’

			Juniper looked at him in surprise. Penn beckoned them to hurry up. They squeezed through the gaps between the stacks, ducking and turning sideways, trying to find their way through the narrow openings. When they got to the centre, the stacks started to move and the whispering sound rose up once again.

			The Librarian sat behind the small desk, his calloused, claw-like hands folded. He had piercing black eyes set in a bony, clever face and shoulder-length brown hair tied back with a black velvet ribbon. Penn recognised the purple robes he wore from portraits of other Head Librarians that hung in the library at Perianth Palace.

			He was very tall and the robes were far too short for him. Where they fell loose at his neck, Penn glimpsed a strange metallic collar around his throat. A pendant carved from bone hung from the collar, with a crimson wax seal holding it in place. He saw her looking and swiftly folded the robes tighter, hiding the collar from view.

			After an uncomfortable silence, Juniper cleared her throat and stepped forward. ‘This I have learnt: it is wise to seek Knowledge and Truth through the Lore.’

			The Librarian’s eyes narrowed. ‘How do you know the Librarian’s greeting? Who are you?’

			‘My name is Juniper Sevenoaks,’ Juniper said. ‘My father taught me the greeting.’

			‘Clever little Juniper, who knows all the right words and all the old ways.’ His voice hardened. ‘You entered through the main doors. How did you get past the protections on the Hall of Talismans?’

			‘What pro—’ Arthur began, but Juniper interrupted him.

			‘We had … help.’

			The murmuring from the Librarynth briefly grew louder. Penn glanced at Juniper, wondering why she was lying.

			The Librarian tapped one long, yellow fingernail on the desk. ‘Of course you had help! Children couldn’t have made it past such formidable Marvels by themselves. Who helped you?’

			‘They’re outside, waiting for us.’

			Arthur’s mouth dropped open at this barefaced lie but Juniper looked straight ahead. The whispering of the Librarynth rose up again, sounding almost indignant.

			The Librarian smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile. ‘The ones you arrived with yesterday are long gone. You have been abandoned here.’

			‘But we didn’t— ow! Um, nothing.’ Arthur looked down at his feet, one of which had just been trodden on by Penn to shut him up because now she knew why Juniper was lying. There was something very strange about this Librarian. She didn’t want him to know that they were there all alone either.

			‘We’ve travelled a long way to ask for help for Princess Seraphine,’ Penn said, choosing her words cautiously, unsure of how much to reveal. ‘She needs her Royal Orb.’

			The Librarian turned his cold gaze on her. ‘The Royal Orbuculum is no longer in Anamora. Princess Seraphine received it during the Talisman Ceremony.’

			‘No, she didn’t,’ Penn replied, puzzled. ‘She only got the Sceptre.’

			‘You’re thinking of Juniper’s glasses,’ Arthur said helpfully.

			‘My glasses are Occulorum,’ Juniper hissed. ‘Orb is short for Orbuculum.’

			‘This is ridiculorum,’ Arthur said under his breath.

			‘You have Occulorum?’ the Librarian said sharply. ‘Show me.’

			Juniper lifted her Occulorum on their necklace from beneath the bodice of her dress. The silver glasses shone as she pushed her green spectacles up and placed the Occulorum on her nose.

			The Librarian’s eyes gleamed. One withered hand snaked towards Juniper. ‘Excellent,’ he rasped. ‘With those, we shall pass! You, come with me now! The other two will stay here.’

			‘Where … where are we going?’ Juniper asked, looking frightened. She took a step back. 

			‘Silence! It’s a disgrace,’ he went on, muttering to himself. ‘A child should not possess such a powerful Talisman.’

			‘But you’re the Talisman Keeper,’ Juniper said, bewildered. ‘You keep the register of what everyone gets. You must have known that I received these and that Seraphine didn’t get the Orb.’

			The Librarian’s black eyes flashed. It was the merest flicker, but in that instant Penn saw the black eyes change to yellow.

			Penn whirled around. ‘RUN!’

			Juniper and Arthur promptly froze. Penn grabbed them and pushed them back into the Librarynth, risking a look over her shoulder as they fled. A shudder of dread passed through her.

			The Librarian was shedding his skin.

			A wolf-like head pushed up through the suit of human flesh, as the Librarian’s purple robes dropped to the floor. With a dreadful snapping sound, his limbs shortened, grew thick muscle and sprouted mangy yellow-grey fur. When the transformation was complete, the beast threw back his head, opening his jaws wide. A terrifying cackle sounded from his throat. Penn caught a glimpse of sharp white fangs and yellow eyes burning with Malevolence.

			Snarling, the beast sprang at her, leaping high through the air, but it was a split second too late. The stacks had already moved. It crashed heavily into an impassable mass of leather-bound tomes. The pile shuddered with the impact but didn’t give way. Terrified, Penn raced after Juniper and Arthur.

			‘What is that thing?’ Arthur sounded petrified.

			‘It’s a Scavenger!’ Penn gasped as they desperately weaved their way through the maze of floating books, dodging around corners and sliding sideways through narrow openings.

			‘What does it want?’ Arthur was already panting heavily. His boots, still sodden from the drenching wave in the Cranny, were slowing him down. Penn wasn’t sure how much longer he would be able to keep up.

			Juniper gave a choking sob. ‘To feed.’

			The terrible cry, like deranged laughter, came again. Then, from the opposite direction, came an answering call. They froze. From another part of the Librarynth came a third howl. Then two more.

			Penn remembered the heavy breathing she had heard behind the closed door. The sighs and whistling sounds that must have been more Scavengers sleeping, while one stood guard in human form.

			‘Five,’ Juniper whispered, her face white. ‘There are five of them.’

			Penn sped around a corner, Juniper at her heels. Arthur was only moments behind them but already the books were sliding into a different formation. They saw his anguished face as the gap closed, cutting him off. Penn and Juniper tugged frantically at the books but they wouldn’t budge. Arthur had no way through.

			They looked at each other in despair. They were in a dead end now, enclosed by books. At the end of the long passage, a Scavenger appeared.

			Fearfully backing away, Penn glanced behind them. The stacks were moving, but they were agonisingly slow. There wasn’t enough room for them to get through yet.

			The Scavenger let out a triumphant howl. Penn looked at Juniper, her heart thumping wildly. ‘Up!’ Penn whispered urgently. ‘Maybe they can’t climb!’

			‘Will the books hold us?’

			‘We have to try! Go!’

			They started to scramble up the nearest stack of books. The Scavenger let out another howl, of fury this time, and hurtled towards them with terrifying speed. The uneven stack was treacherous – foot and handholds needed to be conjured out of jutting leather spines and scroll canisters that stuck out at odd angles. But they held. Penn swiftly climbed up, then reached down to help Juniper as they struggled to get as high as possible.

			When the Scavenger reached them, it leapt furiously, snarling and snapping, only inches away from Juniper’s feet. Juniper glanced down at the Scavenger, and the lenses of her Occulorum promptly started to cloud. She looked up again, searching desperately for a handhold, but was blinded by the fogged lenses. She slipped—

			and fell.

			Penn screamed as Juniper thudded to the marble floor. Clinging to the tower of books, she watched the Scavenger stalk around the small, crumpled figure, licking its lips. Penn tried to wrench free the heaviest book she could see, to throw at the Scavenger, but it wouldn’t move. It was as though the books were glued together. 

			Juniper lay curled up in a tight ball, her arms wrapped around her head. With a howl, the Scavenger launched itself at her – but then crashed to the floor.

			Frenzied with rage, the Scavenger leapt up and hurled itself through the air once more, but again it was stopped. Its fangs were only inches away from Juniper’s face but it was unable to touch her. It was as though there was an invisible barrier protecting her.

			Slowly, Juniper raised her head. The creature threw itself at her again and again but to no avail. Juniper was untouchable. A look of wonder unfurled on Juniper’s face. Penn saw that the lenses of her Occulorum were clear.

			Juniper staggered to her feet. The Scavenger stalked around her, emitting high-pitched screams of frustration. Drawn by its cries, two more Scavengers appeared, their strange identical collars shining. Two of them prowled around Juniper, while the third took up a position under the stack Penn was clinging to. Penn’s palms were slick with sweat. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could hold on.

			‘What’s happening?’ Penn cried out.

			Juniper didn’t take her eyes off the beasts, who were snapping and snarling as close to her as they could get. Her Occulorum were still perched safely on her nose, but Juniper was gripping the arms tightly, her knuckles white, to ensure they didn’t fall off.

			‘Go up,’ Juniper called out, her voice shaking. ‘As high as you can. You need to find the last two Scavengers and bring them here. To me.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Just do it!’

			Penn scrambled up, higher and higher. When she got to the top of the stack, she clung on with every fibre of her being. All around her was a sea of whispering books, moving slowly in their ever-changing patterns.

			With a rush of relief, Penn saw a fair-headed figure huddled on top of a stack not too far away. Below him, Penn could see two dark shapes. ‘Arthur!’ she yelled.

			He looked over, his face flooding with relief. Then he saw that she was alone. ‘Where’s Juniper?’ he called out anxiously.

			‘She’s down there but she’s okay. Arthur, listen. The other three Scavengers are below me. We need to draw those two –’ she pointed at the Malevolents hunting him ‘– over here.’

			‘Are you crazy?’ he yelled back. ‘Are you trying to make it easier for them to eat us?’

			‘Please, Arthur, you need to lure them this way.’

			‘How am I supposed to do that? They’re not going to move! They’re waiting for me to fall.’

			‘I know. You need to move.’

			‘I can’t. There’s no way I can outrun them!’

			‘I’m not talking about running. You need to jump.’

			‘You want me to jump from stack to stack?’ His expression filled with utter dread. ‘The stacks are different heights and they’re moving.’

			‘I know. But it’s the only way.’ Below Penn, one of the Scavengers let out a terrible howl.

			Unsteadily, Arthur got to his feet, his face pale but his jaw set. Holding his arms out for balance, he focused on the stack nearest to him. Penn watched, her heart in her mouth.

			Arthur jumped. 

			But he misjudged the distance. He hit the stack and slid down the side, only just managing to grab hold of a book spine to stop his fall. As he dangled by one hand, the Scavengers below yelped with excitement. Somehow, Arthur hauled himself up. He clambered to the top, fixed his gaze on the next stack, and jumped again. The Scavengers were now left behind, with no direct path to Arthur. Howling with fury, they tore through the maze, trying to track him.

			Three more nerve-wracking jumps later, Arthur was clinging to the stack beside Penn’s.

			‘You did it,’ Penn whispered.

			Arthur was trembling so much he could only nod.

			They looked down. The last two Scavengers had joined the pack that was circling Juniper. She looked so very small next to the five gigantic snarling beasts.

			‘What do we do now?’ Penn shouted.

			Juniper looked up, her expression grim. ‘Hold on.’ Then her voice rang out, strong and clear.

			‘In the name of Anamora,

			In the name of the Lore,

			I summon forth knowledge

			For the benefit of all.

			Please grant me insight into …’ Juniper’s voice trembled, ‘cucumbers!’

			Books immediately started to rain down from the towering stacks, falling at Juniper’s feet. The Scavengers looked up in alarm as heavy tomes slammed around them. The whispering hum of the Librarynth became a screaming wind of a thousand clashing voices. The Scavengers started to run, but it was already too late. The initial flurry turned into a raging cyclone as the Librarynth threw out books faster and faster.

			In the midst of it all stood Juniper, in an untouchable circle. Bright silver beams of light shone out from her Occulorum.

			Three Scavengers already lay buried beneath the mounds of books. The fourth looked up, too late, as the collected works of the poet Ophelia hurtled downwards. A moment later, it too had disappeared. The remaining Scavenger ducked and dodged as it raced up the growing mountain of books on the floor.

			Penn and Arthur clung to their teetering stacks, which were rapidly shrinking as more books flew out to join the tornado Juniper had unleashed.

			Penn’s stack wobbled precariously. She gripped the shuddering column, ducking her head as books and scrolls hurtled past her. An ominous creak sounded just below her. She looked down. One huge leather-bound tome was being slowly dragged from its place. With a sudden yank it joined the swirling maelstrom.

			Penn’s stack collapsed. She tumbled through the air, landing heavily on a jagged mountain of books – directly in the path of the last Scavenger.

			The Scavenger leapt towards Penn, skilfully dodging the flying books, its hateful yellow eyes fixed on her. She scrambled to her hands and knees. Not knowing what else to do, she reached into her pocket and drew out her Spark. Launching itself into the air, the Scavenger opened its jaws wide, coming straight for her.

			‘Glister,’ Penn whispered.

			The little Spark lit up.

			There was a moment when time seemed to freeze. Then the crimson wax seal on the Scavenger’s collar burst into rainbow-coloured flames. As the bone pendant ignited, the flames turned white. With a thunderous crack, the pendant splintered and broke apart.

			The Scavenger gave a terrible scream that sounded more human than animal as the blaze enveloped it. Penn flinched away from the heat. The flames became a shimmering fireball, shooting higher and higher into the air, until it reached the ceiling and—

			BOOM!

			The searing meteor exploded.

			Smashed glass and remnants of Scavenger rained down onto the ruined Librarynth. Juniper threw herself facedown, her broken concentration cutting off the book storm. What was left of Arthur’s stack collapsed. He hurtled downwards, landing painfully on a pile of books. 

			Somehow, Penn managed to pull herself up. She saw Arthur and Juniper looking around, dazed. The smell of burnt fur hung in the air.

			Penn tried to clamber over a pile of books to get to her friends, but her legs buckled beneath her. Juniper and Arthur scrambled over and helped her to stand. 

			They clung to one another as they surveyed the wreckage of the Librarynth. A few depleted stacks still floated along, oblivious to the surrounding devastation, but the majority of the books and scrolls now formed a mountain range of chaos. It rose up from the marble floor, scattered with glass from the ceiling and gruesome scraps of the exploded Scavenger. Where the glass ceiling had been, they now looked up through an immense shattered opening straight into the night sky. 

			A glimmer of rainbow-coloured light winked from among the ruins. Arthur picked his way through the mess then bent down and retrieved Penn’s Spark, which was covered in gelatinous shreds of Scavenger innards but otherwise undamaged. He wiped the little Spark clean and then looked at Juniper.

			‘You were right about Arylian weapons after all.’ Arthur held the gently glowing Spark up with one hand and gestured towards the jumbled heaps of books with the other. He gave a shaky grin. ‘You do fight with harsh words and sparkly things.’
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			They scrambled over the mountains of books, trying their best to tread lightly so as not to damage the volumes any further. Juniper winced with every step she took. When they made it to the edge of the destroyed Librarynth, they collapsed onto the marble floor.

			‘So what should we—’ Arthur was cut off by a muffled explosion from the Hall of Talismans.

			Penn sprang up and ran to the Hall, with Juniper and Arthur close behind. All was quiet but faint plumes of purple smoke were seeping from underneath the veil of a Nook to their right. Then the thumping started. 

			Penn grabbed a spear from the display on the wall. Cautiously, they pushed through the veil and peered in. It was the Nook containing the large strongbox. Strange violet flames were devouring the padlock with the Anonymous sigil and they had to cover their mouths and noses to block out the acrid smoke. 

			As they watched, the padlock crumbled to ash and the lid of the strongbox flew open. Snarled, dark purple hair emerged first. One skinny arm with extraordinarily white skin appeared, then another. Long fingers holding a pair of bronze-framed glasses gripped the sides of the rosewood box. With an almighty effort a very pale woman heaved herself out. She fell onto the floor, gasping for air, her long black skirt tangled around her legs and her purple hair sticking out in every direction.

			The escapee put on her glasses, somehow managing to look haughty despite her undignified position. ‘I am Bunty Havisham, Head Librarian of Anamora,’ she declared through coughs. ‘Put that spear down this instant and tell me what you’re doing in my Library!’

			Penn stood her ground, pointing the spear directly at the purple-haired woman. ‘The last Librarian we met changed into a Scavenger and tried to eat us. So I don’t think I will put it down.’

			The Librarian coughed again and got to her feet. She looked harder at Penn and then gasped in horror. ‘Is that one of the Library’s Relics? Put that spear back immediately!’ She pushed her glasses further up her nose with one finger. The spear flew out of Penn’s hands and a metallic clang sounded from the Hall, as it returned to its place on the wall.

			‘It is forbidden for visitors to touch anything in the Great Library,’ the Librarian said ferociously. ‘No item at Anamora may be moved so much as a finger’s width from its correctly catalogued place without my permission. Is. That. Understood?’

			Penn and Juniper exchanged a glance. It was perhaps not the right time to mention that most of the contents of the Library were lying in a shattered heap, covered with Scavenger entrails and broken glass.

			‘I think maybe she is the real Librarian,’ Arthur muttered. ‘For someone named Bunty, she’s surprisingly scary.’

			‘Now, are the Scavengers still in the Library?’ Bunty asked, peering around anxiously.

			‘They’re not exactly in the Library anymore,’ Arthur said. ‘They’re more under and on the Library.’

			Juniper nudged him hard in the ribs.

			The Librarian ran one trembling, paper-white hand through her wild purple hair. ‘Has anything else changed while I was in there?’

			‘Hairstyles,’ Arthur said earnestly. ‘Definitely hairstyles.’

			‘How did you get locked in that box?’ Penn asked.

			Looking exhausted, Bunty closed the lid of the strongbox and sat down heavily on it. ‘The Scavengers broke into the Library two nights ago. I escaped to the Hall of Talismans because I knew they couldn’t follow me there. I was safe for a while but then I felt something hit me from behind, and next thing I knew I was trapped in the strongbox. I don’t know how the Scavengers were able to use Malevolence in the Hall of Talismans! I should have been safe there.’

			‘Where are the other Librarians?’ Juniper asked, looking around as though she expected to see someone hiding in a corner. ‘They must know something.’

			‘There are no other Librarians,’ Bunty said sadly. ‘I’ve been sole custodian of Anamora since the Shroud came down. No-one has come here in years.’ She shook off her melancholy and looked at them sternly. ‘Speaking of which, what in the name of King Clovis are you children doing here?’

			‘Princess Seraphine needs help,’ Juniper replied. ‘We came here seeking the Royal Orb on her behalf.’

			‘We also want to see a map,’ Penn added. ‘The last tracking map that shows where the border crossings are between the provinces.’

			Bunty looked baffled. She readjusted her glasses and Penn realised they were Occulorum like Juniper’s.

			‘Maybe she doesn’t know what we’re talking about because it has one of those pretentious Arylian names?’ Arthur suggested. He thought for a moment. ‘Do you have a Mappulorum?’ He tried again in a slow, loud voice. ‘Mappius Lastium?’

			‘I know perfectly well what you’re talking about and it has never been called the Mappius Lastium!’ Bunty snapped. ‘What do you want with it?’

			Penn raised her chin and looked at Bunty defiantly. ‘I need it to find a crossing into Midwinter.’

			‘For that you would need a map you can take with you on your journey,’ Bunty said gently. ‘That is not this map.’ Seeing Penn’s confusion, she sighed and stood up. ‘It will be best if I show you. Come with me. We do not keep the map or the Orb in the Hall of Talismans.’

			Penn’s heart was thumping with excitement. If she could see the map, she might finally have a chance of returning to Midwinter.

			Bunty spoke over her shoulder as they walked. ‘As you may know, it’s the last remaining map of the border crossings. That’s why, in order to keep it safe, we decided to—’ Her voice abruptly stopped as they stepped through the archway. With a strangled moan, Bunty clutched at her heart and grabbed a marble pillar for support as she gazed at the mountains of splayed books, the smashed ceiling and the vast empty space where the Librarynth should have been.

			There was a very long silence.

			‘It’s a messier job than you’d think, destroying murderous, shape-shifting cannibals,’ Arthur said defensively.

			‘Who did this?’ Bunty whispered, horrified.

			Juniper’s voice trembled, but bravely she spoke up. ‘I did.’

			‘You performed a Summoning?’

			‘I had to! There were five Scavengers hunting us. It was the only thing I could think of.’

			‘That’s not what I meant! How did you know how to perform a Summoning?’

			‘My dad taught me Librarian Lore since I was little. And I had these.’ Juniper drew her Occulorum out on their chain. ‘They’re the reason the Scavengers couldn’t touch me, aren’t they? If I’m wearing these in the Library, I’m protected.’

			Bunty gazed at the silver Occulorum in Juniper’s palm. ‘As long as you’re wearing them, then yes,’ she said. ‘It’s a shame I had mine in my hand when they sent Containment Malevolence down the Hall to attack me.’

			‘Is that why the Scavenger wanted Juniper’s Occulorum?’ Penn asked. ‘To take away her protection?’

			‘Not only that. They needed Juniper and her Occulorum to gain admittance to the Hall of Talismans.’ Bunty raised an eyebrow at their surprised expressions. ‘Do you think we allow anyone to stroll through here, with all of these precious objects lying around? Occulorum are the Talisman of a Librarian. To enter the Hall, you must have a pair or be with someone who does.’ She paused and then said softly to Juniper, ‘You must be Thaddeus and Edie’s daughter.’

			Juniper nodded.

			Unexpectedly, tears welled up in Bunty’s eyes. ‘I knew your parents well. What happened to them was a terrible shame.’

			‘What do you mean?’ Juniper asked, panicked. ‘What’s happened to them? Do you know where they are?’

			Bunty blinked back her tears, looking surprised. ‘No. Don’t you know where they are?’

			Juniper shook her head. ‘They disappeared. They might be back at home now but I have no way of knowing.’ Her voice wobbled slightly.

			‘I’m quite sure they’re absolutely fine,’ Bunty said firmly. ‘I’ve known them both since before you were born. I don’t think I’ve ever met two more intelligent or capable people.’ 

			‘Why did my dad stop being a Librarian?’ Juniper asked, the words tumbling out in a rush. ‘Was it because the Library closed and other Librarians weren’t needed anymore?’

			Bunty looked wary. ‘He never told you what happened?’

			Juniper shook her head.

			There was a long pause. ‘Yes,’ Bunty said. ‘That’s why he’s no longer a Librarian.’

			The floating remnants of the Librarynth gave a sudden, violent shudder. Bunty responded in a fierce tone with a rapid-fire torrent of words, in what sounded like several different languages. What was left of the Librarynth resumed its gentle motion. Penn might have been imagining it, but its usual whispering noise now sounded decidedly cranky.

			Bunty turned back to them, looking harried. ‘Don’t pay any attention to her. Absolutely no understanding of compromise.’

			‘Her?’ Arthur repeated.

			‘Yes, her!’ Bunty said sharply. ‘The Librarynth is alive. She moves. She speaks. She demands nonstop supervision and care!’

			‘Do you have to water it?’ Arthur asked with interest. ‘I mean, her.’

			‘I have to read! I have to ponder the vast problems contained within her volumes!’ Bunty cried. ‘There are two things that matter above all else to the Librarynth and the Librarians of Anamora: Knowledge and Truth. Without ceaseless guardianship, Knowledge can die. Truth can be lost. That’s why the Head Librarians of Anamora swear a binding oath to never leave.’

			‘You never leave?’ Arthur said in disbelief.

			The Librarian picked her way through the wreckage, stopping now and again to pick up a book and tenderly smooth its pages. ‘Why would I want to leave?’ she asked, baffled. ‘When I have everything I could possibly need here?’

			‘But you’ll have to go now!’ Penn protested. ‘There were Scavengers here – it’s not safe!’

			‘If Scavengers are on the loose again in Arylia then nowhere is safe,’ Bunty said. ‘Those fiends were the hunters for the Malevolents. They can shapeshift into human form but they’re Malevolents through and through. Once you start eating people you surrender any humanity you once had.’ She shuddered. ‘During the War they would hunt down anything. Or anyone. But they have never before breached Anamora. To have hunters here?’ She shook her head. ‘It’s inconceivable.’

			Hunters here. The phrase was oddly familiar … A piece of the puzzle clicked into place in Penn’s mind. ‘You sent an Epistle typed in scarlet ink to someone in Perianth!’ she said, staring at Bunty. ‘You’re B!’

			Bunty looked startled. ‘How do you know about my Epistle?’

			‘I think it got lost, so it followed another Epistle that had been sent to me. They crashed into each other and it unrolled and I … I read it.’ Penn finished, feeling hot with embarrassment. It sounded like she’d snooped. But Bunty didn’t seem cross.

			‘I didn’t have time to address it properly. One minute I was dusting the Librarynth, the next I was shouting out dictation to the Epistolary while running for my life from Scavengers to hide in the—’

			‘HOT!’ Penn interrupted, remembering the confusing message. ‘H-O-T stands for Hall of Talismans!’ Juniper and Arthur were staring at her but Penn was thinking furiously, trying to remember the rest of the message. ‘Who was the Epistle meant for?’

			‘No-one,’ Bunty said hastily. The whispering of the Librarynth grew louder. ‘It was just a general SOS to anyone in Perianth.’ The Librarynth spat a book out, only just missing Bunty’s head.

			Penn got the distinct feeling that while Truth still mattered to the Librarynth, Bunty’s relationship with it was a little more flexible, but before she could press Bunty on this, Juniper spoke up.

			‘Bunty, what were the Scavengers doing here? What did they want?’

			The Librarian pointed to a silver veil covering a doorway behind them. ‘They went straight to the Confiscated Section and took an Anonymity Mask,’ Bunty said gravely.

			‘Talismans can be confiscated?’ Arthur said.

			‘As punishment for serious crimes, yes,’ Bunty replied. ‘But because Confiscated Talismans still have living owners but aren’t being used, they fall into a rather grey area of Lore. The rules that govern all other Talismans don’t always work the way they ought to on them. They can be very undisciplined, so we don’t keep them in the Hall.’

			‘But what’s the point of stealing a Talisman when you can’t use it without invoking the Greying Curse?’ Penn asked.

			‘I don’t know. Whatever they were planning though, they didn’t get the Mask. At least, I don’t think they did.’ Bunty looked worried. ‘I used Marvellance to snatch the Mask back from them and then I ran for my life to the Hall of Talismans. But when I was flung into the strongbox, the Mask was ripped from my hands. Talismans can’t be Contained in the same way humans can. So I don’t know where it is now.’

			Penn had a sharp flash of memory of her gloved hands inside the Casket of Fate. The brief, horrible sensation, like she was touching a face – and then it had vanished. Could that have been the Mask? She opened her mouth to say something but was stopped by a horrifying realisation. The Night Hag had come to her bedroom in the tower first. And it had taken Seraphine but then come back for her and Juniper – but what if it hadn’t been after Juniper at all? What if all the Malevolent things that were happening had something to do with her?

			‘We don’t know anything about a Mask,’ Arthur said. ‘We came here to find the Orb for the Princess and the last map that shows the border crossings.’

			Bunty pointed to the mountainous ruins of the Librarynth. ‘The Orb is kept in the Royal Treasury and the trapdoor to the Treasury is underneath all of that,’ she informed them. ‘It’s going to take a few days to clear a path.’

			‘A few days?’ Penn said in dismay. She thought of Seraphine in the Night Hag’s clutches. 

			‘What about the map?’ Juniper asked. ‘Can we see that at least?’

			‘That’s no longer possible.’ The finality in Bunty’s voice was unmistakable.

			‘We’re sorry about the damage, but they were going to eat us!’ Penn said desperately. ‘Please can I see the map? I just need to look at it.’

			‘I’m not punishing you, child,’ Bunty said gently. ‘If I could show it to you, I would.’ She drew a deep breath. ‘The border crossings constantly move, so a map was created, using celestial navigation, that always showed their exact locations. In order to keep it safe, the map was kept here, with all the other most precious objects belonging to the empire. Only the map wasn’t really kept in the Library. The map was the Library.’

			They looked at her in confusion.

			Bunty bent down and picked up a shard of the ceiling. Straightening up, she held out the delicate fragment, cradled in her palm, for them to see. ‘The Celestial Ceiling,’ she said sadly. ‘It was the last map of the border crossings.’
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			Penn was very quiet during dinner as Juniper and Arthur filled Bunty in on everything that had happened, including that they were being chased by a Night Hag. 

			‘Do you think it will find us here?’ Juniper asked anxiously, as Bunty led them to a linen store to get bedding. 

			Bunty placed a pillow and blanket in Juniper’s arms. ‘I know a safe place where you can sleep. Follow me.’

			She led them back to the Hall of Talismans and into the Nook with the soft magenta grass. ‘It’s perpetual twilight in this Nook,’ the Librarian explained, ‘which means the Night Hag can’t enter. Night Hags, by their very definition, need darkness for their ghastly powers. They can’t fly or hunt unless it’s night-time.’

			‘Aren’t you going to sleep in here too?’ Arthur asked in surprise, as Bunty headed back to the veiled exit.

			‘That’s very kind of you, Arthur, but after being locked in that strongbox for two days nothing is going to prevent me from sleeping in my own bed tonight,’ Bunty said firmly. At their worried expressions, she added, ‘I’ll keep my Occulorum on all night and get one of the griffins from the entrance to stand guard inside, to ensure that nothing comes through that broken ceiling. We’ll all be safe, I promise. Now, try to get some sleep.’

			Bunty left and they settled down on the soft magenta grass and pulled their blankets over them. 

			Penn lay on her back, holding a piece of the broken ceiling in her hand. A golden mist glowed faintly within the shard. Bunty had told them that the floating golden mists had marked the locations of the border crossings. She saw Arthur looking at the shard and held it up so he could see better. ‘That ceiling has been there for years,’ Penn said. A note of misery crept into her voice. ‘Then I turn up and it gets smashed to pieces. Maybe the only thing Wintrish are good for is being cursed.’

			‘Don’t say that!’ Juniper replied, appalled.

			Penn put the shard of glass down. ‘It was a stupid idea all along. I’m never going back to Midwinter. I’m stuck in Arylia forever.’

			‘You don’t know that,’ Arthur said. He was lying on his stomach, propped up on his elbows. ‘The border crossings are still there. We just have to find them. I found one, remember, and I wasn’t even looking.’

			Penn gave him a half-hearted smile.

			‘What did you mean about Wintrish being cursed?’ he asked curiously.

			There was silence. Then Juniper, who was lying on her side next to Penn, spoke. ‘At the Battle for Malumest Tor, lots of Wintrish fought on the side of the Malevolents,’ she began, not looking at Penn.

			Arthur sat bolt upright and shook his head. ‘That’s a terrible thing to say. I’ve never heard anyone, ever, say that.’

			‘That’s because no-one in Candlemage would know,’ Juniper said.

			Penn stared up at the twilight sky, as Juniper continued in a hesitant voice.

			‘It was only discovered during the last battle. As soon as the War was over it was decided that anyone who wasn’t Arylian couldn’t be trusted. So anyone not Arylian-born had to leave our province, the borders were sealed, all communication with the other provinces was stopped and the Shroud came down around Perianth.’

			‘My teacher Goody and I were allowed to stay though,’ Penn said bitterly. ‘Because the Arylians could make use of us. And the Grey Ones were allowed to stay.’

			‘The Grey Ones?’ Arthur repeated.

			‘They’re Wintrish servants like me, only they’ve been cursed for using Talismans so they can’t talk or think or laugh or do anything except work.’

			‘There are people who can’t think in Perianth? And you’re a servant?’ Arthur looked horrified.

			Juniper’s cheeks were bright red.

			Penn shrugged. ‘It’s just how it is, Arthur. I’m used to it.’

			After a very long moment, Arthur flopped down again. He pulled his blanket right over his face so that when he spoke his voice was muffled. ‘I always wanted to come to Arylia. I listened to all the stories and all I ever wanted was to see Marvellance and Perianth Palace.’ He sounded heartbroken. ‘No-one ever mentioned cursed people or servants my age.’

			There was no more talking after that. Juniper turned over so her back was to the others. Arthur stayed buried under his blanket. They were all so exhausted that, despite everything, they soon fell into a deep, dreamless slumber.

			But a few hours later, something woke Penn up.

			It was her Knot-Sister binding. It was sort of tugging at her wrist. She had felt it do many things over the years – blaze hot, turn cold, fizz with excitement or pinch with indignation – but this pulling sensation, like it wanted to lead her somewhere, was new.

			Penn tossed and turned for several minutes, trying to ignore her binding before eventually giving in. She crept out and padded barefoot down the Hall of Talismans, guided by the strange pulsing of her binding. 

			In the dead of night the immense Hall might have been spooky if it wasn’t for the comforting zigzags of golden light from the shooting stars. 

			Penn had just remembered that one of the griffins was standing guard inside the Library and was about to return to bed before it mistook her for an intruder when she passed the entrance to one of the Crannies and gasped. A sharp jolt from her Knot-Sister binding had shot through her. The veil hanging over the Cranny blew back, as though inviting her in. Holding her breath, Penn crossed over the threshold.

			It was a small, empty space. The only unusual thing about it was the wall on the far side.

			It was rippling.

			Penn walked towards it and then cautiously stretched out one hand. It felt like an Iliastar veil – neither water nor light but some combination of both – only denser. She pushed her hand in further and watched in wonder as a break appeared and an uneven doorway started to take shape.
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			Seraphine was no longer cold or afraid. She had been dreaming of nothing and it had been lovely. She felt warm and safe and she wanted this cosy feeling of security to last forever.

			Only now she could feel an insistent tugging on her Knot-Sister binding. At first it was merely annoying, but when the sensation refused to go away Seraphine started to feel frightened because, instinctively, she knew what it meant.

			She had to meet Penn and the meeting place was a memory that she had buried as deep as she possibly could, for she hadn’t wanted to revisit the shame and horror of it ever again.

			But now she had no choice. For suddenly Seraphine was in a cavern where the walls rippled like watery silk. She could see Penn standing across from her, but she was faint, like a ghost. Neither of them could speak; they could only watch on as the terrible memory Seraphine had tried so hard to bury rose up between them, taking shape and filling the cavern, sweeping them back to the past.
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			They were seven years old and Penn had pushed Seraphine into the palace pond. Again. As Penn was taken off somewhere to be punished, Seraphine could hear her protesting in outrage. ‘But I just wanted to know if the Pond Monster of Doom is real! How else am I meant to find out?’

			Once the pond slime had been washed out of Seraphine’s hair, she was dressed in a clean gown and brought before the Regent to explain the latest quarrel. Seraphine’s eyes filled with tears as she told the story.

			‘She’s my sister,’ Seraphine finished, her chin trembling. ‘But she’s so mean to me!’

			‘She’s not your real sister, Princess, she’s your Knot-Sister,’ Gertrude said sternly.

			Seraphine knew this of course but she had never really understood what it meant. Seeing her uncertainty, Gertrude added, ‘It means that she’s a special sort of servant. She’s your servant. For life.’

			‘My servant?’ Seraphine considered this for a moment, taken aback. Then a feeling of glee crept over her. ‘You mean, I can tell Penn what to do and she has to do it?’

			‘Exactly.’

			‘And she can’t push me in the pond ever again?’

			‘Absolutely not. You can push her in if you like though. As many times as you want.’

			Seraphine dried her tears. She wasn’t going to push Penn in the pond. She had something else in mind.

			The cavern walls rippled and the memory shifted. 

			It was the following day and Seraphine and Penn were standing in the Throne Room in front of the sleeping Panthera. The creature’s black coat gleamed and its powerful wings gently rose and fell in rhythm with its breathing.

			‘No.’ Penn shook her head so vehemently that her two long grey braids flew from side to side. She crossed her arms. ‘I won’t do it.’

			‘You will,’ said Seraphine. ‘If I say so, you have to put your hand inside its mouth.’

			‘What if it wakes up and bites my hand off?’

			‘It won’t wake up. They use Marvellance to keep it asleep.’

			‘So you do it then!’

			‘I thought you weren’t scared of anything?’ Seraphine taunted her.

			‘I’m not,’ Penn said furiously, but Seraphine realised she had finally found a weak spot. She had always suspected Penn was scared of the Panthera and now she knew it. It was probably because they’d learnt in history about how the Wintrish were made to fight Pantheras for entertainment in the old days.

			‘You don’t have a choice. You have to do what I say. You’re my servant and I’m ordering you to do it.’

			Penn stared at her. ‘I’m not your servant! I’m your Knot-Sister.’

			Seraphine waved her Knot-Sister binding in Penn’s face. ‘That’s what these really mean, stupid. Didn’t you know? The Regent told me.’

			‘I hate you. I’m going.’ Penn headed to the doors.

			Seraphine wavered. Then she called out, ‘Guards!’

			The arched golden doors flew open. Four Warriors stood before Penn, blocking the exit. 

			‘Put Penn’s hand in the Panthera’s jaws!’ Seraphine ordered. Now Penn would see she was telling the truth.

			The Warriors moved towards Penn. She backed away and tried to run but they grabbed her and carried her towards the Panthera. Penn started to scream.

			The Panthera moved restlessly in its sleep.

