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ABOUT THE BOOK

Sometimes the simplest spells are the most powerful.

Sibyl is the apprentice hotel witch at the splendid Grand Mirror Hotel.

She is busy each day drawing useful spell patterns to keep the hotel guests happy: spells to shine shoes, spells to remove dust and spells to return lost belongings like hats and gloves to their owners.

But Sibyl dreams of other possibilities – wonderful possibilities like her mother returning from the Black Mountains, and like Grandma letting her draw spell patterns from the Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic.

When Grandma gets stuck in last Tuesday, somewhere on the hotel’s thirteenth floor, Sibyl is left to take charge of all the hotel magic – and to solve a mysterious and perplexing problem.

Can she find a way to open the Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic?

And will it contain the spell she needs?

The Hotel Witch is a magical tale of courage, love and the power of imagining possibilities.
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Sibyl loved early mornings at the Grand Mirror Hotel. When all the guests were asleep. When sunlight streamed into the lobby, and cast crisp long shadows on the parquet floor. When the hotel corridors were so still and so quiet that, even from the topmost twenty-seventh floor, Sibyl could almost hear curls of steam rising from the coffeepots in the first-floor dining room.

Sibyl loved early mornings, because early mornings were the time of day when anything—everything—felt possible. Today, for example, felt particularly filled with possibilities. Today, the hundred-year-orchid in the conservatory could possibly burst into bloom. Today, the Grand-Empress of Merovingia could possibly draw up in her carriage and inquire about a room at reception. Today, Sibyl’s mother could send one of her thrilling letters from the Black Mountains, announcing she was planning to visit Sibyl and Grandma very soon at the Grand Mirror Hotel.

Today—and now the possibilities were growing wilder and wilder—today Grandma could just-perhaps-maybe-possibly let Sibyl draw a real spell-pattern, one from The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic.

Usually, Grandma only let Sibyl work spells from The Book of Domestic Magic, which was filled with spells for un-cobwebbing corners and shining silver and finding things like lost hats and gloves. Boring spells, if you asked Sibyl. Grandma liked to say, ‘Just because a spell is simple, Sibyl, doesn’t make it boring. Sometimes the simplest spells are the most powerful.’

Boring or not, Grandma said Sibyl had to concentrate on perfecting simple spells before she could try anything more complicated.

 Grandma was the official Hotel Witch at the Grand Mirror Hotel and Sibyl was her apprentice, so Sibyl had to do as Grandma said.

But…

But Sibyl had bigger dreams than cobweb-cleaning and silver-shining. She dreamed of doing proper magic. Of turning apples and oranges into lions and tigers, of opening doors inside paintings, of harnessing a storm cloud and commanding it to fly her up, up, up—

Just thinking about it made Sibyl feel dizzy with possibilities.

‘Sibyl!’ snapped Grandma. ‘Don’t let your mind wander. Remember to concentrate.’

Grandma waved her wand down the corridor. The eleven doors on the left were odd-numbered. The eleven doors on the right were even-numbered. Outside each door, was a pair of shoes. Twenty-two pairs of shoes and they all needed to be polished before breakfast.

‘I’ll take the odd rooms,’ said Grandma. ‘You take evens.’

 Sibyl took her wand from her pocket and counted three buttons down from her collar. Sibyl’s pinafore was fastened from collar to hem with a row of silver buttons, seventy-six in all. Each button was engraved with a spell-pattern to help Sibyl remember all the patterns she might need. The problem was Sibyl’s buttons showed all the spell-patterns Grandma thought she would ever need, but none of the exciting spell-patterns she was longing to learn.

Sibyl traced the pattern on the third button with her finger. Just from habit, not because she needed reminding how to draw a shoe-polishing pattern. It was, like all the patterns from The Book of Domestic Magic, a geometric pattern. A simple geometric pattern, according to Grandma. A boring geometric pattern, if you asked Sibyl, who figured she had drawn this exact shoe-polishing pattern at least eleven thousand times. But even if it was boring to draw, it was pretty to look at when it was done. It was a pale silver colour and it glittered and winked where the sunlight hit it.

The pattern hovered before Sibyl, waiting.

 With her wand, she flicked it over to the brogues outside room two. It made a tinkling sound when it met the shoes and then, in a puff of silvery smoke, the pattern disappeared. Now the black brogues shone like midnight. Outside the next door stood a pair of pointed ice-blue shoes covered in silver bells. These shoes, Sibyl knew, must belong to a guest from the Black Mountains. She wondered what their owner looked like. A man in a blue dragon-skin cloak? A woman with long sky-coloured hair?

Don’t let your mind wander, Sibyl, she told herself.

She drew another polishing pattern and flicked it to the shoes outside room four. The blue pointed shoes sparkled like sapphires.

She went from door to door, shining satin slippers and tall black riding boots and elegant diamanté high heels, until she went past a window.

She lowered her wand and moved closer to the glass.

It was a beautiful day. The sun glinted on the surface of the Mirror Lake. Beyond the lake’s far shore, rose the Black Mountains. At their base, they were prickly with green forest. At their peaks they were white with snow.

The Black Mountains were where Sibyl’s mother lived. She had left for the Black Mountains when Sibyl was very small and she had stayed there, though she visited the Grand Mirror Hotel from time to time. The Black Mountains were filled with magic. There were lots of things for a witch to do there. Adventurous things like exploring the caves under the mountains in search of enchanted crystals. Exciting things like riding rain-horses down into the mountains’ deep valleys. And important things like warding off the Crinklefrights and Jeers that lurked beyond the Black Mountains, to keep Merovingia safe.

Sibyl’s mother wrote about the adventurous and exciting and important things she did in her letters. And Sibyl loved her mother’s letters when they came, although they came in an irregular fashion. Sometimes they came in a flurry, one a day, or even two a day, for a whole week. Other times, there was nothing at all for long stretches. Right now, Sibyl and Grandma were in the middle of one of these long stretches. But the morning post hadn’t yet arrived, Sibyl reminded herself, and it was possible, quite possible—

‘Sibyl!’ snapped Grandma.

‘I’m coming!’ Sibyl called in reply. ‘I was just’—she drew a quick glass-cleaning spell—‘polishing the windowpane.’

Sibyl flicked the spell. The window’s glass sparkled. She ran to meet Grandma by the elevator.

Ding!

Ahmed, the elevator attendant, opened the heavy mahogany door. Once Grandma and Sibyl were inside, he pulled the door closed and drew the brass cage shut.

‘Good morning, Sigrid,’ he said. ‘Good morning, Sibyl. To the lobby?’

‘Correct,’ said Grandma. Then she looked Ahmed up and down from the top of his stiff felt elevator operator’s cap to the tips of his toes. She drew one more polishing pattern and flicked it onto Ahmed’s shoes. ‘Much better,’ she said with a satisfied smile.

 Ahmed turned the elevator key in its lock, and pressed the button marked ‘L’.

Sibyl wiggled her wand at Ahmed in greeting and he grinned back. Ahmed was Sibyl’s best friend, even if most days they only saw each other in quick snatches when they rode the elevator together.

‘What’s the weather like today?’ Ahmed asked.

‘Blue sky,’ said Sibyl. ‘Sunshine. A lovely summer’s day.’

‘Is that all?’ said Ahmed, and he knocked on the elevator’s wood-panelled wall. ‘I spend the whole day inside this box, without a glimpse of the outside world. What shade of blue? How strong is the sunshine? You haven’t even mentioned clouds—’

‘Ahmed,’ said Grandma in a stern voice and Ahmed fell silent. Grandma was always scolding Sibyl and Ahmed for talking in the elevator. Grandma liked Ahmed, but she thought his chatter distracted Sibyl from concentrating on her spell-patterns.

Ahmed shrugged at Sibyl. Sibyl shrugged back. There was no arguing with Grandma. But Grandma took out her wand and drew a pattern. It was globe-shaped and it kept changing colour: blue, then gold, then grey, then milk-white, and then the colour of stars. Sibyl stepped closer to marvel at the pattern just as Grandma shot it up to the elevator’s dark wooden ceiling.

The pattern turned the ceiling transparent. Sky and sunshine poured inside. Ahmed and Sibyl gazed up at the drifting clouds.

‘That is what the weather is like today,’ said Grandma.

In the lobby, a bellboy whistled while he mopped the marble steps of the staircase that swept all the way up to the twenty-seventh floor. Chambermaids carried floral arrangements so large that only their silk-stockinged legs were visible, poking out from beneath masses of flowers and ferns. And behind the Grand Mirror Hotel’s reception desk was Dora, the concierge. She was straightening the brass room keys on their brass hooks. When she finished, she turned to the mirror and straightened herself, tilting her red pillbox hat and flicking a speck of dust from the left epaulette of her red velvet jacket.

Sibyl looked at Dora looking at herself in the mirror and swallowed a sigh. Grandma made Sibyl wear a black pinafore and pointy black shoes. Grandma wore a black pinafore and pointy black shoes, too, but at least Grandma also wore a shiny star-shaped medallion around her neck, inscribed with the words Hotel Witch. Sibyl wished she could wear red velvet, like Dora.

Dora caught sight of Sibyl’s reflection in the mirror and raised her right eyebrow. Dora’s eyebrows had a vocabulary all their own, and when Dora raised her right eyebrow like this, it said, Aren’t you far too busy to be looking longingly at my red pillbox hat, Sibyl?

Dora was right.

While Grandma applied a silencing spell-pattern to stop the revolving glass doors of the Grand Mirror’s front entrance from creaking, Sibyl drew a cushion-plumping pattern for the lobby armchairs and a newspaper-straightening pattern for the copies of the Merovingian Messenger in the newspaper rack. She was nearly finished a floor-polishing pattern when an impossibly tall shadow fell across the parquet in front of her.

The impossibly tall shadow belonged to an impossibly tall man with an impossibly curled moustache. His apron was impeccably white and his turban was saffron yellow. This was Herr Gupta, the Grand Mirror Hotel maître d’.

‘The tablecloths,’ he announced, ‘are askew! It is a most gruesome sight!’ And he marched into the dining room.

Sibyl rushed after him, nearly colliding with a waiter carrying a silver tray laden with marmalade pancakes. The Grand Mirror Hotel served its famous marmalade pancakes for breakfast every Tuesday.

‘You see!’ Herr Gupta snapped at Sibyl. ‘I can barely stand to look at them! Revolting!’

‘Revolting,’ agreed Sibyl, though the tablecloths all looked more or less straight to her. She scrunched up her nose. Straightening patterns required concentration: they were all sharp corners and precise angles. Sibyl drew thirty-three straightening patterns, then sent them through the dining room, one to each table. One by one, the tablecloths became un-crooked. But as she was about to straighten the last one something made her stop.

In the dining room’s far corner, a figure with flowing white hair and a black pinafore was sampling the marmalade pancakes. ‘Grandma?’ she asked. Grandma did have a weakness for marmalade pancakes—but she never ate breakfast before the morning’s spells were done.

‘Sibyl! Are you coming?’

She turned to find Grandma standing—white-haired and black-pinafored—behind her in the dining room’s entrance. She whipped back around to the far corner, just in time to see the other white-haired black-pinafored figure disappear behind the quivering yellow pyramid of scrambled eggs that was the magnificent centrepiece of the breakfast buffet.

Grandma tapped her foot.

‘I’m coming,’ said Sibyl. She straightened the last tablecloth, then shoved her wand in her pocket.

Herr Gupta sounded the breakfast gong with a resounding bongggggg.

 Sibyl followed Grandma back into the lobby and behind the front desk. They went past the door marked ‘Concierge’, and the door marked ‘Porter’. And just as the first elevator-load of guests spilled out into the lobby—Sibyl and Grandma went through the door marked ‘Hotel Witch’.
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The door marked ‘Hotel Witch’ opened onto a flight of stone steps that led down to a dark cave. The cave lay under the foundations of the Grand Mirror Hotel. At the top step, Grandma stopped, drew an illuminating pattern, and flicked it into the darkness. In an instant, the cave below was bathed in light, from the glittering stalactites that dripped from its cavernous ceiling, to its green moss floor.

Sibyl lived in the cave with Grandma. Grandma’s mother had lived here before her, and her mother had lived here before her, and so on and so on, through all the Hotel Witches, back to Sibyl’s great-great-great-great-great grandmother, Sigismunda, the Witch of the Mirror Lake.

A painting of Sigismunda hung on the cave wall. Blue snakes tangled through her hair. Her black pointed teeth were bared in a grin, and clenched between them was a sharp pearl dagger.

Sibyl sometimes wondered what Sigismunda would make of her cave now that it had been furnished with cast-offs and knick-knacks from the hotel above. She suspected Sigismunda wouldn’t approve of the gilt-framed mirror, or the candelabra, or the broken-legged velvet ottoman, or the rose-patterned tea set.

She looked down at herself. Dowdy black pinafore, silver buttons etched with only the simplest of patterns, boots somehow already scuffed even though she’d polished them just that morning.

Sibyl cast another polishing pattern over her boots and sighed.

Sigismunda, fearsome Witch of the Mirror Lake, might not think very much of Sibyl, apprentice Hotel Witch, who hadn’t even graduated to The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic. It was a good thing Sigismunda couldn’t see the cave after all.

Although…was it just the shadows from the fire moving over the wall? Or did Sigismunda’s eyes flicker?

Sibyl shivered. Don’t let your mind wander, Sibyl, she told herself again.

Next to Sigismunda’s portrait there hung a small black-and-white photograph of Sibyl’s mother, Sabrine. Sabrine had pale eyes and freckles, just like Sibyl’s, and she had long curly hair that Sibyl knew was red, though the colour didn’t show in the photograph. Sabrine wasn’t much older than Sibyl in the photograph. It had been taken a long time ago, long before Sabrine had left for the Black Mountains.

Three letters ago, Sibyl’s mother had written she’d be back soon. Sibyl knew that ‘soon’, in the way her mother said it, really meant ‘not for a long time’. It might even mean ‘never’.

Sibyl didn’t mind so much. Her mother’s visits, which were brief but wonderful and filled with tales of magic, almost—almost—made up for her long absences. Besides, she couldn’t imagine her mother living here at the Grand Mirror Hotel any more than she could imagine Grandma battling Crinklefrights or munching on snow plums in the Black Mountains. Sibyl only wished she knew where to imagine herself—should she be having adventures in the Black Mountains, too? Or here at the Grand Mirror Hotel, the only home she’d ever known?

Sibyl straightened the picture frame so the photograph hung just so and she took her seat at the cave table.

Grandma drew one pattern after another. A teacup swooped across the room and clattered down on the table in front of Sibyl. The teapot jerked forward and sloshed tea into the cup. Sibyl mopped tea-splash from her face with a napkin, then ducked as a plate of pastries flew past her head. The pastries doubled back and came to land next to the teacup. Once Sibyl was sure there was no more breakfast overhead, she picked up a fruit danish and took a bite.

‘Oh! she made a face. ‘Pineapple.’

 Grandma took up her wand again.

Sibyl took a second bite.

Raspberry. Much better.

On the wall above the table hung a wooden cuckoo clock. Now, the little door at the top of the clock flew open and the wooden bird inside shot out and flew over the breakfast table, up the stairwell and out into the lobby.

The mail had arrived!

When the cuckoo returned, moments later, its beak was full of letters and telegrams, which it dropped onto the table on its way back to the clock.

While Grandma rustled through letters and telegrams, Sibyl reached for the Merovingian Messenger. The front-page headline read: ‘“I’ll Never Sing Again” vows Golden Nightingale.’


Tragedy struck at the Vienna Opera House last night when soprano Esther Schoenblum, known to her adoring fans as the Golden Nightingale, walked under a ladder on her way to the stage. Fräulein Schoenblum, who is as superstitious as she is melodious, immediately cancelled the evening’s performance and all future engagements, indefinitely, citing ‘bad omens’ and ‘shattered nerves’…



Sibyl sighed. She had always longed to hear Fräulein Schoenblum in concert. It was said that when the Golden Nightingale sang a happy song, her audience didn’t just hear happiness—they could see it and taste it and touch it as well. Sibyl once overheard a hotel guest in the elevator talking about the time she saw Esther Schoenblum perform. ‘Listening to her,’ the guest sighed, ‘was like tasting every one of my birthday cakes all at once.’

Of course, the Golden Nightingale lived in Vienna. And deepest Merovingia was a long way from Vienna. But the possibility that she might one day hear the Golden Nightingale sing was one of Sibyl’s most treasured possibilities.

‘Bother!’ spat Grandma and flung the envelope she was holding onto the table. The envelope unfolded all by itself. There was no letter inside, just a pile of dirt.

‘Get back,’ Grandma warned, and Sibyl pushed her chair from the table. A tree sprouted out of the dirt. Its roots pushed the breakfast dishes off the table and its branches tangled with the chandelier. A teacup shattered as it hit the cave floor.

By the time the tree stopped growing, it was nearly the size of the cave itself.

A shining red apple appeared on one of its boughs, then dropped into Grandma’s lap. The skin of the apple unpeeled and the tree turned to shimmering smoke and disappeared.

Grandma started to read the letter written on the inside of the apple peel.

‘It’s from Mother, isn’t it,’ said Sibyl, biting into the skinned apple. It tasted sweet and good.

Letters from Sibyl’s mother might not have been regular—but when they did arrive, they were always spectacular events.

‘Your mother is rather a peacock when it comes to spells,’ said Grandma, narrowing her eyes at the broken cup and dishes strewn over the cave floor. ‘There’s no need for this ostentatious display. She could say what she wants just as well on a nice sheet of monogrammed notepaper.’

 ‘What does she say?’ asked Sibyl.

Grandma skimmed the letter. ‘The usual,’ she said. ‘She’s been hunting for gemstones in the Crystalline Caves…She’s come up with a rather nifty avalanche-halting pattern…She had a run-in with an Ice Demon…’

Sibyl held her breath. She was thinking of one possibility in particular.

‘Ah!’ said Grandma, ‘there’s a postscript.’

Sibyl leaned so far forward on her seat she nearly tipped over.

‘She says it’s been too long since she’s seen us and she’s coming to visit us in ten days. Or eleven days. Or in a fortnight.’

‘At last!’ cried Sibyl.

Grandma frowned. ‘I don’t know why it’s so difficult to write, I will see you next Wednesday at 3 pm for afternoon tea. Your mother is so imprecise.’

Sibyl knew Grandma was secretly pleased by Mother’s coming visit, even though she was trying her best not to show it.

‘If she was precise,’ said Sibyl, reaching for another danish, ‘she wouldn’t be Mother.’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ sighed Grandma. She folded the letter and put it in the tin box that had once held a dozen of Zuckermayr’s famous sugar mice and now held all Sabrine’s letters.

‘Finish your breakfast, Sibyl,’ she said. ‘I have a feeling it’s going to be a busy morning.’

Right on cue, the phone rang.

Grandma picked up the receiver. ‘Grand Mirror Hotel,’ she said. ‘You’ve reached the Hotel Witch. How may I help you today?’
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The day’s first spell was for the Royal Suite, one of the Grand Mirror Hotel’s finest sets of rooms. It was on the twenty-seventh floor and it boasted a panoramic view of the Mirror Lake and the Black Mountains beyond.

Grandma rapped at the suite’s door.

The man who opened it looked like a piece of chewing gum that had been chewed and then stretched out: he was very long and very thin and very pale. ‘You must be the Hotel Witch,’ he said, peering down his nose at Grandma.

 ‘At your service,’ Grandma said. ‘And Sibyl, my apprentice, is at your service, too.’

Sibyl smiled up at him.

The man humphed.

‘It’s probably hopeless,’ he said. ‘But just in case it isn’t—well, Her Majesty the Brandavian Queen-in-Exile will explain it herself. Please enter.’

Inside, the Queen-in-Exile perched on the edge of a chaise longue. She waved a limp hand when Grandma and Sibyl walked through the door.

‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ she said, in the kind of sorrowful tone that most people would reserve for a sentence like, ‘I’m afraid none of the skiing expedition returned alive.’

‘What can we do to help?’ asked Grandma.

‘It’s Leonard,’ said the Queen-in-Exile, and she shifted her black satin skirt so that Sibyl and Grandma could see the pale, trembling dog crouching behind it.

‘Well, I’m sure we can assist,’ said Grandma. ‘Don’t you agree, Sibyl?’

‘Oh certainly,’ said Sibyl. ‘There are all kinds of spell-patterns we could cast: we could make him less rat-like and more dog-like to start with—’

She stopped talking, not because she had run out of suggestions but because her tongue had simply stopped working. Grandma had drawn a silencing pattern and cast it swiftly over Sibyl.

‘Leonard,’ said the Queen-in-Exile with dignity, ‘is not the problem. The problem’—she pointed to the window—‘is this. Eberhardt, please open the curtain.’

The long pale man pulled the curtain cord. Through the window, the sun shone over the Mirror Lake. Its waters were clear and calm as glass today. The hotel’s reflection danced on its surface. At the far side of the lake, the Black Mountains cast their own majestic reflection.

Leonard whimpered and shrank further into the Queen’s shadow.

‘You see,’ explained the Queen, ‘Leonard much prefers the vistas of his native Brandavia. I must admit, I do too. But it’s been—how long has it been, Eberhardt?’

‘Thirteen years, eleven months and nine days, Your Highness,’ said Eberhardt.

‘Since we were banished from Brandavian soil, never to return,’ finished the Queen.

‘And you’re sure you wouldn’t like to change rooms?’ said Grandma. ‘You haven’t unpacked yet, Your Highness.’ She nodded at the small travelling case, still locked, that sat at the Queen-in-Exile’s feet.

‘What’s the point in changing rooms?’ shrugged the Queen. ‘One view will be as bad as the next, I expect. Cheerful. Sunny. Wholly unappealing. Leonard won’t be happy. And neither will I. Though I haven’t been happy since my banishment.’

‘Very well,’ said Grandma. ‘What kind of view would you like instead?’

The Queen thought. ‘I’ve always been partial to the view from our own dear castle windows of the Brandavian marshes. In November, if possible. The marshes are always at their most desolate in November.’