			Seraphine started to panic. This wasn’t how she had imagined it. She had envisaged ordering Penn about and Penn meekly complying. She had meant to teach her Knot-Sister a lesson, to make sure Penn never pushed her in the pond again, but this felt all wrong, this was horrible …

			Penn was still screaming and struggling wildly as one of the Warriors used his spear Talisman to force open the enormous jaws of the Panthera. The beast’s razor-sharp fangs gleamed. The Warriors holding Penn moved forward and Seraphine saw in horror that they had misheard her. Instead of putting Penn’s hand in the Panthera’s mouth they were going to put her head into the jaws of the beast.

			‘Stop! Please stop!’ But the Warriors couldn’t hear Seraphine’s cries over Penn’s screams.

			Seraphine ran to the door to get help just as the Regent entered the room, drawn by the commotion. The Eslit were right behind her.

			‘Help her!’ Seraphine begged them.

			The Regent took in the situation. ‘Did you order this?’

			Seraphine nodded, lowering her eyes in shame. The Eslit stood silently, waiting to see what the Regent would do.

			‘Then I think you should watch your orders to completion.’ Under the Regent’s ruthless gaze, Seraphine wilted. Sick with dread, she unwillingly turned around. 

			Penn was still kicking and fighting like a wildcat. With all their attention focused on Penn, the Warriors didn’t notice the sudden gleam of emerald.

			The Panthera had opened its eyes.

			A scream died in Seraphine’s throat and she could only point wordlessly.

			As the Panthera’s jaws snapped together, Gertrude used her Talisman to send the Warriors and Penn flying out of harm’s way. The Panthera snarled and spat out one of Penn’s grey braids. Then it crouched down low, readying itself to attack.

			An alarm sounded and more Warriors flooded into the Throne Room. At last the Eslit helped, and within moments the beast was stunned into submission once again by Marvellous attacks from all sides.

			Penn lay on the floor, huddled and quivering. Seraphine tried to run to Penn, but the Regent’s heavy hand on her shoulder restrained her. ‘Well done, Seraphine.’ The Regent sounded approving. ‘Although that did get a little out of hand, no harm was done and you learnt a very valuable lesson. A good ruler must be strong and able to punish her enemies.’

			Seraphine gazed up at the Regent in shock and bewilderment. It had never occurred to her that Penn might be her enemy.

			The cavern walls rippled again as the last memory took shape.

			It was much later that same night and Penn lay sleeping in her bedroom in the palace. She had been given a strong sleeping draught, which had finally calmed her. Someone had lopped off her other braid. With her grey hair now crudely cropped, Penn looked unfamiliar and much younger, curled up under her patchwork quilt.

			Seraphine looked at her sleeping Knot-Sister, tears streaming down her face. ‘I’m sorry, Penn,’ she whispered. ‘I never meant for it to go that far.’

			Carefully, Seraphine placed the small painting of Midwinter, which she’d been saving for Penn’s birthday, where Penn would see it when she woke up.

			Then Seraphine ran out of the room sobbing, her left hand weighed down by her Knot-Sister binding, which had suddenly become the heaviest of burdens.
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			For the briefest of moments, the Knot-Sisters looked across the cavern at one another. Then everything vanished and Penn found herself alone in the Library Cranny once more, where the walls were perfectly normal, without the slightest hint of a ripple.
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			They slept in, only waking up after midday. Penn didn’t say much as the three of them ate a very late breakfast. She was trying to work out if the strange incident in the Cranny had really happened or if she’d just dreamt it. It had felt uncomfortably real. For years Penn had been convinced that Seraphine was entirely to blame for what happened that day. But now Penn could see how the situation had spiralled out of Seraphine’s control and how distraught her Knot-Sister had been. And if the dream – memory? – was true, it was Seraphine who had given her the painting of Midwinter. Penn wasn’t sure of anything anymore.

			Arthur wanted a third helping of toast, so Penn and Juniper left him in the kitchen and went in search of Bunty. They found the Librarian knee-deep in the ruined Librarynth. Beams of copper-coloured light were shooting out of her Occulorum as she sent books flying in all directions to rejoin the floating stacks.

			‘If I had a little help, I might be able to uncover the trapdoor to the Royal Treasury faster,’ Bunty called out.

			‘We can help,’ Juniper said eagerly. ‘Can you show me how to move things with my Occulorum, like you’re doing?’

			‘Yes, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? All you children with shiny new Talismans are the same,’ Bunty said. ‘Wanting to run before you learn to walk. Controlling objects without touching them is called Taliskinesis. It’s one of the Eminent Marvels, along with Divisibility and—’

			‘I know about Divisibility!’ Juniper interrupted. ‘That’s where your consciousness separates from your body and travels somewhere without you. It’s meant to be very difficult.’

			‘Difficult?’ Bunty snorted. ‘It’s so impossible it’s considered an extinct Marvel. All of the Eminent Marvels require a powerful Talisman and years of training. Even then a surprising number of people still can’t master Taliskinesis, which is the easiest of the Eminent Marvels. So just forget about Taliskinesis and come and help by using your hands to stack books neatly.’

			Ducking odd bits of floating debris – quills, spare glasses and a feather duster – Juniper and Penn joined Bunty among the mess and started to sort books into piles.

			‘For the love of Queen Hagar, what is that doing out here?’ Bunty looked appalled as she used Taliskinesis to transport a gleaming object through the air towards her.

			‘What is it?’ Juniper asked.

			‘It’s the Royal Sceptre from the old Sceptre and Orb set. The ones that were used before Seraphine’s mother was given her new set.’

			‘It can’t be! Seraphine got the old Royal Sceptre during the Talisman Ceremony,’ Penn protested. ‘Eslit Jorde said so.’

			‘I don’t know what the Princess took out of the Casket, but it certainly wasn’t the original Royal Sceptre because that’s right here in front of us.’ Bunty checked it for damage. Then she summoned a golden box and placed the Sceptre inside. Using Taliskinesis, she sent the box over to the pile intended for the Royal Treasury.

			‘So Princess Seraphine didn’t get the Sceptre or the Orb?’ Juniper asked, mystified. ‘How is that possible?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Bunty replied. ‘But we know that the Malevolents are back. They must have interfered with the Talisman Ceremony.’

			Penn put her hand into her pocket and closed her fingers around Sparkle. She remembered the black scorchmark next to her name on the Talisman Ceremony scroll. The same black mark had been etched into the padlock on the strongbox imprisoning Bunty. Perhaps she hadn’t been fated by Marvellance to get a Talisman after all. Maybe it had more to do with Malevolence.

			The Arylians’ hateful belief that all Wintrish were traitors and natural Malevolent allies had always infuriated Penn. But … what if they were right? The thought was so terrible she immediately blocked it out and switched her attention to the conversation again. 

			‘They could do that?’ Juniper looked shocked. 

			‘I think it’s possible, if someone powerful is commanding them.’

			‘Who?’ Juniper asked in a small voice.

			‘I don’t know that either. All of the Malevolent leaders were killed during the final battle. And dozens of Arylian Warriors saw the Malevolents’ schemer-in-chief burnt alive by friendly fire – dragon fire to be specific. There were rumours about a woman with silver hair who was helping the Malevolents, but almost nothing was known about her. I’m not even sure she existed.’

			‘I’ve never heard of her,’ Juniper said. ‘She’s not in any of the history books.’

			Bunty snorted. ‘The things the Eslit ordered to be left out of the official history of the War would fill an entire Librarynth.’ She adjusted her Occulorum and the whirl of flying books started up once more.

			‘Wait – what else did they leave out? What don’t I know?’ Juniper’s eyes were wild with panic.

			Penn interrupted before Juniper insisted on a three-hour history lecture. ‘Bunty, you said the Scavengers tried to steal a Mask. Why do you think they wanted that Talisman? What can it do?’

			‘That particular Mask allows the wearer to assume any identity they wish,’ Bunty explained. ‘The person wearing it will appear and sound exactly like the person whose identity they’ve taken on.’ She paused and then added in a strange voice, ‘That Mask used to belong to one of our bravest Talisman Seekers.’

			‘What’s a Talisman Seeker?’ Juniper asked, smoothing out the pages of a thick book titled Ear Hygiene for Furflekins, Vol. 3.

			Bunty looked scandalised. ‘You don’t know what a …’ She sank into incomprehensible muttering. The remains of the Librarynth gave a distinct snicker. ‘That’s quite enough out of you!’ Bunty said sternly to the Librarynth. She took her Occulorum off and turned back to Juniper. ‘The Talisman Seekers were fearless women and men who were trained to find lost and stolen Talismans. They returned any Talisman they found to its rightful place, either to its owner or to Anamora. Scavengers, on the other hand, would kill the owners and any Seeker who got in their way, then trade the Talismans on the Malevolent Market.’

			‘But why would anyone buy a Talisman they couldn’t use?’ Penn asked.

			‘The Malevolents didn’t have Talismans of their own, so they were obsessed with finding a way to break the Greying Curse. They made endless attempts, none of which succeeded.’ Bunty gestured towards the Hall of Talismans, where the tiny shooting stars glowed. ‘Every one of those stars represents a Seeker who lost their life defending the Talismans.’

			The silence that followed was interrupted by footsteps. Arthur had returned from the kitchen and was happily munching on a piece of toast held in one hand, while tossing a small golden ball with the other.

			‘That’s the Royal Orb,’ Bunty said faintly, as Arthur threw it high into the air again.

			‘Hmm? What’s that?’ Arthur asked, taking his eyes off the golden ball. They all watched in horror as the delicate sphere made a graceful arc towards the hard marble floor.

			Bunty shoved her Occulorum into place and used Taliskinesis to freeze the Orb, only inches off the floor.

			His face pale, Arthur bent down and carefully scooped it up.

			‘Where did you find that?’ Bunty demanded. ‘It ought to be underground, in a secure vault in the Royal Treasury!’

			‘It was in a cupboard, next to the bread,’ Arthur said, swallowing the last of his toast. ‘I thought it was cheese at first.’

			‘A Mask disappearing from the Hall of Talismans, a Royal Sceptre just lying around and now the Orb’s in a kitchen cupboard,’ Bunty muttered. ‘I cannot bear how disorderly Malevolence makes everything!’

			Penn looked at the Orb, unable to believe that something was finally going right. ‘How does it work?’ she asked Bunty. ‘Can you make it show us Seraphine?’

			‘Orbs are very simple to use. Arthur, give it a bit of a polish first. You got breadcrumbs on it.’

			Everyone crowded around Arthur. Carefully, he rubbed his sleeve over the surface of the Orb.

			Bunty continued, ‘You’ll need to use an incantation telling it what you want to see—’

			‘An incantation?’ Juniper scoffed. ‘That’s Old Marvellance!’

			‘You used an incantation to summon the books from the Librarynth,’ Penn pointed out.

			Juniper looked taken aback.

			Bunty smiled. ‘You’re both right. Words are useless in Marvellance nowadays. However, here at Anamora, they still retain some of their old power. And certain items, such as this Orb and its matching Sceptre, are bound to words.’

			‘Is this the old Orb or the new one?’ Penn asked. 

			‘The new one. It’s part of the set that was a gift to Seraphine’s mother from the poet Ophelia. Linking their powers to an incantation was the sort of old-fashioned, poetic touch Ophelia was renowned for. Inconvenient and time-wasting of course, to have to stop and chant something before every use, but undeniably stylish.’

			‘Good for the stylish poet Ophelia,’ Arthur said impatiently. ‘What’s the incantation?’

			‘Anything will work. Orbs aren’t fussy objects. Not like Relics, which won’t do a thing they’re told.’

			‘Can I do it then?’ Arthur asked. ‘I’m good at making up rhymes.’

			‘Who says it has to rhyme?’ Juniper demanded.

			‘It was given to the empress by a poet,’ Arthur said, exasperated. ‘Of course it has to rhyme.’ He thought for a moment then cleared his throat.

			‘When making soup you need a soup tureen

			But what we need is to find Seraphine.

			We’d like to make sure that help for her comes

			I’m really very sorry about the breadcrumbs.’

			Juniper sniffed. ‘There is no chance that terrible poem is going to—’

			The golden surface of the Orb began to change. Swirling flames of every colour could now be seen in its depths.

			‘It’s working!’ Arthur said excitedly.

			They all jumped back as a fan-shaped screen of golden light blasted out of the Orb. Arthur dropped it, but the Orb no longer needed to be held. It was levitating.

			An image formed in the golden light. It was the ruins of an immense castle. The thick outer wall lay in piles of rubble. Half the ground floor on the right-hand side was missing. Despite this, the upper floors remained intact, with the heavy stone walls and floors resting on nothing but air. Only one tower remained, but it was blackened and damaged, as though it had survived a terrible fire. Rusting armour and bleached bones lay scattered in the overgrown fields around the ruins.

			The image shifted. Now the ruin was remaking itself, conjuring a fortress from dark stone and iron spikes. Soon the missing ground floor was fully restored. The crumbling tower became whole again and rose up into the night sky. 

			Then they saw a large chamber with columns at the very top of the tower. One wall was open to the sky beyond. A glistening, rectangular glass box floated in midair in the centre of the room. Inside it they could see Seraphine, who lay with her eyes closed. Penn saw a bloody cut on Seraphine’s cheek and she let out a loud gasp. At exactly the same moment, Seraphine’s eyes flew open.

			The golden light switched off and the vision vanished. The Orb, its surface an opaque dark gold once more, floated gently to the floor, rolling until it came to rest at Arthur’s feet.

			Arthur picked it up, looking dazed. ‘Did I just do … Marvellance?’

			Bunty sank down onto a nearby pile of books. ‘That was Malumest Tor,’ she whispered.

			‘But that’s where the final battle of the War took place,’ Arthur said. ‘I thought it was destroyed.’

			‘It was!’ Juniper said furiously. ‘Malumest Tor was the last stronghold of the Malevolents. When it was destroyed, the War ended. Only ruins were left. It’s in all the history books!’ Juniper sounded outraged that doubt was once again being cast on the truth of her beloved books.

			‘They’re rebuilding it,’ Bunty said, stunned. ‘It must be protected by Malevolence so that it still appears as a ruin, like in the first image we saw.’

			‘Even if they are rebuilding it, Malumest Tor is outside the Shroud,’ Juniper argued. ‘Seraphine can’t really be there! The Lore of the Shroud says Neither human, nor Malevolent, shall knowingly pass through the Shroud. So how did the Night Hag get through it with Seraphine?’

			Penn wasn’t thinking about the Shroud or Malumest Tor. She couldn’t get the image of the dried blood on Seraphine’s cheek out of her mind. She wondered if someone had deliberately cut Seraphine’s face. The thought made her sick. ‘We know where she is now,’ she said. ‘We need to send a message to Perianth Palace immediately!’

			Bunty pointed to a forlorn pile of shredded parchment, scattered keys and spilled ink in the far corner. ‘The Scavengers destroyed my Epistolary.’

			‘What are we going to do then?’ Penn demanded. ‘Seraphine’s trapped in a glass box and they’ve hurt her. We have to help her! Is there any way to get there?’

			‘Go to Malumest Tor?’ Bunty looked at her, incredulous. ‘You have no idea what you’re saying! The Princess is beyond help!’

			Penn stared at her in disbelief. ‘But we can’t just leave her there! We’re the only ones who know where she is!’

			‘Penn’s right,’ Arthur said. ‘There has to be something we can do.’ Juniper looked unsure but she nodded in support too.

			‘Is there any way to get into that tower?’ Penn repeated stubbornly.

			‘You speak foolishness,’ Bunty snapped. ‘That was the Flawless Tower. It was the perfect prison – no captive ever escaped from it. Even if you could get in there, you would never leave.’

			Despair enveloped Penn. They had come so far, but it had all been for nothing. Seraphine was trapped and they had no way to help her. And her own last chance to find a border crossing and return to Midwinter had disintegrated along with the Celestial Ceiling. 

			They had failed.
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			‘Now, now,’ Bunty said, seeing Penn’s misery. ‘Considering that yesterday you were in danger of being eaten, I should think you’d be turning cartwheels.’

			‘There must be something I can do to help,’ Arthur said. ‘Seeing as how I can do Marvellance now.’

			‘Arthur, I’m sorry to shatter your illusions but I don’t believe that nonsense incantation had anything to do with the Orb working,’ Bunty said. ‘The royal symbols must want to be with their rightful owner – that’s why they escaped from the underground Treasury and why the Orb showed us Seraphine.’

			Arthur looked so downcast by this that Penn immediately sprang to his defence. ‘It did have something to do with Arthur though,’ she pointed out. ‘His poem got the Orb to work.’

			‘I suppose that’s true.’ Bunty’s expression softened as she surveyed the three dejected faces in front of her. ‘It’s just occurred to me that I never thanked you all properly for releasing me from captivity.’

			‘That’s probably because right after you got out of the strongbox you realised we’d destroyed your Librarynth,’ Arthur said tolerantly. ‘We forgive you.’

			Bunty made a choking noise. ‘Yes, well. Let it never be said that the Librarians of Anamora are ungrateful. I think some small rewards are in order. You may each choose something from the Library to keep.’

			‘We can have our own Talismans?’ Arthur gasped. ‘Real ones, with Marvellous powers? Can I have the Augur’s staff? Augurs fly with those, don’t they?’

			‘Rewards yes, Marvellous no, and definitely not Talismans,’ Bunty replied.

			‘Is there anything that can help Seraphine?’ Penn asked, without much hope.

			‘Or get us all back home?’ Juniper added.

			Bunty hesitated and then shook her head.

			‘Then what about a weapon to protect us from Malevolents?’ Penn tried.

			‘Could we have one of the griffins guarding the front entrance?’ Arthur suggested.

			Bunty ignored Arthur and answered Penn instead. ‘The only weapons we have here are Talismans or historical Relics. Talismans can only be gifted through the Casket of Fate during a Talisman Ceremony and Relics are far too unpredictable to give to children. Wretched things never do what they’re told. You must choose something else.’

			‘But we need something to help us fight back!’

			‘Griffin,’ Arthur murmured.

			Bunty glared him into silence. ‘As you’ve already proven in your victory over the Scavengers, weapons can be forged from the unlikeliest of things.’

			‘So what can we have?’ Penn demanded. ‘There’s a Night Hag after us and if I get the blame for what’s happened to Seraphine I could be put to death for practising Malevolence.’

			‘Don’t be silly,’ Arthur said. ‘They can’t punish you for something that’s not your fault.’

			Penn pointed to her grey hair. ‘They already have Arthur! Over and over and over again. Punishing me for being Wintrish is all Arylians ever do.’ Penn saw the mortified expression on Juniper’s face. ‘Juniper, I didn’t mean you!’

			Juniper shifted uncomfortably. Her Occulorum clouded over, a sure sign she was trying to solve a problem. ‘Bunty,’ she said suddenly, ‘What about the—’ She shook her head. ‘Never mind. I … er, need to go to the bathroom,’ she continued in a small voice. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’ She darted out of the room.

			Arthur heaved a sigh. ‘I suppose we’ll have to choose a book for our rewards. Which book do you want, Penn?’

			Penn gazed around at the mountains of books on the floor and the remainders of the floating stacks. Then she looked at Bunty. ‘Does it have to be a book?’
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			Penn, Arthur and Bunty entered the small Nook.

			Arthur bent down and peered at the golden furry creature in the wooden cage. ‘What is it?’ he asked. 

			‘It’s a Huggle Beast,’ Bunty answered.

			Juniper rejoined them, slightly out of breath.

			‘You okay?’ Penn asked.

			‘Fine!’ Juniper said in an overly bright tone.

			‘We’re choosing our rewards!’ Arthur informed her. ‘What are you going to pick?’

			Juniper’s cheeks flushed. ‘I don’t want anything.’

			‘You don’t want a book?’ Penn said incredulously.

			Not quite able to meet Penn’s eyes, Juniper shook her head.

			‘Penn wants this.’ Arthur peered at the creature. ‘What does a Huggle Beast do?’

			Juniper rolled her eyes. ‘It’s called a Huggle Beast! What do you think it does?’

			‘No, I mean what else does it do? Apart from give hugs.’

			‘That’s it. They’re the most useless creatures in all of Arylia, apart from Head-Patting Stomach-Rubbers. Also self-explanatory.’

			‘So if all it does is give cuddles, why is it locked in a cage?’ Penn asked.

			‘It was brought here for further study,’ Bunty said. ‘Huggle Beasts are almost extinct. I’ve been meaning to catalogue it but more pressing matters always arise.’

			Penn put one finger through the wooden bars of the cage. The small creature looked at her with its big amber eyes, then slowly crept forward and rubbed its soft head against her finger. Penn felt the longing to pick it up and snuggle it again, even stronger than before. ‘How long has it been here?’

			Bunty shrugged. ‘Longer than I have.’

			The Librarian’s disinterest in the creature’s imprisonment filled Penn with anger but she kept her voice calm. ‘Can I claim it as my reward?’

			‘I’m not sure that would be allowed.’

			‘You’re Head Librarian!’ Juniper pointed out. ‘Anyway, Huggle Beasts aren’t Marvellous creatures. They don’t have any known powers, so there shouldn’t be anything stopping you from giving it to Penn.’

			‘That may be, but it still needs to be studied and catalogued.’

			‘It’s already been here for years,’ Penn protested. ‘And you never found the time to study it. Now you have the whole Librarynth to rebuild. It might die before you get around to cataloguing it!’

			Bunty observed the Huggle Beast. Its fluffy tail and floppy ears drooped as it hunched over. ‘Oh, very well.’ She adjusted her Occulorum and looked at the cage. A moment later it dropped into Penn’s outstretched arms. 

			Penn put the cage on the floor. The Huggle Beast gazed at her with its big eyes, looking so sweet that Penn temporarily forgot everything else except a yearning to cuddle it.

			‘What are you doing?’ Bunty asked in alarm. Penn had opened the cage door and was encouraging the creature to come out.

			‘Setting it free,’ Penn replied.

			‘I wouldn’t have given it to you if I’d known you were just going to waste it!’ Bunty said crossly.

			Penn ignored her and instead persuaded the little beast to jump up on the windowsill. It looked out at the pink fountain and flowering trees of the courtyard. 

			Penn opened the window. ‘Off you go.’

			The Huggle Beast sniffed the fresh air. Then it sat back on its haunches, looked at Penn and blinked.

			‘I really want to cuddle it,’ Arthur said.

			‘Me too,’ Penn replied. They both stared longingly at the bundle of fur. 

			Juniper scratched behind her ear. ‘I think I must be allergic to that much cuteness. I’m starting to itch.’

			Penn bent towards the Huggle Beast. ‘You’re not a prisoner anymore. You can go anywhere you want. Do you understand?’

			There was a long pause. Then the little creature jumped into her arms and nuzzled its face into her neck. 

			Penn closed her eyes as a wave of blissful happiness rolled over her. The cuddle made her feel like she was wrapped in a blanket of soft velvet and drinking hot chocolate, while Wintrish voices sang their haunting folk song for her once more. It was the best cuddle she’d had in her entire life. Admittedly, it was the only cuddle she could remember having but she was pretty sure anyone would have felt the same way.

			‘It wants to be with us!’ Arthur cried, hopping up and down with excitement. ‘It’s our new pet! Can I cuddle it now, Penn?’ He moved closer and held out his arms wide. The Huggle Beast lifted its head from Penn’s shoulder and hissed ferociously.

			‘I think that means it’s not our pet,’ Penn said, amused. ‘It’s choosing to stay with me.’

			‘Can I at least name it?’ Arthur asked, disappointed but immediately looking for a silver lining. ‘What about Abednego? We could call him Ned for short. It is a him, isn’t it?’

			‘Ned isn’t short for Abednego,’ Juniper said. ‘That would be Bed.’

			‘What’s Ned short for then?’

			‘Edward.’

			‘Well, that makes no sense,’ Arthur said. ‘In that case we can call him Ned. Short for Abednego.’

			Penn looked at the Huggle Beast. ‘What do you think … Ned?’ She could have sworn the creature gave a small shrug.

			‘So now what?’ Juniper asked gloomily. ‘The Malevolents still have the Princess and we’re still trapped here. Even if we found our way back to the dragon egg boats, I’m pretty sure they can’t go up the lavafall.’

			‘I suppose we’ll have to live here,’ Arthur said. He suddenly looked hopeful. ‘Could I choose my own bedroom curtains?’

			Bunty looked aghast. ‘Oh dear me, no. I wouldn’t like that … I mean, only Librarians are allowed to live at Anamora. You need the Talisman of a Librarian—’

			‘I’ve got that,’ Juniper said, holding up her Occulorum.

			Bunty glared at her. ‘And years of training. Also, the toilet flush in the Junior Librarian’s bathroom is broken. It just keeps flushing, on and on, through the night. You won’t get a wink of sleep.’

			‘If we can’t leave and we can’t stay, what are we meant to do?’ Penn asked, exasperated.

			Bunty opened her mouth to speak but closed it again. Then she started to pace, her brow furrowed.

			‘The thought of living with us is making her go crazy,’ Arthur whispered. ‘Maybe we should lock her in the strongbox again.’

			Penn watched the Librarian through narrowed eyes. ‘There is a way to get us out of here, isn’t there?’

			Bunty looked guilty. ‘Technically, yes,’ she admitted. ‘But it’s highly illegal and not at all safe.’

			‘We got here in eggshell boats that a Laviathan whacked over the edge of a lavafall,’ Arthur said. ‘Which really wasn’t safe and ought to be illegal.’

			‘The method I’m thinking of has nothing to do with lavafalls or eggshells. I just have to teach you how to lie.’
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			The Librarian led them back down the Hall of Talismans, coming to a stop outside a Nook. She pushed aside the veil and disappeared within. One by one, they followed her, Penn with the Huggle Beast snuggled in her arms.

			This Nook was an almost empty space, its dark gloom broken by scattered pools of light. An easel stood in one of the bright circles. Bunty clapped her hands loudly and two Bundlers appeared. Unlike the Bundlers in Perianth, the blue hair that covered their bodies was neatly combed and they wore bow ties. They shot a quick sideways glance at Arthur, who had shrieked with excitement when he saw them, but otherwise maintained their professional composure.

			Bunty spoke to them in an incomprehensible language. The Bundlers nodded and disappeared.

			‘What language is that?’ Juniper asked. ‘I think I’ve heard it before.’

			‘Bundlerish,’ Bunty replied. ‘It’s a disgrace that it’s not taught in schools anymore.’

			The Bundlers reappeared and held up a painting of a busy port in Q’Saarh.

			Bunty shook her head and said something that sounded like ‘Vrumnit’. The Bundlers vanished again, reappearing a minute later with a still-life painting of fruits and flowers. Bunty shook her head again. The still life disappeared and was swiftly replaced by another painting. Then another. Soon the paintings and the increasingly frazzled Bundlers were appearing and disappearing so fast, they were almost a blur.

			‘They seem to make a lot of mistakes,’ Arthur observed. ‘Are you sure they understand you?’

			‘I may not be entirely fluent!’ Bunty snapped. ‘Blinkosh!’ she added, addressing one of the Bundlers, who immediately stood on his head.

			‘Bunty, what is this Nook?’ Penn asked.

			‘It’s an art storage vault,’ Bunty replied, shaking her head at the Bundlers as they brought in another wrong painting. Their neatly combed hair was starting to look dishevelled. ‘Not all of these paintings are ART, naturally.’

			‘That one’s definitely not art,’ Arthur commented, as the Bundlers held up a modern painting of a Smungle dressed as a ballerina and wearing a wig of blonde ringlets.

			‘Arthur, only very uncultured, vulgar people believe that they can judge art by … Argh!’ Bunty shrieked, catching sight of the Smungle ballerina. ‘That is hideous! Take it away at once! Flimoj!’ The Bundlers disappeared again.

			Bunty wiped her brow. ‘As I was saying, ART stands for Aesthetical Rapid Transportation.’ They looked at her blankly and she clarified, ‘Using paintings or works of art as travel portals. It’s been outlawed since the War as part of the border security measures to seal Arylia off from the rest of the provinces. So it’s illegal but technically it should still work.’

			‘Why haven’t I ever heard about this?’ Juniper asked suspiciously.

			Bunty snorted. ‘Same reason you weren’t taught about Talisman Seekers. It’s forbidden knowledge.’

			‘So all of these paintings can take us to the places or things that they show?’ Penn asked in wonder.

			Bunty shook her head. ‘Most of the ART portals were confiscated and destroyed during the War. All of the paintings we’ve seen so far are valuable but otherwise quite ordinary.’ She turned towards the panting Bundlers, who were now holding a painting covered in black fabric. Bunty whipped off the cloth. ‘Now that,’ she said approvingly, ‘is ART.’

			The painting was of Seraphine and had been signed by Artemisia Pokrovsky, the most famous Artist in the empire. Relieved, the exhausted Bundlers put the portrait on the easel. 

			‘Although it’s not a usable portal unfortunately. I need one of the old portraits of a past emperor or empress,’ she said in a loud, slow voice to the Bundlers, abandoning her attempts to speak Bundlerish. ‘Leave this one here but keep looking!’ The Bundlers trotted off, muttering furiously to one another.

			‘It’s a shame the Princess wasn’t wearing that dress when the Night Hag flew away with her,’ Arthur commented. ‘I don’t think they would have got off the ground.’

			Holding Ned, Penn stepped closer to the painting. She stared at Seraphine and her Knot-Sister stared back. Penn could remember Seraphine having to sit for this portrait, although ‘sit’ was the wrong word. Seraphine had been made to stand for hours, day after day, wearing the hated, immensely heavy dress. The Eslit had chosen the design and it was utterly awful, with its jewelled bodice, hooped and ruffled skirt, puffed sleeves and long lace train. Penn had cried with laughter the first time she saw Seraphine in it.

			Penn suddenly felt a curious sensation, as though the real world was growing hazy. She staggered and Ned leapt from her arms in alarm. 

			Bunty caught Penn and pulled her back. ‘I should have warned you not to look too closely at it, Penn. This portrait is highly dangerous now that the Princess is a prisoner in the Flawless Tower.’

			‘Do you mean this painting could take us to Malumest Tor?’ Looking horrified, Juniper took two enormous steps back.

			‘ART portals always take you to where the subject of the picture is,’ Bunty said. ‘Although I’m not sure that this one would take you directly to Seraphine now, given that she’s surrounded by Malevolence. It would probably drop you at the closest stop, if you know what I mean.’

			‘Did Seraphine know her portrait was an ART portal?’ Penn asked.

			‘She was considered too young to be told,’ Bunty replied. ‘The Eslit thought it might make her feel as though she was always being watched.’

			And that would have been different how? Penn thought sardonically, recalling Seraphine’s ever-present entourage of Warriors and Handmaidens. 

			‘ART portals use very sophisticated Marvellance,’ Bunty continued. ‘Only the most distinguished Artists learn the secret to creating them.’

			‘So did all members of the royal family have ART portraits painted?’ Juniper asked. 

			Bunty nodded. ‘And then the portraits were sent to Anamora. It was a very practical security measure that meant the members of the Arylian royal family could always be located.’ She gestured towards Seraphine’s portrait. ‘As soon as the paint was dry, the Bundlers brought it via the Bundlerground. That’s a deep-earth tunnel system that even goes underneath the Shroud,’ she added. ‘Used to be very handy for keeping Anamora connected with Perianth. Unfortunately, a Laviathan moved in and turned the exit to Anamora into a—’

			‘Lava river. Yes, we know,’ Juniper said impatiently. ‘How does the ART portal work?’

			‘It’s ingeniously simple, really. You know that feeling you get when you read a good book or get lost in a painting? When a work of art makes you feel as though you’re being transported to another place or time?’

			They all nodded, Juniper so vigorously that her green spectacles almost fell off.

			‘It’s the same principle, only with Marvellance added, so that it literally transports you to another place.’

			‘You asked the Bundlers to find a portrait of a past emperor or empress,’ Penn said with a frown. ‘How is that going to help us?’

			‘Because if they can find the ART portrait of the long-dead Queen Hagar, for example, that will take you to the same place she’s been for over a century – the Royal Crypt in Perianth Palace.’

			‘So I could take the Orb back to Perianth and get help for Seraphine!’ Juniper said excitedly. Then her face fell. ‘But Penn and Arthur can’t come …’

			‘There is one other thing I should mention.’ Bunty cleared her throat. ‘ART portals only work one way. You won’t be able to come back.’

			There was a silence.

			‘I don’t mean to criticise but wasn’t this sort of a risky system?’ Arthur asked. ‘Did people ever accidentally disappear to somewhere else just because they’d looked at a picture?’

			‘There’s slightly more to it than just looking, Arthur. There are three very specific steps that must be taken to travel by the ART network.’

			‘What are they?’ Arthur asked eagerly.

			‘It’s difficult to explain. I’d really have to show you.’

			‘Maybe we could try just the first two steps?’ Juniper suggested. Penn could tell that the idea of forbidden knowledge was eating away at Juniper and she was desperate to know how the ART portals worked. ‘If we don’t do the last step we won’t go anywhere, and it would be good practice for when the Bundlers find the right ART portal to take me back to Perianth.’

			Bunty thought for a moment. ‘I suppose it won’t do any harm. Not you though, Penn. You seem to have a knack for it. Take this,’ she handed the black cloth to Penn, ‘and stand there. If anything goes wrong, cover up the painting immediately.’ She turned to Juniper and Arthur. ‘Very well, then. First, you need to lie.’

			Juniper lay down on the floor while Arthur thought for a few seconds and then said loudly, ‘I was not scared when the berry attacked me.’

			‘What on earth are you both doing? Juniper, get up!’ Bunty said testily. ‘L-I-E is the process for using A-R-T.’ At the bemused look on their faces, she added, ‘The Department of Acronyms used to be very powerful before the Six Provinces Effluent Waste fiasco. Now, the L in LIE stands for Look. But you have to really look.’ Obediently, Juniper and Arthur gazed at the portrait of Seraphine. ‘Think about how you would describe the sitter,’ Bunty began in a soothing voice.

			‘Princess-y,’ Juniper said unimaginatively.

			‘Being eaten by her dress,’ Arthur contributed.

			The Librarian sighed. ‘Try to focus on details instead. Look at the way the light glints on her jewels. Consider all the individual brush strokes that went into painting the lace train.’

			‘Ruffles,’ Arthur said, sounding mesmerised. ‘So many ruffles.’

			‘The real world is getting blurry,’ Juniper said in a dazed voice.

			‘Excellent. Now we move on to the second step. The I is for Imagination. Put yourself in the story of the painting. Picture yourselves walking into that room, the sparkling conversation you might share with the Princess …’

			‘I thought your Royal Orb was cheese,’ Arthur murmured.

			The painting flickered and there was a flash of intense light. A maelstrom of colour, like paints swirled together, reached out of the portrait towards Juniper and Arthur. With lightning speed, Penn threw the black cloth over the painting. Instantly, the maelstrom was sucked back in.

			Juniper and Arthur had lost their balance and were sprawled on the floor, looking shaken. Ned immediately took the opportunity to sit on Arthur’s head.

			‘Did we … did we almost go to Malumest Tor?’ Juniper stammered.

			Penn’s heart was racing. They had a way to get to Seraphine now. But Bunty had said that anyone who entered Malumest Tor would never leave …

			Bunty looked shocked. ‘I ought to report Artemisia to the Eslit! She clearly used far too much Marvellance in this portrait. We hadn’t even got to step three.’

			‘Step three of LIE was the E,’ Arthur said, crossly pushing Ned away. ‘What does it stand for?’

			‘Elbows. You need to tuck them in or it can be very painful.’ Bunty stepped forward and adjusted the cloth to ensure it completely covered the portrait. ‘I’m sure that by tomorrow the Bundlers will have found an ART portal that Juniper can use. We’ll discuss then what she should do when she gets to Perianth and what we’re going to do with you and Penn.’

			The Librarian led the way out of the Nook, with Arthur and Juniper following in her wake. Ned sat patiently at Penn’s feet as she lingered in front of Seraphine’s hidden portrait. The strange sensation she’d felt the night before, as though there was something pulling at her, urging her to follow a particular course, came again.

			Which was odd because this time her Knot-Sister binding was entirely still.
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			In the middle of the night, Penn crept back to the art storage Nook. Ned was curled around her neck as he refused to leave her side. The portrait of Seraphine was still on the easel in the pool of light. 

			Penn took the black cloth off and stared at the painting of her Knot-Sister. A jumble of memories pushed through her mind. She thought of how Seraphine had silently stood by while Gertrude forced her to kneel and she’d been attacked by Marvellance from all directions. Of how the Regent and the Eslit had come up with their cruel plan to prevent her from getting a Talisman, and how Seraphine had agreed in that spiteful, cold voice.

			But other memories came too. Daring each other to climb the Arylian Royal Family Tree, which everyone said was cursed. Taking a pile of books and biscuits to the Ruby Drawing Room every Mother’s and Father’s Day, and hiding there together until the horrible days were over and it was safe to come out again.