‘I think we can manage that,’ said Grandma. ‘It will take a little longer than an ordinary spell. There are a number of spell-patterns I’ll need to interweave.’ She began to count on her fingers. ‘A vanishing pattern, a change-of-season pattern, a marsh-making pattern… and an un-reflecting pattern. Perhaps you can take that one, Sibyl.’

‘Mmpf,’ said Sibyl in reply and finally Grandma realised Sibyl was still under her silencing spell. Grandma scribbled an un-silencing pattern in the air above Sibyl. Sibyl swallowed a few times, until her tongue started working again. ‘I don’t know that pattern,’ Sibyl said at last.

‘Twenty-two buttons down,’ said Grandma. ‘You’ll find a reflecting pattern. Draw it in reverse.’

Sibyl nodded and started counting down the row of buttons that stretched from her collar to her hem. The button with a pattern for returning lost things to their place came first. Next, a run of polishing patterns—glass-polishing, shoe-polishing, floor-polishing, silver-polishing.

Sibyl stopped at the twenty-second button and traced over the spell-pattern there. She drew the pattern in the air with her finger, first forwards, then backwards.

 ‘Ready,’ she said.

She took out her wand and drew the pattern backwards. The reflecting pattern was clear and shiny, but the un-reflecting pattern was just the opposite. It sighed itself out from the top of her wand in a murky haze. Sibyl sent it to the window, where it clouded the glass.

Sibyl’s un-reflecting spell-pattern had to hold for as long as it took Grandma to draw all the other patterns. So it wasn’t enough for Sibyl to draw the un-reflecting pattern once. She had to draw it over and over again, until Grandma had completely changed the view.

At first, Sibyl concentrated very hard on drawing her pattern. But it was boring work, and when she glimpsed Grandma from the corner of her eye she saw that Grandma’s patterns were so much more interesting.

Grandma drew patterns made from dead leaves and gloomy clouds and, once, a pattern that sent a swamp-smelling blast of wind through the air.

The Queen-in-Exile sniffed appreciatively. ‘Just like home,’ she said.

Sibyl was half-awed and half-irritated. When would she ever be allowed to draw patterns like that?

‘Sibyl!’ snapped Grandma. ‘Concentrate!’

Sibyl was about to reply that she was concentrating when she noticed that she’d loosened her grip on her wand and that patches of glittering sunshine and sparkling lake were starting to appear again through the window’s glass.

‘Sorry,’ she mumbled.

She drew the un-reflecting pattern again and again until the window showed nothing at all.

Then, with a swoosh of her wand, Grandma gathered all her patterns together and aimed them at the window. The glass shook. The window latch rattled.

A shapeless mist swirled on the other side of the glass.

‘The spell doesn’t look like it’s been a success,’ said the Queen-in-Exile.

‘In Brandavia we have a saying,’ said Eberhardt. ‘Things are rarely, if ever, successful.’

‘Remind me not to visit Brandavia,’ muttered Grandma. Then, louder, she said, ‘The spell will take a minute or two to work, Your Highness.’

‘I believe it’s working already,’ said the Queen-in-Exile moving closer to the window. ‘Look!’ The shapeless mist was beginning to reveal a flat murky marsh that stretched out in every direction, dotted with puddles of water and, here and there, a stunted tree. The sky was low and heavy with clouds. Everything was blurred with a fine drizzle of rain.

‘You’ve captured it perfectly,’ said the Queen-in-Exile. She lifted Leonard to the window and the little dog wagged his tail in approval.

‘Ring for me if the view begins to blur or fade. Or if the spell causes any side effects—in rare cases, the window-frame might smoke a little. But with any luck,’ said Grandma, ‘the spell should hold for a week.’

Sibyl and Grandma left the Queen-in-Exile, Eberhardt and Leonard looking out onto the bleak marshy waste.

They seemed happy, thought Sibyl. Or as close to happy as someone from Brandavia might get. And Grandma was happy, too. Her spell had worked very well indeed.

Only Sibyl wasn’t happy. She wanted to draw wild, interesting spell-patterns too.

Grandma rushed down the corridor—she always rushed when she was at work—but Sibyl tugged at her sleeve. ‘Next time,’ she said, ‘couldn’t I do… more? I want to draw spell-patterns like you do. Real patterns, not boring ones from The Book of Domestic Magic.’

Grandma adjusted the star-shaped medallion around her neck. The medallion that read Hotel Witch. ‘Show me you’ve learned to concentrate, Sibyl,’ she said. ‘And then you can learn all the patterns you like.’
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Back in the lobby, Dora beckoned Sibyl and Grandma to the reception desk. The three telephones that sat on the desk were all ringing.

Dora picked up the first—‘Grand Mirror Hotel, please hold!’—the second—‘Grand Mirror Hotel, please hold!’—and then the third—‘Grand Mirror Hotel, please hold!’

She turned to Grandma. ‘Sigrid,’ she said, ‘I’m glad you’re here. Guests have been ringing for spells all day. And this one’—she held up a sheet of paper embossed with the hotel’s letterhead—‘is most urgent. The Otrillian Ambassador is travelling this afternoon to meet with the High Witch of the Western Glacier, and he’s come down with an unstoppable sneeze.’

‘The High Witch of the Western Glacier hates sneezing,’ said Grandma. ‘If the ambassador were to sneeze in her presence—’

‘She’d likely place a wither-and-waste curse on all of Otrillia,’ finished Dora. ‘He needs an un-sneezing spell in room 17 on the first floor. At once. And when you’re done there’—she handed over two more sheets of notepaper—‘room 65 on the third floor would like a love spell. And room 168 on the eighth floor would like a spell to guard against unwanted love spells.’

‘We’re on our—’ started Grandma. Sibyl supposed she meant to say, We’re on our way, but before she could, Else, a kitchen maid, appeared flushed and flour-dusted before them.

‘Sigrid!’ she exclaimed. ‘You’re needed in the kitchen. It’s urgent.’

Achoo! The sound of a violent sneeze floated down from the first floor into the lobby.

 ‘Sigrid is needed more urgently in room 17,’ said Dora.

‘But Dora,’ said Else, whispering so the guests wouldn’t hear. ‘It’s the afternoon-tea pastries. They won’t rise.’

Dora looked at Grandma. She lifted her left eyebrow in a way that said, if the ambassador doesn’t stop sneezing, there’s going to be a major diplomatic incident. Then she lowered her right eyebrow in a way that said, but the Grand Mirror Hotel’s culinary reputation rests on Madame Pascalline’s pastries.

Grandma frowned, thought, then came to a decision.

‘Sibyl will take care of the pastries,’ she said. ‘She can manage it.’

‘I can?’ asked Sibyl, her voice trembling, her heart swelling and her knees knocking.

‘You can,’ said Grandma. ‘Fourth button. And don’t forget to concentrate.’

The grand marble staircase was the centrepiece of the hotel lobby. But behind the hotel’s walls was another staircase, a secret staircase that hotel guests never saw. This was the staff staircase, narrow and wooden and rickety, and it joined up all the secret, hidden parts of the hotel: the laundry and the storerooms and the pantries, and the tiny attic rooms where all the bellboys and kitchen maids and porters slept. Else skittered down the staff staircase, heading for the kitchen in the basement, explaining the situation to Sibyl over her shoulder as she went.

‘The scones are like rocks!’ she gasped. ‘The baked Alaskas won’t bake! The opera cakes are falling flat! And Madame Pascalline—well, you can only imagine!’

Sibyl could imagine. Madame Pascalline was… temperamental. Some days she sang off-key French ditties about mice or roosters or cabbages, while she danced between the bubbling pots and pans. Other days, she was too busy throwing bowls of whipped cream at the head of whichever luckless kitchen maid had sweetened her sauces incorrectly to sing very much at all.

At the bottom of the staircase Else opened another door. Sibyl followed her into the steam-clouds and flour-clouds of the Grand Mirror Hotel’s kitchen, where kitchen maids were busy stirring ladles through stockpots, wobbling jellies out of their moulds, carving pink slices from smoked ham hocks and pinching dough into dumplings.

Madame Pascalline materialised out of the steam and the flour, like a looming cargo ship becoming visible through a sea mist.

She looked at Sibyl with an expression of disgust.

‘This?’ she said to Else. ‘We ask for help and they send us…this?’

Sibyl drew in a deep, nervous breath. Clearly, Madame Pascalline was not in a singing mood.

‘Sigrid assured me, Madame Pascalline, that this—I mean, that Sibyl—is more than capable.’

Madame Pascalline sighed. ‘Come along then,’ she said and she whisked Sibyl through the bustling kitchen to the pastry room. Chefs in white aprons and fluted white hats parted before them.

‘See for yourself,’ said Madame Pascalline in front of a sad-looking array of cakes and pastries on the marble bench. Else was right. The scones were as flat as river stones. The baked Alaskas weren’t baked. And the opera cakes had, indeed, fallen flat. ‘It’s a disaster. I can’t serve these! The Grand Mirror’s reputation—my reputation—would be in tatters!’

Sibyl swallowed hard. Then she repeated to Madame Pascalline what Grandma had said in a voice she hoped sounded confident. ‘I can manage it.’

She closed her eyes and counted four buttons down.

Her fingers worked nervously over the pattern on the button. It wasn’t the pattern that was making her nervous. Sibyl could draw a rising pattern in her sleep. But Grandma had never let her perform such an important spell unsupervised. If she worked this spell well, then wasn’t there a chance—just the slightest possibility—that Grandma would let her learn some advanced magic at last?

‘I suppose this is the spell, then?’ snapped Madame Pascalline. ‘You just stand there and fall asleep. How magical. Consider me positively bewitched!’

Sibyl opened her eyes. Madame Pascalline was looking down at Sibyl with her arms folded and her lip curled in disgust.

With one hand, Sibyl kept a tight hold of her fourth button. With the other, she reached for her wand.

‘Don’t let your mind wander, Sibyl,’ she said to herself.

‘Oh that is just parfait!’ spat Madame Pascalline. ‘Just magnifique! Now the girl talks with herself!’

Sibyl drew the pattern in the air, then tapped her wand on the flat pastries, one by one. But nothing happened.

She drew the pattern again, making sure that it bent and swooped and zigzagged in all the right places. And as she drew the pattern, she imagined the pastries puffing up to double their size, like the pufferfish she had once read about in a book. It puffed out its cheeks and blew up like a ball to stop other fish from eating it, and lived at the very bottom of the ocean…

Oh dear. She had drifted off into a daydream and now the pattern was big and bright, wobbling in the air over the pastries. She flicked her wand so the pattern broke apart and sprinkled all over the benchtop.

She watched. She waited.

Still nothing.

Sibyl felt her stomach drop. This would be the last time Grandma ever trusted her to draw a spell-pattern unsupervised.

‘Pffft!’ Madame Pascalline threw her hands up in the air. ‘C’est fini! That’s it! I might as well start packing my suitcase now! My pastry-making days are behind me!’

She spun on her heel, barged through the kitchen door, and disappeared.

‘Don’t worry,’ whispered Else. ‘She does that all the time.’

A few minutes later, Madame Pascalline reappeared carrying a battered black leather suitcase. She snapped it open and started filling it with whisks and sieves and eggbeaters.

‘Oh,’ whispered Else. ‘I’ve never seen her actually pack her suitcase before.’

‘Goodbye!’ cried Madame Pascalline, as she charged through the kitchen. ‘Goodbye! Adieu! I’m sure you tried your best, dear, but there’s no saving afternoon tea, now. It’s back to Maman and Papa and the pig farm in the Loire Valley for me!’

Sibyl bit down hard on her lip. She felt a tear wobble down her cheek.

‘Wait!’ cried Else. Madame Pascalline stopped at the door.

‘Look!’ Else pointed. A solitary scone was rising up, up, up, like a mushroom. The rest of the scones were rising up, too, until each one was round and domed and perfectly golden-coloured. The eclairs were next. They made the same popping noise a Christmas cracker makes when it’s pulled, then pouf! They puffed up to twice their size. The opera cakes, the petit fours, the strawberry tarts, the macarons: they all looked plump and sweet and mouth-watering. Sibyl would never say it—not in front of Madame Pascalline—but they were the best-looking pastries she had ever seen at the Grand Mirror Hotel.

The kitchen staff broke into applause. Madame Pascalline swooped over Sibyl and showered her with kisses. Then, humming under her breath, she began arranging the pastries on trays, garnishing tarts with glacé cherries, dusting powdered sugar over tortes. The rest of the kitchen sprang to action, too, whisking trays of sweets and pastries into the hands of white-jacketed waiters.

Sibyl stood very still in the middle of it all.

Her heart puffed up inside her chest, just like one of Madame Pascalline’s eclairs. Grandma was right. She had managed it.




[image: Image]

Back in the lobby, Sibyl looked for Grandma. She wasn’t there. But—Sibyl spied a flash of black fur—Alfonso was!

Alfonso was the hotel cat. He had a midnight coat and lemon-yellow eyes. Ahmed was always saying that Alfonso was not like other hotel cats. There were plenty of hotel cats at the Hotel Majestic in Tunis, where Ahmed’s father was the head elevator operator. There, the courtyard was always filled with cats sunning themselves on the tiles or tangling with the pot plants. At night, they weren’t so lazy. They stalked through the hotel catching mice and rats. According to Ahmed, they loved nothing more than to have their ears stroked or their bellies rubbed.

Alfonso was nothing like the cats at the Hotel Majestic in Tunis. He didn’t laze in the sun or stoop to mouse-hunting.

He preferred to sit on the reception desk and observe goings-on in the lobby through narrowed eyes. Or to wander through the dining room and flick his tail at anything that displeased him, such as a dirty napkin or a melting butter sculpture. And even when he pilfered ham shavings or fish heads from the kitchen, he managed to seem as though he were performing culinary quality control and not just swiping scraps.

He had certainly never submitted to an ear-stroking or a belly-rub or even the gentlest of pats.

But today might just possibly be the day that Sibyl befriended the stand-offish hotel cat.

She followed the dart of black fur. She swerved to avoid a waiter carrying a tray of coffee and dodged the suitcases the bellboy was unloading from the luggage trolley. Finally, she caught up with Alfonso at the newspaper rack.

He didn’t notice her behind him. He was pondering the same headline that had caught Sibyl’s attention that morning: ‘“I’ll Never Sing Again” vows Golden Nightingale’.

Softly, Sibyl stretched out her hand. In her mind, she could see exactly how she was going to stroke him, starting at the hollow where his head met his neck, following the velvet black fur down the length of his spine. She reached out her fingers—

Achoo!

A loud sneeze erupted behind her. Alfonso whipped round, saw Sibyl’s outstretched fingers, let out a long hiss, and then stalked off in the direction of the conservatory.

Sibyl turned to see Grandma with a man in a suit and bowler hat, brandishing a handkerchief. His lip was twitching uncontrollably. His eyes watered. ‘And you’re sure a—a—achoo! You’re sure the sneezing will wear off by the time I arrive at the Western Glacier,’ he asked Grandma.

 ‘A sneeze-stopping spell takes precisely fifteen minutes to come into effect,’ Grandma replied. ‘You’ll be finished sneezing before you’re even halfway across the Mirror Lake.’

‘Tha—a—achoo! Thank you very much,’ said the ambassador. ‘All of Otrillia thanks you!’

Then he sneezed so hard he propelled himself across the lobby and out the door.

‘Now,’ Grandma said to Sibyl, ‘Madame Pascalline informs me your spell was a success. But let’s see for ourselves. Are you feeling peckish?’

Grandma had a fondness for Madame Pascalline’s lavender eclairs, and she was very good at finding reasons for the two of them to go to afternoon tea.

Sibyl knew the pastries had risen perfectly. Still, she felt anxious. She hoped so very much that Grandma would be impressed by her rising spell.

When they arrived at the dining room, Sibyl and Grandma stood by the sign that said ‘Please Wait to be Seated’ and waited while Herr Gupta directed guests to tables.

Behind them was a man in an ice-blue velvet cloak covered in rune symbols. He jingled as he shuffled in the queue and Sibyl realised he was wearing the ice-blue shoes with bells that she had polished that morning. She turned around to take a closer look and found him murmuring into a blue velvet bag he carried over his arm. When he saw Sibyl looking at him he clamped his lips shut.

Sibyl looked ahead, to the small green guest at the front of the queue who was wearing a yellow pointed hat.

Herr Gupta pointed to the sign underneath the sign that said ‘Please Wait to be Seated’. This sign said, in gold letters, ‘No Hats at Afternoon Tea’. The small green man took off his yellow pointed hat. Sitting on his head, underneath the hat, was another smaller green man wearing a yellow pointed hat. This smaller green man took off his yellow pointed hat to reveal another, even smaller green man wearing another even smaller yellow pointed hat. This smallest green man moved to take his hat off, too, but Herr Gupta threw his hands up in the air and then waved all the little green guests through to a table in the corner.

 Just as Herr Gupta was directing Grandma to a table, Else rushed past carrying a large plate covered with a heavy silver cloche. When she saw Sibyl, she winked. Else carried the plate to the long tea table and whipped off the lid with a flourish. Underneath were dozens of fluffy scones. They looked delicious. In fact, everything laid out on the tea table—the opera cakes, the petit fours, the strawberry tarts, the macarons, the eclairs—looked plump and sweet and delicious.

Grandma ate her lavender eclair in silence then licked the crumbs from her lips. ‘Practically perfectly risen,’ she pronounced. ‘Although…’

‘Although?’ asked Sibyl. She couldn’t help feeling disappointed. She wanted so badly for Grandma to be pleased with her.

‘Although, perhaps I haven’t inspected your work quite as thoroughly as I should have. I think it would be for the best if I tested some of the macarons as well.’

Sibyl flushed with pride.

 While Grandma filled her plate once more, Sibyl did one of the things she liked most: watching the guests at the Grand Mirror Hotel over the rim of her teacup. She loved to guess which guests were from this side of the Mirror Lake and which guests were from the Black Mountains.

Sometimes it was easy to tell: the six-inch-high woman who rode in on the back of a swan and filled her plate with cucumber sandwiches, for example, was certainly from the Black Mountains. She might even have met Sibyl’s mother. And the same was true for the two men who shared one long red beard and were arguing over the last scone.

On the other hand, the couple in matching tweed walking suits passing a Merovingian guidebook back and forth between them were definitely from this side. And so was the young girl who sat in the corner engrossed in a detective novel.

Next, Sibyl looked at a pretty young woman in a flouncy pink dress. The table before her was strewn with plates and cups. Sibyl couldn’t tell which side of the Mirror Lake she came from. A waiter came to the pink lady’s table and cleared it, but when he went to pick up the pink porcelain teacup the woman in pink stopped him. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, with a dimpled smile, ‘but that’s mine. It’s where I keep my storm, you see.’

The waiter glided off and Sibyl craned her neck until she could see into the teacup. Sure enough, a storm raged inside—roiling black clouds occasionally splintered by lightning.

Sibyl sat back in her chair. The pink lady was certainly from the Black Mountains.

Grandma returned with two emerald-green macarons on a plate, one for herself and one for Sibyl. They were squidgy and sweet and almond-tasting. ‘Delicious,’ said Grandma when she was finished. ‘You’ve done very well today, Sibyl. I’m proud of you. Perhaps you can draw a simple spell without drifting off into a daydream.’

‘I don’t always drift off into a daydream,’ protested Sibyl. ‘In fact, I—’

She stopped.

‘What is it, Sibyl?’ asked Grandma. ‘The strangest look has just come over your face.’

And then Grandma saw it, too. The macarons had started to rise off their plates. They floated up, and up, and up, until they hovered quite close to the ceiling.

With sinking heart, Sibyl pointed to the table laden with cakes and pastries and eclairs and petit fours.

All of them were floating just above the tablecloth and some were starting to rise higher in the air.

For a moment, silence fell in the dining room. The diners looked up at the ceiling in amazement. Then, a flurry of movement rippled from table to table.

The tweed-suited couple stood on their chairs to catch the strawberry tarts hovering over their heads.

A choux bun floated its way directly into Herr Gupta’s gaping mouth.

The girl reading the detective novel in the corner put down her book and then, very calmly, floated out of her chair until she was levitating inches from the ceiling. Then she plucked one macaron after the other out of the air and popped them into her mouth. So she was from the Black Mountains after all.

‘Well!’ Grandma put down her empty plate. ‘You might have worked the rising pattern a little too well. I expect you got distracted, didn’t you?’ she asked.

Sibyl hung her head. ‘My thoughts may have wandered just a little,’ she admitted.

‘Oh dear,’ said Grandma, but she wasn’t unkind about it. Grandma often scolded Sibyl about small things, but she never got truly angry when Sibyl made a big mistake. She dusted the sugar and crumbs from her hands then fished in her pocket until she found her wand. She drew a swift pattern in the air. A macaron dropped gently onto her plate.

‘It’s a weighing-down spell,’ Grandma told Sibyl. ‘Button number seventeen.’

One, two, three…fifteen, sixteen, seventeen. Sibyl found the seventeenth button and ran her finger over the pattern engraved there until she had memorised the pattern. She took her wand and drew the pattern in the air.

A cluster of eclairs started to sink back down towards the silver plate where they had sat before.

The pattern of Sibyl’s spell joined with the pattern of Grandma’s spell, and soon, half the afternoon tea had settled back down, and Sibyl started to feel the smallest bit better about her mistake.

But then loud footsteps sounded outside the dining room. And ringing over the footsteps, a familiar voice cried, ‘Zut alors! What a complete désastre! What a complet calamity! The name Pascalline will be spoken in only the darkest tones in kitchens from the Karwendel Alps to the Chartreuse Mountains from this day forth!’

‘Quick,’ hissed Grandma. ‘Make yourself scarce.’

‘But—’ started Sibyl.

‘But nothing. I’ll deal with Madame Pascalline.’ Grandma pulled her spine straight. ‘I’ve done it before. And I can certainly do it again.’

The door burst open and Madame Pascalline charged into the dining room.

Sibyl ducked under the nearest table. Beneath the cover of the dining room’s starched white linen tablecloths, she scurried from table to table, crawling between chair legs and trying not to knock the guests’ shoes as she went. Finally, she came to the dining room doors and she snuck out into the lobby.