			‘We’re the only ones who know where she is and have a way to get to her,’ Penn whispered to Ned. ‘If I hadn’t messed up the potion everyone would have been awake and the Warriors would have defended her. It was my fault the Night Hag took her so easily.’ She put Ned on the ground. ‘You need to stay here, Ned, do you understand?’ The Huggle Beast gazed at her, his big eyes filled with anxiety. Then he turned and scampered out of the room.

			Penn knew if she spent any more time dwelling on what she was about to do, she wouldn’t go through with it. She stepped closer to the painting. Bunty had said to find words to describe the person in the portrait. Penn knew how she’d always thought of Seraphine: stuck-up, selfish, mean. And Seraphine was all those things. But she had also left the painting of Midwinter in Penn’s room.

			Up this close, Penn could see that the expression in Seraphine’s eyes was sheer misery. After all the effort everyone had gone to for this portrait, her Knot-Sister looked tired and unhappy. Penn had almost forgotten how on portrait-sitting days a servant had tied a bib around Seraphine’s neck and spoon-fed her, as everyone had been worried she would spill food or drink on the precious dress. 

			Seraphine had been so upset at being treated like a baby that Penn hadn’t even had the heart to tease her about it. Instead, she’d tried to cheer Seraphine up by making faces behind Artemisia’s back, but she’d been caught and sent out of the room. For the first time, it occurred to Penn that she hadn’t been the only one who was ordered around all the time by the Regent and the Eslit.

			The painting grew a little hazy around the edges. Penn moved on to the next step and tried to imagine meeting Seraphine again. This was even harder. She had no idea what they would say to one another.

			Penn grabbed hold of her Knot-Sister binding with her left hand. She could just feel its faint warmth. She imagined having a fight with Seraphine: one of their usual arguments, with lots of shouting. She pictured pushing Seraphine into the palace pond again, for good measure.

			The image flickered. The flash of light followed instantly and then the maelstrom of colour shot out of the painting.

			At the very last moment, Penn remembered to tuck her elbows in.
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			Penn landed with a soft thump in gritty snow among tall trees. A full moon shone in the sky above. She raised her head and felt a peculiar rush of triumph mixed with dread. It had worked. The menacing bulk of Malumest Tor loomed in front of her, a short distance away. A few lights glimmered from scattered windows and torches on the battlements.

			Penn had barely got to her feet when an icy wind started to blow, stirring up the snow and chilling her to her bones. Terrified, Penn crouched down at the base of a tree trunk. She knew what was coming.

			High above, the Night Hag swooped through the sky. The freezing wind howled around Penn as the Hag’s shadow slithered across the moonlit snow, but Penn was hidden by the trees and it passed her by. As the nightmarish creature flew away from the castle, the wind died down and all was quiet once more. Penn was trembling violently but she forced herself to get up. The edge of the forest was only about a quarter of a mile from the castle gatehouse. She made her way towards it.

			A few minutes later, Penn peered around a tree trunk, as she scouted out the forbidding entrance to the castle. A dozen guards were scattered around the main gate but their demeanour wasn’t very guard-like. One had fallen asleep with its back against the lowered portcullis. The others were sprawled around, grumbling as they picked food from their teeth and wax from their ears.

			The guards were Implings. Penn had never seen an Impling in real life, although she knew from her Malevolent Beasts lessons that they had been common in Bodkin Forest before the War. They were small creatures with webbed feet, large bat-like ears on the tops of their bald, leathery heads and shrill voices. Their oversized bottom lips seemed to be permanently stuck out, giving them the look of petulant children. Somehow, Penn thought, they managed to look like shrivelled, ancient beings and angry infants at the same time. There were a lot of them, but after the Night Hag they didn’t look that scary. They were only small and they weren’t carrying any weapons. Scavengers or Gargoths would have been much worse.

			One of the Implings crept up to the sleeping guard and hurled a tightly packed snowball straight into its face. The Impling awoke with a scream. As the others burst into laughter, the victim leapt at its attacker. They fell to the ground, rolling over in the snow as they bit and slapped and kicked at each other. Within seconds, a ring had formed around the two combatants.

			The jeering grew louder. Then, with bloodcurdling cries, all of the watching Implings suddenly threw themselves into the fight. A minute or so later, a triumphant shout rang up from the centre. The mob broke apart and the victor emerged, a broad smile on its face. Its greyish lips and teeth were stained with dark blood. The others clapped it on the back as it strolled off and then, one by one, the Implings went back to picking their teeth and grumbling. Their former comrade lay in a dark pool of blood that slowly froze on the white snow.

			Cold horror shivered through Penn as she realised that even fights for amusement, to stave off boredom, were fought to the death at Malumest Tor. Only moments ago the Implings hadn’t seemed that scary. Now they were utterly terrifying.

			Penn turned around and began to make her way through the trees, away from the castle. She couldn’t go through the front gate. But she was from Midwinter. And in Arylia, Wintrish used the back gate.

			Skirting the castle, Penn found another safe spot to hide and then viewed the castle from behind. To her right, a rickety fence of wooden stakes had been hammered into the frozen ground, marking out a small patch that looked like a Quintessence garden. Nailed to the fence was a posy of Mirus Weed flowers, the symbol of Midwinter.

			Directly ahead of her was the back gate, which wasn’t remotely imposing. It was set into the outer stone wall, stood barely higher than a sapling that grew near it and there was only one guard.

			The guard was a Hybrid, one of the half-and-half creatures made by the Malevolents to fight in the War. This one looked like it might be a Blood Hound: half dog, half vampire bat. It had a gigantic black dog’s head, stood on furred hind legs and had black leathery wings folded around its body to keep out the cold. Penn felt her heart sink. Blood Hounds could tell what kind of creature you were or where you were from, just through smell.

			The Blood Hound’s head whipped around in her direction. Penn caught a glimpse of bulging eyes, covered by a white film. She shrank down into the cover of the snowy bushes. After what seemed an eternity, she dared to raise her head again.

			The Hybrid was still looking in her direction with its strange white eyes. Penn couldn’t understand why it hadn’t come for her. It must have seen her. Unless … Slowly, she waved her hand. 

			The Blood Hound didn’t move. 

			It was blind. 

			Penn crouched down again. She’d had an idea. She wished she hadn’t because she didn’t want to go anywhere near the terrifying Hybrid and she really didn’t want to go through the gate into Malumest Tor. 

			But only someone from Midwinter would have hammered that posy of Mirus Weed to the fence. The flowers were frozen but they still had a tinge of colour, so it hadn’t been that long ago either. That meant there was at least one Wintrish servant inside the castle.

			The Hybrid could smell her blood so it would be able to tell that she was Wintrish. But it couldn’t see, which meant it couldn’t tell the difference between individual Wintrish. Maybe, with a bit of luck, it would mistake her for just another Wintrish servant.

			Penn’s heart beat faster as she stood up and began to move. Passing the Quintessence garden, she took a single flower from the posy. Goody had said that Mirus Weed was used for protection so she tucked the small flower carefully into her pocket, next to Sparkle. Her Spark had saved her from the Scavenger, she thought, trying hard to raise her quailing spirits. Perhaps it would protect her again.

			Sparkle’s not a weapon! That Scavenger just had a wax seal on its collar that ignited. Are you really going to walk into a castle full of Malevolents with only a flower and a Spark for protection? Penn could hear Juniper’s logical voice in her mind so clearly it was as though she was right there. Penn suddenly realised that without Juniper and Arthur beside her she felt lonelier than she’d ever been in her entire life.

			She clenched her jaw. If she was going to do this she should get on with it. Swiftly, Penn made her way through the snow, towards the back gate. As she got closer to the Blood Hound, the creature’s huge nostrils flared and it sniffed the air with suspicion.

			The Hybrid lunged towards her. Penn froze. It was so close now she could feel its hot, stinking breath on her face and see remnants of bloody meat stuck between its sharp fangs. Glistening strings of saliva hung from its jowls. The horrible beast sniffed her, again and again.

			Penn could take it no longer. Terrified, she took one step forward. Then another. The Blood Hound grunted, but stepped back, allowing Penn to pass. With shaking hands, she pulled back the iron bolt, opened the creaky gate and stepped into the darkness of Malumest Tor.

			Penn crossed the snowbound courtyard and pressed one ear up against the castle’s outer wooden door. Hearing no noise, she opened it and peered in. It was the kitchen. A large table scattered with dirty dishes sat in the centre of the room while a dwindling fire sputtered in an alcove on the far wall. The only occupant was an Impling cook, wearing a filthy apron. It was snoring in a chair next to the hearth, its webbed feet stretched out towards the fire’s meagre warmth.

			Penn crept in and paused by the table. A sharp knife lay on one of the dirty plates. Keeping an eye on the snoring cook, Penn carefully picked up the blade. Then she pressed herself into a shadowy corner, to plan her next move.

			Penn was at home in the working areas and back corridors of Perianth Palace. Looking around, she started to feel confident she could work out the right way to go. She had learnt early in life that doorways were always designed to remind you of your status. Double-height doors made of gold were for royalty. Doorways so low you had to stoop as you went through them, or risk hitting your head, were designed for servants and prisoners. The carved and polished doors to her right must lead somewhere important, probably to the Banqueting Hall. But in a shadowy back corner of the kitchen, near a jumble of mops and buckets, was a low archway with a door made of rough planks. Penn headed straight towards it.

			The door opened onto a dark, narrow passageway with an uneven low roof, an earthen floor and an unpleasant smell. Penn longed to light Sparkle but she didn’t dare. Feeling her way along the walls for guidance, she slowly moved forward.

			When Penn emerged from the passageway she found herself standing on flagstones in a circular enclosure with a guttering torch set into the wall. A narrow staircase of uneven stone steps spiralled upwards. She craned her neck but couldn’t see where it ended. This had to be the Flawless Tower.

			Penn’s heart sank. If she met anyone coming in the opposite direction there would be nowhere to hide. But she could feel a feeble hum from her Knot-Sister binding. Seraphine was at the top of this tower and she was alive. Gripping the knife with one hand, Penn began to climb. 

			Up and up she went. After only a few minutes she was sweating and breathing heavily. The staircase had no railing. The higher she went, the more terrifying the sheer drop into the stairwell became. Penn held on to the wall as she climbed, trying not to look out over the edge. If she slipped now she would have no chance.

			She reached a landing and paused to catch her breath. When she moved on, Penn was relieved, but confused, to discover that the stairs had grown wider, making her passage easier. She had no idea how it was possible for a tower to be wider at the top than at the bottom, but this was clearly no ordinary tower.

			With each new landing, the staircase changed. The stone stairs hugging the circular walls became shallow flights that went straight up, then tight spirals of marble with iron banisters on either side. The landings became larger and grander too, with copper lanterns, paintings and statues on display. It made no sense at all. Penn still hadn’t seen or heard anyone apart from the snoring cook. She tried to push away the horrible thought that she was walking straight into a trap.

			Out of breath, Penn had taken a few steps up a set of carpeted stairs when she froze. She could hear voices above. Someone was coming.

			Penn ran back to the last landing. There was only one place to hide. She darted over to a life-size marble statue, with the name Duke Flavius engraved on its plinth. The shaggy-haired Duke was mounted on a Tantivy and brandished a sword and a red shield decorated with a floral design. Penn crouched down as low as possible behind the statue’s oval-shaped pedestal. It wasn’t enough. She would still be seen. 

			The voices grew louder. As Penn tried to make herself even smaller, she heard a soft grinding noise. She looked up. The head of the statue was turning backwards. When it was completely facing the wrong way, the Duke’s head tilted, so that suddenly he was staring straight down at her.

			Terrified, Penn looked into the carved eyes of Duke Flavius. There was no change of expression on his marble face but Penn heard a faint click. A door concealed in the back of the pedestal swung open. Penn didn’t hesitate. She squeezed into the small cavity, pulling the door shut behind her. The front of the pedestal had a metal grille, so she could partially see out. Penn heard the same soft grinding noise and guessed that the head of the statue was turning to face forward once more. 

			She had only just made it. Penn could hear the voices distinctly now, as their owners reached the landing. The first voice was cold and filled with menace. Penn’s skin crawled at the sound of it. 

			I still don’t understand how you lost the Talisman, Veren.

			Veren answered in a nervous whine, ‘We had it, I swear! It was in my hands but then the Librarian used her Talisman to take it from me!’

			Penn caught a glimpse of Veren through the grating. She looked human, although she was unnaturally large and muscular. Around her throat was a metallic collar Penn recognised. Veren was a Scavenger. 

			I may not be as strong as I once was – yet – but you would double-cross me at your peril. 

			Penn couldn’t see the owner of the sinister voice. Her view was blocked by Veren’s bulk. 

			‘Unlike others, I serve you faithfully and willingly,’ Veren said angrily.

			Yes. I think you probably do.

			There was a flash of movement. An unseen force hurled the Scavenger across the landing, sending her crashing through the banister. The splintered wood fell soundlessly into the depths below. For a moment Veren hung suspended over the void.

			Still. There must be consequences for carelessness.

			Veren dropped into the abyss.

			Penn closed her eyes tightly and pressed her hands to her ears, trying to block out the sound of Veren’s scream. When all was silent once more, a new voice spoke for the first time. ‘A pity. She was useful.’ His voice sounded human but it had a strange, crackling quality. 

			Her death is of more use to me. She is to be left where she fell, as a reminder of what happens to the treacherous or incompetent in our ranks.

			Penn kept her eyes squeezed shut, terrified they would hear her heart thumping.

			You will not see me for a day or two. When I return I will have the Mask.

			‘You know where it is?’ the man sounded surprised. ‘I thought it had disappeared without a trace.’

			Precisely. If it is neither here nor there, then it must be in the place in-between. How it got there, I do not know. 

			‘Then it is lost forever!’

			No. It requires difficult Malevolence to find Betwixt and Between but I am more familiar with that cursed place than most. The voice sounded bitter. It is a dangerous place, even for me. I cannot enter it fully but some of my powers will work there. If the Scavengers are unable to retrieve a single Talisman, I will do it myself. 

			‘How am I to communicate with you while you are gone?’

			You cannot. I will be using Divisibility – my body will remain in Malumest Tor but I will be in an impenetrable trance. I am not to be disturbed under any circumstances. When the Malevolent spoke again the threat was clear. While I am unreachable, you will ensure that there are no more mistakes. The Princess’s Knot-Sister must be found. She is necessary.

			Penn’s heart stopped.

			‘We have the Princess. Do we really need to bother with the Slumweed?’

			Are you questioning my orders? The words were uttered in a chillingly dangerous tone. Let me make it very clear. The girl is potentially so useful that once I have her nothing will ever stop me again.

			Penn felt dizzy with fear and confusion. Were they really talking about her? Before she could make sense of it, there was the sound of footsteps. Relief flooded through Penn. They were leaving. Then the footsteps stopped.

			‘What is it?’ asked the man.

			Perhaps nothing. The voice like poison drifted closer to the statue. Or perhaps not.

			Penn put her hand over her mouth, trying to stifle the sound of her frightened breathing. The owner of the voice was so close now that Penn could see a white cloak through the metal grille. There was something else too – a sickly, overly sweet smell, but with the stench of rot underneath. Penn held her breath, trying not to gag.

			Duke Flavius the Munificent. Protector of the poor. Defender of the weak. The Malevolent’s laugh was contemptuous. He met the fool’s fate he deserved.

			Penn heard the soft swish of the cloak as the Malevolent walked away. Their voices gradually grew fainter as they disappeared down the staircase.

			Penn waited for as long as she could. Then she pressed her face to the grille and took a deep, shuddering breath of fresh air. Still feeling sick, Penn squeezed out of her hiding place and closed the door behind her. Unsteadily, she got to her feet and walked around to the front of the statue.

			She withdrew the limp Mirus Weed from her pocket. It was the same flower that was painted on the statue’s red shield. Penn looked at the marble figure of Duke Flavius. Despite his flowery shield and scruffy hair, Penn thought she had never seen a more heroic figure. 

			‘Thank you for protecting me,’ she whispered. The Duke stared straight ahead, into the distance. If he hadn’t just saved Penn’s life, she would have been certain that the statue had never moved.
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			Penn was halfway up the carpeted flight of stairs when she stopped dead. She could hear footsteps behind her. The Malevolents were coming back.

			She sprinted up the stairs and then halted in bewilderment as she found herself at the start of an immensely long corridor. How could there be a corridor at the top of a tower?

			The footsteps were getting closer. Penn ran down the corridor, which had iron doors set into the stone walls on either side. She rattled a few handles but they were all locked. Finally she saw an open door. She ran towards it, and into an empty cell, pushing the heavy door shut behind her.

			Her heart pounding, she crouched in a corner, hoping the Malevolents would go past. But the footsteps stopped outside. They had found her.

			The door creaked open. Then a ball of soft fur shot through, landing in the centre of the cell. Before Penn could process what was happening, Ned unfurled. Emitting quiet yelps of delight, the Huggle Beast flung himself into her arms.

			Limp with relief, Penn held Ned tight as Juniper and Arthur peeked around the door. Seeing Penn, they beamed and entered the cell, closing the door behind them. Penn hugged them, overjoyed. Then she punched them both.

			‘Ow!’ Arthur exclaimed. ‘What was that for?’

			‘Coming here!’ Penn scolded. ‘How did you find me?’

			‘We got woken up by your Huggle Beast jumping on our heads,’ Arthur explained. ‘Then we travelled through that painting of the terrible dress. Also I brought Cyril with me by accident.’ He held up the golden Orb. ‘That’s what I’ve named him.’

			‘But how did you get into the castle? And how did you know which way I went?’

			‘Ned picked up your trail and led us straight to you,’ Juniper said, answering her last question first. ‘And Arthur got us past the Blood Hound guarding the back gate.’

			Arthur tried to look modest but failed miserably. Pride was practically shooting out of his eyebrows. ‘I marched right up to the savage beast. Straight into the jaws of death. Wasn’t scared a bit.’

			‘I heard you whimper,’ Juniper said.

			‘That was my whooping battle cry,’ Arthur said stiffly. ‘Given the circumstances I had to whoop quietly. Anyway, as I was saying, I walked straight up to the brute. I was hoping it would think I was a servant boy or something but it kept sniffing and slobbering all over me, as though it couldn’t work out what I was. Maybe it had never smelled a Candlemagian before. Finally I couldn’t take it anymore.’

			‘What did you do?’ Penn asked.

			‘I patted it.’

			A vision of the enormous, slavering beast sprang into Penn’s mind. ‘You did what?’

			‘I rubbed its ears and tickled its tummy. It loved the attention. Probably starved of affection its whole life. I kept scratching it while Juniper and Ned crept past. I’m sure it smelled them but it didn’t seem to care because …’ Arthur shuddered. In a deeply traumatised tone, he whispered, ‘Do you know where dogs most like to be scratched?’

			Penn shook her head.

			Arthur pointed to his bottom.

			‘You didn’t,’ Penn said in awe.

			‘I had to! I scratched it on the bottom until it fell asleep. It was revolting.’ Arthur looked mournfully at his right hand. ‘I feel like my hand will never be clean again.’

			‘He was brilliant,’ Juniper admitted.

			‘Did you just say something nice about me?’ Arthur asked in surprise. ‘You know, I think we started off on the wrong foot, probably because you tried to abandon me in the forest after we’d just met. Maybe we could start over?’ He held out his hand. 

			‘I’m not touching that hand after where it’s been,’ Juniper retorted. ‘Now, let’s find Seraphine. I can’t believe we haven’t seen anyone yet.’

			‘But didn’t you pass them on the stairs?’ Penn asked.

			‘Who?’

			‘The Malevolents. There were two of them.’

			‘We didn’t pass anyone.’

			‘But you must have. One of them smelled like something rotting.’

			‘We’ll smell the Malevolents another time, Penn,’ Arthur said soothingly. ‘But for now can we please get going? We’re in a corridor at the top of a tower, which makes no sense, and I just massaged the bottom of a creature that would eat my face off for fun. It’s not a question of if our luck will run out. It’s when.’

			Arthur was right. With Ned wrapped around her neck, Penn moved towards the door and pulled it open. A blast of icy wind and whirling snowflakes rushed in. Bewildered, Penn came to a dead stop, unintentionally creating a pile-up behind her. Juniper uttered a muffled squawk as she bumped into Arthur, who in turn shoved Penn forward, throwing her off balance. 

			Penn screamed. Grabbing the doorframe with both hands, she shoved backwards violently. They all toppled back, landing in a pile on the dirty stone floor. 

			Juniper emerged from the bottom of the heap, spluttering. ‘What is … oh.’

			The floor of the corridor had disappeared.

			They gazed in shock through the open doorway. The cells on the opposite side hovered, the solidity of their iron doors and stone walls made even more frightening by the absence of anything connecting them to the other side of the corridor.

			Penn crawled as close to the threshold as she dared. She looked over the edge and felt her insides spiral away. The door to the cell now opened directly onto a sickening, sheer drop. They were much higher up than they had climbed; they were higher than it would ever be possible to climb. Penn realised in horror that the shapes far below were snow-covered mountains. She stretched out one hand, hoping that the floor was merely invisible, but her hand pushed down into frigid air.

			Penn edged backwards and kicked the door shut with her foot, blocking out the worst of the freezing wind and snow. Only a glacial draught still crept in through the crack beneath the door, like an icy warning.

			Juniper was shivering with cold. Silently, Arthur took off his coat and offered it to her. She hesitated but then took it gratefully and slipped it on.

			They looked at one other in despair. They were trapped. No-one knew where they were. And if they took one step beyond the door of the cell they would fall into the icy abyss.

			[image: ]

			‘So what now?’ Arthur asked, in a despondent tone.

			They had searched the small cell thoroughly for loose bricks, secret tunnels or anything that might help them to escape. There was nothing.

			‘Your Occulorum just cleared!’ Penn said to Juniper, feeling hopeful. ‘Does that mean you know something that can help us?’

			Juniper shook her head. ‘I just worked out why it’s called the Flawless Tower. Whoever named it either can’t spell, or they’re the only person, apart from my dad, who likes terrible puns.’

			Arthur looked puzzled but then his expression cleared and he chuckled. ‘Oh, I get it now. Floorless. You know, that’s really quite good.’

			Juniper put her hand into the pocket of her dress, then took it out again, an odd expression on her face. 

			‘Are you okay?’ Penn asked, after Juniper did it again.

			‘I might have something that can help us,’ Juniper confessed. ‘It’s a book I … borrowed from Anamora.’

			Arthur looked at her in surprise. ‘I thought you didn’t want a reward?’

			‘It wasn’t exactly a gift,’ Juniper muttered.

			Arthur and Penn stared at her.

			‘You stole a book?’ Penn said in disbelief. ‘But … why? Bunty offered us any book we wanted as a reward!’

			‘I know. But she wouldn’t have given me this one.’ Juniper took a small book from her pocket and held it out. The cover was made of blank grey board. It looked like an ordinary notebook.

			Juniper looked down and yelped.

			‘What’s the matter?’ Penn asked.

			‘It was The Infinite Book of Secrecy!’ Juniper wailed. ‘Only something’s happened and now it’s ruined!’ She tried to turn the pages but they were stuck together.

			‘You stole the most valuable book in the whole empire?’ Arthur looked simultaneously impressed and shocked. ‘I know that technically I’m a thief too because I took Cyril. But I didn’t bring him on purpose and I’m going to give him to the Princess when we find her. You’re a lot thief-ier than I am, Juniper.’

			‘I borrowed it because what we need is information! The Library ceiling with the last map—’

			‘Mappius Lastium,’ Arthur contributed.

			‘—is destroyed,’ Juniper continued, glaring at Arthur. ‘But if there was ever a written record of how to find the border crossings, this is the book it would be in.’

			Penn looked at Juniper as the realisation slowly sank in. ‘You stole that book for me?’ She felt an unexpected rush of warmth.

			‘And a little bit because I really wanted to read it,’ Juniper admitted. She stuffed the book back into her pocket. ‘Anyway, it was all for nothing because it’s useless now.’

			Ned let out a little snore. He had fallen asleep on Arthur’s coat, which lay on the floor. Penn looked at the coat and then at Juniper. ‘You’re not cold anymore?’

			Juniper shook her head.

			Penn stared at the coat, thinking. Then she walked over to the door, lay down on her stomach and held her right palm against the crack under the door.

			Juniper and Arthur stared at her, confused. Even Ned woke up and gazed at Penn with concern, his furry head cocked to one side. 

			‘Some people can’t handle the strain of imprisonment,’ Arthur whispered to Juniper. ‘It drives them mad.’

			‘We’ve only been imprisoned for about twenty minutes!’

			‘I’m just saying we need to stay alert. We might have to restrain her for her own good.’

			Ned headbutted Arthur hard on the shin.

			‘Ow! How can you be so mean and still look so cute?’ Arthur demanded, rubbing his leg.

			The Huggle Beast sat back on his haunches and gave a contemptuous sniff.

			Penn stood up. ‘I can’t feel the wind anymore.’ She opened the heavy door. Outside lay the stone floor of the corridor, silent and seemingly as solid as before. Penn took a deep breath. ‘I think we should try.’

			‘But it could disappear from under our feet at any moment.’ Juniper’s voice was barely a whisper.

			‘I know. But it’s the only choice we have.’

			Although there was no icy wind rushing in, Juniper started to shiver again.

			‘You’re just cold,’ Arthur said. He picked up his coat and shook it out. ‘Here.’

			As soon as Juniper had the coat on, Arthur’s face set in a determined expression. Without another word he strode quickly through the door. Juniper hung back.

			‘Juniper, please. We might not have much time,’ Penn begged.

			Ned suddenly sprang into Juniper’s arms. A comforting, rumbling noise issued from the Huggle Beast as he nuzzled into her chest. Juniper hugged him tightly. Her face white, she stepped into the passageway.

			Arthur and Penn ran down the corridor, peering into cells and trying doors as they searched for Seraphine. Some cells were locked, while others were wide open. A few cells bore signs of recent habitation, like a dirty mattress on the stone floor or a plate of unappetising, half-eaten food. Penn tried to block out the gruesome thought that the occupants might have unwittingly stepped through their doors at the wrong time and fallen to their deaths.

			They saw no-one. No prisoners, no guards. The knowledge that at any moment the floor might give way to nothingness was unbearable. Penn glanced anxiously at Juniper, who was trembling with every step she took. Penn was sure that it was only because of Ned’s comforting presence that Juniper kept going at all.

			The cells came to an end and all that lay ahead of them was the final length of corridor. It ended in an immense iron door with no handles, set into a thick, stone wall. Arthur and Penn ran towards it, Juniper a short distance behind.

			‘Hurry!’ Penn called out to Juniper.

			And then she felt it. It was almost nothing.

			Almost.

			It wasn’t even really a feeling. It was somewhere between feeling and seeing … a fleeting shimmer.

			The sense that the ground was about to fall away.

			‘RUN!’ Penn shouted.

			Ned leapt out of Juniper’s arms. Terrified, they tore down the corridor, their lungs bursting. The iron door loomed in front of them.

			Please let it be unlocked, please let it be unlocked …

			Penn threw herself at the door, hitting it hard with her shoulder. It gave way and she crashed through, landing on a mercifully solid floor. Arthur hurtled through next, followed by Ned. They spun around and saw Juniper. She was trying to push her shaking legs faster but she was hampered by the too-large coat.

			The floor of the corridor flickered.

			‘Juniper! RUN!’ Penn screamed.

			The corridor floor vanished.

			Juniper had made one final, desperate lunge. One foot landed in the cell, but the other dangled into space. She teetered backwards, her arms flailing.

			Arthur leapt forward and snatched the flapping material of the coat. With a massive yank, he pulled Juniper into the room, hurling her to safety.

			Penn slammed the iron door shut, blocking out the horrible drop into icy nothingness.

			Juniper sat up, her entire body shuddering. She looked at Arthur, who was rubbing the arm that he had used to save her.

			‘I think I wrenched it,’ Arthur said.

			Juniper spoke in a whisper. ‘You saved my—’

			Arthur’s cheeks turned pink as he cut her off. ‘I couldn’t lose my coat. My mum would kill me.’

			Penn and Arthur helped Juniper up. Still breathless, they looked around the final cell of the Flawless Tower.

			This was no dingy, low-ceilinged cell like the others they’d seen. Immense columns rose in a circle around the vast chamber, connecting the mosaic-tiled floor to the vaulted ceiling above. One side of the cell had yet to be rebuilt, allowing moonlight and cold wind to pass through the opening where the wall should have been. They could see an endless vista of the starry night sky, with the snow-covered world glittering far below.

			But they didn’t give the extraordinary view a second glance. For in the centre of the room, suspended in the air, was a rectangular glass box.

			And inside it lay Seraphine.
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			Seraphine lay in her glass prison, only dimly aware of the world outside. The unpleasant intrusion of the Panthera memory seemed like it had happened hundreds of years ago. Since then there had been nothing but the most gloriously peaceful sleep. A sleep without dreams, without end.

			Until now.

			Now there was shouting and hammering and she wanted it to go away. Memories were starting to intrude once more. Even worse, the memories were about Penn again.

			An early winter’s morning, a few years back. She and Penn had gone ice-swimming in the frozen lake in the palace grounds. Their tutor at the time – a bracing, outdoorsy type – had insisted upon it, believing the freezing water to be beneficial for the constitution of growing girls. They’d had to smash a hole in the thick ice with an axe and then jump into the glacial water. Unsurprisingly, they had almost frozen to death. Afterwards, when the tutor had been banished and they were drinking hot chocolate from their favourite mugs in front of a fire, they’d realised their Knot-Sister bindings had frozen solid. They had tried banging them on the hard table, hoping they’d shatter like ice. When that made no difference, they’d tried to melt them off. That hadn’t worked either but it had been excellent fun trying, and Penn had made her laugh by—

			No.

			Seraphine didn’t want to remember. She didn’t want to think of Penn or her life before the dreamless sleep. She pushed the memory away, shut out the noise and sank back into the comforting safety of nothingness.
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			Penn pounded on the glass box with her fists. ‘Seraphine! It’s me! It’s Penn!’

			Seraphine lay with her eyes wide open. Although she looked straight up at Penn, her gaze was unseeing. It was eerie. The rush of relief Penn felt at finding Seraphine mingled with horror at what the Malevolents had done to her. 

			‘We have to break it!’ Penn looked around for something to smash the glass.

			Arthur took off one of his boots and started to hit the glass with it. Juniper stared intently at the box through her Occulorum. The lenses clouded over as she tried to find a solution. Ned leapt on top and gnawed at an edge with his teeth.

			Penn tried using the knife she had taken from the kitchen but the blade slid off the glassy surface. Gripping the handle with both hands, she brought the knife overhead and smashed it down. It rebounded forcefully, flying out of her hands and clattering to the mosaic floor.

			One by one, they admitted defeat. There wasn’t the faintest mark on the glass. It was unbreakable.

			‘Now what do we do?’ Juniper asked. ‘Everything about this feels wrong. This has to be a trap! Why else would there be no guards?’

			From behind a column, an amused voice answered. ‘There are no guards because the girl is trapped in an indestructible glass box in a castle that is believed to be a ruin, whose entrances are guarded by Hybrids and Implings. There’s also the small matter of the twenty-thousand-foot drop to an icy death from the top of the Flawless Tower, the most feared prison in the empire, from which no-one has ever escaped. Posting guards up here would be a little like throwing a whole basket of eggs at an already thoroughly over-egged pudding, wouldn’t you agree?’

			They spun around and bunched together as an old woman wearing a dirty dress and cloak and orange-and-purple striped socks strolled out from the shadows. A small green Hummer Bird was fast asleep in her messy white hair. Although she appeared elderly, her somewhat smudged face was curiously unlined and her eyes held a youthful sparkle.

			‘I thought there were no Malevolents up here because they couldn’t get anyone to volunteer for guard duty,’ Arthur said. ‘It must be a very long way to the nearest bathroom. And if the corridor floor disappeared, you’d have to hold it.’

			The old woman inclined her head. Somehow, the sleeping bird didn’t fall out. ‘An admirably practical perspective, young man. Unlike your friend over there,’ she nodded at Juniper, ‘you appear to be a strategic thinker.’

			Penn regarded the woman warily. She was fairly sure she was a prisoner too, not a Malevolent, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t be dangerous in her own way. ‘Who are you?’ Penn asked.

			‘Ah. And yet, What are you? would be a much better question and give you far greater insight into me than a mere name,’ the woman said grandly.

			Juniper looked at the woman through her Occulorum. The frames started to glow, the lenses cleared and Juniper spoke in a dazed voice. ‘She’s an Augur. Penn, we haven’t just found Seraphine. We’ve found Portentia too.’

			Portentia beamed. ‘Naturally you know of me! My disappearance during the Battle for Malumest Tor must still be spoken of in Perianth! You all belong to a search party sent to look for me, I presume?’

			‘Er, not exactly,’ Penn replied. ‘The thing is … well, everyone thinks that you were … eaten.’

			Portentia blinked. ‘How very odd. By what, may I ask?’

			‘No-one really knows. The only bit everyone agrees on is that you were definitely eaten.’

			Juniper intervened. ‘Have you been here since the end of the War?’

			‘Oh, it’s not that bad. Three years have gone by remarkably quickly.’

			‘The War ended eleven years ago.’

			‘Eleven years? Are you quite sure?’

			Penn pointed to Seraphine. ‘That’s the Princess Seraphine. We were both born only a few days before the War ended.’

			‘And you’re not all just big for your age?’ the Augur enquired.

			Having no idea how to reply to this, Penn simply shook her head. 

			The Augur sagged against a column. The sleeping Hummer Bird slid a little further out of its hair nest and Ned eyed it with interest. ‘Do you have any knowledge of my staff?’ Portentia asked. ‘It’s my Talisman. I lost control of it during the battle.’

			‘There was an Augur’s staff at Anamora,’ Juniper volunteered. ‘Would that have been yours?’

			‘Did it have a rabbit carved into the top?’ Portentia asked eagerly. 

			Juniper shook her head and the Augur’s face fell. ‘Only a few days ago I overheard someone say they’d seen your staff flying around your old cottage in Bodkin Forest,’ Penn said, remembering the gossip of the townsfolk on Talisman Day. 

			The Augur’s face lit up. ‘It always was a terrible coward,’ she said fondly. ‘I think the dragon at the Battle for Malumest Tor frightened it. It probably flew home and has been hiding under the bed all this time. You don’t happen to know how my books are too, do you? It took me months to alphabetise the Hindayan Scrolls. Extraordinarily difficult language, you know. Can be read backwards and forwards depending on—’

			‘Who the Scribe was,’ Juniper finished.

			Portentia looked at her in surprise. ‘Exactly. And is my favourite mug still—’

			‘We’ll get you a new mug,’ Arthur said impatiently. ‘World’s Greatest Augur! Anything you like inscribed on it. Now can you please Marvellance us all out of here? I know Augurs can fly.’

			‘Marvellance is not a verb,’ Portentia said in a pained tone. ‘And Augurs don’t fly. We Hie. Hieing is the ancient art of journeying instantaneously to anywhere within the empire and it does not involve flapping.’ She added, ‘But I can’t Hie without my staff. Do you really think I would have stayed here for three years—’

			‘Eleven,’ Penn reminded her.

			‘—if I could have just Hied out of here?’

			‘Is there anything you can do without your staff?’ Arthur asked.

			‘The only power I still have is knowledge.’

			‘Oh,’ Arthur said, disappointed. ‘Well, that’s useless.’

			Juniper and Portentia both glared at him.

			Penn was looking at Seraphine. The Princess’s unfocused gaze and the stain of dried blood on her cheek were unsettling. Only the rise and fall of her chest showed she was still alive. 

			‘Can she still think or feel?’ Penn asked, even though she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the answer.

			‘Very much so. That’s the problem.’ Portentia heaved a sigh. ‘Poor girl was overwhelmed by her feelings. That’s why she chose to be in there.’

			There was a stunned silence. Then Penn erupted. ‘You’re saying that Seraphine put herself into a glass box? She wants to be lying there – completely useless and unable to move or speak?’

			‘I didn’t say she wanted it,’ Portentia answered calmly. ‘But it was her choice.’

			‘Does anyone else feel like they want to bang their head against the wall when they hear Riddle Speak?’ Arthur asked.

			Juniper huddled deeper into Arthur’s coat for warmth. ‘She’s saying Seraphine is a prisoner of her own mind.’

			‘Precisely,’ Portenia said, shooting an inquisitive glance at Juniper. ‘Mind prisons were always one of the cruellest acts of Malevolence,’ the Augur continued softly. ‘The Malevolents used their prisoners’ hopes and dreams against them. The captives believed they were attaining their greatest wish. When it was wrenched away from them they drowned in fear and self-doubt, until they devised their own torments and punishments.’

			‘So their own minds hold them prisoner,’ Juniper said. ‘Which makes it—’

			‘Stronger than any prison ever known,’ Portentia finished. ‘To be free, they must fight against themselves.’

			Penn shook her head impatiently. ‘If Seraphine put herself in there, there must be a way to get her out.’

			‘There is. But something has to change.’

			‘What?’

			Portentia smiled sadly. ‘The most difficult of all things to change. Her mind.’

			‘But how do we change her mind when she’s in there?’ Penn demanded.

			‘You can’t.’

			‘She’s saying we can’t save her,’ Juniper said. ‘Only Seraphine can change her own mind. She has to save herself.’

			The cold night wind blew through the chamber.

			‘Her mind is still working,’ Portentia said gently. ‘She can hear and see us. She knows that she’s looking at you, at the world, through a pane of glass.’

			‘But she doesn’t care?’ Penn didn’t understand. Why would anyone choose to stay trapped?

			‘Right now it’s what she wants. She feels safe in there. To engage with the world again, to have expectations placed upon her, to rule … it’s all overwhelming her.’

			‘Seraphine has always wanted to rule the Arylian Empire,’ Penn said furiously. ‘She wouldn’t be overwhelmed by it – she’d love it.’

			Portentia looked at her quizzically. ‘Are you quite sure about that? Regardless, maybe something changed when the Night Hag took her. Maybe she’d only ever thought about the glamorous trappings and the ceremonial part of being empress. Maybe she suddenly realised the responsibilities – and the dangers.’

			‘You mean … she’s afraid?’

			Portentia waited, watching Penn with her strangely youthful eyes.

			‘She’s so afraid she can’t move or speak? And … she doesn’t even want to?’

			The Augur nodded. 

			Penn suddenly felt something for Seraphine that she would never have believed possible. She felt pity. ‘What will happen to her?’

			Portentia looked grave. ‘The longer she stays in there, the more difficult it will be for her to reconnect with the outside world, to feel empathy or find the courage to fight for her life. She’s been in there for two days now, since sometime around midnight I believe, as she was brought up here just before the Morning Star appeared. Three is one of the most powerful numbers in Marvellance and Malevolence. The way these things usually work, I’d say she has until midnight tomorrow to free herself. After that, well …’

			‘What?’

			Portentia looked away.

			It was Juniper who bleakly replied, ‘She’ll be in there forever.’
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			A cold, harsh dawn broke. They had taken turns to sleep and stand guard throughout the night, watching for the Night Hag, horribly aware that if it did appear they would be utterly defenceless. But there had been no sign of it.

			Portentia had insisted on giving them her blankets, claiming that her cloak would keep her warm enough. Even with the blankets it had been bitterly cold. Exhausted, hungry and afraid, the only bright spot of the awful night had been Portentia showing them the small bathroom at the back of the cell. So they hadn’t had to hold it or risk the disappearing corridor floor, as Arthur had feared.

			‘The Implings usually bring me water and terrible food a few hours after sunrise,’ Portentia said, yawning. ‘I suppose we ought to have a plan.’

			‘There’s nothing we can do,’ Arthur said gloomily. ‘We’re trapped.’

			Juniper took The Infinite Book of Secrecy out of her pocket again, but it still looked like an ordinary notebook with stuck-together pages.

			‘What’s that?’ Portentia asked.

			‘It’s my … er, library book,’ Juniper stammered, shooting a warning glance at the others not to betray her. ‘But there’s something wrong with it. It doesn’t normally look like this.’

			‘Sometimes Marvellous objects will disguise themselves for protection when they’re surrounded by Malevolence,’ Portentia said suspiciously. ‘But only extremely powerful objects can do that.’

			Juniper hastily shoved the book back into her pocket.

			Penn was sitting on the floor with Ned in her arms, his cuddly warmth providing a small shield against the biting cold. Her gaze fell on the sleeping Hummer Bird in Portentia’s hair. ‘Birds are used in Augury, aren’t they?’ she asked Portentia, recalling a long-ago lesson from a very dull tutor. ‘Can you command them?’

			Portentia shook her head. ‘They are wild creatures, not mine to command. They will come to me if I call, but out of love, freely given. Much like your creature,’ she said, gesturing towards Ned.

			‘But you can summon them?’ Penn persisted, starting to feel excited. ‘Even without your staff?’

			The Augur nodded. ‘Communicating with wild creatures is Old Marvellance, which uses words not Talismans. I would have asked my birds to take a message to Perianth asking for help a long time ago, but no-one understands the Dead Language anymore except Augurs. Or me, I should say, seeing as I’m the only Augur left.’

			Penn felt the glimmer of an idea, but before she could voice it Portentia dashed her hopes. ‘If you’re thinking I could summon a flock of birds to fly us out of here, I’m afraid you’re mistaken. We still wouldn’t be able to get past the Malevolent defences. They’re like an invisible wall, ringing the boundary of Malumest Tor. Birds are miraculous creatures but they are not Marvellous creatures.’ Portentia smiled sadly. ‘One needs not only wings, but Marvellance, to escape from the Flawless Tower.’

			Refusing to give up, Penn took Sparkle out of her pocket. She gently deposited Ned onto the floor and took her Spark over to Portentia. ‘What about this? It’s a Talisman – not a very good one, it’s just a Spark, but it does have Marvellance!’

			Portentia inspected it. ‘How very odd. I’ve never seen a Spark Talisman and I thought I’d seen everything. I remember the scandal when Ludlow Perfwell got a … never mind what Ludlow got,’ she said hastily. ‘I’ll tell you when you’re older.’ She handed Sparkle back. ‘I’m sorry, Penn. I don’t see how it can help us.’

			Deflated, Penn sat down again. Sparkle slipped through her fingers, coming to rest on the floor beside her.

			‘I make it to the Marvellous Province of Arylia and what happens?’ Arthur said, disgusted. ‘No Marvellance or worse-than-useless Marvellance. I don’t mean to be rude, but if Augurs can see into the future didn’t it occur to you to leave the battle ten minutes before you were captured?’

			‘You’re assuming that by seeing the future I would wish to change it,’ Portentia said loftily. ‘An illogical assumption.’

			Arthur groaned. ‘Don’t tell me. You chose to be locked up in this horrible tower, just like the Princess chose to be in that glass box.’

			‘Sometimes choice is mere illusion in the service of duty,’ Portentia replied mysteriously.

			Arthur turned puce. ‘If I hear Riddle Speak one more time, I’ll … I’ll … Juniper, what would you do if I started to annoy you?’

			‘Started to annoy me? You never stop!’ Juniper said.

			Arthur sighed. ‘I didn’t think “Thank you, Arthur, for saving my life” was going to last.’

			‘Well, you’re always talking utter rubbish and giving things stupid names like Abednego and Cyril—’ Juniper sat bolt upright. ‘Arthur! The Orb! Maybe it can help us?’

			Arthur’s mouth dropped open. Carefully, he withdrew the Orb from his pocket. 

			Penn held her breath as a flicker of hope surfaced.

			‘That’s the Royal Orb of Empress Ianthe!’ Portenia held out her hand. ‘Let me see it.’

			Arthur handed the Orb to Portentia. She gazed deeply into its golden surface and muttered under her breath for several minutes as she turned it over in her hands. Eventually she handed it back to Arthur. ‘We need the Princess to unlock its secrets. I’m sorry, Arthur.’

			‘So we’re stuck,’ Juniper said glumly. ‘Again.’

			‘Maybe there’s something here that will help us,’ Penn said, refusing to give up. She looked around the chamber. ‘When I was climbing the stairs of the Flawless Tower, I almost got caught,’ she continued, realising that she hadn’t told the others about the Duke. ‘A statue came to life and helped me hide.’

			Portentia’s eyebrows snapped up. ‘A statue helped you? A statue of whom?’

			‘Duke Flavius the Munificent.’

			‘Ah. Sounds exactly like the sort of thing dear Flavius would do.’ Portentia looked thoughtful. ‘So the statues of Malumest Tor still hold allegiance to their former lord? Now that is interesting.’

			‘What do you mean “their former lord”?’ Juniper asked.

			‘For centuries, Malumest Tor was known as Avenall Castle. It was the principal seat of the Avenall family, who were renowned for their kindness and generosity. Duke Flavius was the last of their line. Towards the end of the War he was trying to save a Wintrish family when he was captured and taken prisoner by the Malevolents. He was never seen again.’ Portentia looked at Penn and the ghost of a smile appeared. ‘But it would seem his instinct to protect the Wintrish lives on.’

			‘Arylian history is just as dull as Candlemagian history,’ Arthur said dismally. He began to recite. ‘In the year of the scarlet comet, Mage Myrtleberry insulted Candlemage’s greatest cheesemaker, which led to the War of the Curdles. Blah, blah, boring. In case you haven’t noticed, there aren’t any statues up here. There isn’t anything except us.’

			Penn began to pace around the chamber. ‘Portentia, is it only birds that you can summon?’

			‘Yes, because I have an affinity with them. Birds have great wisdom. Well-known creatures of Augury.’

			‘So you can summon them because there’s a connection?’

			‘Correct. There must be a bond. Similar to what you have with Ned.’

			Penn swung around to face her. ‘Does the connection have to be with you?’

			Portentia sat up a bit straighter, looking interested. ‘I don’t know. Theoretically, the principles underlying Summoning should remain the same …’

			Penn looked at Juniper who stared back through the clear lenses of her Occulorum. ‘What do you think?’

			Juniper nodded. ‘It’s worth a try.’

			‘Are we going to mount a daring escape?’ Arthur asked excitedly. ‘I want to help! Give me an important and heroic task!’

			Penn looked him up and down. ‘Get undressed.’

			[image: ]

			‘For the record, I would like to point out that this does not qualify as an heroic task,’ Arthur said, with as much dignity as he could muster. ‘And my mum’s going to kill me for what you’ve done to my coat.’

			Arthur was now wearing only ragged shorts and a vest. Portentia’s long dress had been cut to knee-length, further exposing her orange-and-purple striped socks. Juniper was shivering in her green gown, which was a good deal shorter than it had been. Penn’s trousers had also been turned into shorts and her matching black shirt was now missing its sleeves.

			Using the knife she had stolen from the kitchen, Penn had cut Portentia’s cloak, blankets and mattress, Arthur’s coat and as much of their clothes as they could spare into strips. She had then woven the material into a rope and bound it securely around the middle of Seraphine’s glass cage. A length about twice the height of Penn trailed from the large knot. She looked at the result of her efforts and tried to ignore the sinking of her heart. It was the best she could do, but it looked so very frail.

			Arthur took hold of the trailing end of the makeshift rope and gave it an experimental tug. The box moved easily.

			‘Well, that’s something,’ Arthur sounded pleased. ‘It’s quite light.’

			Penn turned to face everyone. ‘We’re going to have to move fast. Is everyone clear on what to do?’

			They all nodded.

			Penn took a deep breath. ‘Okay. Let’s get started.’

			Portentia sat cross-legged on the floor. Juniper sat down opposite her. The Augur took hold of Juniper’s hands and closed her eyes. She began to chant in a strange language that seemed to come from somewhere deep within.

			Juniper closed her eyes too. As Penn, Arthur and Ned held their breath, the chanting reached a crescendo … then gradually died away.

			Portentia opened her eyes and shook her head. ‘It’s not working. My connection with my birds is direct. I can feel your creature’s presence but the bond is too weak to summon it.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Do you have anything physical linking you? Something I could touch? A tooth, some toenail clippings, a saddle perhaps?’

			‘A saddle?’ Juniper said. ‘Who wanders around carrying a saddle? And if I did have one, don’t you think you would have noticed it by now?’

			‘See, I was more surprised by the thought of you carrying around toenail clippings,’ Arthur chimed in. ‘But maybe that’s acceptable behaviour in Arylia. In Candlemage it would be considered disgusting and creepy.’

			‘Well, I don’t have toenail clippings or a saddle,’ Juniper said. ‘This isn’t going to work because I don’t have anything you can touch to make the Summoning connection.’

			The winter sunlight flooding in was stronger now. The Implings would soon arrive. As a dejected silence fell over the cell, the only noise was the ever-present wind. 

			Suddenly, Penn sprang over to Juniper. ‘You’re wrong! You do have something!’ Penn grabbed Juniper’s wrists, turning them over so that her forearms faced up.

			Faint, but still visible, were small patches of turquoise dots.
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			Once again, Juniper and Portentia sat cross-legged with their eyes closed. Juniper’s arms were straight out and Portentia had lightly placed her hands on the rash on Juniper’s forearms. (Only after asking, ‘It’s not catching, is it?’)

			Penn and Arthur shivered in their cut-up clothes as the icy wind gusted through the room. This was their last chance.

			The Augur’s string of strange words began once more. Penn gripped Ned so tightly that he squeaked in protest. Please come, Penn begged silently. Please. We need you.

			Portentia jumped, as though a shock had gone through her. The chanting sounded different now, stronger and louder. Warmth flooded Penn’s skin and blood.

			Now! Penn thought fiercely. We need you. Come!

			It was more than warmth now; it was heat. A thick, hot presence clinging to her skin. The wind grew louder and louder, until Penn realised it was no longer just wind, but also the beating of enormous wings.

			Juniper opened her eyes and ran to the open wall of the cell. ‘Ajax!’

			The dragon let out a thunderous roar. Glistening and magnificent, his huge wings thrashed the air as he hovered close to the tower.

			Portentia collapsed on the floor, her face beaded with sweat.

			‘Juniper, go to Portentia!’ Penn said urgently. ‘Arthur, help me with Seraphine. Hurry!’

			Already they could hear an uproar below. Juniper staggered under the Augur’s weight as she helped her towards the edge. Portentia grabbed the triangular spine nearest to Ajax’s tail and heaved herself onto the dragon’s back. As soon as the Augur was safe, Juniper raced to Ajax’s head and jumped awkwardly onto his broad neck.

			Arthur clambered onto the middle of the dragon. ‘Throw me the rope!’ he shouted to Penn.

			She threw it and he wound it around his left wrist, hauling Seraphine’s floating glass box closer, until it bumped against the dragon’s body. Ned scampered up next to Arthur.

			The furious shrieks of the Implings grew louder as they swarmed to the top of the tower.

			Penn was about to jump onto the dragon when a strange feeling, like she was forgetting something important, made her turn back. 

			On the far side of the chamber, on the floor, lay Sparkle. Penn ran – away from Ajax.

			‘Penn, what are you doing?’ Juniper yelled. ‘We need to go now!’

			Penn snatched up the Spark and thrust it into her pocket. She raced back towards the open wall of the cell.

			BOOM!

			The iron door behind her blew out, the force of the explosion sending Penn sprawling onto the floor.

			A stream of Implings surged into the room. They howled with rage when they saw the dragon hovering near the open wall. Swarming over Penn, they pinned her to the ground. She fought back furiously but there were too many of them. They overwhelmed her, beating her viciously.

			Three of the Implings broke from the swarm. They launched themselves through the open wall and clung to the dragon. Ajax let out a deafening roar. He wheeled around, causing Seraphine’s glass cage to slip over the edge. Arthur grabbed Ajax’s nearest spike tightly, as the dangling weight of Seraphine’s glass prison pulled at the rope wrapped around his left wrist.

			Through a gap in the mass of leathery bodies surrounding her, Penn saw Ned transform into a whirling ball of fur and teeth and claws. He hurled himself at the largest Impling. Juniper was clinging to Ajax’s neck, pleading with him to calm down, as the dragon twisted and roared. The wound in Ajax’s side had opened up again and steaming green blood dripped down, turning instantly into emerald crystals when it hit the frozen air.

			The second Impling crept along the dragon’s thrashing tail, drawing ever closer to where Portentia lay slumped.

			Arthur looked around frantically, but there was nothing he could do. He couldn’t let go of the rope holding Seraphine.

			Penn drew in a deep breath. ‘PORTENTIA! BEHIND YOU!’ she screamed. The Implings holding her shrieked in fury and dragged Penn to one of the columns, slamming her against it. A bolt of blinding pain shot through her head.

			Dazed, Penn opened her eyes. She saw the Impling snarl, its pointed little teeth shining wickedly in the icy light as it prepared to pounce on the Augur.

			Looking desperate, Arthur followed Penn’s lead and yelled as loudly as he could. ‘Juniper! Anybody! HELP!’

			A dark shape appeared in the sky.

			It was the Blood Hound.

			The grotesque creature lumbered through the air, its bat-like wings working hard to support its bulk. The Hybrid swooped lower, emitting a strange squealing noise that pierced Penn’s brain. Its slavering jaws opened wide as it flew towards Arthur, who was crouching down, terrified.

			Moments later, an ear-splitting shriek tore through the air.

			In disbelief Penn watched the Blood Hound flap heavily away from the dragon, with a screaming Impling dangling from its jaws. For a moment she thought the blind Hybrid had made a mistake. Then she remembered it could smell blood.

			‘Thank you!’ Arthur shouted at the departing Blood Hound. ‘I’ll scratch your bottom any time!’ Then Penn saw the relieved expression on his face turn to horror. Something had grabbed his leg. 

			It was the third Impling. It sank its knobbled fingers into Arthur’s calf. He cried out in pain as it swung itself from the underbelly of the dragon up onto Ajax’s back. Arthur kicked wildly, managing to dislodge its grip.

			Balancing unsteadily, the Impling looked at the mind prison swinging from the rope in Arthur’s left hand. Arthur’s right arm was still wrapped around Ajax’s spike. He couldn’t defend himself without falling off or letting Seraphine go.

			The Impling grinned spitefully as the makeshift rope started to slip from Arthur’s grasp.

			Penn’s heart lurched.

			‘I can’t hold on!’ Arthur shouted.

			Juniper twisted around and saw what was happening. ‘Ajax, please,’ she yelled. ‘Please do something to help them!’

			The dragon, bleeding and unnerved by the Malevolents crawling over him, didn’t listen. 

			With one final, vicious bite, Ned dispatched his adversary, who tumbled into the white emptiness below. At the same moment the last Impling launched itself at Arthur. He flung up his left hand to protect himself and the rope around his wrist unravelled swiftly, sliding through his hand.

			The glass prison started to fall.

			Penn screamed as her Knot-Sister binding flared white-hot.

			Ned’s claws shot out. He dug them into the dragon’s scales and Ajax reared up in fright. The Impling attacking Arthur staggered back, only just managing to grab hold of a spike. Ned launched himself over the side. His claws remained impaled in Ajax’s tough hide but his body uncoiled into a long rope of fur and muscle. Ned wound himself around the glass box several times until Seraphine was secure again.

			The Impling had regained its balance and was inching forward. Penn could see Arthur frantically searching his pockets with his free hand, looking for something to help him. He pulled the Orb out. ‘Cyril, please do something Marvellous!’ Arthur begged.

			The Impling grinned and crept closer.

			‘Sorry, Cyril,’ Arthur said. Then he drew his arm back and hurled the Orb as hard as he could at the Impling’s head.

			For one stupefied moment, the Impling stared at Arthur. Then it tumbled off the dragon, falling into the void. The Orb bounced off Ajax’s haunch.

			‘Portentia! Catch Cyril!’ Arthur shouted.

			The Augur lunged but the Royal Orb was beyond her reach. It rolled off the dragon’s side and vanished.

			Battered and bleeding, Penn struggled against the four Implings who had her pinned to the column. The others had crowded around the open wall in an ugly swarm, as they prepared to leap onto Ajax to take the place of their fallen comrades. Clearly excited by the violence and mayhem, they chattered noisily, their language sounding guttural and shrill. 

			All of a sudden they fell silent, and Penn’s captors released her. The Implings began to retreat, scrambling backwards in panic like a dark tide. Penn stared at them, uncomprehending.

			‘Penn, RUN!’ Juniper screamed.

			In a fog of pain, Penn staggered towards the open wall. She was almost there. Arthur was holding out his hand to her and yelling, urging her on.

			Penn stumbled and fell. As she forced herself up, she saw the terrified Implings huddled near the rubble from the explosion. The door had been blasted off its hinges and Penn could see why they were running no further. Once again, the corridor floor had disappeared. There was only the horrifying drop into the abyss below.

			She looked at the cowering Implings in confusion. Then she heard a whisper rising up, in a chant that was simultaneously homage and dread. A whisper spoken not in the language of the Implings, but in her own.

			Night Hag, Night Hag, Night Hag …

			Penn turned back around. On the broken edge of the open wall stood a gigantic figure wreathed in moving shadows. Long, scraggly hair framed its corpse-white face. The blood-red eyes of the Night Hag stared into her own as one withered claw crept towards her. Hypnotised by that scarlet gaze, Penn slowly held out her hand. A talon-like nail scraped her wrist.

			‘Penn!’ Juniper’s shout tore through the freezing air, snapping Penn out of her trance.

			Penn wrenched her gaze away from the Hag and stumbled back. Juniper was trying desperately to get Ajax closer but he was refusing, bucking and jerking his head away. They were agonisingly close, but the Hag stood between them.

			‘Go!’ Penn yelled.

			‘We’re not leaving you!’ Arthur shouted.

			The Night Hag took one step forward, its red eyes blazing.

			‘Arthur, you have to get out of here!’ Penn screamed. She looked past the Hag, towards Ajax, willing them to escape. The dragon’s huge head swung around and their gazes locked.

			A strange word came, unbidden, into Penn’s mind.

			Succursa.

			The dragon’s golden eyes widened.

			A lightning charge of energy exploded through Penn, blocking out the pain of her injuries. She sprang backwards. Ducking and weaving around the columns, she sprinted across the chamber, her gaze fixed on the crumbled exit where the door had been.

			The Night Hag shrieked. It came howling after her and the Implings scattered, squealing in terror. Penn raced to the blasted opening and hurled herself through it.

			Then she was falling, into the endless sky.

			The Hag plunged out of the ruined doorway after her.

			‘PENN!’ Juniper screamed.

			Ajax was already diving down, like an arrow. The snow-clad mountain peaks rushed up to meet them as they roared downwards. The Hag flew alongside Ajax, both of them striving to reach Penn first.

			But the Hag was lighter and faster. It reached out to grab Penn, its talons growing, extending out, almost touching the ends of Penn’s grey hair …

			Frozen by the icy wind, Penn felt a surge of life-saving heat from the dragon. Her eyelashes had crusted over with ice, but the blast of warmth enabled her to open her eyes fully once more. 

			She could see the Hag’s blood-red eyes gleaming in its deathly white face. The Hag was holding out a claw-like hand; Penn just had to take it and this never-ending fall would stop …

			Victory flashed in the Hag’s scarlet eyes as Ajax abruptly pulled up.

			Penn reached one hand out against the screaming wind—

			and caught hold of the makeshift rope dangling from Seraphine’s prison.

			‘NOW!’ roared Arthur.

			‘UNICORNS!’ bellowed Juniper.

			With a clap like thunder, they vanished.
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			In the sun-dappled forest, a soft breeze swayed the tree branches. The contrast between the gentle warmth of the green woods and the harsh icy world of Malumest Tor was absolute. Ajax had once again disappeared, crystals of emerald-green blood on the grass his only trace. The frost clinging to Penn’s skin was slowly melting in the warmth of the sun, droplets sliding over the cuts and scratches where the Implings had beaten her. Penn lay on her side, unable to move. Everything hurt. She closed her eyes again but, as though from a long way away, she heard voices. 

			‘Will she be okay?’ Juniper asked shakily.

			Portentia sounded grim. ‘She was attacked by an Impling swarm, looked a powerful Malevolent in the eyes and fell through a freezing sky. And she—’ The Augur stopped. Portentia coughed and continued, ‘Move aside. I’m going to try Revivification. It’s a secret, ancient technique used by Augurs in emergencies.’

			Penn suddenly felt a tremendous whack on her back. With a gasp, her eyes shot open. Ned, who had snapped back to his usual small size, scampered to her side and nuzzled her anxiously.

			‘It worked,’ Portentia said, pleased. ‘I wasn’t sure if it would. I couldn’t remember which hand I was meant to use. Do you know, I think that Revived me too. I feel quite myself again.’

			Juniper helped Penn to sit up.

			‘What happened?’ Penn asked weakly.

			‘Dragon rescue. Night Hag in hot pursuit. Deadly fall. Impling attack,’ Arthur reeled off. ‘That was in reverse order, but you get the general idea. Also it turns out winning second place in the coconut shy at the Candlemage Fair is very good practice for fighting off an Impling attack with a Royal Orb. Oh, and Ned has super-stretchy powers. I think that’s everything. Except I thought Huggle Beasts weren’t Marvellous?’

			‘They’re not,’ Juniper said.

			‘Maybe being stretchy isn’t considered exciting in Arylia because you’re all so used to Marvellance,’ suggested Arthur. ‘In Candlemage everyone would be so impressed he’d probably have a cheese named after him.’

			Ned looked up at Penn with his huge amber eyes. Penn hugged him close as she took in the Princess’s glass prison, which floated nearby, still perfect and unmarked. ‘Is Seraphine okay?’

			‘She’s fine.’ The Augur walked over to the floating box and rapped on it with her knuckles. ‘This thing is made from despair and true despair is powerful stuff. I’d bet a hundred Gurdons this box could withstand an Impling attack.’ Noticing Juniper’s glare, Portentia coughed. ‘Sorry,’ she muttered. ‘Too soon?’

			‘Please don’t knock on it like that,’ Penn said.

			‘Why not? I thought we wanted to wake her up?’

			‘We do. It just seems disrespectful somehow.’

			‘My dear girl, we should all be tap dancing on top of it. Unless, of course, you want this to be your Knot-Sister’s real coffin?’

			‘You knew they’re Knot-Sisters?’ Juniper asked in surprise.

			‘It’s my job to know things,’ Portentia replied. ‘Even though some people,’ she glared at Arthur, ‘think knowledge is useless. Anyway, it’s obvious. They have Knot-Sister bindings around their wrists.’

			‘No-one ever told me they were Knot-Sisters!’ Arthur said, aggrieved. ‘Lucky you, having a princess as a sister.’

			‘She’s not my real sister,’ Penn said. ‘And I’m not lucky. We can’t stand each other.’

			Arthur looked at her, bewildered. ‘So then why did we almost get ourselves killed rescuing her?’

			‘Because …’ Penn stared at the glass prison as all of the reasons tumbled through her mind. Because she had messed up the potion for the Wish that put everyone to sleep, allowing Seraphine to be taken so easily. Because they had been the only ones who knew where Seraphine was and it had just felt wrong to stand by and do nothing. But the main reason was the one she would never say aloud. 

			Because Seraphine’s the closest thing to a family I have. She’s probably the only family I’ll ever have.

			Arthur saw the look on Penn’s face. ‘I have a brother who’s never liked me much either,’ he confided. ‘Once he saw me slip and fall into an open grave. It was raining and muddy and I couldn’t get out. But as soon as he finished his biscuits and second cup of tea, he went to get help. So I know my brother will always come to my rescue too.’ 

			Penn considered replying to this but didn’t feel quite up to it. She got to her feet, with Ned snuggled into her neck. The Huggle Beast hissed as Juniper loomed over them, startling them both. Wearing her Occulorum, Juniper peered into Penn’s eyes.

			‘What are you doing?’ Penn asked.

			‘I’m checking you,’ Juniper said sternly. ‘You were in close contact with a Malevolent! How do you feel?’

			‘Fine.’ She didn’t really feel fine. She felt as though she was still falling through the sky and she could feel a painful bruise forming on her left cheek where the Implings had slammed her head against the column.

			Juniper shuddered. ‘You stared right into the eyes of a Night Hag! I can’t bear to even think about how terrifying that must have been.’

			Penn stayed silent, for she knew the truth would terrify Juniper even more. When she’d looked into the Night Hag’s sunken red eyes, Penn hadn’t felt fear. She’d felt … sympathy. She became aware of Portentia’s sharp gaze upon her and hastily changed the subject. ‘Do we know where we are?’

			‘No, but I can climb a tree like you did last time and look,’ Juniper offered. She was much slower than Penn would have been but she managed it. When she scrambled carefully back to the ground, her face was pale. ‘I could just see Perianth Palace in the distance. It’s quite far away so we must be on the opposite side to my house. But … we’re back inside the Shroud.’

			Penn felt a black wave of despair engulf her. ‘Even if we try to hide they’ll find us and take us back to Perianth,’ she said. ‘So what are we going to say when we get back there?’

			‘The truth, of course,’ Arthur said, as though it would never occur to him there might be another option.

			‘They won’t believe us,’ Penn said wearily. ‘There’s no hope for me but we need an explanation for how we got past the Shroud and escaped from Malumest Tor that doesn’t mention Ajax. Otherwise Juniper and her parents will get into even more trouble than they’re already in.’

			‘But they can’t sentence you to death now! We have the Princess! We’re bringing her back safely!’

			‘Unless Seraphine gets herself out of there before midnight, I fail to see how bringing her back like this is going to improve Penn’s situation,’ Portentia remarked. 

			They all stared at Seraphine, lying serenely in the glass box.

			‘We need to think,’ Juniper said, frustrated. ‘We’ve been so busy running from the Night Hag—’

			‘And the Laviathan and the Scavengers and the Implings – do you know, I’m starting to think it was a good thing Arylia closed its borders?’ Arthur added pensively.

			‘—that we still haven’t worked out what’s going on!’ Juniper continued. ‘Why did the Malevolents take Seraphine? What do they want? We know that they sent the Scavengers to get the Mask from Anamora, but what does that have to do with Seraphine?’

			‘What mask?’ Portentia asked.

			‘It’s an Anonymity Mask,’ Penn replied. ‘The Scavengers stole it from the Confiscated section but the Librarian, Bunty, stole it back. Then she lost it again somehow, so now we don’t know where it is.’

			‘Anyone wearing an Anonymity Mask couldn’t even be recognised by their own mother.’ Portentia tapped one finger against her lips. ‘I wonder if the Malevolents needed Seraphine out of the way in order to use it?’

			Arthur was trying to keep up. ‘They were going to pretend to be her?’

			Portentia nodded. ‘So if the Malevolents had the real Seraphine captive and a Mask that enables them to look like her …’ the Augur trailed off in thought.

			‘What? What were they going to do?’ Juniper’s Occulorum were so badly fogged up that Penn was afraid they were about to explode. ‘Even assuming they could use the Mask, which they can’t because of the Greying Curse, Seraphine didn’t get the Orb or the Sceptre. She’s not even the ruler of Arylia yet – Gertrude is! What is the point of pretending to be Seraphine when she’s as good as useless?’

			‘That’s not entirely fair,’ Portentia protested. ‘She is a member of the Arylian royal family, which means she can control any Talisman she likes. That’s quite useful.’

			Penn gazed in shock at the Augur.

			Juniper’s Occulorum let out two little puffs of steam. She took them off and glared at Portentia. ‘She can do what?’

			‘Ah.’ Portentia looked regretful. ‘Bit of a state secret. Probably best to forget I mentioned it.’

			‘She can do WHAT?’ Penn and Juniper shouted in unison.

			‘Anyone from the Arylian royal family, who is of age, can use any Talisman they like without invoking the Greying Curse. That’s why they don’t get a Talisman of their own,’ Portentia explained. ‘Seraphine wouldn’t know this yet,’ she added. ‘The Eslit usually tell the new ruler during a long and dull ceremony that’s held after Talisman Day. So if the Princess does get out of that box, you are utterly forbidden to tell her.’

			‘But … but Seraphine was devastated not to be getting a Talisman,’ Penn stammered. ‘Why couldn’t they just tell her before the Ceremony?’

			‘Oh, the usual nonsense. Tradition and the utterly mistaken idea that doing it this way gives the Arylian rulers a lesson in humility. It’s never worked, of course. A bigger pack of conceited show-offs than the Arylian royal family you’ll never find,’ Portentia replied.

			Rage was building inside Penn. The Eslit and the Regent had known Seraphine didn’t need her own Talisman because she would have power over all the Talismans. And yet they had used Seraphine’s jealousy to drive a wedge between the Knot-Sisters, just so they could strip Penn of the privileges they thought she didn’t deserve, because she was Wintrish.

			Arthur’s brow was furrowed in concentration. ‘So the Malevolents kidnapped Seraphine to keep the real Princess out of the way and then one of them was going to use the Mask to pretend to be her?’

			Penn felt a sudden shock, as though a plaster had been ripped off, revealing the raw truth underneath. ‘Not one of them.’ Her legs buckled beneath her and she sank down onto the grass. ‘Me.’

			The others stared at Penn. Ned nudged her anxiously.

			‘That’s why the Night Hag has been hunting us. They were going to use me.’ Penn’s voice rang with certainty. She could hear the voice of the Malevolent in the Flawless Tower. The Princess’s Knot-Sister must be found. She is necessary.

			‘Penn, you’re Wintrish!’ Juniper said. ‘Why would the Malevolents think you could use a Talisman without getting cursed?’

			‘I don’t know. But they sent the Night Hag to my bedroom, remember? It was trying to tell me something but I blocked its voice.’ Her face started to burn. ‘Maybe the fact that I’m Wintrish is why they thought I’d help them.’

			Portentia gave an embarrassed cough. ‘Yes, well, of course Wintrish have been known to join forces with the Malevolents before. And considering how the Arylians treated you, it would not have come as a complete shock if you proved sympathetic to the Malevolent cause. But even so, to try to recruit the Princess’s Knot-Sister …’ The Augur stared at Penn, as though seeing her for the first time.

			‘What?’ Penn asked.

			‘Knot-Sister!’ Portentia cried. ‘Sister? Don’t you see?’

			‘No!’ Juniper said, annoyed. ‘I don’t see! None of this is making any sense and if you don’t … ohhhhh.’ She swung around and looked at Penn in awe, through crystal-clear Occulorum. ‘You’re Seraphine’s Knot-Sister!’

			‘Could you both please stop saying “sister”?’ Arthur begged. ‘It’s like repeating the word “banana” twenty times and then suddenly you’re not even sure what a banana is anymore.’

			‘They’re Knot-Sisters. Which means they’re family,’ Juniper said in excitement.

			‘So?’

			‘So, any member of the Arylian royal family can use any Talisman they choose!’

			Penn looked at her, stunned. ‘You can’t be serious. I am not Arylian, I am definitely not royalty and Seraphine and I are not real sis—’ Her thoughts from just a few minutes ago came rushing back. Seraphine is probably the only family I’ll ever have. In shock, she finished the thought. And I’m the only family Seraphine will ever have.

			‘All true,’ Portentia agreed. ‘But the bond between Knot-Sisters is a Marvellous one, powerful and unbreakable. By Lore, it does make you and Seraphine family. And that Knot-Sister binding you wear,’ she nodded at Penn’s right wrist, ‘contains extremely powerful Marvellance.’

			Penn stared down at her Knot-Sister binding. ‘Do you think I have the same power as Seraphine over all the Talismans?’

			‘I think the theory is unsound, although it does raise some interesting points of Lore,’ Portentia said. ‘I do not recommend you test the theory out by using a Talisman that doesn’t belong to you, but I can see why the Malevolents thought it was worth a shot. They had nothing to lose. If it didn’t work, they’ve merely sacrificed a Wintrish girl to the Greying Curse. But if you could use the Mask to impersonate Seraphine and control all the other Talismans … you would be a very valuable weapon indeed.’

			The voice like poison dripped into Penn’s thoughts again. The girl is potentially so useful that once I have her nothing will ever stop me again.

			‘So their plan was to kidnap Seraphine, steal the Mask and have Penn wear it so she would look and sound exactly like Seraphine,’ Juniper said. ‘And then—’

			‘They were probably going to get her to take down that Shroud thing so they could invade!’ Arthur interrupted. ‘Penn, you would have been exactly like Hubert the Turncoat!’

			‘Who?’ Penn asked.

			‘During the War of the Curdles there was a long siege on Mage Myrtleberry’s summer house,’ Arthur explained. ‘Hubert unlocked a gate from the inside, allowing the Cheesemaker’s forces to march in and take over.’

			‘Would you please stop blathering gibberish about the War of the Curdles!’ Juniper snapped. ‘Seraphine doesn’t have the power to take down the Shroud—’ She swung around to Portentia. ‘Does she?’

			‘Not that I’m aware of,’ the Augur said, shifting uncomfortably under Juniper’s piercing glare.

			Satisfied, Juniper continued, ‘And the Night Hag already got into Perianth, remember? So they already know how to get past the Shroud!’

			Penn’s mind was spinning from all the revelations and Arthur’s digression into the misdeeds of Hubert the Turncoat but these last sentences broke through the jumble.

			‘No,’ Penn said abruptly. ‘They don’t.’ She looked at the others. ‘The Malevolents sent one Night Hag to kidnap Seraphine and me. One.’

			Behind her Occulorum, Juniper’s eyes gleamed. ‘They have an entire army of horrible creatures at their command,’ Juniper said. ‘So why send only one?’