[image: Image]

When Dora saw Sibyl she creased her right eyebrow in a way that said, I wasn’t expecting to see you here at this time, Sibyl—not in a way that said, I understand you have ruined the good name of Madame Pascalline, not to mention the good name of the Grand Mirror Hotel itself, that you are a disgrace to hotel witches in general and to your grandmother specifically.

But Sibyl knew it was only a matter of time before Dora found out about Sibyl’s gravity-defying afternoon tea.

 Or it would only have been a matter of time if, at that moment, a man with a bristly moustache hadn’t walked into the middle of the lobby, raised his hands in the air and cried, ‘Stop everything! Stop at once!’

Everyone—Dora, Sibyl, two workmen on a ladder fixing a crooked chandelier, Helga the harpist, all the guests reading their newspapers and sipping their coffee in the lobby armchairs, and even Alfonso—turned to stare at the stranger.

‘First of all,’ said the man, ‘the ladder will have to go. At once.’

The men on the ladder stared even harder.

‘I didn’t say tomorrow,’ snapped the man. ‘I didn’t say next October. I said at once!’

‘If I may ask, Sir,’ said Dora. ‘Why, exactly—?’

‘Why, exactly? Because, in not more than five minutes, the most important guest the Grand Mirror Hotel has ever received will step into this very lobby. A guest who happens to be rather superstitious. The ladder must go.’

Dora nodded. ‘Certainly,’ she said, though she pulled her eyebrows together in a way that said, They’d better be a Very Important Guest after all this fuss.

Grumbling, the workmen folded the ladder away.

The man wrinkled his forehead in the direction of the floral arrangement near the elevator. ‘And would you please do something about those orchids?’

‘Of course,’ said Dora. She twitched an eyebrow at the bellboy, who plucked the orchids out of the arrangement.

‘I didn’t realise,’ Dora said to the man, ‘that orchids were so unlucky.’

‘Generally speaking, they’re not,’ said the man. ‘But this Very Important Guest detests orchids. And what’—his eyes stretched wide—‘is that?’

Sibyl turned her head to look in the direction the man was facing.

‘That is Alfonso,’ she said.

‘Young lady, it could be named Kaiser Augustus the Third, for all I care—it is still a cat. A black cat. And black cats are most unacceptable!’

Alfonso growled.

The revolving glass door at the lobby entrance swished and whirred. In a moment of panic, the bellboy stuffed the orchids in his hat and crammed the hat back on his head. Sibyl scooped Alfonso up and tried to hide him in the folds of her black pinafore. The cat tensed and writhed, trying to get away, but Sibyl kept a fast hold on him. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘But that rude man is adamant that you are not seen by the Very Important Guest.’

The man with the bristly moustache whipped his head toward the door. So did Sibyl.

In stepped a new arrival. Was this the Very Important Guest? She didn’t look Important. She didn’t even look Very. She wasn’t very tall or very short, very young or very old. Her dress and hat and travelling case were all grey. But not very grey. They were the colour of nothing much at all. Her whole face, in fact, was completely forgettable. Sibyl had forgotten it before she was even finished looking at it.

This guest couldn’t be the Very Important Guest. The moustached man had turned back to the door, clearly waiting for someone else. He barely noticed the guest in grey as she went past him to the reception desk.

‘Welcome to the Grand Mirror Hotel,’ said Dora through a red-lipstick smile. ‘How can I help you?’

The guest in grey mumbled something and Dora replied, ‘Very well. A room for one. And a thirteen-night stay. That can certainly be arranged, Frau—’

The guest murmured something that Sibyl couldn’t hear.

‘Frau Stille,’ said Dora and handed her a key. ‘Here you are: room 21, on the first floor. Enjoy your stay.’

Alfonso wriggled out of Sibyl’s hold and landed on the lobby floor. He tossed a disdainful look over his shoulder at Sibyl and disappeared between two luggage trolleys.

With another whirr and another swish, the revolving door opened again and a new guest entered, preceded by a waft of expensive-smelling perfume. Violets, Sibyl thought, closing her eyes to enjoy the fragrant air. Violets or lilacs.

When she opened her eyes again, the Very Important Guest was standing in the centre of the lobby. Sibyl recognised her at once. She was as tall and broad and pale and beautiful as an iceberg, swathed in a chiffon gown and the scent of purple flowers.

‘I hope,’ said the lady, ‘you have a room available.’

Her voice sounded like tinsel.

Sibyl had never heard such a beautiful sound.

But of course the Very Important Guest had a beautiful voice. The Very Important Guest was none other than Esther Schoenblum, the Golden Nightingale herself.

There was a moment of silence.

Then, chatter rippled through the lobby. ‘Esther Schoenblum…’ went the chatter. ‘The Golden Nightingale…from the Vienna Staatsoper…yes the Esther Schoenblum…here at the Grand Mirror Hotel!’

And within minutes, the lobby was more crowded than Sibyl had ever seen it: a chain of bellboys and porters started ferrying the renowned soprano’s luggage in. Guests wandered into the lounge to gawk at the famous Fräulein Schoenblum. Chambermaids peered over the banister railing. The gardener, Herr Grunendaum, found it suddenly necessary to prune the geraniums directly outside the lobby window that gave the best view of the Golden Nightingale.

Then, in the middle of all the commotion, Sibyl saw something out of the corner of her eye that twisted her stomach. Something that spelled disaster.

At the front desk Esther Schoenblum was oblivious to the impending catastrophe. But in a moment, one of two things was certain to happen. The famed and celebrated soprano was going to look up and see a plump slice of chocolate cake floating in the air above her.

Or—and this was worse—the plump slice of chocolate cake was going to fall, with a plop and a squelch, onto the famed and celebrated soprano’s glossy curls.

Sibyl inched closer to the reception desk.

‘…and I see you’ve already met Herr Schmidt,’ said Esther Schoenblum to Dora. ‘He is, in addition to being my secretary, my personal psychic. He can see days, even weeks into the future…’

Herr Schmidt nodded sagely. ‘I guarantee any prediction within a three-week timeframe,’ he said.

‘…and I never travel anywhere without him,’ finished Fräulein Schoenblum.

‘I see,’ said Dora.

Sibyl reached into her pinafore pocket for her wand and curled her fingers around it. It was just her luck, she thought bitterly, that she had got the first important spell she had been entrusted with so terribly wrong. Just her luck that the most famous opera singer in all of Europe—in all the world!—would arrive at the Grand Mirror not fifteen minutes after she had got that important spell so terribly wrong. And just her luck that a stray piece of Sacher-Torte should have escaped from the dining room, floated out into the lobby and come to hover directly over Esther Schoenblum’s head.

Dora pondered the keys. ‘Would our Deluxe Suite suit your wishes, Fräulein Schoenblum?’ she asked.

Sibyl fumbled her fingers up and down her buttons. Which spell did she need? The weighing-down spell? But what if it splatted the moist chocolate cake straight onto Esther Schoenblum’s head?

Esther Schoenblum turned to Herr Schmidt. Herr Schmidt pressed his hands to his temples and closed his eyes. ‘I see a high window,’ he said. ‘A brisk wind. A terrible fall.’ He shook his head. ‘If you stay in the Deluxe Suite, my dear, you face certain death.’

Esther Schoenblum’s hands flew to her throat. ‘Then we shall certainly not be taking the Deluxe Suite,’ she told Dora, affronted that Dora had dared to suggest it.

Sibyl searched her buttons. A leftward spell would do. Or a rightward spell. Yes, rightward. If she could steer the cake to the corner of the lobby just above the potted palm, and then draw the weighing down spell-pattern, the cake would fall into the plant pot. And if she was lucky, no one would be any the wiser.

Dora pressed her lips into a tight smile. ‘May I suggest the Pink Apartments? They’re on the first floor, as safe as can be. And they have a lovely view over the rose garden.’

Sibyl traced the rightward pattern on her button.

 Herr Schmidt closed his eyes again. After a moment, he opened them again. ‘The Pink Apartments,’ he said, ‘will be adequate.’

Above Esther Schoenblum’s head, the Sacher-Torte began to wobble.

Sibyl gulped. She needed to be quick. She drew the spell-pattern in the air and, with a flick of her wand, sent it cake-ward.

‘The Pink Apartments,’ beamed Esther Schoenblum. ‘How wonderful.’

And then, instead of moving rightward, the cake started to drop.

Sibyl had drawn the wrong pattern.

Thinking quickly, she drew a summoning pattern. A plate sped through the air. Sibyl caught it, then darted to the front desk, edging Esther Schoenblum out of the way as politely as she could manage.

Dora’s eyebrows shot up. Sibyl what on earth? they started to say, but then the cake dropped with a soft, squishy plop onto the plate Sibyl held out in her hand, and Dora’s eyebrows lowered as if to say, Well, you certainly have some explaining to do!

 ‘Oh!’ said Esther Schoenblum to Sibyl. ‘Excuse me. I didn’t see you there.’

‘I beg your pardon,’ stammered Sibyl. ‘I just wanted to offer you a slice of Sacher-Torte. It’s the pastry chef’s specialty.’

‘How kind of you,’ said Esther, ‘but I’m afraid I avoid desserts of all description. They are detrimental to my voice.’

‘Of course,’ said Dora smoothly, as she waved Sibyl away. ‘And now, Wilhelm will show you to your room.’

A footman appeared beside the singer, and she swept away, leaving the smell of violets—no, lilacs, definitely lilacs—floating behind her.

That night, in bed, Sibyl played the scene over again: the whirr of the revolving-glass door. The smell of purple flowers. The swish of Fräulein Schoenblum sweeping into the lobby.

Some guests at the Grand Mirror Hotel kept to themselves. Some guests, though, were always after one thing or another.

 Apricot juice brought on a silver tray to their room.

Extra pillows and blankets.

Spells.

Sibyl hoped Fräulein Schoenblum would be the kind of guest who wanted spells. Lots and lots of spells. She was longing to see, and hear, the soprano again.
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The Hotel Witch’s hours were 8 am to 4 pm daily, with Wednesdays and Sunday afternoons off.

Sibyl loved Sunday afternoons. As soon as the clock struck noon, she and Grandma were free to do as they pleased. On fine days, they rowed swan-shaped boats on the Mirror Lake or picked herbs and mushrooms in the forest for Grandma to stir into her soups. Sometimes Bertilde, the Hotel Witch from the Hotel Bergenblick, visited for coffee and plum cake and gossip. And if the weather was bad, Grandma would make a cauldron of spaghetti in the cave, while Sibyl read mystery stories to her. Grandma always grumbled when the weather was bad—the rain made her knees hurt, she said—but Sibyl liked those drizzly Sunday afternoons best of all.

Today was, unfortunately, not a Sunday.

Today was Wednesday and Wednesdays were for magic lessons. Sibyl did not love Wednesdays. A whole day, drawing dull patterns from The Book of Domestic Magic, while The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic sat on the shelf, its mossy green-yellow cover bright and enticing in the cave’s gloom.

‘The topic of today’s lesson,’ began Grandma.

Sibyl crossed her fingers. She hoped she might at least learn about something mildly exciting.

‘Is dust,’ finished Grandma.

Sibyl wanted to protest—dusting spells were the plainest there were—but she knew this was Grandma’s way of reprimanding her for her rising spell at afternoon tea. She sank down in her chair and listened as Grandma listed all the different varieties of dust that plagued the Grand Mirror Hotel: the under-carpet dust bunnies, the dandelion dust that blew in through the windows on hot days, the cobweb-laced dust that accumulated behind the heavy curtains, the fine floury dust that wafted upstairs into the lobby from the kitchen…

Sibyl tried to listen, but all the talk of dust turned her thoughts to deserts and pyramids and the pharaoh’s tombs…

The sound of her name brought her back to the cave.

Grandma stood with her arms folded. ‘I said, wouldn’t you agree, Sibyl, that the third variant on the dust-vanishment pattern is the best all-purpose spell for dealing with dust?’

Sibyl sat up straight. ‘Without a doubt,’ she said.

‘Then perhaps,’ Grandma continued, ‘you’d like to turn to that pattern in the book.’

Sibyl drew The Book of Domestic Magic towards her and began riffling through its pages. She flipped past a sweeping pattern and a pot-scrubbing pattern and a glass-shining pattern…

Beneath the frantic rustle of pages, she heard the sound of Grandma’s foot tap-tap-tapping impatiently on the floor.

‘Page 314,’ said Grandma at last.

Sibyl found the all-purpose dust pattern. She studied it because she knew Grandma expected her to, but not because she needed to. She knew every corner and curve of this spell-pattern. She knew how it wisped out of the tip of her wand in a mouse-fur-coloured puff when she drew it.

‘Now, draw it for me please,’ said Grandma.

Sibyl reached for her wand but she couldn’t suppress a sigh.

Grandma sniffed. ‘Is there a problem, Sibyl?’

‘I know this pattern, Grandma,’ she muttered. ‘I draw it every single day. I could do it with my eyes closed.’

‘Perhaps you have been drawing it with your eyes closed. That would explain why Herr Gupta tells me the dining room wainscoting is covered in dust.’

Sibyl cursed Herr Gupta and his daily habit of running a white-gloved finger across every surface of the dining room. She copied the pattern with her wand. A fine film of dust floated up from the table’s surface. The dust particles clumped together as if magnetised, and, with a soft puffing sound, they disappeared.

Grandma inspected Sibyl’s pattern with a frown. ‘I see where you’re going wrong,’ she told Sibyl. ‘You’re not joining the ends up neatly. You start out well, but you stop concentrating halfway through. What do I always tell you? Now, draw the pattern again, Sibyl, and this time, concentrate all the way through.’

Sibyl drew the pattern again and again. Boring as it was, Grandma was right. The better she concentrated the better the spell-pattern worked.

Soon, every surface in the cave was gleaming.

‘Again, please, Sibyl,’ said Grandma.

‘I’ve drawn it seven thousand times,’ protested Sibyl under her breath.

‘You have drawn it precisely six times,’ said Grandma, who had very sharp hearing, ‘and while you have almost mastered it, it’s not yet perfect. I have to admit, Sibyl, I’m starting to lose my patience.’

‘But there’s no dust left to…to dust!’ said Sibyl. Grandma just looked at her, waiting. Her lips were so thin now that they had nearly vanished and that only meant one thing. Sibyl was about to get a scolding.

But before the scolding could start, there was a loud brrrrring!

The telephone.

Grandma answered. ‘The Hotel Witch doesn’t work on Wednesdays,’ she snapped. ‘Call reception for any inquiries!’ She went to hang up, but the speaker at the other end must have said something to catch her attention.

Grandma’s forehead creased as she listened. At last, she said, ‘I see. Well, that does sound serious…I’ll be there shortly.’

Grandma hung up the phone and went to the bookshelf. She took down The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic.

Sibyl came to stand by Grandma’s side. The morning had suddenly become much more interesting.

The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic was covered in lock-flower, which only grew on the Southern Slopes of the Black Mountains. Only Grandma knew the spell-pattern to make the thick, green stem, hung with golden padlock-shaped blossoms, unslither from round the book’s cover. She drew the pattern now, too quick for Sibyl even to glimpse it.

The lock-flower loosened and fell away. Grandma opened the book, searched through until she found the pattern she needed, traced it in the air to memorise it, then snapped the book shut again. The lock-weed slithered back into place and Grandma returned the book to the shelf.

‘Come along, Sibyl,’ said Grandma. ‘I’m needed at the Pink Apartments, and I think you had better come with me—you might learn something if you concentrate.’

Sibyl drew in a quick breath. Perhaps this Wednesday wouldn’t be so terrible after all. She hadn’t forgotten which guest was staying in the Pink Apartments.
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Grandma and Sibyl took the elevator to the Pink Apartments. When the elevator dinged, Grandma stepped out but Ahmed pulled Sibyl back.

‘Tonight,’ he whispered. ‘Midnight under the clock. We’ll explore.’

‘Why are you the one that always decides when we explore?’ Sibyl whispered back.

‘Because I’m older,’ he said.

‘Not that much older.’

‘Twelve is much older than eleven,’ he said loftily. ‘You’ll understand when you’re my age. Anyway, are you coming or not?’

‘We must be running out of places to explore by now,’ said Sibyl. ‘The Grand Mirror Hotel is only so big.’

‘The hotel seems infinitely big to me compared to this elevator. It’s a country. A continent, practically! The Grand Mirrorian Republic!’

‘The United States of Grand Mirrovia,’ mused Sibyl. ‘With crossed hotel keys on the national flag and an assortment of silverware on the coat of arms…’

‘I hope you’re not dawdling, Sibyl!’ called Grandma. As far as Grandma was concerned, dawdling was nearly as bad as daydreaming.

‘See you tonight, then, Ahmed,’ she said.

‘Tonight,’ said Ahmed as he closed the door behind her.

Sibyl smiled to herself. A midnight exploration—think of all the possibilities in that!

Grandma rapped at the door of the Pink Apartments and Herr Schmidt answered. He was wearing pyjamas with a purple satin cape flung over the top and his chin was lathered in shaving foam. He ushered them inside. ‘Fräulein Schoenblum is still asleep,’ he whispered. ‘Perhaps we can resolve the situation before she wakes. Please,’ he waved his hand around the room, ‘take a seat.’

But that was easier said than done. Every surface was draped with gowns and scarves and feather boas. The table had all but disappeared under piles of sheet music and telegrams spilling out of their envelopes. Sibyl craned her neck to read one:


I CANT EAT STOP I CANT SLEEP STOP THE FLAGS ARE AT HALF MAST AND THE SERVANTS ARE ALL IN BLACK STOP DEAREST ESTHER MY KINGDOM AND I ARE IN MOURNING UNTIL THE DAY YOU DECIDE TO SING AGAIN STOP PRINCE LUDWIG OF SAXONY STOP



Grandma leaned against a bookshelf. Sibyl sat on the corner of a brocade ottoman, but as soon as she did she snapped back up again. She had sat on something clawed and furred. ‘What is that?’ she asked.

Herr Schmidt peered where Sibyl pointed. ‘Ah,’ he whispered. ‘A rabbit’s foot. Considered a lucky charm. Which reminds me—’

He flung a length of black silk over the mirror. ‘Fräulein Schoenblum must not look at mirrors, in case she sees a crack. Seven years bad luck and all that.’

‘If I may,’ said Grandma.

Herr Schmidt stopped her with one finger to his lips.

‘If I may,’ said Grandma but this time in a whisper. ‘Perhaps I could ask you to explain the situation a little more clearly.’

Herr Schmidt drew a deep breath. ‘I had a premonition this morning,’ he said, ‘while I was performing my toilette. I put down my shaving razor at once. And as soon as I was properly attired’—he flicked his cape—‘I went to my crystal ball.’ He pointed to a small desk, which bore a briefcase, an accounting book, an inkwell and a large crystal ball. ‘Then I looked into my crystal ball to see if my premonition was correct. And it was—just as I knew it would be.’

At that moment, the wide French doors at the back of the room burst open and Fräulein Schoenblum entered. She was wearing a silk robe and wafting the same purple fragrance Sibyl remembered from the day before. Her face was creased and anxious.

‘Ten-thirteen am,’ she announced. ‘Ten-thirteen am. It can’t possibly be lucky to wake up at thirteen minutes past the hour. Thirteen is such an unlucky number. It should be done away with altogether—’

She stopped. She looked at Herr Schimdt’s purple cape and the crystal ball sparkling in the morning sun. ‘You’ve had a premonition, haven’t you,’ she said, and Sibyl noticed that, even hoarse with terror, Fräulein Schoenblum’s voice sounded like a clear stream tumbling over smooth pebbles.

Herr Schmidt nodded. ‘I’m afraid I have,’ he said.

Fräulein Schoenblum fell back onto the sofa, displacing a mink stole and a velvet muffler. She flung a pale arm across her face. ‘I hope it isn’t an awful premonition, my dear Herr Schmidt, though I fear it must be! How could it be anything else, when I woke up at exactly thirteen minutes past the hour? Go on then, tell me the worst.’

Herr Schmidt sighed. ‘Fräulein Schoenblum, I’m afraid you will shortly be the victim of a theft. Your most precious possession will soon be stolen from you.’

Sibyl bit her lip. Herr Schmidt’s prediction sounded serious.

What could Fräulein Schoenblum’s most precious thing be? Sibyl thought her own most precious possession might be her photograph of her mother.

Fräulein Schoenblum sat up straight. ‘The Van Gendingen Diamond,’ she cried. ‘It can only be that. I don’t own anything more precious. It’s practically priceless!’

‘The Van Gendingen Diamond?’ asked Grandma. Fräulein Schoenblum looked at Grandma like she had only just noticed she was there.

‘It is the world’s most valuable piece of jewellery. A diamond the size of my fist.’ She balled up her hand to demonstrate. ‘It sparkles like a comet when I wear it under the theatre lights. It was given to me by Count Van Gendingen himself. He is one of my many admirers. He’s always proposing to me. And now’—her eyes glossed with tears—‘now I suppose his diamond will be gone from me forever!’

‘Well, perhaps not,’ said Grandma. ‘I’m Sigrid, the Hotel Witch. And this is Sibyl, my apprentice.’

Fräulein Schoenblum smiled thinly through her tears. ‘Charmed, I’m sure,’ she said.

‘Herr Schmidt called us to see if we could help you in your predicament,’ Grandma continued. ‘And I believe we can.’

‘Really?’ gasped Fräulein Schoenblum.

‘I know a spell. It’s a complicated spell, but it’s effective. We can enchant this diamond, so that it’s un-findable. And if it’s un-findable—’

Fräulein Schoenblum smiled. ‘Then it’s unstealable!’ she finished.

Grandma drew her wand from her pocket with a flourish. Hoping she might be allowed to help, Sibyl produced her wand, too, but Grandma said, ‘Thank you, Sibyl, but these are advanced patterns. I’ll manage them myself.’

Sibyl blushed and put her wand away. She longed to impress Fräulein Schoenblum with some magic of her own. Impress her so much that she would burst into song and Sibyl would finally hear her beautiful voice. But there was no chance of that now.

‘Now could you bring me the diamond?’ asked Grandma.

Herr Schmidt rummaged in the Pink Apartments’ safe and took out a large locked chest. When he clicked it open, Sibyl gasped. The diamond was as clear as water and as bright as sunlight.