			‘There must be a breach in the Shroud,’ the Augur said slowly. ‘A breach that permits one Malevolent from outside Perianth to creep in.’

			Penn shook her head as she realised the terrible truth. ‘It’s a breach that permits one Malevolent from inside Perianth to creep out.’
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			The thunderstruck silence that followed Penn’s declaration lasted only a few moments before Juniper erupted. ‘That’s completely illogical!’ she protested. ‘For starters, how did a Malevolent get inside Perianth Palace in the first place?’

			‘I don’t know, but it’s the only thing that makes sense,’ Penn said. ‘The Malevolents can’t get past the Shroud or they would have already sent in their army of Implings and Hybrids and Scavengers. There’s only one Night Hag, who was already in Perianth, who can go in and out.’

			‘Penn, that would mean a ten-foot-tall Night Hag has been living in Perianth since the end of the War and hiding behind a tree or something every time the sun comes up!’ Juniper said. 

			‘Well, we did just see the Night Hag fly in the daytime, so it doesn’t have to hide from sunlight,’ Arthur pointed out.

			They all stared at him.

			‘Arthur’s … right,’ Juniper choked. ‘Why didn’t I think of that?’

			‘How can a Night Hag fly during the day?’ Penn asked.

			‘It can’t,’ Portentia replied tersely. ‘Unless …’

			‘Unless what?’

			‘Unless it’s not a real Night Hag. The only possible explanation is that it’s someone who has the power to turn into one at will.’

			Juniper looked horrified. ‘Why would anyone want to turn themselves into a Malevolent?’

			‘Right now, I’m more interested in the how rather than the why,’ Portentia said. ‘Transforming into a Night Hag requires powerful Malevolence, which means if there is a traitor, they must have had contact with the Malevolents at Malumest Tor. But how? How did they find a loophole that allowed them to get past the Shroud?’

			Loophole …

			Thoughts began to tumble through Penn’s mind at a furious pace. The secret passages revealed by the palace Loopholes only ever led to somewhere else in the palace or its grounds, like the exit through the mirror that had led her to the rose garden. But there was something else in the room she’d escaped from, something she had been certain wasn’t a Loophole, but perhaps it was hiding a different secret …

			‘There’s a painting of Malumest Tor in Perianth Palace,’ Penn said. ‘I think it might be an ART portal. When I looked at it I had that blurry feeling, like the real world was disappearing. It was even painted by Artemisia – the same Artist who did the portrait of Seraphine in the Library.’

			‘That might explain how someone is going from Perianth to Malumest Tor, but we saw the Night Hag fly away with Seraphine,’ Juniper argued. ‘It definitely didn’t take her through a painting. So how did they get through the Shroud?’

			‘Maybe Night Hags are like dragons and can just fly through the Shroud?’ Arthur suggested.

			‘A real Night Hag isn’t anywhere near as powerful as a dragon, let alone a half-human, half-Hag creature,’ Portentia said. ‘Dragons command an extraordinary amount of Old Marvellance. The much newer Lore of the Shroud clearly has no power over Ajax. We were very fortunate to be under his protection when we passed through.’

			Juniper was standing stock-still and muttering. ‘Half human, half Hag,’ Penn heard her say. ‘The Lore of the Shroud …’ Juniper suddenly raised her head and looked at them, the lenses of her Occulorum shining clear. ‘That’s it!’ she cried. ‘The Lore says, Neither human, nor Malevolent, shall knowingly pass through the Shroud. But if you’re half human and half Night Hag then you’re not one or the other. You’re both. And Seraphine was unconscious when the Night Hag took her so—’

			‘She didn’t pass knowingly through the Shroud!’ Penn breathed. ‘That’s how the Night Hag flew through the Shroud with her!’

			Arthur raised his hand. ‘Can we go back a bit? The part about the Night Hag flying during the day – did I figure that out before Juniper?’

			Portentia started to pace around the clearing. ‘Transforming into a Night Hag would require very powerful Malevolence and is extremely dangerous. Only a fool, or someone with nothing to lose, would believe that they could ultimately control it.’

			‘What about someone with a lot to gain?’ Penn asked. The suspicion flickered, growing stronger as she said it aloud. ‘Like Gertrude.’

			‘Who’s Gertrude?’ Arthur asked.

			‘The Regent of Arylia. When Seraphine comes of age Gertrude will lose all her power.’

			‘But with Seraphine out of the way and Penn pretending to be her, Gertrude would become the true permanent ruler,’ Juniper finished, her eyes wide.

			‘Gertie?’ Portentia said in astonishment. ‘I know she can be a little severe with those silly keys of hers, but Gertie – a Night Hag?’

			‘You’ve been gone a long time,’ Penn said. ‘You don’t know what she’s like now. She’s horrible.’

			‘You’ll need more than that,’ Portentia said sternly. ‘All Malevolents might be unpleasant but that doesn’t make every unpleasant person a Malevolent.’

			‘I know that she read Bunty’s Epistle calling for help when the Scavengers attacked Anamora,’ Penn said. ‘The Epistle was lost – it came to me first and … I sent it straight to her.’ With hindsight, she wanted to kick herself. ‘The light was on in her study. I thought it made sense to send a lost Epistle to the Regent.’

			‘So Gertrude knew about the Scavengers in Anamora and she didn’t do anything to help Bunty.’ Juniper frowned. ‘Then she ordered Penn to bring her a basket of Calamus. Why? What does Calamus do?’

			Penn tried to recall what Juniper’s mother had said about Calamus. ‘It can help get valuable things,’ she said. ‘Or it can strengthen whatever Marvellance or Malevolence someone is trying to perform.’

			Juniper gasped. ‘She must have needed it to strengthen her transformation into the Night Hag!’

			The Augur still looked unconvinced.

			‘The Regent wasn’t there for the Wish either. We couldn’t see her when everyone else was asleep,’ Penn said stubbornly. ‘All of these things put together only make sense if she’s the Night Hag! How else can you explain them?’

			Instead of answering the question, Portentia sighed. ‘I’ve often thought it must be exhausting being a Malevolent, having to plot complicated, nefarious doings all the time. One wonders what they do for fun.’

			‘They have snowball fights that end in murder,’ Arthur said. ‘Penn told me.’

			Penn was glaring at the Augur. ‘Oh very well!’ Portentia said reluctantly. ‘You may have a point or three. But these are very serious accusations.’ The usual dancing light vanished from her eyes. ‘How do you intend to prove them?’

			There was a dismal silence. Ned, who had gone to sleep, snored sweetly. Then Juniper shoved her Occulorum into place and pulled The Infinite Book of Secrecy from her dress pocket. ‘It’s back!’ she cried in glee. She held up the small book to display the glittering cover and then rapidly turned the pages, which were no longer stuck together. ‘There must be something in here that will help us.’

			Portentia had almost jumped out of her skin at the sight of the book. She strode over to Juniper, who retreated a few paces, holding the book tightly to her chest. Portentia seemed to be having difficulty speaking. ‘That’s … is that …’

			Juniper took pity on her fellow bibliophile. ‘It’s The Infinite Book of Secrecy,’ she admitted.

			‘How did you get it?’ Portentia rasped. She looked as though she was about to seize the book from Juniper’s hands.

			‘It’s quite a funny story,’ Arthur said. ‘Juniper was offered a reward from a grateful Librarian. She probably could have chosen any book she wanted, except that one. So she stole it.’ He thought for a moment. ‘Maybe “funny” isn’t the right word. “Incriminating” is probably better.’

			Juniper turned scarlet as she cast a furious glance at Arthur.

			‘May I … may I see it?’ Portentia asked pathetically.

			With reluctance, Juniper held the book out. Portentia grabbed it and gazed at the cover for a long time, stroking it reverentially. Then she opened it. She turned the pages, one after another, increasingly desperate, and then looked at Juniper angrily. ‘What have you done to this book?’

			‘What do you mean?’ Juniper came to stand beside Portentia and her jaw dropped. ‘The pages are blank! It wasn’t like that a moment ago.’

			Portentia closed the book and handed it back to Juniper. ‘Open it,’ she said heavily.

			Juniper obeyed and held the book out for everyone to see. The pages were filled with script once more.

			Portentia groaned and sank to the ground, her head between her hands. ‘A child,’ she said bitterly. ‘A mere child has been granted the right to read the most famous book in the Arylian Empire.’ She regarded Juniper with curiosity. ‘Who are your parents?’

			Juniper lifted her chin proudly. ‘Edyth and Thaddeus Sevenoaks.’

			‘They are not Seers!’

			‘They’re Sowers,’ Penn said, staunchly proud of Juniper’s kind parents.

			‘Sowers?’ Portentia took a moment to recover from this additional blow. Then she muttered, ‘Think of a question such as “How can we unmask a Malevolent traitor?” and then open the book to any page.’

			Juniper uttered her request and then opened the book halfway. Instantly, a ghostly woman with long dark hair rose out of the pages. Juniper dropped the book and they all jumped back in fright. The woman looked at them with haunted eyes. She seemed to be pleading with them, but she made no sound. Then the spectre began to twist, her mouth shrieking soundlessly as she transformed into a monstrous Gargoth. Within moments three white eyes glared from a shrivelled skull, and long, bony arms scuttled towards them …

			Just in time, Penn kicked the book shut. The phantom Gargoth was sucked back inside, its claw-like fingers still reaching for a victim.

			‘Tell me exactly which words you said to the book,’ Portentia said, once their heartbeats had returned to normal.

			‘I said, “Can you please show me the section on Malevolent traitors?”’ Juniper answered.

			‘You need to be specific,’ Portentia said crossly. ‘Try again. And don’t use the word “show” or it will give you illustrations. The text is what we want.’

			Juniper thought for a minute and then carefully phrased her request. ‘Could you please open at the text section that explains how to unmask a Malevolent traitor?’ she asked politely. She held the book at arm’s length in case another terrifying illustration sprang out, but the only thing that appeared was glittering gold script. ‘It worked! But the text is in Old Handscript. I can make out some of it but I’m slow. Portentia, can you—’

			‘Of course I can,’ the Augur said testily. ‘I mastered Old Handscript when I was ten. You hold the book and I’ll translate it.’ She looked over Juniper’s shoulder. Instantly, the words disappeared.

			Portentia turned purple. ‘Fine! Be like that!’ she shouted at the book. She stormed off to the other side of the clearing and proceeded to thwack ineffectually at Seraphine’s glass prison with a branch.

			‘The text came back as soon as you left!’ Juniper called out, which did nothing to improve the Augur’s bad mood. Juniper screwed up her face, concentrating hard. ‘It says something about a Talisman that can … power? No, that’s not the right word … force!’ She looked up in excitement, the lenses of her Occulorum clear. ‘There’s a Talisman that can force traitors to reveal themselves.’ She traced her finger across the golden script. ‘It’s called a Radiant or a Flame or … none of those are exactly the right translation but it’s something like that. It’s a really powerful Talisman from the Weapons Guild.’

			‘What does it look like?’ Penn asked.

			‘I don’t know – I can’t understand most of the words,’ Juniper said in frustration. ‘Portentia, what’s the meaning of the word Reinb— argh!’ The book suddenly glowed with a fierce heat. Juniper dropped it. ‘Ow! It burnt me!’

			‘I imagine that was a warning that you’re not allowed to read it aloud and ask me to translate,’ Portentia said, still whacking the glass box with her branch. ‘Probably something to do with the belief that knowledge must be hard-earnt. A tad hypocritical, given that someone who won the Orison Award for Outstanding Auguring three centuries in a row IS STILL NOT PERMITTED TO READ IT!’

			‘If Juniper can’t read the words then we need to see it,’ Arthur said, ignoring Portentia’s tantrum. ‘Use the pictures, Juniper. We’ll be ready for whatever comes out this time.’

			The book was no longer glowing. Carefully, Juniper picked it up. Portentia stopped hitting the glass box with the branch and Ned’s snores ceased. Penn and Arthur held their breath. The silence in the clearing was absolute.

			‘Please show me the Talisman that can reveal a Malevolent traitor.’ Juniper re-opened the book.

			As the illustration took shape before their eyes, they realised Arthur couldn’t have been more mistaken. No-one had been ready for what they now saw.

			‘That’s the Talisman that will save us?’ Portentia asked in disbelief.

			‘But … but …’ Arthur stammered.

			‘That can’t be right,’ Juniper said. ‘That’s not a powerful Weapon. That’s—’

			‘Sparkle,’ Penn whispered.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: Chapter 25: Old Marvellance]
				

			

			They all stared at the floating image of the Talisman. It was exactly the same as Penn’s Spark, right down to the rainbow-coloured lights shooting out of it. Gradually it dissolved into a spiral of blurred colours and vanished back into the book.

			‘Sparkle is a proper Talisman?’ Penn said, breaking the shocked silence.

			‘It’s not just any Talisman,’ Juniper replied, dazed. ‘It’s a powerful Talisman from the Weapons Guild!’

			‘So we can reveal Gertrude as the traitor and prove our story?’ Arthur said. ‘We’re saved!’

			‘What does Penn have to do?’ Portentia asked quietly.

			Penn looked at her curiously. Portentia didn’t seem at all excited. Juniper closed the book and thought for a moment. ‘Please tell me, in words, how to use Penn’s Spark to reveal a traitor,’ she asked. She opened the book and began to read.

			‘Well?’ Arthur asked, after several minutes. ‘What does it say?’

			‘Sparkle is from the time of Old Marvellance,’ Juniper replied. ‘So Sparkle’s powers are linked to words.’

			‘Like a normal Spark,’ Penn said. ‘To turn a Spark on we say “Glister”. But if Sparkle isn’t just a Spark but a real Talisman, how do I turn it into a weapon?’

			‘You have to unlock Sparkle’s white light, in the traitor’s presence. You need to hold Sparkle up and say the password, which is the traitor’s name. But it has to be their … weekday name?’ Juniper’s brow wrinkled. ‘That makes no sense. It’s not weekday …’ She tried to find the right word. ‘Everyday!’ she said triumphantly. ‘Their everyday name. It must mean the name everyone knows them by!’

			‘That’s it?’ Arthur asked. ‘That’s easy!’

			‘So I just have to say Gertrude and …’ Penn paused. ‘Would the password be Regent or Gertrude?’

			Portentia sighed. ‘And there it is.’

			‘There what is?’

			‘The catch.’

			‘What’s the big deal?’ Arthur said. ‘Penn can try Gertrude and if that doesn’t work she can try Regent. Or Gertie. Or Night-Hag Breath. One of them’s bound to work. Or just ask the book what the right password is.’

			Juniper was already requesting the password from the book. With an expression of dismay, she held the book out. This time the words didn’t disappear when the others read them.

			Request denied. Gold Occulorum required.

			Please be aware that a maximum of two password attempts may be made. Should the second password be incorrect, the Talisman’s owner will be disciplined, as per Illustration 3427.

			‘Please show me Illustration 3427,’ Juniper requested.

			An image shot out of the book. They looked on, aghast, as searing white flames surrounded a ghostly figure. The flames billowed out and they caught a glimpse of the victim’s face.

			It was Penn.

			Juniper slammed the book shut and the violent vision disappeared.

			Penn felt sick. She had always wanted a powerful Talisman from the Weapons Guild. Now she had one – and it was terrifying. 

			Arthur looked horrified. ‘That’s not discipline! That’s incineration!’

			‘So that’s why you weren’t excited,’ Juniper accused Portentia. ‘You knew about this!’

			‘I suspected it wouldn’t be straightforward or easy. Using powerful weapons rarely is.’ The Augur paused. ‘It’s not a bad thing that dangerous weapons have safeguards, you know,’ she added gently.

			‘It’s a terrible thing!’ Juniper retorted, shoving The Infinite Book of Secrecy back into her pocket. ‘What are we going to do now? We have exactly the right Talisman we need but using it puts Penn in danger!’

			Arthur turned to Penn. ‘Sparkle is your Talisman. It wouldn’t destroy you, surely? Can’t you talk to Sparkle or something? There must be something you can do!’

			Penn shook her head numbly. ‘I can’t think of anything that will help us.’

			A contemptuous voice rang out through the clearing. ‘The filthy Slumweed is finally right about something.’ From the saddle of his mighty Tantivy, Corin looked down on the ragged group disdainfully. Behind him was Angus and a troop of Warriors, all mounted on ferocious Tantivies who were stamping their hooves and tossing their antlers. The Regent’s son smiled unpleasantly. ‘Nothing can help you now.’

			Penn looked at Corin in shock as he dismounted. His hostile gaze swept over their ragged clothes, coming to rest on the unfamiliar faces of Portentia and Arthur. 

			‘How did you find us?’ Penn asked. She directed her question to the oldest Warrior, assuming she would be their leader, but Corin swung around.

			‘I’m in charge now that I have this.’ He smirked as he patted the Sword of Destiny’s hilt. ‘So I’m the only one allowed to ask questions and a Slumweed like you should keep your mouth shut.’ His voice hardened. ‘Where have you been? What have you done to the Princess? And what, in the name of King Clovis, happened to your clothes?’

			No-one answered.

			Corin’s gaze moved to Arthur. ‘Who are you?’ he demanded.

			‘He’s my … cousin,’ Juniper said hastily. ‘His name’s, er, Norman.’

			‘How come I’ve never seen him before?’ Corin asked suspiciously. ‘Why doesn’t he go to school?’

			‘He’s always been kept home,’ Juniper answered, improvising madly. ‘He’s a bit … strange.’

			‘Hey!’ Arthur protested.

			Juniper turned to Arthur. ‘Norman, tell them about the time you performed Marvellance.’

			Arthur immediately brightened. ‘I always thought doing Marvellance would be difficult but once I realised Cyril wasn’t cheese, all I had to do was wipe the breadcrumbs off him and rhyme Seraphine with soup tureen.’

			There was a brief, confused pause. ‘Tie him up,’ Corin ordered, putting some distance between himself and Arthur.

			Angus uncoiled one of the shorter pieces of golden rope from his arm and headed towards Arthur.

			‘Leave him alone!’ Juniper shouted.

			‘You shut up or I’ll make things worse for your parents,’ Corin snapped, as Angus bound Arthur’s wrists.

			‘My parents?’ Juniper looked afraid. ‘What are you talking about?’

			‘Your parents are in the cells in Perianth Palace.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because your family must have helped the Slumweed with the potion that put everyone to sleep. She isn’t smart enough to perform Malevolence that complicated by herself.’ Corin turned towards the glass prison. ‘Now, I shall free Princess Seraphine.’ He tugged at the hilt of his sword but it didn’t budge. Grasping it with two hands, he yanked again. It rose a fraction out of the scabbard, then immediately sank back. At the sight of the Sword of Destiny, Portentia’s head snapped up and she watched with interest.

			Angus and the Warriors looked at the ground.

			Corin’s face turned scarlet with rage. ‘We’ll take the Princess back as she is! All of Perianth will see your treachery with their own eyes. Orford!’ He turned to a tall Warrior. ‘Make a wagon to transport the Princess.’

			Orford nodded. He reached for the curved adze that hung from his belt. As he wielded his axe-like Talisman, tree branches began to fall. Before they hit the ground the branches had already shed their bark, split into different-sized lengths and were twisting into the shape of wheels, axles and shafts.

			‘Angus, bind the other prisoners!’

			Angus advanced towards the group, armed with lengths of his indestructible golden rope. He met Penn’s blazing glare with a contemptuous smirk. As Angus swung Penn around, more roughly than was necessary, Ned leapt at him with a yowl. Angus flung one of the short pieces of rope at the Huggle Beast. It flew through the air, transforming into a net. Seconds later Ned was pinned to the ground under the golden web, whimpering.

			‘Let him go!’ Penn shouted furiously.

			‘Or what, Slumweed?’ Deftly Angus looped a piece of the golden rope around Penn’s wrists. She felt the shackles start to tighten.

			But then something odd happened. The rope kept trying – and failing – to fetter her right wrist.

			Angus frowned. ‘It’s not working!’ he called out to Corin.

			‘Get control of your Talisman!’ Corin said impatiently.

			‘I can’t!’ Angus now sounded genuinely alarmed. ‘It won’t work on the Slumweed.’

			Corin strode over and took in the situation. ‘It’s nothing to do with her,’ he sneered. ‘It’s her Knot-Sister binding.’

			‘What should I do?’ Angus asked in an unusually small voice.

			‘Try using your brain. Bind her ankles instead!’

			Humiliated, Angus shoved Penn to the ground and bound her ankles with the golden rope. Penn struggled and kicked but she was no match for his Talisman.

			Once Juniper had her wrists bound too, Angus called out to Corin. ‘What about the old woman?’

			‘She’s an Augur,’ Juniper said indignantly. ‘You should treat her with respect.’

			‘She’s no Augur,’ Corin scoffed. ‘Tie her up like the others.’

			‘You know, I was there the day that Talisman of yours was named,’ Portentia said, nodding at the Sword of Destiny.

			Penn, who had been trying to reach Ned to comfort him, stopped and looked at Portentia in surprise.

			‘The Sword of Destiny is hundreds of years old! You’re a liar, old woman,’ Corin said.

			The faintest of smiles played around the Augur’s mouth. ‘It seems to have grown heavier over time.’

			Corin flushed with anger. ‘You dare to insult the son of the Regent? Who are you?’

			‘My name is Portentia, Augur of the South, Keeper of Celestial Omens.’

			‘Rubbish,’ Angus said. ‘Portentia got eaten by the Pond Monster of Doom. Everyone knows that.’

			‘The Pond Monster of Doom?’ Portentia repeated, outraged. ‘There’s no such thing!’

			Orford shook his head. ‘My nan says it was the unicorns. They ate every last bit of her. Teeth and hair and all.’

			‘Unicorns?’ Portentia roared, incensed. ‘Unicorns are vegetarian!’

			Corin stepped back and gave a flourishing bow. ‘Forgive us, Great Augur of the South. Somehow, despite your immense importance, the news that you are still alive hadn’t reached us.’

			The younger Warriors broke into jeers and laughter. Penn was seething with rage but despite the fact that Corin was mocking her, Portentia was looking at him as though he was the one to be pitied. 

			‘You’re the Keeper of Celestial Omens, you say?’ Corin’s tone was snide.

			Portentia inclined her head. ‘I am.’

			‘Then prove it. During the Talisman Ceremony three days ago the sky turned black, a strange wind arose and there was a huge clap of thunder. What did this mean?’

			Portentia smiled. ‘There was no thunder.’

			Corin snorted. ‘The whole of Perianth heard it!’

			‘I am the Keeper of Celestial Omens. If there had been thunder I would know of it.’

			‘This is pointless. She’s a liar and a fool. Bind her.’

			‘If it wasn’t thunder you shouldn’t call it thunder, Lunkhead,’ Portentia said rudely.

			‘You waste my time and test my patience,’ Corin said through gritted teeth. ‘We all heard it, moments before the Casket of Fate was destroyed.’

			‘I’m sure you did hear an ear-splitting noise,’ Portentia retorted. ‘But it wasn’t thunder. That, dear Lunkhead, was the sound of Old Marvellance returning.’
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			Drawn by Tantivies and surrounded by Warriors, the wagon made by Orford’s Talisman bumped along on its journey back to Perianth. Seraphine’s mind prison had been tethered to the wagon floor, dividing the cart in half. Juniper and Arthur were huddled on one side, with Portentia and Penn on the other. Ned had been left behind in the clearing, still trapped under the golden net, crying piteously for Penn.

			As dusk turned into evening, Penn kept an uneasy eye on the sky, dreading the return of Gertrude in her Night Hag form. But she saw nothing, save for the bright moon and glimmering stars.

			Portentia had spent the journey meditating. She was sitting cross-legged with her eyes closed and a tranquil expression on her face. On the other side of the glass prison, Juniper and Arthur had fallen asleep from exhaustion. Penn couldn’t sleep. She kept wrestling with the golden cord binding her ankles instead.

			‘I am in two minds regarding your determination to free yourself from your bonds.’

			Penn looked up and saw Portentia regarding her with interest.

			‘You must know that it’s useless, which means I ought to be critical of your lack of logic in persisting. However, one could also admire your tenacity in refusing to give in to your bleak situation. I like being in two minds,’ Portentia added. ‘It’s a pleasantly uncomfortable feeling. Much like an Illusionist’s assistant who gets sawn in half must feel, I imagine.’

			Penn stopped struggling with the cord. ‘Did you mean what you said back there? About Old Marvellance coming back?’

			Portentia nodded.

			‘But how? And why?’

			‘That I don’t know. Not yet anyway. I expect I’ll know in the future. I usually do.’ The Augur uncrossed her legs and stretched. ‘I was a little dramatic back there,’ she admitted. ‘It’s not like Old Marvellance ever went away entirely. Scraps of it remained – in Sparks and Quintessence and the odd incantation here and there. I have been wondering if Old Marvellance had something to do with how our Candlemagian friend –’ she gestured towards Arthur ‘– crossed the border. Odd things appear to be afoot in the Empire of Arylia, young Penn.’

			Corin rode past. His huge Tantivy butted the side of the wagon with its antlers, making them jump. Laughing, Corin cantered off.

			‘Lunkhead!’ Portentia called out, louder than was wise.

			Penn shushed her. ‘You need to be careful how you speak to Corin. He’s not just the son of the Regent – he’s destined to become a great Warrior.’

			Portentia snorted. ‘Says who?’

			‘Everyone! Corin has the Sword of Destiny!’

			‘Ah. Well, that’s all settled then. All Lunkhead needs to do to become a hero is sit back and swing that oversized butter knife at anyone he feels threatened by. Which appears to be everyone.’ The Augur smiled at Penn. ‘It’s malarkey and tosh, dear child. Hogwash. Gibberish. Bunkum.’

			‘What is?’ Penn asked, bewildered.

			‘The Sword of Destiny!’ The Augur heaved an exasperated sigh. ‘Is it the Sword of Illustrious Destiny? No? No. Fancy that. When will people learn that precision in language counts for something?’ She thumped the wagon so hard with her bound hands the tremors caused Seraphine’s prison to rise several inches higher into the air. 

			‘I’m sorry, but I don’t understand,’ Penn said, wishing Juniper was awake to explain it to her.

			‘Define destiny.’

			Penn thought for a moment. ‘The future. Your fate.’

			‘Exactly. Which means all you know for certain is that you can’t possibly know anything for certain.’

			Seeing the utter confusion on Penn’s face, Portentia tried a different tack. ‘The Sword of Destiny is no guarantee that boy will become a mighty Warrior. The name simply means something will happen in the future. It might be good, it might be bad, it might be indifferent.’ She looked cross. ‘The whole point was to emphasise that both Warriors and Kings must make their own destiny. But time passed, and illiteracy and ignorance came into fashion, and here we are, with young Lunkhead swinging around a sword he thinks has Marvellous powers to turn him into an invincible Warrior, when it was clearly never meant for him.’

			‘What do you mean it was never meant for him? I saw Corin pull it out of the Casket of Fate!’

			‘Oh you saw it, did you? Well, that proves it then. Must be his.’ Portentia sniffed derisively. ‘Silly boy can barely lift it, let alone wield it. Every time he picks up that sword it’s fighting him. How exactly is he going to be a great Warrior when he has to fight his own weapon as well as an enemy, hmm?’

			Penn looked over at Corin on his fierce Tantivy, the sword bumping heavily at his side. ‘Portentia, none of this is making any sense. You’re saying that the Sword of Destiny doesn’t have Marvellous powers to turn Corin into a famous Warrior and was never really meant for him anyway?’

			‘Exactly!’ Portentia beamed. ‘For starters, the Sword of Destiny is a Relic, not a Talisman, and we all know what Relics are like. Moody, unreliable things—’

			‘Portentia, it’s the Sword of Destiny. It’s one of the most famous Talismans ever!’

			‘Relic,’ Portentia corrected her. ‘It’s one of the most famous Relics ever. The Sword of Destiny was never a Talisman. Many moons ago, Urwyn the Illiterate put it on display with the wrong inscription attached. The mistake was never corrected and within a generation the truth was forgotten. Everyone has believed it’s a Talisman ever since.’

			‘But how could a Relic come through the Casket of Fate?’ Penn asked. ‘Only Talismans are meant to come through.’

			‘Are the Royal Orb and Sceptre Talismans?’ Portentia countered.

			Penn shook her head.

			‘Is it called the Casket of Talismans?’

			Penn shook her head again.

			‘There you are then. It’s the Casket of Fate. If you’re not fated to get a Talisman you won’t, as Gunther the Unfortunate found out.’

			Penn’s thoughts were spinning. ‘So Corin didn’t get a Talisman … but the Casket gave me a Talisman from the Weapons Guild?’

			‘So it would seem.’

			‘But why would a Wintrish girl get a powerful Talisman?’ Penn whispered.

			‘Haven’t the foggiest!’ Portentia replied cheerfully. ‘I do love a good mystery, don’t you? Speaking of mysteries, how did you get Ajax to come when you called?’

			‘When I called?’ Penn said, startled. ‘What do you mean? You summoned him through Juniper’s connection. You used her dragon rash!’

			Portentia’s gaze was so intense, Penn felt as though the Augur was looking at her insides. ‘I was trying to summon Ajax through Juniper when I felt your connection with him, Penn. I heard you ask – no, I heard you command him to come. You felt Ajax’s presence, didn’t you? Before he appeared, I mean.’

			‘I … I …’ Penn remembered the heat clinging to her skin, flowing through her blood.

			‘It was extraordinary,’ Portentia said in a tone of wonder. ‘I got caught in it. I’ve never experienced a bond that strong. It drained me completely.’

			Penn was silent. She didn’t believe the Augur – it seemed far too fantastical. And yet … ‘Portentia? Have you ever heard the word Succursa?’

			Portentia jumped. ‘That’s a word from the Dead Language,’ she said, sounding rattled. ‘In ancient times, there was one common language that everyone, including the Wild Creatures, spoke.’

			‘I think I understand it,’ Penn said haltingly. ‘I don’t know how.’

			The Augur glanced up at the stars. ‘The word Succursa was only ever used in the most dire of situations.’ She paused. ‘It means “help”.’

			‘That word … Succursa … it was in my head, just before I threw myself out of the Flawless Tower. I heard it. Or I spoke it. I’m not sure which. But I knew Ajax understood. That he knew what I was going to do and would dive down to catch me.’

			‘Tell me something, Penn,’ Portentia said. Her voice was soft but her gaze was razor-sharp. ‘What happened the first time you met Ajax?’

			‘He performed Dominatus on me, like he does to everyone.’

			‘I see.’ The Augur paused. ‘Who blinked first?’

			Penn thought back to that day at Juniper’s cottage. She swallowed hard. ‘He did.’

			‘You Dominated a dragon?’ Portentia said, startled out of her usual flippancy.

			‘I didn’t know that’s what I did!’ Penn whispered, looking around nervously.

			The wagon rattled onwards, the wheels creaking over the uneven ground. Finally Portentia spoke. ‘Well, that explains why you understand the Dead Language. When someone Dominates a dragon – which almost never happens – the only common language between dragons and humans unlocks for them.’

			‘What about Ned? He’s a wild creature. If that’s true, shouldn’t I be able to communicate with him too?’

			‘Ned’s spent most of his life in captivity. He may never have had the chance to learn the Dead Language if he was captured as a baby.’ Portentia continued in a sombre tone, ‘You’ll need to be very careful, Penn. The Dead Language is Old Marvellance and that can be highly unpredictable. From what you’ve described, you have no control over it yet and the Dead Language can make things … happen. You’ve also been given a powerful Talisman in the form of a Spark, which worries me. All Talismans are New Marvellance but Sparks are Old Marvellance. I don’t know what’s going on yet but one thing I do know: combining Old and New Marvellance is utterly dangerous, Penn.’ She paused. ‘I think for the time being we should keep all this between ourselves. Agreed?’

			Penn nodded, completely overwhelmed. Then a sudden spark of hope flared within her. ‘Portentia!’ she whispered. ‘Could I summon Ajax now? He could help us escape again!’

			‘You could,’ Portentia said, ‘but Ajax is already wounded and was bleeding badly.’ She looked at the heavily armed Warriors riding in formation around the wagon. ‘I’m not confident that plan would end in Ajax saving our lives. It might end in us sacrificing his.’

			Despair descended upon Penn once more.

			‘You know, I’ve never liked the Talisman Ceremony,’ Portentia confided in a chatty tone. ‘The fundamental premise, not to mention the security protocols, always seemed flawed to me. What are your views on the need for a blindfold during the Talisman Ceremony?’

			‘I … I don’t know,’ Penn answered, baffled by the change in subject. ‘I’ve never really thought about it.’

			‘Mmm. Neither has any of the other silly sheep who’ve submitted to that ludicrous spectacle. There’s absolutely no need for a blindfold, you realise. There isn’t one single, substantial reason you can’t look into that over-hyped, gaudy jewellery box.’ Portentia looked up at the night sky. ‘Ah,’ she said, sounding pleased. ‘Rain. How delightful. I do love a good storm, don’t you?’

			Penn squinted up, confused. The moonlit sky was perfectly clear. They were passing the Iliastar fields now. She could hear distant cries from Perianth and see lights flickering on in houses and at the palace.

			Portentia kept rambling on, as though they had all the time in the world to tell stories about Arylian history. ‘The Talisman Ceremony wasn’t always this way, you know. The use of the blindfold and that silly rule about not looking into the Casket were introduced by the last official Talisman-Keeper, Ethelinda. Dreadful woman. Appalling table manners. Knife-licker.’ Portentia shuddered. ‘After Ethelinda met her grisly end, we Augurs fought to combine the role of Talisman-Keeper with Head Librarian at Anamora. Librarians tend to be trustworthy types. Especially with valuable items. Unless it’s a book. Then they’re utterly without scruples.’ She glowered in Juniper’s direction. ‘But, by then, the damage was already done. From that time on we had blindfolded children scrabbling around in a vulgar, shiny box, grabbing at destinies. It was just asking for trouble.’

			A drop of rain fell onto Penn’s arm.

			‘Goodness, meditating just exhausts me these days,’ Portentia said, yawning. ‘I must be getting old. Or young. I forget which is more tiring.’ The Augur leant back against the side of the wagon and closed her eyes. ‘Then again, I suppose it’s far easier to spend your whole life being someone a Marvellous Casket says you are,’ she murmured. ‘No need to put any thought or effort into it, which is always nice. There’s just one problem.’ She opened her eyes and looked at Penn with a gaze that was far too piercing for someone who had seemed on the verge of sleep. ‘What if you’re really someone else?’
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			‘The Mageball team at my school – the one Tristan captains,’ Arthur remarked, to no-one in particular, ‘everyone says they’re extraordinary and have a real gift for winning tournaments.’

			‘Is there a point to this story?’ Juniper asked.

			‘I think I know what our team’s gift is.’ Arthur gazed around their cramped, dank surroundings. ‘We’re very good at getting imprisoned, aren’t we?’

			They were locked in a windowless stone cell in Perianth Palace. They had no idea where Portentia had been taken. Arthur was examining the walls for loose bricks with his usual optimism but Penn and Juniper were sitting on the floor, mired in gloom.

			‘Imprisonment is all we deserve,’ Penn said bitterly. ‘Everything we did and went through … none of it matters. Corin brought Seraphine back to Perianth, not us. I have a Talisman I can’t use. You threw away the Royal Orb—’

			‘I was fighting off an Impling!’ Arthur protested.

			‘And the Warriors took The Infinite Book of Secrecy and Juniper’s Occulorum.’ Penn’s voice grew louder in frustration. ‘We don’t have anything to prove our story now and we even managed to lose Ned and Portentia!’

			‘At least Juniper’s book shows we’re telling the truth,’ Arthur said.

			‘All it proves is we were at Anamora and I’m a thief,’ Juniper said. ‘The only way to save ourselves is by convincing everyone that Malumest Tor is being rebuilt or revealing that Gertrude is a Night Hag.’

			‘What about the painting of Malumest Tor?’ Penn said suddenly. ‘That’s right here in the palace, and that would prove part of our story!’

			‘Good point. We’ll just ask Gertrude nicely to demonstrate how she uses it to secretly visit her Malevolent friends at Malumest Tor,’ Juniper said.

			‘Sarcasm is just as bad as Riddle Speak,’ Arthur said despondently.

			‘Well, what do you want me to say?’ Juniper demanded. ‘We need to prove that Gertrude is the traitor but that might end in Sparkle setting Penn on fire!’

			‘Could Penn try to grab someone’s Talisman and use it?’ Arthur suggested. ‘Maybe she does have the same power over all the Talismans as Seraphine.’

			Juniper shook her head. ‘She can’t risk it. The Greying Curse turns its victims into the living dead and it’s permanent.’

			‘Would that really be worse than going up in flames if she gets the password wrong?’ Arthur argued. ‘At least she’d still be alive!’