‘And if you wouldn’t mind placing the diamond like so…’ Grandma gestured towards the floor. Herr Schmidt set the diamond in the middle of the Persian carpet.

Grandma rolled up her sleeves. ‘Stand back,’ she warned. ‘Some highly potent patterns are about to fly through the air.’

She started by drawing small circles, until a glowing pink blob floated, like a flying saucer, in the air. Then, she drew an intricate web of lines around it, pulling the blob this way and that, stretching it bigger and bigger, spreading it thinner and thinner until it was almost transparent. Satisfied, Grandma drew a green pattern like a double helix, and then a shimmering grey-blue pattern, and then a sequence of bright neon patterns that burst from her wand like fireworks.

The patterns were so beautiful, Sibyl wanted to reach out and touch them. She wondered if she would ever learn to draw patterns like these. But she could tell, too, by the way Grandma’s mouth pulled at its edges, that the spell-patterns were difficult to control.

With a flick of her wand, Grandma brought all the patterns together. A flash of light coloured the room pink and green and blue and grey. When the flash faded, the patterns were joined in one fizzy tangle that gathered itself into a tight knot.

Fräulein Schoenblum sucked in her breath.

Sibyl twisted her fingers together.

Herr Schmidt made a nervous frog-like sound somewhere in the back of his throat.

All three of them looked at Grandma, with her fingers tensed around her wand and then up at the place just below the ceiling where the pattern hovered. They all waited to see what would happen next.

 Grandma pointed her wand at the pattern but before she could direct it down to the diamond, it burst open in a sparkle of colour and leapt around the room, bouncing off the walls. It knocked a porcelain vase from the mantel, scattering tulip petals all over the floor.

The pattern grew bigger and wilder. It was starting to smell of burnt toast, which, thought Sibyl, was not a good sign. But with a wide swish of her wand, Grandma brought the pattern back to the centre of the room. She planted her feet wide and wrenched the pattern downward with her wand.

It formed a bubble around the diamond and then—

And then—

And then: nothing.

Fräulein Schoenblum was the first to speak. ‘Forgive me, Sigrid,’ she said, ‘but the diamond looks perfectly findable to me.’

Grandma was still trying to keep control of her pattern. Her wand was wobbling so hard it looked like it might break. ‘It’s missing something,’ she said. ‘A vanishment pattern would do the trick, but—’ She hesitated. ‘Sibyl,’ said Grandma. ‘I think I need your help after all. Please draw a vanishment pattern.’

Sibyl looked at Grandma. Vanishment patterns were not at all the kind of patterns Sibyl had ever learned in her Wednesday lessons.

‘Your buttons,’ said Grandma through gritted teeth.

Her buttons? Sibyl didn’t know every one of her seventy-six buttons off by heart, but she was certain—almost certain—that a button carved with a vanishment pattern wasn’t among them.

And she was just about to tell Grandma so when a strange crackling started at her topmost button, travelled down the remaining buttons, and stopped at the second-last button, where it stayed, emitting white-blue sparks.

Sibyl put her finger to her second-last button. She found an intricate pattern filled with arabesques and parabolas.

This must be the vanishment pattern.

‘Do you think you can do it, Sibyl?’ asked Grandma, still concentrating hard on her own wobbling wand.

Sibyl took a deep breath. Her fingers curled around her wand. ‘Yes,’ she said.

It was different, drawing this kind of pattern. With a simple pattern, her wand slid through the air like a knife through butter. But now the air felt as thick as a weed-choked lake. The spell-pattern took a long time to draw. She was nearly finished when something—the uncooperative air, the dizzy details of the pattern, her sweating fingers around her wand—made her hand quiver. But she stopped her wand from slipping just in time and drew the pattern’s final squiggle with something almost like a flourish.

She stepped back and watched as the pattern formed.

It was disappointingly small and almost transparent, the colour of thin milk. It flickered in a timid way, like a candle flame that is about to blow out.

Sibyl felt deflated. She let her wand drop to her side.

But Grandma said, ‘Marvellous!’

 ‘Marvellous?’ repeated Sibyl.

‘That’s exactly how a vanishment pattern is supposed to look! I could hardly have done it better myself. Now, send it over to me.’

Sibyl’s mind flooded with possibilities. Now that she’d drawn such a complicated spell-pattern, it was possible that Grandma would let her learn more. It was possible she’d let her stop practising dusting spells and start learning from The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic. It was possible—

But Sibyl knew she couldn’t let her thoughts run away from her. The spell wasn’t finished yet.

She flicked the pattern towards the diamond. Her pale vanishment pattern crept slowly closer and closer to Grandma’s bright collection of patterns, but it stopped just short, hovering at their edge. Grandma turned to Sibyl with wide eyes.

Grandma wouldn’t be able to hold the spell much longer, Sibyl could tell. Sibyl gave her wand another gentle flick. ‘Go on,’ she told the pattern. ‘Don’t be shy.’

The pattern came closer to the edge of Grandma’s spell, then closer still and then—

With a slithering noise, the vanishment pattern shot out hundreds, maybe thousands, of tiny, pale tentacles and wrapped itself around the spell like a spider wraps a fly in spiderweb. Then—pouf!

The spell, and the diamond inside it, disappeared.

Sibyl’s second-last button started crackling once more, as if to say, Well done.

And Grandma caught her eye and gave her a rare smile.

Sibyl felt red rushing into her cheeks. It was possible, she realised, that Grandma was proud of her.
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In the day, the Grand Mirror Hotel belonged to its guests. But at night, the Grand Mirror Hotel belonged to Sibyl and Ahmed. All its corridors and secret nooks and crannies were theirs to explore—just as long as they didn’t get caught.

So, as often as they dared, Sibyl and Ahmed met in the lobby. Always at the same time: midnight. And always in the same place: in the moonlight shadow of the big golden grandfather clock.

Sibyl was early. She liked to arrive in time to hear the clock chime midnight. The clock had a powerful bonggggg-ing chime. When she stood right next to it she could feel the floor vibrate below her feet and the chandeliers tinkle overhead.

The chiming ended and the clock fell silent.

Now, Sibyl was officially on time.

A few minutes passed.

Now, Ahmed was officially late.

Sibyl didn’t mind. This left her time for one of her favourite games.

She pretended the polished parquet floor of the lobby was roiling water and the shadows the furniture cast in the low lamplight were rocky islands. And she hopped from island to island making sure not to be sucked away by the waves of the sea.

She hopped from the slender shadow of a side table to the broad shadow of a winged armchair to the intricate shadow cast by a vase of hydrangeas, and she was about to hop back to the long, dark shadow of the grandfather clock when she spied Ahmed standing tiptoed on top of one of the lobby armchairs, grasping for an eclair that floated just out of reach.

 After Esther Schoenblum departed the lobby for the Pink Apartments, Grandma and Sibyl had spent hours combing the hotel for floating pastries, coaxing madeleines out from behind the curtains in the poker lounge and miniature battenburg cakes down from the skylight in the music room, until they were satisfied that they had found all of them.

Almost all of them.

It was now three days since Sibyl had cast her rising spell-pattern, but here and there stray pastries still floated through the hotel.

Sibyl counted seventeen buttons down and drew a quick sinking pattern. She was practised at it now. The eclair fell into Ahmed’s outstretched hand.

‘There you are!’ said Ahmed through a mouthful of pastry and cream. ‘I heard about the Afternoon Tea Incident. Don’t worry, Madame Pascalline will only stay mad at you for a month or two. Remember how I dropped the croquembouche she made for the Autumn Ball last October? She threatened to lock me in the elevator until I starved!’ He licked crumbs from his top lip. ‘By Christmas, she was slipping me extra helpings of fruitcake. Besides, she’s probably so distracted by Fräulein Schoenblum’s arrival that she’s completely forgotten about the flying petit fours—everyone else has.’

‘It’s not Madame Pascalline I’m worried about,’ said Sibyl. ‘It’s Grandma. I thought if I could work this one spell perfectly that she might—’

‘Let you try an advanced spell?’ finished Ahmed, and Sibyl nodded.

Ahmed didn’t tell Sibyl to cheer up or be patient. That was one of Sibyl’s favourite things about Ahmed. When Sibyl was angry or sad or frustrated, he never tried to make her happy. He listened, instead, and took everything she said seriously.

‘One day you’ll draw an advanced spell-pattern, Sibyl,’ he said solemnly. ‘I know it.’ And then he whipped his cap off his head to catch another falling pastry. He held it out to Sibyl. ‘Profiterole?’

Sibyl took a bite. It was delicious.

‘Ready to explore?’ asked Ahmed, and he started off up the central staircase without waiting for Sibyl to reply.

~

On some nights, exploring the Grand Mirror Hotel was wonderfully exciting. Sometimes a stray luggage trolley was left unchained and Sibyl and Ahmed could take turns riding it across the slippery lobby floor. Once Ahmed had found the spare key to the laundry room and they had splashed about all night in a big copper washpot filled with sudsy water. And then there was the time Sibyl used a hairpin to open the lock of the linen cupboard. They’d dressed up as ghosts and roamed the corridors howling, until they collided with a frightened guest. By the next day half of Merovingia had heard the rumour the Grand Mirror Hotel was haunted. Dora would have been angry if the rumours hadn’t been so good for business: the hotel was fully booked for weeks with ghost-hunters, occultists and psychics.

Other nights, though, there were no secret passages to be found, no unlocked doors hiding an adventure behind them. Just a dark, sleeping hotel. Tonight, thought Sibyl, was going to be one of those nights. She and Ahmed had gone from the first floor to the twenty-seventh without finding the smallest hint of excitement. And now they had to go all the way back down again.

There were a number of ways Sibyl and Ahmed could descend from the topmost floor. They could take Ahmed’s elevator. They could walk down the grand spiral staircase that wound through the centre of the hotel like the whorl of a seashell. They could use the narrow, rickety staff staircase that, along with the electrical wires and the water pipes, was concealed inside the hotel walls. But there was only one way Sibyl and Ahmed were really interested in travelling: one that was only possible under the cover of night. The mahogany banister of the great spiral staircase—waxed and polished to a brilliant shine every morning—was a perfect slide.

‘I’ll go first,’ said Ahmed, swinging a leg over the banister.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Sibyl. ‘You went first last time.’ And she walked backwards down the corridor until she judged a proper run-up. Then she pelted down the corridor, gathering speed as she went, vaulted onto the banister just ahead of Ahmed and swooshed down, down, down, twisting and turning. Air rushed past her face and the Grand Mirror Hotel blurred all around her. She was quite sure she would slide all the way to the bottom. But then, someplace between the second and the first floor, she heard something that made her skid to a stop. Ahmed slid into her back with a great thump, and together they tumbled to a stop.

‘So tell me again why you should go first,’ said Ahmed.

Sibyl clapped a hand over Ahmed’s mouth. ‘Listen!’

Above Sibyl’s hand Ahmed’s eyes grew wide.

‘Mmpf-mpf?’ he asked.

‘I think it is,’ replied Sibyl, who understood that instead of Mmpf-mpf, Ahmed had meant to say, Is that the sound of Esther Schoenblum, also known as the Golden Nightingale, singing?