			‘You wouldn’t be saying that if you’d seen the Grey Ones!’ Juniper snapped. ‘They can’t even talk and—’

			‘It’s my choice.’ Penn cut through their argument. She took a deep breath. ‘I’m going to use my Talisman. It’s lucky Sparkle looks like a boring brown seed or they would have taken that too.’

			There was a silence.

			‘You should try “Regent” first,’ Juniper finally said. ‘That’s what most people call her.’

			‘But that’s not her real name,’ Arthur protested. ‘It’s her title.’

			‘It’s what everyone calls her and my book said—’

			‘Please don’t start arguing again,’ Penn begged. ‘I’m sorry, Juniper, but I agree with Arthur. I’m going to try Gertrude first. That’s her name.’

			‘The book said to use the name she is known by,’ Juniper said stubbornly. ‘Everyone calls her the Regent.’

			‘Should Penn say “Regent” or “the Regent”?’ Arthur asked.

			‘I don’t know,’ Juniper replied, her face tight with worry.

			‘I’ll try Gertrude and then the Regent.’ Penn tried to sound confident as she added, ‘So, that’s our plan.’

			Juniper looked miserable. ‘It’s the worst plan ever.’

			‘No, it’s not,’ Arthur said firmly.

			Penn and Juniper looked at him in surprise.

			‘Jumping into eggshells to float down a lava river was worse. Scratching a Hybrid’s bottom to get into a Malevolent castle was much, much worse.’ He gave a rueful grin. ‘I’d actually be more worried right now if we didn’t have a stupid, reckless plan with a high probability of failure.’

			They heard footsteps marching down the corridor outside.

			‘One final thing,’ Arthur whispered. ‘What if the Night Hag’s not this Gertrude person?’

			‘She’s the only one who makes sense,’ Penn answered. ‘She wasn’t asleep when everyone else was—’ She broke off as something occurred to her. They hadn’t seen Juniper’s parents asleep either. And if Thaddeus had found Ajax beyond the Shroud, that meant he knew how to get past it. 

			‘With Seraphine gone, Gertrude will be the new ruler,’ Juniper muttered as the footsteps stopped outside their cell door. ‘It’s her, all right.’

			The door of the cell flew open and a Warrior threw a bundle of clothes on the floor. ‘Get dressed!’ The door slammed shut again.

			Arthur picked up one of the shapeless black garments. ‘What are these?’

			Juniper was ashen-faced. ‘They’re the uniforms of the Condemned. Prisoners sentenced to death wore black shifts like these to their executions.’

			‘We haven’t even been tried yet and they’re already dressing us for execution?’ Arthur turned the silk shift around in his hands, trying to find the neckhole. ‘Only Arylians,’ he continued bitterly as he pulled the shift on, ‘would think to make stylish execution wear. It’s a shame I won’t get to tell anyone back in Candlemage about this.’

			‘For the love of Queen Hagar, don’t go mentioning your real name or that you’re from Candlemage or it will make things even worse!’ Juniper snapped. ‘They think your name is Norman, remember?’

			‘Why did I even need a fake name?’ Arthur asked.

			‘You didn’t, I just panicked! Now remember – you’re my cousin Norman and no-one’s ever seen you because no-one visits us and we live so far out of town. Got it?’

			Arthur nodded. ‘I’m your strange cousin Norman,’ he reminded her, ‘and your family absolutely does not have a dragon.’

			‘We’re dead,’ Juniper said dismally.

			Penn put on the black shift. Her pockets were now underneath the garment so she gripped Sparkle tightly in one hand instead. As she sat on the floor of the cell again, she felt dread claw her from the inside.

			Arthur came to sit beside her. ‘If Sparkle works, do we have a plan for after Gertrude turns into the Night Hag?’ he asked. ‘Because the Night Hag definitely looked like the kind of thing we should have a plan for. Even if it’s one of our terrible plans.’

			‘There will be Warriors everywhere,’ Penn said. ‘And a room full of Arylians with Talismans, not to mention the thirteen members of the Eslit. I don’t think one Night Hag can win against all of them.’ She was trying to sound reassuring but her heart was already beating faster at the memory of the Hag’s deathly white face and scarlet eyes.

			‘Why do you think Gertrude chose to be a Night Hag?’ Arthur asked. ‘I mean, if she could transform into anything Malevolent, why not a Scavenger or a gigantic snake-Laviathan Hybrid?’

			‘Probably because Night Hags have always been the Malevolents that Arylians feared the most,’ Juniper replied.

			‘Arylians are more scared of Night Hags than Scavengers?’ Arthur said in wonder. ‘Scavengers want to eat you!’

			‘Yes, but Scavengers are just violent by nature. Night Hags are scarier because they want revenge.’

			‘Revenge?’ Penn repeated in surprise. She’d never heard this before. ‘For what?’

			Juniper looked uncomfortable. ‘People say – I don’t know if it’s true – that the first Night Hags were originally Wintrish children who were taken from Midwinter without consent from their parents, to work in the Iliastar fields.’

			Arthur looked blankly at Juniper. ‘Taken without consent? Do you mean kidnapped?’

			Juniper nodded, avoiding eye contact with Penn. ‘This was centuries ago. The story goes that a few of the Wintrish children stole some Marvellance and escaped. They fled to Bloodwild, where they became Night Hags. Then they returned to terrorise the Arylians.’

			‘I can’t say that I blame them,’ Arthur said indignantly.

			‘I know,’ Juniper said, hanging her head. ‘We’ve used Marvellance against the other provinces for centuries, knowing that they couldn’t fight back.’

			‘So that must be the reason they made you a servant and are so mean to you,’ Arthur said to Penn, in the pleased tone of one who had just solved a mystery. ‘It’s not just because they think all Wintrish are traitors. It’s because they’re afraid you might turn on them, like your ancestors did, and become powerful.’

			This was so absurd that, despite their situation, Penn almost laughed. ‘There is no way that Arylians are afraid of me, Arthur. They have everything!’

			Juniper pulled on her black shift, which allowed her to briefly hide her crimson cheeks.

			‘Exactly,’ Arthur retorted. ‘They have everything and they don’t want to lose it. It’s the same reason Tristan throws water on my trousers all the time.’

			‘He sounds mean,’ Penn said. 

			‘Well, I think he’s horrible but no-one else seems to. Anyway, you’d think Tristan would be happy just not being me but that’s not enough for him. He throws water on my trousers and then tells everyone I’ve wet myself. It doesn’t matter how many times he does it, he still always laughs. And so do the others.’ Arthur went quiet for a moment. ‘The point I’m trying to make is that I’m not a threat to Tristan, in the same way that a Wintrish girl couldn’t possibly be a threat to an Arylian.’ He gave her a small smile. ‘Unless we are.’

			‘You’re not making any sense. How can we be threats?’

			‘Because we’re different. And if there’s another way of being, then their way isn’t the only way. Or the right way. If there even is such a thing.’

			Juniper opened her mouth to say something and then, uncharacteristically, she closed it and kept listening instead.

			Penn shook her head. ‘You might be right about you and Tristan. But in Arylia the people who don’t like me have Marvellance! Goody and I are the only Wintrish who can even speak in Perianth! There’s no way anyone is scared of—’

			A memory from Talisman Day flashed into Penn’s mind. Her name had been called. She had made her way onto the stage, where the gleaming Casket of Fate waited for her. An angry voice from the crowd had shouted: ‘Slumweeds don’t get Talismans!’

			That person had been furious, but there had been something else in their voice too. 

			Fear.

			‘Me,’ Penn finished. ‘They’re scared of me?’

			Arthur shrugged. ‘It’s not as silly as it sounds. Most people have fears that make no sense to others. I used to have nightmares about things that wanted to hurt me crawling out of my bedroom walls,’ he confided, looking embarrassed. ‘Or think of Ajax. A great big dragon who’s terrified of unicorns. And look at you.’

			‘What about me?’

			‘You walked into a castle full of Malevolents by yourself, fought off a swarm of Implings, looked a Night Hag right in the eyes and threw yourself from the top of a tower. But I think you’re scared to death of losing a Knot-Sister you don’t even like.’

			Penn looked at him, unable to speak.

			‘Told you,’ Arthur said, getting to his feet. ‘Never underestimate the strange things people are afraid of.’

			Bells were ringing outside, summoning the citizens of Perianth to the palace. The door to the cell opened with an ominous creak.

			Arthur offered a hand to help Penn up. Juniper came to stand beside him and held out her hand too. Together, they hauled Penn to her feet.

			‘Come on,’ Arthur said. ‘This is no time to be sitting around talking about things that scare us.’ He glanced down at his black shift. ‘We need to go and face certain death.’
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			A troop of Warriors marched the three prisoners into the Throne Room. Arthur’s mouth dropped open as he took in the sleeping Panthera, the silver throne and glittering surrounds.

			The huge chamber was crowded with townsfolk, whose chatter faded as the accused approached. They parted silently to allow the prisoners to pass through, so that the only noise was the thunderous rain lashing against the stained-glass windows. 

			The thirteen members of the Eslit were seated on their golden chairs. On the throne sat Gertrude, the sleeping Panthera acting as her footstool. Corin stood to her right.

			Standing to Gertrude’s left was Thaddeus. Juniper cried out when she saw him. Thaddeus was dirty and rumpled, his wrists and ankles shackled with the same golden rope that bound his daughter’s hands. His right arm was swollen and discoloured. At the sight of Juniper, his face flooded with relief and he opened his mouth, but no sound came out. Gertrude had Silenced him. Of Juniper’s mother there was no sign.

			In front of the throne dais was what must be Seraphine’s mind prison, hovering about a foot off the ground. It had been covered with a richly embroidered mantle, so that the Princess was hidden from view.

			‘Bring forward the traitors.’ Gertrude’s menacing tone penetrated to the furthest reaches of the enormous chamber.

			Penn, Arthur and Juniper were shoved to the front, next to Seraphine’s floating prison. Like Juniper, Arthur’s wrists had once again been bound in front of him with a length of Angus’s golden rope. Penn’s ankles had been shackled, with just enough rope to allow her to shuffle. The Warrior guarding Penn pushed her forward and she stumbled. Instinctively, she flung out her hands and Sparkle dropped onto the marble floor and skidded away. Penn froze, her heart thumping.

			Angus stepped forward to investigate but Gertrude’s voice cut across the room. ‘Leave it. It’s the Slumweed’s Talisman.’ Her voice dripped with contempt. ‘She won’t be needing it.’

			In anguish, Penn looked at Sparkle, lying so close but entirely out of reach. Arthur and Juniper helped Penn up and the trial began. 

			‘Enemies of the Arylian people,’ the words rolled off Gertrude’s tongue as though they had an unpleasant taste. ‘You have betrayed our province and the Princess Seraphine. You have practised Malevolence, for which the punishment is death. This is the same fate to which you have condemned our beloved Princess.’ One of the keys in Gertrude’s hair turned and the cloth covering Seraphine’s prison slid to the floor.

			A collective gasp arose from the crowd, followed by a rising tide of angry shouts and threats.

			‘She’s not dead!’ Penn tried to shout, but in the vast space of the Throne Room her voice sounded feeble.

			‘She’s not trapped in there permanently either,’ Juniper said. ‘She has until midnight to free herself.’

			Gertrude pounced. ‘So you admit that you imprisoned the Princess? How else would you know the terms of her imprisonment?’

			‘We’re not guilty of anything!’ Arthur said indignantly. ‘We didn’t do this to her.’

			‘And we didn’t kidnap her either,’ Juniper said. ‘A Night Hag did.’

			‘The Night Hags were all destroyed during the War!’ Corin shouted, as the angry cries of the crowd grew even louder.

			‘Silence!’ Gertrude commanded. A larger key twisted in its lock and the room fell quiet instantly. Gertrude waited a little longer, demonstrating her control, and then the key unlocked, releasing the crowd from the Silencing.

			Eslit Hortense looked at them coldly. ‘A child wouldn’t believe your story. But let’s suppose that a Night Hag did take the Princess. How did it get past the Shroud?’

			‘Because it’s not a true Night Hag,’ Penn said, her voice shaking. She didn’t look at Gertrude, concentrating instead on the Eslit, hoping to convince at least one of them. ‘It’s someone who can transform into a Night Hag. Someone who was already inside Perianth and found another way to come and go as they please.’

			‘A Malevolent traitor in our midst? Plotting against the Princess?’ sputtered Eslit Jorde, flecks of spittle catching on his long beard. ‘Is that what you’re suggesting?’

			Penn nodded.

			‘Well, I’m pleased we’re in agreement, Slumweed,’ Gertrude spoke softly. ‘That’s precisely what you and your friends stand accused of.’

			‘It’s not us!’ Without Sparkle, Penn didn’t dare to accuse Gertrude outright. ‘The Night Hag took Seraphine to Malumest Tor—’

			Gasps arose from the crowd again but Penn plunged on, terrified that at any moment she would be Silenced. ‘Seraphine was put into that box by the Malevolents who hold Malumest Tor. They have an army of Hybrids and Implings.’

			‘Liar!’ Someone in the crowd hurled the word at Penn like a dagger.

			More voices took up the chant. ‘Liar! Liar! Liar!’

			Penn’s heart sank. She looked at Arthur and Juniper in despair.

			This time Gertrude waited for the crowd to fall silent on their own. ‘So the Princess was kidnapped by a Night Hag and taken to a Malevolent castle that has lain in ruins for years?’ Sounding amused, she continued, ‘How do you know all of this, I wonder?’

			‘Because … we were there. In Malumest Tor.’

			‘You mean this Malumest Tor?’ Another key turned in its lock.

			An immense image of the ruined castle appeared in the centre of the Throne Room, floating above the crowd. The townsfolk jeered.

			Penn gritted her teeth. ‘It’s not a ruin anymore. It just looks that way because it’s hidden by Malevolence.’

			‘Spoken like a true Slumweed with absolutely no understanding of how Marvellance or Malevolence works,’ Gertrude said. Laughter broke out among the crowd.

			Arthur looked around in bewilderment.

			The laughter grew louder as Gertrude’s voice became more insulting. ‘This image is of Malumest Tor now, at this very moment. But you’re asking us to believe that this is just an illusion. That there are practitioners of Malevolence beyond the Shroud who are so powerful they can deceive all of Arylia, the Eslit … and myself.’

			‘You’re happy to believe that we were powerful enough to deceive you all!’ Juniper said furiously.

			‘We have all the evidence we need,’ Eslit Genever said. ‘This wicked Wintrish girl brewed an evil concoction that put us all to sleep. Then she carried out her Malevolent plan against the Princess – her own Knot-Sister – and Arylia, with ease.’

			‘No!’ Penn cried. ‘That sleeping potion was just a mistake! Goody was brewing the potion and I added the wrong ingredient by accident because the labels on the jars—’

			‘The potion bore your signature colour, identifying you as its maker, not Goody,’ Gertrude interrupted coldly.

			‘You didn’t even drink it,’ Juniper pointed out. ‘Where were you when everyone else was asleep at the Feast?’

			Gertrude turned white with rage as Juniper plowed on, speaking loudly so that as many people as possible could hear. ‘Right here in the palace, there’s a painting of Malum—’ With a harsh click, one of the small keys in Gertrude’s lavender hair turned in its lock. Juniper clutched at her throat. Her mouth moved but no words came out.

			‘I believe we’ve heard enough of your lies,’ Gertrude said venomously. ‘Lies that are easily disproven. For if you were in Malumest Tor, surrounded by Hybrids, Implings and a Night Hag, tell me, how did a Slumweed, a foolish boy and an Arylian girl with a Librarian’s Talisman manage to escape?’

			Penn and Juniper held each other’s gaze, hopelessness etched into their eyes.

			The Night Hag frightened off the Implings, then we flew away on a dragon.

			No-one would ever be stupid or reckless enough to utter those words aloud.

			‘The Night Hag frightened off the Implings, then we flew away on a dragon,’ Arthur said loudly.

			For a moment the only sound was the drumbeat of rain outside. Then the laughter started again, growing louder, until the whole Throne Room was filled with it.

			Gertrude held her hand up for silence. ‘We have heard enough lies tonight. I will not tolerate it any longer. The Lore must be obeyed.’

			Penn looked desperately at Sparkle. There was a Warrior standing between her and her Talisman. She would never be able to reach it.

			But there was no-one standing between Penn and the one person who could still save them.

			With her ankles still bound, Penn clumsily threw herself at the glass box and hammered it with her fists. ‘Seraphine! Can you hear me? It’s Penn.’

			Three Warriors were already moving towards Penn but Gertrude motioned them back, an unpleasant smile playing around her lips.

			‘Seraphine, listen to me,’ Penn said urgently. ‘You have to fight. Do you hear me? I know you don’t want to – I know you feel safe in there. But we need your help! And …’ Tears began to run down Penn’s cheeks. ‘And you can’t stay like this! You may as well be dead in there, only you’re not, you’re alive but you have to want to really live! Seraphine, please. It’s a living death in there, do you understand? Please wake up!’ Blinded by her tears, Penn beat furiously on the glass. 

			As the Warriors seized her, Penn felt a faint flicker of warmth from her Knot-Sister binding. But then it was gone and the Warriors were dragging her away.

			Gertrude started to clap slowly, as she removed her feet from the sleeping Panthera and stood up in front of the throne. ‘Very convincing, Slumweed. However, this last-minute show of affection for someone you’ve always openly despised won’t be enough to save you. Executioner, step forward! The Slumweed will be first.’

			Angus stepped forward, his face alight with brutish anticipation. He stroked the rope on his right arm, which quivered like a live thing.

			But a path was opening up through the crowd from the back of the room. A shuffling figure made her way through. She was carrying a large silver goblet, from which a thick black vapour arose.

			‘Goody?’ Penn looked at her teacher in disbelief.

			The old woman met her gaze, then looked away.

			Angus halted mid-stride, his face angry and confused. The rope around his arm stiffened and bit into his flesh, causing him to wince with pain.

			‘Oh dear. Poor Angus,’ Gertrude said patronisingly. ‘You need to study your Guild Lore, boy. It’s always been poison for traitors. We save a quick death for those worthy of mercy.’

			For a fleeting moment, Penn wondered whether any small spark of affection for her might have led Goody to brew the potion incorrectly, so as not to harm them. But as Goody hobbled forward, a tiny drop of grey-brown liquid splashed out of the steaming goblet. The old woman didn’t notice. The drop landed on the gleaming marble floor and sank in, leaving a small fissure behind. 

			A spiral of black smoke arose from the crack, marking the spot where the liquid had burned through the hard marble, as easily as a knife slicing through soft butter.
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			There was a noise.

			Seraphine felt herself being unwillingly pulled out of her comfortable cocoon again. With difficulty, she focused. She recognised the face above her.

			It was Penn.

			Penn seemed to be shouting at her, although her words were only coming through faintly. ‘… fight … living death in there … wake up …’

			Penn disappeared and Seraphine relaxed back, but there was a slight prickle of discomfort around her left wrist that hadn’t been there before.

			Seraphine didn’t want to think about anything or anyone, let alone Penn. But to her annoyance, the irritating feeling that something important lay beyond her grasp wouldn’t go away. With an immense effort, she forced herself to concentrate. Finally, she worked out what it was.

			Penn had been crying.

			Penn never cried.

			A small crack appeared at the top of the glass box, near Seraphine’s shining curls. It made a tiny sound, barely audible, like the faintest of wind chimes tinkling in a summer breeze.

			Seraphine was so comfortable. She wanted to stay in here forever. That Penn should be outside the glass box made no sense to her. Why would Penn choose to face life, with all of its chaos and demands? It was so very peaceful in here.

			Only …

			Why was Penn crying?

			Another crack appeared in the box, the chiming sound slightly louder this time.

			Seraphine heard a voice from somewhere close by. She knew that voice. It was the Clock Immemorial. She hesitated but realised she could hear what it was saying and then go back to sleep. Seraphine turned her head towards it, straining to hear.

			‘Deadly Peril,’ the ancient Clock announced sadly. ‘Deadly Peril.’
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			Penn, Arthur and Juniper stared in horror at the steaming goblet. With a gut punch of terror, Penn recognised the sickening smell.

			It was Stinkwort. Black Hellebore.

			Penn thought back to the morning of Talisman Day when Goody had thrust the two identical jars of black powder at her. Stinkwort induces madness, then a slow, painful death.

			Icy panic gripped Penn’s heart. She saw Thaddeus try to rush forward but he was forced to his knees by a Warrior. Arthur was struggling to break free of the golden rope binding his wrists and Juniper was screaming soundlessly, surrounded by Warriors.

			‘It is time,’ Gertrude said, her eyes cold and hard. ‘Arylia almost fell to the evil of Malevolence once before due to the traitorous actions of Slumweeds. It must never be allowed to happen again.’

			Goody shuffled closer.

			‘Goody, please—’ Penn begged.

			‘Just drink up and get it over with, girl,’ Goody muttered. ‘You’re first and then the boy, Arthur, is next.’ 

			Penn barely heard her as she looked frantically around the room for an escape route. But they were out of time.

			A Warrior forced Penn’s arms behind her back and yanked her hair, jerking her head back. One of Gertrude’s keys turned in its lock and Penn felt her mouth open. Goody raised the goblet with both hands. She tilted it towards Penn’s lips.

			A streak of golden fur flashed through the room. Penn’s heart soared.

			Ned.

			Practically flying, Ned barrelled into Goody, sending her crashing into the steps of the dais. The goblet flew out of her hands and onto the marble floor. A pool of black liquid formed. Then, with a deathly hiss, the liquid burned through the stone. Columns of dark smoke filled the Throne Room and the crowd rushed towards the doors, screaming in panic.

			The Warrior holding Penn leapt back to escape the burning chasm spreading towards their feet and then abandoned Penn to help Arylians to safety. Choking on the smoke, Penn peered through the thick black cloud. Her heart almost stopped as she glimpsed Sparkle, right on the edge of the ever-widening rift.

			Penn dived, landing awkwardly with her shackled ankles. She just managed to grab the Spark before it rolled into the abyss. But the black poison was still spreading, the hole was growing wider and deeper, and Penn was falling—

			Furry paws clutched at her bound ankles and she twisted around to see Ned’s bright eyes. He started to haul her back up with surprising strength. Penn’s forearms scraped the edge of the chasm and she scrabbled backwards as fast as she could until she felt solid marble beneath her once more.

			Through the nightmarish smoke a figure loomed over them. It was Corin. He drew his leg back and kicked the Huggle Beast. Ned’s tiny body smashed into one of the Eslit’s heavy golden chairs and he fell in a crumpled heap on the floor.

			‘You—’ The voice seethed with outrage.

			Corin swung around.

			Arthur, his face ablaze with very un-Arthurish fury, stood before him, holding a sword that had been dropped in the pandemonium of the fleeing crowd.

			Corin took a step back, struggling to unsheathe the Sword of Destiny.

			‘Do you know what I really hate?’ Arthur asked, advancing ferociously. He swung the sword wildly with his still-bound hands. ‘Bullies.’

			Tugging at the hilt of his sword, Corin finally managed to unsheathe it. His arms trembled with effort as he hoisted the Sword of Destiny aloft.

			Arthur strode towards him. Then, with a magnificent underarm sweep, he hurled the sword at Corin’s feet.

			Caught off balance, Corin tripped and fell. The Sword of Destiny clattered to the ground and slid across the polished marble floor, coming to rest at Arthur’s feet. Arthur bent down and picked it up as though it weighed no more than a dinner knife. Corin cowered as Arthur raised the shining blade high into the air and brought it forcefully down— 

			slashing through the golden rope binding Penn’s ankles. There was a bloodcurdling shriek from somewhere beyond the black smoke surrounding them. 

			Corin stared at Arthur in shock and then turned and ran. 

			Arthur suddenly went pale. ‘I used his Talisman! Am I going to turn into a Grey One?’

			‘It’s okay,’ Penn said. ‘The Sword of Destiny is a Relic, not a Talisman. Portentia told me. So you haven’t been cursed. Here, give it to me and I’ll free you.’ Penn tried to raise the Sword of Destiny but she could feel it fighting her. Unable to lift its impossible weight, she balanced it blade-edge up along the ground so that Arthur could slice through the rope binding his wrists. Another scream of pain sounded but when Penn looked up to find its source, all she saw was Juniper running towards them through the smoke.

			‘Don’t run!’ Penn warned her. ‘The gateway keeps spreading.’

			‘Gateway?’ Arthur repeated.

			‘We’re in deadly peril so the Black Hellebore opened up a gateway. I don’t know where it leads. Goody never told me.’

			Penn handed the Sword of Destiny back to Arthur and he gestured for Juniper to hold her wrists out so he could cut through her restraints too. Her eyes widened when she saw the sword but although she opened her mouth no words came out. ‘It’s not a Talisman, it’s a Relic,’ Arthur said in answer to Juniper’s unasked question. The sword easily cleaved through the rope. The scream of pain came again, this one sounding weaker. Arthur took a deep breath. ‘Let’s worry about that later. Penn, this is our chance.’

			Penn looked across to the dais. They were separated from it by the rapidly spreading chasm in the floor and there was no way to get closer. It was hard to see through the black smoke, which was making her eyes sting. Everything seemed muffled, as though time itself was slowing down.

			She could just make out Goody, raising herself with difficulty from the floor. Gertrude stood before the throne, shouting in fury. To the Regent’s left was Thaddeus, who was coughing violently, his wrists and ankles still shackled.

			She only had two password attempts to unlock Sparkle’s white light and reveal the traitor. 

			‘What are you waiting for?’ Arthur yelled. ‘Say the name!’

			Penn’s whole body was trembling. She had to say the right name but she couldn’t know for certain …

			The right name.

			Penn stared at Arthur as a horrifying suspicion crawled down her spine. It felt as though a storm had been unleashed in her mind – the thoughts were whirling too fast for her to make sense of any of them. She needed to think but there was no time, she had to act now.

			She wasn’t sure what to say, there was no way to be sure …

			‘Gertrude,’ she whispered.

			Nothing.

			‘I need your white light, Sparkle,’ Penn begged. ‘Please help me!’

			A faint rainbow glow rose up and then sank back down.

			‘Sparkle, please!’ Penn said hoarsely.

			The Black Hellebore smoke was in Penn’s eyes, tearing at her throat, and the sickening stench of Stinkwort was everywhere. This was her last chance. She was right – she had to be right … Penn lifted Sparkle up, her hands shaking. Through cracked lips, she croaked the traitor’s name.

			BANG!

			Blinding white light exploded from the Spark, the violent force yanking Penn forward, throwing her into the air. In the blaze of light she glimpsed the traitor’s surprised face and saw the shadowy shape of the Night Hag start to form. Penn braced herself for the impact of hard marble … but it never came.

			For she was falling. Down and down, through the gaping mouth of the Black Hellebore gateway.
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			Acrid smoke seeped through the cracks in the glass box. Seraphine turned her head restlessly, first one way, then the other, trying to escape the unpleasant smell. But it was no use. The outside world had breached her refuge. Finally, unwillingly, Seraphine was wide awake. 

			She caught a glimpse of Penn, looking terrified. Then there was a dazzling flash of light. Seraphine squeezed her eyes shut and turned her head away. When she looked again, Penn had vanished.

			The force of the searing light had blasted away some of the black smoke. Seraphine could now see across the huge chasm in the floor to the dais.

			Gertrude sat slumped on the throne, her face a mask of shock. Her high-piled lavender hair sat askew and Seraphine realised, with a jolt, that it was a wig.

			Seraphine heard a boy’s voice. It was muffled but his panic was unmistakable. ‘I don’t understand,’ the boy said. He was looking at Gertrude. ‘Didn’t it work?’

			With a trembling hand, the girl beside him pointed to a figure that was emerging from the black smoke on the other side of the abyss.

			It was the Night Hag.
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			Penn stumbled through a shadowy cave where the walls rippled like watery silk. Abandoned junk was strewn everywhere: piles of discarded objects and yellowing books. She tripped over an old wooden spinning wheel then recoiled as a shadow flitted past. A low whisper filled the air – ghostly, vaporous voices murmuring words she couldn’t quite make out. The voices were human but they were more like memories: faint impressions trapped somewhere they didn’t want to be. 

			Disoriented, Penn moved deeper into the cavern. There was enough light for her to see images forming on the walls as she passed. The images were somehow transparent and obscured at the same time, as though covered by a film of black gauze.

			Penn could see Seraphine in her glass prison, her head moving restlessly from side to side. Seraphine vanished and a thin boy with a pale, narrow face appeared, his shaved head bent over a leather diary. He looked up and stared directly into Penn’s eyes, before he too disappeared. The last image was of an old woman sitting hunched, almost buried, in the centre of an enormous mountain of glittering white thread, like a spider in an icy cavern. Penn felt a shiver, like the chill of premonition, go through her. 

			There was something strangely familiar about the rippling walls. Penn tentatively touched one. It felt like the wall in the Library Cranny that had taken her into Seraphine’s memory. Penn felt a flicker of hope. Perhaps this was her way out. 

			She pushed her hand in deeper. The strange substance felt denser than last time and resisted her intrusion. Pulling it apart, Penn cleared a small gap. She peered through and gasped. She could see Juniper and Arthur huddled together in the Throne Room. On the other side of the chasm was the Night Hag. 

			Penn cried out but they couldn’t seem to hear or see her. Then, like last time, the break in the wall grew and a crooked doorway slowly started to take shape. Anxiously, Penn waited for it to become big enough for her to get through. It was almost there—

			Penn.

			The voice was eerie. Malevolent.

			Penn spun around. The cavern was empty; the walls and floors still shifting restlessly as uncanny shadows darted. 

			This is fortunate. I came here to retrieve the Mask and now I find that the other thing I need – you – is also here. A cold, mirthless laugh rang through the cave. You are a clever girl. How did you find this place?

			Penn stared into the darkness, her heart beating faster. The insincerely flattering tone was far different from the menacing voice she’d heard at Malumest Tor but there was no mistaking it. It was the Malevolent who had hurled the Scavenger, Veren, to her death. But the Malevolent didn’t know that Penn had been listening then.

			Penn tried to keep the tremor out of her voice. ‘Who are you?’

			A friend. There was a pause. More than a friend. Your family.

			‘I don’t have a family!’ Penn’s voice shook.

			But of course you do, child.

			The voice seemed to come from everywhere. Penn swung around again, straining her eyes in the gloom. ‘Show yourself!’

			That I cannot do. Not here, at least. But if you come to me, we could meet.

			‘I don’t understand. Where are you? What is this place?’

			It is known as Betwixt and Between. It is neither here nor there. A place for stuck and forgotten things – the things people lose or wish to bury. It is not wise to linger for too long here, lest you too become lost forever. The voice paused. When it spoke again it was almost crooning, its words luring her in. Poor Penn. You’ve never had a proper home or known your family. Penn isn’t even your real name. Don’t you want to know what it is?

			The words seeped into Penn’s mind like poison. A lifetime’s worth of loneliness and longing began to push its way to the surface. Penn glanced behind her at the doorway. It was large enough now for her to easily pass through. But then she heard words that held the promise of what she had wished for all her life.

			You want to know who you really are. Let me show you.

			A crack appeared in the wall opposite, on the far side of the cavern.

			As she watched, the break widened and light poured through. Within moments, another uneven doorway had appeared. Penn looked through the doorway – and saw Midwinter.

			It looked exactly like the painting Seraphine had given her. She could see a small village of weather-beaten stone houses nestled into the side of a snow-covered mountain. The cry of a hunting bird circling high above the village reached her, as though she was already there. 

			Home.

			Just step through the doorway, Penn, and you can discover who you really are.

			Unable to resist, Penn moved across the cavern until she stood on the threshold to Midwinter. An intense yearning filled her heart, so sharp it hurt. She might have a mother, a father, maybe even a real sister. She would run to them and they would hold her tightly and never let her go again …

			Come, Penn. Your home, your family, your friends are all waiting for you. The mesmerising voice was pulling her in, compelling her to obey.

			Midwinter was right in front of her; she just had to take one more step. It was what she had longed for all her life – but there was something wrong with what the voice had said …

			‘I don’t have any friends in Midwinter,’ Penn whispered. ‘My friends are in Arylia.’

			Friends? In Arylia? The Malevolent was unable to hide its scorn. You’re nothing there! Enough of this, Penn. Step through the doorway. The voice was no longer cajoling. It was threatening.

			Penn stared again at Midwinter. It looked exactly how she always pictured her home – because her painting was the only image of Midwinter she had ever seen. A prickle of suspicion ran down her back and Portentia’s words in the Flawless Tower echoed in her mind: ‘The Malevolents used their prisoners’ hopes and dreams against them. The captives believed they were attaining their greatest wish.’

			‘It’s not real,’ Penn had to force the words out. Grief slashed at her heart as dreams of home and family slipped from her grasp. ‘That’s not Midwinter.’

			The snowy mountain and stone cottages of Midwinter vanished. In their place stood Malumest Tor, grim and forbidding against the night sky, with Implings swarming to the battlements. An icy wind wrapped its fingers around Penn’s neck, bringing with it a faint smell of rot. She let out a cry and stumbled back.

			On the other side of the threshold stood a woman, a black veil of mist swirling around her. She was beautiful, with dark-brown skin, grey eyes and a heavy braid of silver hair coiled atop her head. She wore a pale-green gown and white cloak. The woman looked at Penn coolly, seemingly untroubled that her ruse had been exposed.

			So the little servant girl isn’t as stupid as she seems.

			Penn ran.

			Her heart pounding, she scrambled over and around the piles of junk, her only thought to escape.

			Why are you running, Penn? In Malumest Tor you would have power! Control. Over the lives of others – and your own. 

			Penn blocked out the stream of poisonous words, her only thought to make it to the doorway to Arylia. 

			But a powerful force picked her up and flung her across the cavern. She threw her arms out to protect her head but was too late. Her lip split open as she slammed into the ground.

			If you are to be of use to me, you must step willingly through the doorway to Malumest Tor. But I will make you choose what I want.

			Penn staggered to her feet and wiped away the blood on her lip. ‘Why are you doing this to me? You said we were family!’

			We are, child. The Malevolent sounded amused. Not all families are happy ones.

			Once again, Penn was lifted into the air and hurled across the cavern, this time landing painfully on one of the highest junk piles. She raised herself up and saw she was now even further away from the doorway to Arylia. Gritting her teeth, Penn slid down the junk heap, bits of rusted metal catching and tearing at her flesh. She crouched at the bottom, her chest heaving.

			You’re wasting time, Penn. You’re not going back to Arylia. Both doorways will close soon. Either step through to Malumest Tor or I will ensure you are trapped in this nowhere place for all eternity. 

			This was the same Malevolent who had coldly flung a loyal servant to her death. Penn knew it wasn’t an empty threat. 

			But the Malevolent hadn’t entered the cavern. She couldn’t enter the cavern, Penn suddenly remembered, because she was really at Malumest Tor in a trance. She was using Divisibility. 

			Perhaps, if she could somehow distract the Malevolent, she’d have enough time to get to the doorway. But how?

			Penn looked across the cavern. In horror she saw that the Arylian doorway had started to shrink. The Malevolent was already carrying out her threat – Penn’s only escape route would soon be closed. She could sense the Malevolence gathering once more, preparing to hurl her back towards Malumest Tor. In desperation she cast around in the darkness for a weapon, for anything that could help her fight back.

			The only things she had were a word and a Spark.

			She pulled Sparkle out of her pocket. Portentia’s warning rang in her head. ‘Combining Old and New Marvellance is utterly dangerous, Penn.’

			There was nothing else she could do. Penn lit Sparkle and then took a deep breath. ‘Succursa,’ she whispered.

			Marvellance exploded like wildfire through her veins. A streak of silver light erupted from Sparkle, but it was Penn who controlled it. She felt as though she was the rope of light. She was flying high above and could see all of Betwixt and Between spread out below. At the same time every small detail stood out with razor-sharp clarity. She could see herself. And this strange sensation wasn’t limited to seeing; Penn’s thoughts felt diamond-bright, as though a Spark had been switched on in her mind. She knew exactly what she had to do and gloriously, thrillingly, she had the unstoppable power to do it. 

			With her strange new vision, Penn scanned the junk piles below. It didn’t take her long to find what she was searching for. Instantly, she sent the crackling rope of light flying straight towards it. 

			Wild with exhilaration, Penn whipped the rope of light back and caught the Anonymity Mask in her hands. From the doorway to Malumest Tor came a guttural, savage scream. 

			Penn stood, surrounded by Sparkle’s blazing light, holding the Talisman that didn’t belong to her. She could feel the Malevolent’s rage coiling, preparing to strike, and knew she only had seconds left to make an agonising choice. The Greying Curse turned its victims into the living dead – and it was permanent. But members of the Arylian royal family could use any Talisman they chose … Penn closed her eyes and put the Mask on.

			Sparkle’s light went out.

			A wind gusted through the cave. Then the rippling walls and the floor began to sway from the force of a hundred marching bodies. 

			What is this? What did you do?

			For the first time the Malevolent’s voice had lost its mocking certainty. Penn opened her eyes.

			The cave was filled with grey-haired Penns, all with haunted eyes, bruised left cheeks and bleeding lips. As she watched, more and more of them appeared, all dressed in the black shifts of the Condemned – a silent mass of mirror images.

			Where are you? The Malevolent sounded shrill and enraged.

			Imitation Penns began to fly through the air, thrown by the Malevolent. They crashed into the floor, the walls and one another.

			Show yourself!

			Penn ducked and wove her way through the mass of clones, pushing them aside as she tried desperately to get to the other side of the cavern.

			The doorway to Arylia was right in front of her. It was still big enough for her to get through, but only just. Two clones on either side of her went flying through the air.

			There was only one clone between Penn and the doorway now. The instant its feet left the ground, Penn dived headlong through the small opening. As the dense mass closed around her, the cold voice shrieked in her ears.

			Do you think you can escape me? I will find you and when I do—

			The doorway sealed up.

			Penn slammed into hard marble, coming to rest on the floor of the Throne Room.

			Where the Night Hag waited for her.
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			Wisps of black smoke hung in the air. Penn scrambled to her feet, tearing off the Mask and thrusting it into her pocket. The Throne Room was almost empty; the crowd had fled.

			Ned still lay unmoving on the floor. On the other side of the room Angus was curled up in a ball, whimpering. Gertrude sat motionless on the throne, caught in the shadow of the Night Hag. Corin was crawling on his stomach towards the main doors. Sensing the movement, the Night Hag’s monstrous head swung around. Corin froze.

			But the Night Hag had different prey in mind. It fixed its gaze on Penn.

			Juniper and Arthur were only a short distance away, on the same side of the abyss as Penn. They began to run towards her but were forced to stop, separated from Penn by a barrier that was impossible to cross. 

			The Night Hag’s shadow already covered most of the floor. It slithered on, heading straight towards Penn, its ink-black tentacles spreading swiftly to surround her.
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			Seraphine’s hand brushed against something in her pocket. It was her Sceptre. Her grip tightened around it as she watched the Night Hag’s shadow draw closer to Penn. Her Knot-Sister looked small and vulnerable with her bruised and bleeding face.

			Only once in her life had Seraphine ever seen Penn in danger like this and it had been in this very room. Penn, with her long grey braids, screaming with terror as she was carried closer to the Panthera and it was all Seraphine’s fault …

			Only it hadn’t all been her fault. The Regent could have stopped it but instead she’d used the situation to teach Seraphine a lesson. And the Eslit had stood by and done nothing. They were no different from the Night Hag, who had kidnapped her and watched while she was imprisoned, Seraphine thought with a sudden rush of anger. It seemed as though everyone she met wanted to take over her life and control her.

			Everyone except Penn.

			An unfamiliar feeling coursed through Seraphine: a powerful emotion she couldn’t immediately name. It was stronger than anything she’d felt before. As it swept over her, she began to shout and push and kick against her glass prison; her desire for comfort and safety finally replaced by something far more powerful.

			Rage.

			Her Sceptre began to glow with a fierce, white heat.

			The last time Seraphine had stood by and done nothing to help Penn.

			Royalty should never make the same mistake twice.
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			Penn was now trapped, surrounded by the snaking shadow. She saw Juniper and Arthur, looking terrified but determined, preparing to jump over the shadow to come to her aid.

			‘No!’ Penn shouted. 

			Arthur and Juniper stopped 

			‘Trust me,’ she said urgently. ‘Just stay in the light, away from the shadow.’

			The gigantic Night Hag leapt easily over the gaping abyss, scarlet eyes shining in its deathly white face. 

			Juniper and Arthur shrank back but Penn stepped forward—

			straight onto the shadow path that led to the nightmare. 
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			It is cold. So cold and dark.

			Black sky above and black water all around. The moon hangs low in the sky. The rocky outcrop she huddles on shudders with each wave that crashes against it. Cold water sprays up, drenching her, the salt stinging her eyes.

			The Night Hag looms over her, its corpse-white face a nightmare emerging from the dark.

			There is nowhere to run. She is trapped.

			Only this time, Penn is unafraid. Finally, she is ready to hear the story that has been searching for a way to be told. Penn stares straight into the Night Hag’s blood-red eyes and opens her mind to its voice.

			‘You are not scared of me?’ The rasping voice sounds surprised.

			Penn shakes her head. ‘Not anymore. How did you become … this?’

			‘I was searching for a way past the Shroud. It took me years but I had patience. Finally, I found one.’

			‘The painting of Malumest Tor.’

			The Night Hag nods. ‘As soon as I saw it, I recognised it for what it was.’

			‘But you must have known it would take you to Malumest Tor.’

			‘Like everyone else, I believed Malumest Tor ruined and abandoned. I thought only of escaping Perianth, of getting beyond the Shroud. But of course it was not abandoned. The Malevolents had risen once more. I was discovered at once.’ The Night Hag pauses. ‘Unlike the Princess, I was not permitted to choose my punishment. The one with the voice like poison chose for me. I felt my limbs stretching and tearing as she cursed me, transforming me into a Night Hag. I was to be the Malevolents’ servant and spy.’

			‘But you weren’t always in your Night Hag form. Couldn’t you say something when you were in Perianth, in your own shape?’

			The Night Hag shakes its head. ‘They made sure I could not speak of it to anyone when I was in my human form. On Talisman Day, I was ordered to bring the Princess to them. I had to obey, I no longer had free will. They meant for the Arylians to see me, the Malevolent creature they fear the most. They wanted to sow fear and confusion, to create panic. But when I reached the palace, all of Perianth lay slumbering on the lawn.

			‘I left the Princess with the Implings, who waited just beyond the Shroud. They took her the rest of the way to Malumest Tor while I returned to hunt my final prey. But you were protected.’ The Night Hag grimaces. ‘By a dragon, no less. When you vanished I searched for hours before flying back to Malumest Tor, where I was punished for failing to capture you. Then I watched as the Princess chose the sanctuary of her glass prison.’

			Penn notices that the waves crashing against the rocks have grown gentler. A few glimmers of starlight appear in the black void of the sky.

			‘For the next two nights I hunted you. At first there was no trace. On the second night I believed myself confused, for I thought I sensed you near Malumest Tor. I knew that I would be punished again, and far more cruelly, if I did not find you soon. Yet I was glad you evaded me, even if I knew you could not run forever.’

			‘They wanted me to help them, didn’t they? They wanted me to put on the Mask, to pretend to be Seraphine.’

			‘They believe you have the same power as the Princess, the ability to use any Talisman, because of the binding you wear. With my help and yours they intended to take control of all the Talismans. Then it would have only been a matter of time before Arylia and every other province in the empire fell to the Malevolents.’

			Streaks of faint light appear in the sky. On the horizon, Penn can see land.

			‘But then the world turned upside down. You walked – willingly – into Malumest Tor, which no-one had ever done. A Hybrid fought for your friends. And we met once more, at the top of the Flawless Tower. For a moment I thought you understood me but then you threw yourself from the tower. Yet again, you escaped.’

			‘I didn’t understand then – not fully. But I did feel something. Something other than fear, I mean.’

			The Night Hag smiles; a twisted, hideous thing. ‘So many firsts. For the first time, someone was unafraid of a Night Hag. Prisoners escaped from the Flawless Tower. Children outwitted an army of Malevolents, from within their own stronghold. And I began to wonder if perhaps, finally, there was hope, if not for me.’

			‘There must be a way to take the Night Hag curse off you!’

			‘There is not. Only the Malevolent who did this to me can lift the curse and she will never do so.’ The Night Hag’s eyes fill with depthless suffering. ‘When I was wholly human, I was used until I was worn out. I longed for the day that I would finally rest. But Night Hags do not die – they can only be killed. It is unlikely that anyone will find a way to kill me. So there will be no mercy, no end for me.’

			They are surrounded by the morning light now and the rocky outcrop and ferocious black sea have both vanished. They stand in a snow-covered valley, encircled by mountains. The snow sparkles in the sun, like something wild and alive. 

			‘But even knowing the risk, you tried to protect and help the Arylians,’ Penn says. ‘Why?’

			‘Should Arylia fall to the Malevolents, the children of Midwinter, of all the provinces, would be in danger. I could not stand by and do nothing. It is not our way.’ The Night Hag gazes around, as though seeing its surroundings for the first time. In the daylight, with every distorted feature visible, it should be even more fearsome, but all of Penn’s terror has fled.

			‘The Malevolent made one mistake. She did not think to Silence me when I am in the Hag’s form. It was not a great error, for Night Hags can only communicate through nightmares. Yet still I wanted to tell someone. I tried to tell you. But who would ever see a Night Hag and stay to listen?’

			From high above they hear the cry of a lone hunting bird.

			‘Is this Midwinter?’ Penn whispers.

			‘It is a version of it. The one that I carry in my mind and heart.’

			‘When you realised the painting was a portal –’ Penn is aware that her voice sounds forlorn but she continues on ‘– did you ever think about taking me with you?’

			There is a heavy silence. ‘I thought of it, of course. But I did not know if you were one of them. You had lived all your life by the Princess’s side – you had grown up in the palace. I didn’t know if you truly longed to return to Midwinter. I didn’t know who you really were.’ The Night Hag pauses. ‘I’m still not sure, now.’

			For one last, long moment, the Night Hag holds Penn in the grip of its grief-filled gaze.

			Then, with a jolt, it releases her.
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			The snow-covered mountains and valley vanished and Penn found herself in the Throne Room once more. She saw that Juniper and Arthur must have tried to cross the shadow to help her for they were now petrified like statues. Penn looked down and realised she was still standing in the Night Hag’s shadow. But it no longer had power over her – she could move.

			The shadowy darkness now covered the entire floor of the Throne Room and was creeping up the walls. But behind the Night Hag was something else – a radiant light that was growing stronger and brighter.

			The light was coming from within Seraphine’s glass prison. It filled the room, obliterating the Night Hag’s shadow. As Penn’s Knot-Sister binding began to crackle with a fierce energy, she knew instinctively what was about to happen …

			With every ounce of her remaining strength, Penn threw herself at Juniper and Arthur, toppling them to the floor.

			The glass prison exploded, and a deafening shriek, like a discordant song, ricocheted through the Throne Room, shattering the windows. The Night Hag screamed, a piercing noise ripped straight from a nightmare.

			Penn dragged Juniper and Arthur to their feet. They all stumbled to safety as the tremendous weight of the Night Hag slowly swayed forward.

			Then the Night Hag crashed heavily to the floor. Impaled in its back was a large, jagged shard of the glass made from despair.
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			Penn raised her head weakly, her ears still ringing. Trying to avoid the broken glass from Seraphine’s prison that lay everywhere, she scrambled to her feet and ran over to where Ned lay. His furry body was twisted under a smattering of glass fragments. She picked him up and held him close. ‘Come on, Ned,’ she said fiercely. ‘Breathe.’

			The Huggle Beast had a terrible wound on the side of his head from Corin’s boot. Penn pressed an ear to his chest and held her breath. For one awful moment she heard nothing. Then there was a faint thump. A wave of relief washed over her. She held Ned even closer, cuddling him with all her might. The beat of his heart gradually grew stronger.

			‘Penn.’ Arthur’s voice came out in a rasp.

			Penn looked up. As rain poured in through the shattered windows, the Night Hag shapeshifted for the final time.

			Reverting to its true form in death, the Night Hag transformed into the small body and wrinkled face of Mistress Goody.
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			Penn ran to Goody and knelt beside the old woman’s body, shock and grief intermingling. In Penn’s arms, Ned whimpered, as though sensing her distress. 

			With her sapphire eyes blazing as fiercely as her Sceptre, Seraphine strode through the debris to the throne. Gertrude still sat upon it, her wig askew and her face blank with shock. ‘Move,’ Seraphine ordered the Regent, in a tone that held none of her usual sweetness. ‘That’s my throne.’

			‘Mother?’ Corin’s voice called feebly from the far end of the Throne Room.

			Gertrude jumped up and let out a cry when she saw him huddled in a corner. ‘Corin!’ She gathered up her stiff skirts and made her way around the abyss to her beloved son. ‘Are you hurt?’

			Corin pushed her hand away from his forehead and pointed at Arthur, his lower lip trembling. ‘Mother, make that boy give back my sword!’

			As Penn got to her feet she saw Juniper, closely followed by Arthur, clamber onto the dais.

			‘Dad!’ Juniper cried joyfully, throwing her arms around Thaddeus. She clutched at her throat. ‘I can speak again!’

			‘Yay,’ Arthur said unconvincingly.

			Juniper ignored him as she tugged at the cord binding her father’s wrists.

			‘Here, let me,’ said Arthur, raising the Sword of Destiny.

			‘No!’ Angus shrieked. He staggered towards them. The golden rope was wound so tightly around his right arm his hand had turned blue. ‘Every time you cut my Talisman, you make it angrier,’ Angus snarled, and Penn realised the screams of pain they had heard through the smoke must have come from him. ‘Look what it’s doing to me!’

			‘Release this man, then you can go to a Healer,’ Seraphine said, pointing at Thaddeus. 

			Angus’s eyes darted towards Gertrude.

			‘I will be your ruler and I said, release him.’ Seraphine’s voice was imperious. Penn felt her Knot-Sister binding pulse with a commanding new energy that was almost scary.

			The golden rope dropped from Thaddeus’s wrists and ankles. Angus cast a murderous look at Arthur and the Sword of Destiny and then disappeared through the doors.

			Tears streamed down Thaddeus’s face. ‘Juniper Juice!’ he rasped, hugging his daughter tight.

			With his mother following, Corin strode up to Arthur, stopping just out of reach. ‘The Sword of Destiny is mine, Norman!’ he said furiously. ‘How can you wield it?’

			Arthur looked surprised. ‘It’s not like it’s hard.’

			‘I don’t think it is your sword, Corin,’ Juniper retorted, as Penn, who was carrying Ned, came to stand beside her. Juniper gave the Regent a hard look through her cracked green spectacles. ‘That’s why you wanted the Calamus. You used it to get the Sword of Destiny for Corin. That would explain why Corin can’t lift it – it was never really meant for him.’

			‘The Casket of Fate reeked of Calamus,’ Penn added. ‘We could smell it when we took our Talismans out.’

			Juniper looked puzzled. ‘I didn’t smell any Calamus,’ she whispered to Penn.

			Penn felt a dart of confusion but Gertrude wasn’t paying attention. She was settling her wig back to its usual immaculate state. ‘Be careful with your accusations, Sower’s daughter,’ she growled. ‘Your mother is still my prisoner.’

			‘I believe anyone held in Perianth Palace is my prisoner, actually,’ Seraphine intervened. ‘And I want her released immediately.’

			The Regent stared at Seraphine and appeared to be making a swift calculation. ‘As you wish, Princess,’ she said in an oily tone. ‘Let me first deal with this unpleasant sight.’ She turned towards Goody’s lifeless body. At the top of her wig, a small key started to turn in its lock.

			‘No!’ Penn shouted.

			The key clicked into place.

			Goody vanished.

			A bundle of clothes and a pile of greyish-brown dust lay on the floor where her body had been. As Penn watched in disbelief, the dust swirled upwards and away, disappearing through a broken window and into the rain-soaked sky.
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			A short while later, Seraphine stood on one side of the abyss in the Throne Room, her hand gripping her Sceptre. Its white-hot glow had faded, but Seraphine’s sapphire eyes still blazed, lit by a fire deep within. On the other side of the abyss, Penn was cuddling Ned with all her might and watching in wonder as the wound on his head started to heal. The tighter she held him, the stronger his heartbeat grew. Cuddles and love were clearly powerful medicine for Huggle Beasts. 

			Juniper, Arthur and Thaddeus had gone to the cells to free Edyth, and Gertrude had taken Corin to be checked by a Healer. In the distance, Penn could hear the clamour of Warriors and Handmaidens approaching. They would be alone for only a few moments more. 

			‘You’re hurt,’ Seraphine said in a strained voice, staring at Penn’s bruises and bloodied lip.

			‘I’m okay.’ Penn looked down at Ned. ‘He’s worse off than me.’

			Recognition dawned on Seraphine’s face as she looked closer at the Huggle Beast. ‘When I was falling through the sky … that creature caught me.’

			‘His name is Ned. He’s braver than anyone I’ve ever known,’ Penn said. She looked at Seraphine curiously. ‘So you remember everything?’

			‘Most of it. It’s like a nightmare I had while I was awake. Does that make sense?’ Seraphine cleared her throat and continued. ‘You came to find me. In that horrible place. You risked your own life for mine. Why?’

			Penn stared into the black depths of the abyss. ‘We were the only ones who knew where you were. And I knew how it felt to be trapped in the shadow of the Night Hag. I just thought, if I could help you … I should. I couldn’t stand by and do nothing.’ She added softly, ‘I’m Wintrish. It’s not our way.’

			‘I was terrible to you,’ Seraphine whispered. ‘And we’re not even real sisters.’

			‘No, we’re not.’ Penn paused. ‘But you’re the only Knot-Sister I have.’

			‘Penn, I’m sorry about what happened with the Panthera. I never meant for it to—’

			‘I know.’ The ghost of a smile appeared. ‘I’m still not sorry for pushing you in the pond though.’

			Seraphine gave a laugh that sounded more like a sob. Then they flinched, for, with a groaning sound, the immense chasm separating them started to close. Within moments the gateway had sealed up and the marble floor of the Throne Room was polished and perfect once more. Penn and Seraphine stared at where the rift had been, their Knot-Sister bindings gently glowing.

			Warriors and Handmaidens flooded back into the Throne Room and began to fuss loudly over Seraphine. Penn used the distraction to quickly stuff the Mask behind the Clock Immemorial and then slip away, carrying Ned. She made her way to the cells where she found the Sevenoaks family, plus Arthur, reuniting with an emotional group hug. As Penn hung back, she could just make out Edyth’s muffled voice. 

			‘We’ve been so worried! Thank goodness they were able to track you!’

			Juniper pulled back. ‘They tracked me? How?’

			‘Our Talisman Day gift,’ Thaddeus admitted, wiping a tear from his cheek. ‘The silver necklace for your Occulorum. It emits a signal. That’s how they knew where to find you.’

			‘You put a tracker on me?’ Juniper said, outraged.

			‘You’d just received your Talisman!’ Edyth retorted. ‘All responsible parents secretly attach trackers to their children’s Talismans for the first year!’ Ignoring Juniper’s indignation, she looked at Arthur. ‘Who are you?’

			‘Ah. And yet What are you? would be a much better question and give you far greater insight into me than a mere name,’ Arthur answered grandly.

			‘Very well. What are you?’

			There was a silence. 

			‘I’m an Arthur,’ Arthur finally said, in a small voice, ‘but you can call me Norman.’

			‘Is he unwell?’ Edyth asked Juniper, eyeing Arthur with the professional interest of a Meditrix. 

			Before Juniper could reply, Thaddeus caught sight of Penn and gasped. ‘Penn! You look terrible! What happened to you?’

			‘Quite a lot of things,’ Arthur said. ‘Would you like to hear them in reverse order? Most people answer no to that question,’ he finished thoughtfully. 

			‘Do you know you’re not a prisoner anymore?’ Penn asked Edyth, trying to shift the attention away from herself.

			‘We haven’t had time to tell her anything yet,’ Juniper said. ‘She doesn’t even know the Night Hag is dead.’

			‘Night Hag?’ Edyth repeated.

			Arthur nodded. ‘The Night Hag was actually the little old lady who tried to poison us. We thought it was the scary woman with the keys in her hair.’

			‘Juniper,’ Edyth said faintly, ‘what, in the name of King Clovis, is this boy talking about?’

			‘It wasn’t a real Night Hag,’ Penn said with a lump in her throat.

			‘Anyway, it’s gone now,’ Juniper added. ‘We found the weapon we needed to make it reveal itself in The Infinite Book of Secrecy and—’

			‘What nonsense is this?’ Thaddeus interrupted. ‘There’s only one copy of that book and it’s in—’

			‘The Library at Anamora,’ Juniper finished. ‘That’s where I got it from.’

			Thaddeus looked flabbergasted. ‘But … but that’s not possible! You were inside the Library?’

			‘Yes, I told you already,’ Juniper said impatiently. ‘We were trying to find—’

			‘But how did you get past the Scavengers?’

			Penn looked at Thaddeus through narrowed eyes. ‘How do you know about the Scavengers?’

			‘Because I was there!’ Thaddeus said, waving his injured arm at her. ‘One of them bit me!’

			Juniper looked baffled. ‘But what were you doing in the Library?’

			Thaddeus hesitated.

			‘We need to tell her,’ Edyth said gently. ‘It’s time she knew.’

			Thaddeus took a deep breath. ‘On Talisman Day, early in the morning, we received an urgent Epistle from the Head Librarian saying Scavengers had broken into Anamora and tried to steal a Talisman.’

			Penn gasped. ‘Bunty’s Epistle was meant for you?’

			Thaddeus nodded. ‘When the Scavengers took my Anonymity Mask—’

			‘What?’ Juniper shouted. ‘The Mask was yours?’

			‘Used to be,’ Thaddeus said ruefully. ‘Until it was Confiscated. But my connection with it is still strong. Bunty got it back quickly but the Scavengers had left traces of Malevolence on it, which left me feeling sick and shaky.’

			‘Thaddeus loved that Mask of his,’ Edyth said with a smile. ‘He used to call it his “face”. That Mask allowed him to assume the identity of anyone. It made him a very successful—’

			‘Talisman Seeker,’ Penn finished in a dazed voice. ‘You weren’t a Librarian. You were a Talisman Seeker!’

			Thaddeus nodded, unable to suppress a grin. 

			‘But … but … I know you were a Librarian!’ Juniper stammered. ‘I used your password to get into the Library!’

			‘You did what—’ Thaddeus began but he was cut off by Edyth saying, ‘Serves you right for always using the same stupid password.’

			‘Talisman Seeker headquarters used to be at Anamora, so technically I did work at the Library,’ said Thaddeus. ‘Your mother worked with the Seekers too. She was the Commanding Meditrix who accompanied the Seekers on the most dangerous missions.’ 

			‘You used to find lost and stolen Talismans?’ Juniper said in shock, looking from her mother to her father and back again. ‘And … and battle Scavengers?’ She gazed doubtfully at her rumpled, genial father.

			‘Still do,’ Thaddeus said, holding up his swollen, purple arm again. ‘I asked Ajax to take me to Anamora to find out what was going on. We thought Gertrude was involved too. But when I got there, there was no sign of Bunty and the place was crawling with Scavengers. They fell back when they saw Ajax so I was able to escape. I only just made it back in time to see you get your Occulorum.’

			‘We flew on Ajax too!’ Arthur said. ‘I thought I was going to die. But I didn’t, because luckily I’d given a Blood Hound’s bottom a good, hard scratch.’

			‘Are you sure you don’t have a fever?’ Edyth asked, pressing her hand to Arthur’s forehead.

			‘He’s just being Arthur-ish,’ Juniper said. ‘But I don’t understand. Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?’ She sounded hurt.

			Thaddeus looked unspeakably sad. ‘At the end of the War there were rumours the Talisman Seekers had been helping the Malevolents steal Talismans. Our Talismans were Confiscated and we were sent to live at the furthest reaches of Perianth. Your mother and I were put to work in the Iliastar fields as Sowers.’ He added softly, ‘Until now, we never talked about who we once were.’

			Juniper looked at her parents as though seeing them for the first time, then she flew at them and hugged them.

			‘Arylian history again,’ Arthur said mournfully. ‘And I used to think having to read The War of the Curdles in Verse was bad.’

			‘I still don’t understand why they put you in here,’ Penn said as the Sevenoaks family broke apart.

			‘If they’re anything like Juniper, they probably stole something,’ Arthur whispered. ‘Maybe theft is a family tradition.’

			‘It was Gertrude,’ Thaddeus said. ‘She read Bunty’s Epistle and then re-sealed and released it and got Warriors to track it to discover who Bunty had meant to send it to. The Warriors came close to our house but got affected by the anti-Smungle repellent Edie had sprayed everywhere to protect Ajax.’

			‘They got lost in Bodkin Forest,’ Edyth said with satisfaction. ‘It took them hours to find their way back to the path. But ours is the only cottage in that area so it confirmed Bunty’s Epistle was intended for us.’

			‘By the time the Warriors returned to the palace, the Feast was underway. We had no idea Gertrude had even read the Epistle until we were arrested and taken to the Compelling Room for interrogation. That’s where Gertrude and your mother and I were when the Princess was taken.’

			‘So that’s why we didn’t see any of you when everyone was asleep!’ Penn said.

			‘I ran into the palace and shouted out for help but no-one answered,’ Juniper added.

			‘The Compelling Room is soundproof.’ Thaddeus grimaced. ‘For obvious but nasty reasons.’

			‘Everyone woke up about an hour later,’ Edyth continued. ‘And then, of course, they realised the Princess was missing and that you and Penn had disappeared too, so we got locked up in here.’

			‘Do you want to be on our team?’ Arthur asked. ‘If you’re good at getting imprisoned you can join.’

			‘I’m so sorry you got put in here because of me,’ Juniper said with tears in her eyes.

			‘Don’t be silly, Juniper Juice!’ Thaddeus exclaimed. ‘Scavengers on the loose, getting thrown into a cell – why, it’s just like old times!’

			‘Well, if you’re having fun you should stay, but I’m going,’ Arthur said firmly. ‘Juniper, Penn and I will probably be imprisoned again somewhere in about six hours. Voluntarily spending time in a cell might throw our whole imprisonment schedule off.’

			‘Norm— Arth— the boy is right,’ Edyth said. ‘Penn, come with us so I can tend to those cuts and injuries of yours at home.’

			‘Is Bunty safe?’ Thaddeus asked Juniper, as they left the cell and Penn led them through the passageways. ‘Is the Library free once more?’

			Juniper nodded.

			Thaddeus looked relieved. ‘It’s almost impossible to believe savages still exist who would desecrate the Marvellous objects in Anamora, rather than treating them with the reverence they deserve. The Great Library houses riches of the Royal Treasury such as Empress Ianthe’s Orb—’

			‘Ah. That’s kind of … gone,’ Arthur said regretfully.

			Thaddeus stopped dead. ‘Gone? What do you mean, gone?’

			‘I threw it over the side of the dragon into an icy abyss.’

			‘Please tell me you’re joking. You couldn’t possibly have thrown the Orb—’

			‘Cyril.’

			‘Who’s Cyril?’

			‘The Orb. That’s his name.’

			‘Orbs don’t have names.’

			Arthur fixed Thaddeus with a steely glare. ‘This one did.’

			Thaddeus blinked, then continued in a weaker voice. ‘Did you see the Celestial Ceiling? It’s the last remaining map of the border crossings—’

			‘Smashed to bits,’ Arthur said. ‘By us,’ he added, in case there was any doubt.

			Thaddeus looked like he was about to collapse. ‘The Infinite Book of Secrecy?’ he whimpered.

			‘Now that is still safe,’ Arthur beamed, pleased to have good news at last. ‘It was very useful. Good thing Juniper stole it. You should be very proud.’ His smile wavered. ‘Or not. Depends on your parenting philosophy, I suppose. Would now be a bad time to mention that Juniper destroyed the Librarynth – argh!’

			Ned, who was obviously feeling much better, was strangling Arthur with his tail, in an attempt to shut him up.

			As Penn went to Arthur’s rescue, Thaddeus sagged against a wall, his face pale. He tried to speak but only a croak came out. Edyth rushed to his side to take his pulse.

			Thaddeus took a deep breath, then spoke in a quavering voice. ‘Juniper, are you telling me that you had the rare privilege of entering the Great Library at Anamora, but once inside its hallowed halls, you and your friends smashed the ceiling, stole a rare book, threw away one of its greatest treasures and destroyed the Librarynth?’

			‘Nobody likes a rub-it-inner,’ Arthur muttered, hiding from Ned behind Edyth.

			‘It’s not as bad as it sounds,’ Juniper said defensively. She thought for a moment. ‘Actually, it kind of is.’

			They all looked up in alarm as five armed Warriors marched around the corner, cutting off their exit.

			One of the Warriors spoke, in a curt tone, ‘Our orders are to bring you immediately to the Compelling Room for interrogation.’

			Penn had been mistaken the last time she’d heard these words, while hiding under the hedge. But this time she knew, with absolute certainty, that they were talking about her. 

			Thaddeus stepped forward swiftly. Under the guise of taking Ned from Penn, he whispered, ‘Don’t be afraid. You’re underage. Almost none of the Marvellance in the Compelling Room can be used on you.’

			Before Penn could reply, the Warriors marched her away.
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			Penn had been expecting to see the entire Eslit, but when she was pushed into the dimly lit room the only person seated before her was the Regent. Without being told, Penn sat in the chair opposite, a small table between them. She immediately felt a curious pressure. It was like the air was holding her down. Penn tried to move in her seat but found that she couldn’t. 

			The Regent watched her struggling. ‘This is only one of the Compelling Room’s many useful methods for extracting confessions,’ she said coldly. ‘Do you understand?’ 

			Penn understood perfectly. Gertrude was trying to frighten her. Silently thanking Thaddeus for his warning, Penn nodded.

			‘I saw you use a Talisman in the Throne Room,’ Gertrude said. ‘Hand it over immediately.’

			‘I don’t have it.’ This was true. She must have dropped Sparkle when she dived through the doorway from Betwixt and Between. Penn couldn’t get up but she could still move her hands. She turned out her pockets, relieved that she’d had the foresight to hide the Mask.

			Her relief didn’t escape Gertrude’s notice. ‘You seem pleased with yourself.’ The air pressed down on Penn a little harder. ‘You may have the Princess on your side again but you are still to face judgement for breaking the Casket of Fate.’

			‘That had nothing to do with me!’

			‘Can you prove it?’

			‘No.’ Penn’s voice shook. ‘But if you try to punish me for breaking it, I’ll tell Seraphine and the Eslit that the Librarian at Anamora sent an Epistle begging for help. You read it and didn’t do anything!’

			In the silence that followed, Penn could hear the soft whirring of the keys in Gertrude’s wig. Then, horribly, the Regent smiled. ‘Are you threatening me, Slumweed?’ 

			‘Only because you threatened me first!’ Penn said desperately. ‘I heard you talking about using the Greying Curse on me! Eslit Arva didn’t want to but you said breaking the Casket was as bad as one of the Heinous Crimes, like using someone’s Talisman, and that the Lore must always be obeyed.’

			Gertrude’s tone turned vicious. ‘How very disappointing for you, Slumweed. Should you go through with your pathetic blackmail attempt, I will tell the truth – that as soon as I read the Librarian’s Epistle, I immediately acted to protect her. She will confirm that powerful Containment Marvellance kept her safe. Under the circumstances, I had to do it anonymously until I knew exactly what was going on. But I can easily prove that I was the one who saved her.’

			Penn looked at the Regent, stunned. She remembered Bunty wondering aloud: ‘I don’t know how the Scavengers were able to use Malevolence in the Hall of Talismans!’ It was because it hadn’t been Malevolence at all. Gertrude had used Marvellance to trap Bunty in the strongbox – to protect her. That explained the Anonymous scorchmark etched into the padlock and why the lock had disintegrated as soon as the danger had passed. Penn frowned. The same scorchmark had appeared next to her name on the Talisman Ceremony list, which meant …

			‘It was you,’ Penn said hoarsely. ‘You added my name to the Talisman Ceremony list!’

			Gertrude went very still. 

			Penn’s thoughts were a chaotic blur. She felt as though she was back at Goody’s cottage, struggling with Quintessence. She knew all of the important elements were right in front of her but nothing was making sense. Instantly, she heard Goody’s irritable voice in her mind.

			‘You daft girl! How many times have I told you? Every single step matters and has meaning! Focus on the main ingredient. Follow the steps. It’s simple!’

			The Talisman Ceremony was the main ingredient. Follow the steps. 

			‘I went onto the stage and you made me put on gloves,’ Penn began slowly. She remembered the unpleasantly damp feeling of the gloves, as though they’d been soaked in something … Her mind began to race. ‘It must have been the gloves that smelled of Calamus, not the Casket! But if the Calamus was on the gloves, and I was the only one who wore them, that means … you used the Calamus to get a Talisman for me.’ 

			Penn stumbled to a stop. She was sure she was right but after everything Gertrude had done to prevent her from getting a Talisman, why had the Regent then tried to help her get one?

			‘For you?’ Gertrude sneered. ‘I was never going to let you keep a Talisman! I merely used you to bring it through. As Regent, I’m responsible for all the Talismans. The stolen “face’’ the Librarian mentioned in her Epistle clearly referred to that foolish nickname Thaddeus Sevenoaks gave to his Confiscated Anonymity Mask. As I couldn’t get to Anamora, I decided to bring the Mask to me. All I needed was some Calamus and a child who wasn’t already matched to a Talisman to take it out of the Casket. You were the only spare.’ In a tone of deepest contempt, the Regent added, ‘The only flaw in my plan was you. I should have known that anything a Slumweed touches, even with gloves on, turns to failure.’

			Penn stared at the table. She hadn’t been destined to receive a Talisman. Gertrude had been behind it all along. 

			‘You seem to think you’re clever, but you’re not,’ Gertrude continued relentlessly. ‘All you’ve managed to work out is that Talismans are not, and never will be, destined for Slumweeds.’ She allowed the cruel words to sink in before continuing. ‘Now. The Casket of Fate. How did you break it?’ Her voice grew even grimmer. ‘Did you use Malevolence to destroy it?’

			‘It wasn’t me,’ Penn said wearily. ‘But I’m glad the Casket broke.’

			‘You’re glad?’ 

			‘Yes! Because it probably put it out of its misery! Now that I know what the Casket went through, I feel sorry for it!’

			‘Have you lost your mind, Slumweed?’

			Penn ignored her and charged on, growing more furious as she became convinced she was right. ‘You were trying to bring the Mask through, using an entire basket of Calamus. Corin was drenched in Heart’s Desire Oil and wishing for the Sword of Destiny, which was never meant for him. And the Talisman Ceremony involves powerful Marvellance anyway. The Casket had all of these Marvellous forces pulling it in different directions, trying to control it, and I know what that feels like! IT FEELS EXACTLY LIKE YOU’RE GOING TO SPLIT IN TWO!’ Penn shouted. She took a deep, ragged breath and looked at Gertrude defiantly. ‘I think the Casket was destroyed by Marvellance, not Malevolence. Which means it wasn’t my fault. It was yours.’ 

			The Regent’s expression was impassive but the keys in her wig were turning faster than usual. Finally, she spoke. ‘Can you prove this fantastical theory?’

			Penn suddenly felt more tired than she’d ever been in her life. All she wanted was to sleep. ‘No. But if I have to face the Greying Curse, then so will you.’

			Gertrude’s lip curled. ‘You really have lost your mind, Slumweed.’

			Penn shook her head. ‘Even if you were trying to rescue a Talisman, you interfered with the Talisman Ceremony. That’s a Heinous Crime and anyone who commits a Heinous Crime has to be sentenced to the Greying Curse. There are no exceptions – you said so yourself, in front of all the Eslit.’ Penn paused. She knew she would pay dearly for this later, but right now it felt worth it. ‘It’s the Lore. And the Lore must always be obeyed.’

			Penn braced herself for whatever punishment was coming her way. The Regent’s eyes bored into her. Penn held her gaze for as long as she could until, finally, she looked away. 

			Then Gertrude stood up and walked out of the Compelling Room. The air pressure holding Penn hostage lifted and at last she was free.
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			Several days later, Penn was finally allowed to leave the palace. She had been thoroughly interrogated by the Eslit, but they had given up when it became clear they wouldn’t learn anything more than what she had already told them at the trial.

			An inquisition was being planned to investigate the long list of scandals, including how Goody had transformed into a Night Hag, why Scavengers were on the loose at Anamora and why Princess Seraphine hadn’t received the Royal Orb or the Sceptre but some other object entirely, which no-one seemed able to identify. 

			There had been no further mention of Malumest Tor. The official story was that Goody was another Wintrish traitor, and had acted alone. Until the inquisition took place, everyone involved, even Seraphine, had been forbidden to speak publicly about what had happened under threat of terrible punishment. 

			The general mood up at the palace, therefore, was one of barely contained panic. Penn was glad to escape. With Ned, who had made a full recovery, wrapped around her neck, she headed straight to Bibliobibuli Cottage.

			‘Penn!’ Thaddeus beamed and then led her into the kitchen, where Edyth was reading. ‘Juniper and Arthur are outside.’

			‘They ask after you every minute of every day,’ Edyth said with a smile. ‘None of us were allowed to visit you.’

			Penn smiled back. Then she put her hand into her pocket and pulled out the Anonymity Mask, which she had retrieved from its hiding place behind the Clock. Shyly, she held it out to Thaddeus. ‘This belongs to you.’

			Thaddeus looked down at his Talisman and then back at Penn. There were tears in his eyes. ‘What a remarkable girl you are, Penn of Midwinter,’ he said softly. ‘Thank you.’ His hands trembled as they held his Talisman once more.

			‘Will it have to go back to Anamora?’ Penn asked, embarrassed.

			‘Only if the Eslit find out I have it,’ Thaddeus replied. He grinned. ‘It’s currently marked Missing, so I might forget to tell them.’

			‘The Scavengers tried to steal the Mask and Bunty stole it back. Juniper said it then mysteriously disappeared from the Hall of Talismans,’ Edyth said. ‘How, in the name of King Clovis, did you end up with it?’

			‘The Regent tried to protect the Mask by bringing it through the Casket of Fate,’ Penn explained. ‘But it got stuck or lost somehow between Anamora and the Casket and ended up in Betwixt and Between instead. That’s where I found it.’ 

			‘I wondered where that gateway had taken you,’ Thaddeus said. Both he and Edyth looked worried. 

			Penn continued, choosing her words carefully. She didn’t want to mention the Malevolent or what had happened in that strange in-between place. ‘I had to use your Mask to find a way out of there. But it didn’t turn me into a Grey One. Why didn’t the Greying Curse work?’ Penn felt breathless as she waited for Thaddeus’s reply. She knew that she couldn’t really use any Talisman she wanted but … she had used the Mask and she hadn’t been cursed.

			‘It’s a Lore Talisman,’ Thaddeus replied. ‘There’s something rather special about Lore Talismans, you see—’

			‘But I didn’t have your permission!’

			Thaddeus and Edyth both looked taken aback. Edyth recovered first. ‘We’re going to have a long talk with our daughter about the precise meaning of keeping a secret,’ Edyth said drily. ‘But you’re right, Penn, Lore Talismans can only be used with the permission of their owners. Luckily for you, Confiscated Talismans fall into a grey area. The rules don’t always apply to them.’

			Penn felt both deflated and extremely stupid for hoping, even secretly, that the Malevolent’s theory about her being able to use any Talisman might be true.

			‘What happened when you used it?’ Thaddeus asked curiously.

			‘It created copies of me. Endless, identical copies.’ Penn remembered the shock in the Malevolent’s voice when her clones had appeared. What is this? What did you do? ‘That’s not how your Mask usually works, is it?’

			‘No. It’s not.’ Thaddeus looked thoughtful. ‘It’s an Anonymity Mask. Its purpose is to allow its owner to assume the identity of someone else.’

			‘I wasn’t trying to be anyone else. I just wanted to escape from Betwixt and Between.’

			‘Slipping between identities is the core of my Mask’s Marvellance. But you weren’t trying to assume a different identity.’ Thaddeus’s tone grew gentle. ‘And you don’t really know who you are. I rather think my Mask had no idea what to do with you.’ 

			There was a silence. Then Edyth spoke, in a kind voice. ‘Juniper’s outside, with Arthur. They’ll be very happy to see you.’

			Penn nodded and ran outside, the kitchen door banging behind her.

			Juniper and Arthur were sitting on the top of the grassy slope behind the cottage, in the late-afternoon sunshine. 

			‘Penn!’

			They ran to her and hugged her fiercely. Penn felt happier than she could ever remember feeling in her entire life. Ned, who clearly didn’t feel the same way, yowled in protest and jumped free.

			‘I missed you too, Ned,’ Arthur said hopefully, holding his arms out for a hug.

			Ned gave him a disdainful look and helped himself to a large pawful of cucumber slices from a plate that lay on the ground.

			‘Hey, those are mine,’ Arthur protested.

			Ned responded by stuffing all the cucumber slices he was holding into his mouth and chewing noisily.

			‘Come and sit with us,’ Juniper said to Penn. ‘We’re keeping a lookout for Ajax. We haven’t seen him since we escaped from Malumest Tor. I think he’ll come back, though.’

			Penn felt a twinge of guilt but Portentia had made her promise not to say anything about her ability to communicate with Ajax. She couldn’t bring herself to command him to return anyway. If he was staying away, she was sure he had a good reason. They all sat down and gazed into the empty blue sky. There was so much to say that no-one knew where to begin.

			Arthur was the first to speak. ‘Your face looks better,’ he said, with his usual kindness. ‘Do your bruises still hurt?’

			Penn gave him a lopsided smile. Her many injuries had almost healed. ‘I’m okay. But … I lost Sparkle when I fell through the Black Hellebore gateway into Betwixt and Between.’ It was silly to miss Sparkle when she hadn’t really been fated to get a Talisman. It had all been Gertrude’s doing. And yet … Gertrude had tried to use Penn to bring the Mask through. But somehow she had ended up with Sparkle.

			Juniper grabbed Penn’s hand and squeezed it sympathetically.

			Surprisingly, Arthur shrugged. ‘It took us three days to get your Knot-Sister back without knowing where she was to begin with. You know where you lost Sparkle, so finding that should take us half the time.’ He grinned at Penn and she couldn’t help smiling back.

			‘I’m very glad we met you, Arthur Bunyon,’ Penn said.

			Arthur’s cheeks turned pink. By way of distraction, he offered another cucumber slice to Ned. Ned took it, placed it carefully on the ground and then sat on it. Slowly and deliberately, the Huggle Beast rubbed his bottom on the cucumber slice, all the while staring Arthur unblinkingly in the eyes.

			‘Are we sure he’s not a Malevolent?’ Arthur asked uneasily.

			Juniper ignored both Arthur and Ned. ‘Penn, to unlock Sparkle’s white light, you had to say the traitor’s name. How did you know Goody was the Night Hag? We all thought it was Gertrude.’

			‘She called Arthur by his real name,’ Penn said simply. ‘Right before Ned knocked the potion out of her hands. There was no way she could have known it – no-one in Perianth knew it. Everyone thought he was called Norman. But the Night Hag knew Arthur’s name. She heard me scream it out when we were escaping from the Flawless Tower.’

			Arthur’s mouth dropped open.

			‘She tried to save us too,’ Penn added.

			‘By poisoning us with a potion that smelled like what Ned does after he eats dinner?’ Arthur asked sceptically. ‘Don’t think we haven’t noticed,’ he muttered to Ned.

			Penn laughed. ‘That potion was made of Black Hellebore, which is also known as Stinkwort. But the Stinkwort was in a jar labelled Stickwort and I’m sure Goody only used it by accident. They’re identical-looking black powders. Goody had no way of knowing the labels had got mixed up, because she had no sense of smell.’

			‘So if Goody made a potion using the powder from the jar labelled Stickwort,’ Juniper said slowly, ‘that means—’

			‘She thought she was making a sleeping potion,’ Penn finished. ‘I think she meant to make us sleep like the dead for a week. Goody would have been the only person who knew we were still alive and could have revived us.’ Penn paused to let this sink in. ‘She wanted to give us a chance to escape. She was trying to save us.’

			‘I don’t understand,’ Arthur said. ‘The Night Hag was on our side?’

			‘Goody was on our side. Right from the start, only no-one knew. Juniper, remember the potion for the Wish that I messed up?’

			‘If you mean the one that put everyone to sleep, it’s kind of hard to forget.’

			‘When we were making it, the Cauldron said it was the same recipe as a protective potion and Goody admitted that it could be used as a shield against Malevolence.’

			‘Wait, wait, wait.’ Arthur paused, his eyes wide with excitement. ‘You have a talking cauldron?’

			‘Goody knew that everyone in Perianth would be drinking that potion,’ Penn continued. ‘So she swapped the traditional Wish recipe for a protective potion against Malevolence.’

			‘But nothing Malevolent had happened since the War,’ Juniper realised. ‘Why bother making a potion for protection against Malevolence—’

			‘Unless you know the Malevolents have returned,’ Penn finished. ‘And the only way she could have known that was if she was one of them.’

			Arthur was looking at Penn in awe. ‘You worked all that out from Goody using my name and some mixed-up labels?’

			She laughed. ‘Not right away. I still hadn’t put all the pieces together when I said her name. I even tried saying Gertrude first because I wasn’t absolutely sure.’

			‘But how did Goody know how ART portals worked?’ Juniper asked. 

			‘Before she did Quintessence, Goody was Artemisia Pokrovsky’s apprentice—’

			‘That’s the Artist who painted the ART portals!’ Arthur said excitedly.

			‘Exactly. Artemisia probably discussed how to use them while Goody was in the room. Wintrish can be completely invisible to some Arylians.’ Penn paused. ‘Goody searched for a way back to Midwinter for years. But she was never allowed into the palace until a week before Talisman Day. As soon as she saw the painting, she took her chance and then …’ Penn came to a halt, remembering the grief in the Night Hag’s scarlet eyes. 

			Arthur was looking sceptical. ‘If Goody was so wonderful and was really trying to help everyone, then why did she chase you all over Arylia, scaring you senseless as the Night Hag?’ 

			‘She didn’t choose to be the Night Hag,’ Penn said quietly. ‘She had to do what the Malevolents told her and she couldn’t say anything when she was herself. She came to my room to try to warn me about the Malevolents but she was in her Night Hag form and I was too afraid. I blocked her voice out. It was only at the end, once I knew, deep down, that it was still her …’ Penn faltered. ‘When I wasn’t afraid anymore, I could hear what she was trying to say.’

			‘Why do you think she tried to help us?’ Juniper wondered. ‘She was a servant and an outcast in Arylia. She must have hated us!’

			Penn gave a crooked smile. ‘She did. But she knew the Malevolents wouldn’t stop at Arylia. They’d destroy Midwinter and the other provinces too. Goody would never have stood by and done nothing if she could help.’ Penn lifted her head proudly. ‘That’s not the Wintrish way.’

			There was a silence.

			‘It’s ironic, isn’t it?’ Arthur said.

			‘What is?’ Juniper asked.

			‘Goody was the baddie.’ He reflected for a moment and added, ‘Or it would be ironic, if that was her real name. What was it?’ They looked at him blankly. ‘Her real name,’ Arthur repeated. ‘Goody has to have been just a mean nickname.’

			Like Slumweed, Penn thought with a sudden shock. And, for the first time, she truly saw her old teacher.

			Goody stuck in her cottage, brewing up potions day after endless day. The fate that Penn so dreaded had been Goody’s life. The Arylians had depended on her skills, yet given her neither respect nor friendship. She had been entirely alone.

			Penn had never really thought of Goody as a person. Neither had anyone else. 

			They had never even bothered to find out her real name. 

			[image: ]

			Penn stood alone in the clearing outside Goody’s cottage. The fire was unlit and the Cauldron was silent.

			She looked at the caged bird, Ina, who let out a bitter squawk. ‘Yes, I know,’ Penn said. ‘You don’t like me any more than I like you. But Goody’s gone.’

			Ina pecked viciously at the bars of her cage, as though she was imagining attacking Penn.

			‘You don’t happen to know what her real name was, do you?’ Penn asked.

			Ina halted her frenzied attack, lifted her head and glared at Penn with beady eyes. Then she gave another squawk and looked straight at Goody’s recipe book, which lay on the table near the cold and empty Cauldron.

			Penn went over to the table. The thick, leather-bound book lay open to the last recipe Goody had made: a draught made from Stickwort that promised to induce a death-like sleep. 

			The book had always been opened to whichever recipe they were using that day. She picked up the heavy tome and for the first time saw the engraving on the front cover. It was a sprig of Mirus Weed, the symbol of Midwinter. 

			Penn opened the book. On the first page, below an old-fashioned image of a smiling young girl with her parents, was an inscription, written neatly in faded blue ink.

			For our beloved daughter, Ina.

			A sketchbook for your drawings!

			Good luck with your painting apprenticeship in Arylia.

			We love you and we’ll be counting down the days until you come home.

			It took Penn a long moment before she realised the girl in the image was Goody. Penn had never seen her smile. She stared at the picture of the young Wintrish girl. Then she flicked through the book. The pages at the start were filled with vivid sketches of Perianth as it must have looked before the War. Even more pages were filled with beautifully detailed drawings of snow-covered mountains and valleys. Midwinter. Penn stared at these drawings for a long time, until finally she closed the book, tied the bindings and hugged it to her chest. 

			She looked at the grotesque bird in the cage. Unlike Penn, Goody had known her Wintrish name and found a way to keep it alive. She had given her own name to this ruined creature – and then she had imprisoned it.

			Penn went over to Ina’s cage. The bird watched her suspiciously as Penn stretched out one hand, pulled the bolt back and opened the cage door. Quickly, she stepped back.

			After several minutes, the bird with the name of the long-forgotten girl shuffled from its cage. It looked around, blinking, as though suspecting a trap. With one last mistrustful glare at Penn, Ina let out a sudden, joyous squawk.

			Flapping with furious determination, Ina lifted clumsily into the sky, her wings ungainly from lack of use. Despite her feebleness, she was soon nothing more than a black speck in the bright blue sky.

			Penn watched her go, craning her neck as she squinted into the sunshine.

			Then Penn blinked.

			When she looked again, Ina had vanished.
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			‘Do you know why the Princess summoned us here?’ Arthur asked. ‘Do you think she’s going to send me back to Candlemage?’

			It was evening and Penn, Juniper, Arthur and Ned were all waiting in the Throne Room of Perianth Palace. The enormous stained-glass windows had been remade using Marvellance, while the Clock Immemorial was ticking away in its usual erratic manner. As always, the Panthera slept at the foot of the throne, although it had uttered a distinct sleepy purr when Arthur rubbed its ears.

			‘She can’t,’ Juniper replied. They were all sitting on an expensive Q’Saarhian silk rug, as the only seats in the room were the Eslit’s golden chairs or the throne. Juniper was reading a book that was hovering in front of her face. ‘Without Ajax you can’t get through the Shroud and we don’t know where the border crossings are anyway. So you can’t leave.’

			‘I’m lucky your parents said I could stay at your house for as long as I need to,’ Arthur said happily.

			Juniper pushed the book down, her face pale. ‘They said what?’

			‘I think your mum wants to study me. I keep meaning to ask, are we pretending to be first cousins or second cousins? What are second cousins anyway? Would that mean I’m your mum’s cousin or does it mean we’re both cousins to a different cousin? I like the idea of us having the same cousin. We could call him Bobo. Am I still Norman?’

			Juniper threw herself facedown on the rug. ‘If I have to listen to much more of this I’m going to be found dead with my brain leaking out of my ears,’ she said, in a muffled voice. ‘Penn, if that happens please tell my parents that it was Arthur and his imaginary cousin Bobo who killed me.’

			‘Bobo is your cousin too!’ Arthur said indignantly.

			‘Moment of Truth,’ the Clock suddenly announced, making everyone jump.

			Penn picked up Ned, who had been rubbing his bottom on the silk rug, dangerously close to Juniper’s head. She settled him comfortably in her lap and then dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘I’m sure Ajax will come back and then we’ll both be able to find a way to get home, Arthur.’

			‘I don’t want to go back to Candlemage,’ Arthur said.

			‘But it’s your home!’ Juniper said, sitting up again. ‘What about your parents?’

			‘They don’t like me very much,’ Arthur said candidly. ‘Anyway, I prefer Arylia to Candlemage. It’s much more exciting. There aren’t any talking clocks in Candlemage.’

			‘You don’t mean that. When we find a border crossing and you see your own province again, you’ll change your mind.’

			Arthur shook his head. ‘Since I arrived in Arylia, I’ve been thrown over a lavafall inside a dragon’s egg, been hunted by Scavengers, travelled through a painting of a very ugly dress, escaped from the Flawless Tower, ridden a dragon, faced a Night Hag and helped save a Princess,’ he said, ticking off the points on his fingers. ‘But not once has anyone thrown water at my trousers.’

			‘Don’t forget that you were attacked by a berry,’ Juniper said sarcastically. ‘That was exciting too.’

			Before Arthur could respond, Seraphine entered the Throne Room. She was entirely alone, which was very unusual. Not a Warrior or Handmaiden in sight. Seraphine closed the door behind her, which was also unusual. Penn had never seen her Knot-Sister close a door for herself.

			They all jumped to their feet. Juniper dropped into a curtsy, while Arthur sort of crumpled in half, in the worst attempt at a bow Penn had ever seen.

			Penn looked at Seraphine. The palace Healer had done her best but the scar on her Knot-Sister’s cheek was still faintly visible. ‘Where is everyone? Won’t they all be panicking if you’re out of sight for one minute?’

			‘I’m fed up with their fussing,’ Seraphine said. ‘They hardly ever left me alone before the Night Hag took me and they’re ten times worse now. So I told them all that I had things to do and I imagined they did too.’

			Penn raised an eyebrow. ‘And that worked?’

			‘Well, no. I’m fairly sure they all followed me and are hiding around the corner but at least I tried. Shall we begin?’

			Penn nodded. She put Ned on the floor and went to stand beside Seraphine at a gilt table. 

			The Princess gestured towards a leather scabbard lying on the table. The engraved hilt of the sword within glinted as it caught the light. 

			‘Step forward, Arthur,’ Seraphine said in a very regal tone. ‘This sword will forever be a symbol of gratitude from the future Empress of Arylia. You helped save my life and have thus earnt the right to bear it.’

			Arthur gasped. ‘But … but that’s the Sword of Destiny!’

			‘You can’t just give a Talisman away!’ Juniper sputtered.

			‘It’s not a Talisman, remember?’ Penn said with a grin. ‘It’s a Relic and it seems to have taken a liking to Arthur. He can lift it, which is more than Corin or anyone else can do. So he may as well have it.’

			‘But … I’m not a hero or Arylian or … anyone important at all!’ Arthur stuttered.

			‘You’re our friend,’ Penn said firmly. ‘I think that’s important.’

			Arthur looked uncertain but Seraphine picked up the scabbard and held it out to him. Slowly, Arthur unsheathed the glittering blade. Ned looked distinctly worried.

			‘We really should stop calling it the Sword of Destiny,’ Penn remarked. ‘Portentia said the “Destiny” part just means anything could happen.’

			‘But then it would just be called the Sword of,’ Arthur objected. ‘That’s a bit disrespectful to a centuries-old sword.’ He thought for a moment. ‘We could call it the Sword of Something’s Going to Happen, We Just Don’t Know What.’

			‘I’m not going to say that every time,’ Juniper said. ‘I only have decades left to live.’

			‘What about something a bit friendlier then? Is there a rule that says sword names have to be so grim?’ Arthur’s face lit up. ‘I think I’d like to call it Swordie.’

			‘I’m going before he cuts off someone’s head by mistake,’ Juniper said. ‘Arthur, if you must swing Swordie about can you please go and get some lessons in how to use it properly?’

			Arthur beamed. ‘You said Swordie.’

			‘You can’t leave yet,’ Seraphine said to Juniper. ‘I haven’t told you what your reward is.’

			‘Uh-oh.’ Arthur paused his inexpert sword-play. ‘Word of advice: hide your best tiara. We all know what happened the last time someone offered Juniper a reward.’

			Juniper turned scarlet and glared furiously at Arthur.

			‘I know all about that,’ Seraphine said. ‘Which is why I sent an Epistle to Anamora. It will inform the Head Librarian that you took The Infinite Book of Secrecy in order to help me. So naturally there will be no consequences for borrowing such a valuable book without permission.’ From the pocket of her gown, Seraphine pulled out a small book with a shimmering cover. With a smile, she held it out to Juniper. ‘You can finish reading it, but then it has to go back to Anamora.’

			Juniper looked as though she was about to cry. ‘Thank you!’ she choked out. Very gently, she took The Infinite Book of Secrecy.

			‘Oh, and these are for you too.’ Seraphine opened a small casket and lifted out Juniper’s Occulorum.

			Juniper emitted a shriek of joy. ‘My Talisman!’ Swiftly, she donned her Occulorum. ‘Oh, it’s like a part of me was missing and I’ve got it back again!’

			Arthur looked hopeful. ‘Is it the part that’s nice to me?’

			Seraphine turned to Penn and her smile faded. ‘I don’t know how to reward you,’ she said. ‘I know that what you want, more than anything, is to return to Midwinter … but that’s not in my power to give.’

			Ned scampered over to Penn and sat on her feet. She picked him up and he gave a comforting rumble.

			‘You’ll be moved from the North Tower back to your old bedroom in the palace, of course,’ Seraphine went on quickly. ‘I’d like you to come back to lessons too – if you want to. And I’m going to tell Gertrude that you don’t have to do Quintessence anymore.’

			Penn was silent for a moment. ‘It’s funny,’ she began, ‘but Quintessence doesn’t seem like the worst thing in the world to me anymore. I have Mistress Ina’s recipe book now, and there’s so much in there I haven’t learnt.’ She flashed a grin. ‘And that obnoxious Cauldron can’t stir itself. If it’s okay with you, I might stick with Quintessence in the mornings and join in lessons in the afternoons.’

			‘Are you sure?’ Seraphine asked.

			‘Well, it would just be until I find a way to return to Midwinter, of course. And I definitely want to move back into my old room,’ Penn added. Ned was squirming so she put him back down on the silk carpet. ‘What about you?’

			‘Me?’ Seraphine looked startled.

			‘Do you still want to be empress?’

			Seraphine flushed. ‘Of course I do!’ she snapped.

			Penn felt a corresponding snap from her Knot-Sister binding.

			‘Some of the best Artisans from the Treasure Guild are already working on repairing the Casket of Fate,’ Seraphine said. ‘When it’s ready there’ll be another Talisman Ceremony. I’m sure to receive the Royal Sceptre and Orb next time.’

			‘But I lost the Orb,’ Arthur said with dismay.

			‘That was the Orb from my mother’s set,’ Seraphine said dismissively. ‘The original Orb and Sceptre set must still be at Anamora. So as soon as the Casket is fixed, there’ll be nothing standing in my way!’ And with that, she swept out of the room.

			Watching Seraphine stomp off, Penn felt quite fond of her Knot-Sister. The new Seraphine, who seemed to be spoiling for a fight, was much more fun than the old, perfect Seraphine. Even the energy of Penn’s Knot-Sister binding felt different. The gentle hum it used to make had been replaced by a feisty sort of crackle.

			Left alone in the Throne Room, Arthur started to swing Swordie around once again. Penn and Juniper ducked to avoid being beheaded and retreated to a safer distance.

			‘This might sound strange, but I’m starting to wonder if maybe Arthur does have his own kind of Marvellance,’ Juniper said thoughtfully, as Arthur overbalanced and almost impaled himself. ‘Have you noticed how things always seem to work out for him? He got the Orb to work, a Blood Hound turned into his best friend and he’s the only one who can wield the Sword of … I mean, Swordie. And he’s not even Arylian. Do you think there’s any way he might be able to use Marvellance, after all?’

			A voice boomed out behind them. ‘There is a rare goodness in Arthur. It is powerful on its own but when combined with the fact that he is not attempting to use Marvellous objects for his own ends but to help others … it makes him a truly formidable foe.’

			‘Portentia!’ Juniper said, not sounding altogether overjoyed. ‘Where have you been?’

			‘I was taking a bath,’ Portentia replied, as though this entirely accounted for the days that had passed since they’d last seen her.

			To be fair, it had clearly been a successful and thorough bath. The Augur looked much cleaner than when they’d met her in the Flawless Tower. Sadly, the general scrubbed-up effect was somewhat ruined by the Honking Williwaw Bird nesting on top of her head, and the fact that she was still wearing the same cut-up dress they’d last seen her in, although, thankfully, it too had been washed.

			Portentia saw them looking at her ragged dress. ‘I’ve discovered that I much prefer a breeze around my knees,’ she informed them. ‘I’m thinking of cutting up all my dresses.’ She peered at the sword in Arthur’s hand. ‘Did Lunkhead give you the Sword of Destiny?’ she asked Arthur in surprise. ‘Now that I didn’t foresee.’

			‘Seraphine gave it to him. Corin is going to be furious,’ Juniper replied. ‘But there’s nothing he can do because it’s a Relic, not a Talisman.’

			‘Serves Lunkhead right. Relic this, Talisman that! I’ve been saying forever that the Arylian obsession with putting neat little labels on everything from Talismans to children is unhelpful.’ She shot them a shrewd look. ‘As I believe you all discovered the hard way, labels can get mixed up. And they rarely give an accurate description of all the potential contained within.’

			‘That’s why in Quintessence the same herb can be known by different names!’ Penn said suddenly. ‘Because herbs don’t have only one use.’

			‘Exactly!’ Portentia beamed at her. ‘While we’re on the subject, consider the infuriatingly imprecise Arylian Guilds of Weapons, Treasure, Lore and Art. Juniper, can you explain to me why these distinctions are both illogical and impractical?’

			As Juniper thought furiously, the lenses of her Occulorum gradually cleared and the silver frames started to glow. ‘Because something from the Art Guild – like a painting of Malumest Tor – can also be used as a weapon,’ she said.

			Penn’s eyes grew wide with understanding. ‘Or a Talisman like a Mask can be used as a weapon, even though it belongs to the Lore Guild.’

			‘And don’t forget my sword,’ Arthur added proudly. ‘It might not be a Talisman but it’s a weapon and a treasure. It is to me, anyway.’

			‘Well done. You’re all finally catching on.’ Portentia’s voice grew more serious than they had ever heard it. ‘As the Scribes have known throughout the ages, an intelligently used quill can be one of the greatest weapons ever known. And a pair of silver glasses that reveal the truth or a tiny Spark with rainbow lights are equal parts priceless treasures, mighty weapons, things of beauty and illuminators of great wisdom.’ She smiled at them, looking younger than ever. ‘Talismans – and children – are never just one thing. Like the Sword of Destiny, you can choose to resist if the fate that’s handed to you isn’t the one you want.’

			‘Its name is Swordie now,’ Arthur said.

			Portentia nodded approvingly. ‘Very sensible choice. That’s a much better name than all of that Sword of Destiny nonsense.’

			‘Portentia, there’s still one thing I don’t understand,’ Penn began, but then she remembered the Augur had told her to keep secret what she had been about to mention.

			‘One thing? You are a truly fortunate child. The things I don’t understand on a daily basis run into the thousands and that’s just before breakfast.’ She peered down at Ned, who was dragging his bottom across the Q’Saarhian silk rug again. ‘Right now, I don’t understand why your Huggle Beast is rubbing his bottom so strenuously on that carpet. What, in the name of King Clovis, is wrong with him?’

			‘He comes out in a rash if he sits on sliced cucumber,’ Arthur replied, with deep satisfaction. Ned scowled at him, then snatched the empty leather scabbard and ran off with it.

			‘Hey! That’s Swordie’s house! Give it back!’ Arthur chased after Ned.

			‘It’s not a house, it’s called a scabbard.’ Juniper sighed as she went to help.

			Left alone, Portentia spoke in a kind voice to Penn. ‘What was it you wanted to ask me?’

			Penn looked down. ‘When I was in Betwixt and Between, I used a word from the Dead Language again. I was holding Sparkle and … I used Old and New Marvellance. At the same time.’

			‘I see.’ Portentia’s tone gave nothing away. ‘May I ask what happened?’

			Penn kept her gaze on the floor. ‘I think, maybe … I used Divisibility. Just for a minute.’

			When Penn dared to look up Portentia was gazing across the room, as though the sight of Ned whacking Arthur with the scabbard demanded rigorous, scientific observation. 

			‘Ah,’ Portentia finally said. ‘That is a tricky one. There is an infinite number of possible explanations, you see. We’d need to consider all factors: what you ate for breakfast that morning, the weather in Betwixt and Between that day, the position of the scarlet comet, whether you were alone …’ The Augur looked intently at Penn.

			‘Do you know … everything?’

			Portentia shook her head. ‘There’s quite a lot I can’t see, that you’re hiding rather well.’ She paused. ‘Were you alone in Betwixt and Between, Penn?’

			Penn looked down at her feet again. She hadn’t told anyone, not even Juniper, about the Malevolent in Betwixt and Between. Penn could still hear that strange, cold voice in her head. If that Malevolent really was her family, what did that make her? She pushed the memory down, like a dirty stain she was trying to hide.

			‘No?’ the Augur said gently. ‘Perhaps you’ll tell me another time. But, for what it’s worth, I don’t recommend you use Marvellance again any time soon, young Penn. It can be very dangerous until you know what you’re doing.’

			I knew exactly what I was doing, Penn thought bitterly, remembering that brief, glorious rush of power, as she’d unleashed Old and New Marvellance simultaneously. But all she said was, ‘Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. I lost Sparkle and I only know one word of the Dead Language.’

			Portentia patted her on the shoulder as Juniper and Arthur returned with the scabbard they’d wrestled away from Ned. ‘Ah well, it’s all over now and everything worked out splendidly in the end! I knew that it would, of course.’

			‘Well, if you call Penn disappearing down a black hole created by deadly poison and Arthur and me being petrified by a Night Hag splendid, then yes, I suppose it was,’ Juniper said crossly. ‘You still haven’t told us where you were!’

			‘I convinced the Warriors holding me that if I had indeed been eaten, as everyone believed, the only logical explanation for the fact I was now standing in front of them was that I had been regurgitated. After that, none of them wanted to touch me. I went to my cottage, found my staff and Hied straight back for Ned. I had foreseen that his assistance would be crucial to ensuring you didn’t all snuff it.’

			‘Why didn’t you just come back to the palace to help us?’ Juniper demanded.

			‘My dear, slow-witted child, I just told you how I helped you!’ Portentia answered, exasperated. ‘We each had our own roles to play. Mine was to return Ned to you and then run a bath. Which had its own element of danger, I might add. The water was running far too hot.’

			‘That must have been terrifying for you,’ Juniper said sourly.

			Ned, who seemed to be in a very naughty mood, was now sitting on the Panthera and trying to bite its ears.

			‘Bad Huggle Beast! Get off!’ Arthur waved Swordie wildly about. Ned didn’t move an inch but Arthur did come quite close to cutting Juniper’s nose off.

			‘The decision to give Arthur that sword does not bode well for Seraphine’s reign as a wise ruler,’ Portentia observed.

			‘Moment of Truth,’ the Clock announced again.

			‘No, Clock,’ Penn said. ‘We’ve finished talking about everything that happened. You must be running slow.’ She went over to examine the ancient Clock and frowned. The hands were pointing to Midnight Tomorrow. Very gently, Penn tried to move the hands back to Today but they refused to budge.

			‘Moment of Truth,’ the Clock repeated stubbornly.
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			The following night Penn sighed happily, as she gazed around her old bedroom in the palace. It was musty and messy after being closed up for a year, but Juniper was doing her best to help Penn sort it out. Arthur was in the bathroom with the door closed, trying out the thunderstorm setting of the Marvellous taps. Ned was pushing a chair across the room in order to barricade Arthur in.

			‘That’s a bit better,’ Juniper said as they finished making the bed. She looked around, her expression growing anxious as though she’d just realised something terrible. ‘You don’t have any books. I’ll bring some of mine over for you tomorrow.’

			They both jumped as Arthur shouted in a thrilled voice from behind the closed bathroom door, ‘THE TOWELS ARE FLYING! THERE’S REAL LIGHTNING!’

			‘I’d better get him out of there before he floods your bathroom,’ Juniper said. ‘It’s past eleven now anyway – we should be getting home.’ She banged on the bathroom door. ‘Arthur! It’s time to go!’ She turned to face Penn again. ‘You’re coming for dinner tomorrow night, aren’t you? Portentia’s coming too. She said she’d bring dessert. Something called Augur’s Surprise.’ A haunted look came into Juniper’s eyes. ‘She keeps the recipe in her sock. Do you think it will be safe to eat?’

			‘It’s not like she’s keeping the ingredients in her sock,’ Penn said fairly. An image of the birds nesting in Portentia’s hair flashed through her mind. ‘Maybe I could bring some berries from the forest for a back-up dessert, just in case?’

			Juniper nodded. ‘Good idea. We’ll come with you to pick them. ARTHUR! HURRY UP!’

			The bathroom door flew open dramatically, sending Ned and his chair flying. Arthur stood on the threshold, wearing a hand-me-down dressing gown of Seraphine’s. He was radiant from happiness and too much soap.

			‘That was even more exciting than when the berry attacked me,’ he announced, in the tone of one who had fulfilled all his earthly desires.

			‘You can’t go wandering through the palace wearing that,’ Juniper said, scandalised.

			‘You can use my room’s Loophole to go home,’ Penn said. ‘The less everyone sees of Arthur the better anyway. I’ll teach you the trick.’ She stood on her bed and jumped up and down three times. On the last jump she spun around in the air, so that she landed facing the same direction she’d started from. Instantly, a large hole appeared in the middle of the floor.

			Arthur’s jaw dropped.

			‘The last time I used it, it took me to the Ballroom,’ Penn said. ‘I can’t guarantee that’s where it will take you this time but it should be a shortcut of some kind.’

			‘Secret passages and storms in bathrooms and your bedroom curtains don’t have a cow-udder pattern on them.’ Arthur sighed in utter bliss. ‘I love Aryli—’ He was cut off as Ned unceremoniously pushed him into the hole.

			Juniper sat down carefully and swung her legs over the edge. ‘I just know Arthur won’t think to move out of the way. There’s not a chance I won’t land on his head.’

			Penn laughed. ‘That’s not necessarily a bad thing, you know. I’ll always be very glad you crashed into me.’

			Juniper beamed at her. ‘Night, Penn. See you tomorrow.’ Then she pushed off and jumped.

			Penn just had time to hear a faint, muffled cry from Arthur before the secret passage closed up.

			A short time later, Penn came out of the bathroom, wearing her pyjamas and ready for bed. She hesitated. Then, holding Ned close, she opened the door of her old wardrobe. She pushed aside the few clothes that still hung from the railing and breathed a sigh of relief.

			Her painting of Midwinter, the one Seraphine had given her, was still there, hanging crookedly from its nail. Penn took a deep breath, tucked her elbows in and gazed at the Wintrish village of small stone houses, clinging to the side of a snow-covered mountain range. Penn looked at it as hard as she could, noting details like the hunting bird flying high above the village and the patterns in the thatched roofs. She imagined walking into one of those cottages, finding her parents …

			For a moment she thought the painting flickered.

			But nothing happened. 

			Sensing her disappointment, Ned nuzzled into her neck, rumbling softly. ‘It’s okay, Ned,’ Penn whispered. ‘I didn’t really think it was going to work. But it was worth a try.’

			She closed the wardrobe door and carried Ned over to the bed. He scampered to her pillow, rolled onto his back and immediately fell asleep, with all four paws up in the air. Penn climbed into bed, got under the covers and hugged Ned. 

			Tomorrow, she would wake up early, go and check on the grumpy old Cauldron and weed the Quintessence garden. At lunchtime, she’d go berry-picking in Bodkin Forest with Juniper and Arthur. In the afternoon, she had a lesson on the history of Iliastar with her Knot-Sister and yet another new tutor. Then, in the evening, she was going to Bibliobibuli Cottage for a proper family dinner, with Juniper and her parents, Arthur, Portentia and Ned. She wondered if Seraphine would come if she invited her.

			She was very sleepy now and her familiar warm bed was so cosy. As the palace clocks began to chime midnight, Penn managed one final thought before she fell asleep. 

			Tomorrow was going to be a marvellous day.

			[image: ]

			Nestled between the satin sheets of her four-poster bed, Seraphine tossed and turned restlessly as she slept.

			In her nightmare, she was back at Malumest Tor.

			Seraphine could hear the unbearable noise inside her head once more and feel the pitiless glass forming beneath her feet. She felt the terror as the glass rose up, ever faster, to encase her. 

			In the final moments, before the glass sealed up entirely, Seraphine heard the Malevolent’s voice.

			Find the other one.

			The Night Hag answered in its pleading rasp. ‘Why? What use is a Wintrish girl?’

			The voice answered, but despair was dragging Seraphine under. She was screaming, she was so cold she was going to die—

			Light flooded the room, jolting her out of the nightmare. Seraphine looked around wildly, sobbing, as Warriors and Handmaidens poured into her bedchamber. They lit lamps and checked the room to make sure she was safe. Then they soothed her, gently reassuring her it had just been a nightmare, to go back to sleep, for it hadn’t been real. Seraphine wanted more than anything to believe them, only it had happened. 

			Left alone once again, with all the lamps blazing, Seraphine sat rigidly upright in bed, hugging a pillow to her chest. Her eyes stared unseeingly into the distance and her body was racked with violent trembling. 

			The palace clocks began to chime midnight but she barely heard them. They were drowned out by the voices in her head, voices that wouldn’t stop.

			Because, finally, she remembered what the silver-haired woman had said.

			Find the other one.

			‘Why? What use is a Wintrish girl?’

			She’s not Wintrish.
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