Sibyl and Ahmed didn’t discuss their next move. They didn’t need to. In silent agreement, they tiptoed their way to the door of the Pink Apartments.

But when they got there the sound had stopped.

 Sibyl tried not to feel disappointed.

Ahmed didn’t look disappointed. He was leaning in with his ear to the keyhole.

‘Do you hear that?’ he whispered.

‘I don’t hear anything,’ replied Sibyl. ‘It’s completely silent.’

‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘But not just any silence. The silence before a song begins is a special kind of silence.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ said Sibyl. Sometimes Ahmed was even more fanciful than she was.

‘It’s a waiting kind of silence,’ said Ahmed. ‘It’s special.’

Sibyl was still mystified but before she could say anything more, Fräulein Schoenblum—the Golden Nightingale herself—began to sing once more. And this time Sibyl could hear her perfectly.

Fräulein Schoenblum sang one low note, as smooth and round as a pebble. The next note was just as perfectly round and smooth, but a little higher, and the following note was a little higher again. She was singing scales, Sibyl realised. Simply going step by step up an octave then step by step down again. And yet the sound was beautiful. Fräulein Schoenblum singing scales sounded as good, to Sibyl, as a soaring aria.

Ahmed whispered, ‘If this is just her warm-up, imagine how good a real song will sound.’

‘Do you think she’ll sing one?’ whispered Sibyl.

‘I hope so. I’ve heard that when the Golden Nightingale sings you don’t just hear the song. You can feel it and taste it and see it and smell it,’ Ahmed replied.

‘I’ve heard that, too,’ said Sibyl. ‘I’ve heard when she sings sweet songs they taste like every kind of jam in the world mixed together and when she sings gloomy songs they feel like every grey and rainy Monday of your life, all at once. I’ve heard—’

But then she stopped.

Fräulein Schoenblum had started to sing again.

Her song was light and breezy and somehow sunny, even though Sibyl had never imagined until now that a song could sound sunny.

And, all of a sudden, it didn’t just sound wonderful. It tasted wonderful. As Fräulein Schoenblum sang, Sibyl tasted strawberry. Not just one strawberry, but every kind of strawberry she had ever tasted. The tart green taste of the season’s first strawberries, too small and unripe, but sharp with the promise of the summer to come. The perfect scarlet strawberries of Madame Pascalline’s strawberry tarts, served every year at the Grand Mirror Hotel’s Midsummer Eve Banquet. The sweet, grassy taste of the wild strawberries that grew on the banks of the Mirror Lake.

The song swelled, and Sibyl was washed over with summer memories. The splash of oars in the water from the time Grandma had taken her on a boat trip across the Mirror Lake, and the musty wooden smell of the old rowboat and the baking warmth of the sun. She saw the electric blue colour of the sky on late summer evenings and smelled the deep pine smell of the green summertime forest. She remembered picnics and dancing and flower-picking, a dizzy whirl of all her best summer days.

Then, she saw the Mirror Lake. Glittering under the sun. Calm and empty and still as glass. And all of a sudden she understood what Ahmed meant about the silence before the Golden Nightingale started to sing being so full of waiting.

Because the empty surface of the lake was waiting. And Sibyl, standing on the shore of the lake, was waiting, too.

This was her best summer memory of all. It was a few years ago, now. The morning had begun with a letter from Mother announcing a visit. And the visit was to be that afternoon. So, after lunch, when the sun was high in the sky and the air was still and the lake as flat and unwrinkled as the linen tablecloths in the dining room, Sibyl had raced down to the lake shore to watch and wait, until—

She saw it all again, in the melody of the Golden Nightingale’s song.

A figure, high and tiny in the sky, riding a broomstick, soaring over the Black Mountains. A shadow, equally tiny, cast on the water’s surface.

The figure flew closer and closer. The shadow grew bigger and bigger as it came closer and closer. And then—

 Silence.

The song had ended. Sibyl wished the Golden Nightingale would sing more, so she could stay in the memory long enough for her mother to land lightly on the lake’s edge, leap off her broom, wrap Sibyl in a hug so tight that Sibyl felt its squeeze down in her bones, a hug so long-lasting that when they went to pull away from each other Sibyl and her mother found their hair had tangled together.

Sibyl and Ahmed waited with their ears close to the door, waiting for Fräulein Schoenblum to sing some more. But it seemed the Golden Nightingale had sung enough for one night.

‘It’s true what they say, then,’ whispered Ahmed. ‘When Fräulein Schoenblum sings you don’t just hear the music. You feel it. I was back in Algiers. I could smell the sun on the stone buildings and the orange blossoms on the trees.’

‘And I saw—’

‘You saw your mother,’ said Ahmed, matter of factly.

‘How did you know?’ asked Sibyl.

 He shrugged. ‘You only smile like that when you’re thinking of your mother.’

Back in the lobby, the grandfather clock chimed one o’clock. Somehow, Sibyl thought the bongggg wasn’t nearly as satisfying as it had been one hour before. Of course, the midnight chime was always the most impressive. When the clock struck twelve, it sounded like it was making a long and important announcement. When the clock struck one, it sounded more like it was pompously clearing its throat.

But this bongggg didn’t sound pompous. It sounded sad. Almost deflated.

And that wasn’t all. When Sibyl came closer to the clock, she noticed something was missing.

‘Do you see that?’ she asked Ahmed. ‘Or, more to the point, do you not see that?’

Ahmed lifted the brim of his cap to scratch his head. ‘You’re just pointing at the floor,’ he said.

‘Exactly!’ said Sibyl. Now, beneath the clock, there was nothing but floor. But before—she remembered it perfectly—there had been the clock’s long dark shadow.

Sibyl looked around the room. The chairs still cast shadows. The little marble coffee tables between the chairs still cast shadows. The brass umbrella stand by the front door still cast a shadow. But the clock’s shadow was simply gone.

Sibyl walked around the clock in a circle, just to be certain its shadow wasn’t hiding somewhere. It wasn’t.

‘I still don’t know what I’m supposed to be not seeing,’ said Ahmed.

‘The clock’s shadow,’ Sibyl said. ‘It’s gone.’ And she pointed at the floor, to her own shadow. It stretched out long in the sharp bright moonlight.

Beside it, Ahmed’s shadow did the same. Ahmed’s shadow finger rubbed Ahmed’s shadow chin in puzzlement. ‘You’re right,’ he murmured.

‘A shadow can’t just get up and walk off…can it?’ said Sibyl.

‘I shouldn’t think so,’ Ahmed replied.

Sibyl looked down at her own shadow for reassurance. It was still there, firmly attached to her body. She waved her left arm. Her shadow waved its left arm. She held out her skirt and kicked out her foot. Her shadow did the same.

‘Shadows don’t just disappear,’ she said.

Ahmed shrugged. ‘They might at the Grand Mirror Hotel. It wouldn’t be the strangest thing that’s ever happened here. It wouldn’t even be the strangest thing that’s happened this week.’

Sibyl considered the events of the past week. The arrival of the Golden Nightingale. The floating pastries. The vanishing Van Gendingen Diamond. The enchantress who carried a storm in a teacup about with her, the man with the pointed yellow hat underneath which there was another, smaller man with a smaller pointed yellow hat, and even the strange woman who had looked so exactly like Grandma partaking in marmalade pancakes at the breakfast buffet on Tuesday morning. In among this list of characters and happenings, a missing shadow wasn’t particularly strange. It seemed, in fact, almost unremarkable.

‘I suppose you’re right,’ said Sibyl.

‘Of course I’m right,’ said Ahmed. ‘I am twelve, after all.’
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Sibyl crept back down to the cave and slipped into bed. Grandma was snoring beside her. Long snores that started with a rumble and finished with a long, high whistling note. Usually, the rhythm of Grandma’s snores lulled Sibyl into sleep. But tonight, Sibyl lay awake, feeling more and more bothered by the missing shadow. She had never paid much attention to the grandfather clock’s shadow before, but without it the clock was wrong, somehow. As wrong as if it had been missing the minute hand from its face or the swinging brass pendulum that ticked the seconds.

 Sibyl sighed and drew the quilt tightly around her. In the morning, she told herself, the missing shadow wouldn’t seem so strange or sinister. It probably wouldn’t seem strange at all. It might even be back.

The next morning, as she went from floor to floor and door to door polishing shoes—walking shoes, dancing shoes, seven-miles-in-a-single-step shoes, tennis shoes—Sibyl thought about last night’s events. She was right. Now, in the clear light of morning, the missing shadow didn’t seem so strange. Certainly nothing out of the ordinary for the Grand Mirror Hotel, a place where strange and magical happenings were to be expected.

But it didn’t seem not strange, either.

She resolved to ask Grandma about it at breakfast.

But when she finished her chores and came back to the cave for breakfast, Sibyl could see at once the question would have to wait. Grandma was reading the latest edition of The Spellcasters’ Circular. Grandma hated being interrupted while she was reading The Spellcasters’ Circular.

 Sibyl peeked at the headline: ‘The Broomstick Revival—Is this Old-Fashioned Accessory Making a Comeback?’ The circular’s back cover was printed with classifieds: ‘Enchanted Coffee Pot for Sale, Enquire at the Second Stump, Odenwald Forest. Strictly Non-refundable.’

At last, Grandma folded The Spellcasters’ Circular and put it beside her plate.

Sibyl saw her chance. ‘Grandma,’ she said. ‘Is it possible for a shadow to go missing?’

‘It is possible, of course. But why would you ask?’

‘What if…I noticed that something was missing its shadow? Something like the grandfather clock in the lobby?’

Sibyl waited for Grandma to tell Sibyl, as she always did, that Sibyl was letting her thoughts run away with her. That she should stop daydreaming about shadows and clocks and start concentrating on her spell-patterns.

But Grandma crinkled her forehead and pointed her wand at a pile of old Spellcasters’ Circulars that sat in a corner of the cave. They began to rustle. Out from under the pile, a large book appeared and shot up into the air. It flew across the room and into Grandma’s outstretched fingers. Sibyl leaned in to make out the title: Frau Badenzwinger’s Bestiary: A Creaturely Companion.

Grandma opened the book. Her fingers flicked through the pages, and then she stopped and started to read.

‘What are you reading?’ asked Sibyl.

‘Nothing important,’ said Grandma, but the way she frowned over the page led Sibyl to suspect it was something rather important indeed. She craned her neck to see. ‘My reading glasses, Sibyl!’ Grandma said. And then, as if Sibyl needed reminding, ‘First button.’

Sibyl’s first button was carved with the returning-lost-things-to-their-right-place pattern. Someone in the hotel was always missing a sock, or a hat, or a room key or a velvet pouch filled with magic beans. Sibyl could have drawn this pattern, which started out a mess of squiggly lines then whooshed at the very last second into a brightly shining arrow, in her sleep.

 She drew the pattern now, keeping one eye on Frau Badenzwinger’s Bestiary. A pot of jam lifted off the table and flew towards Grandma, knocking against the spine of the book and spilling a bright apricot dollop on the white page.

‘How many times do I need to tell you, Sibyl? Concentrate!’ said Grandma.

Sibyl drew the pattern again. This was the problem with the returning-lost-things-to-their-place pattern. If you didn’t concentrate very carefully on the lost thing in question, you could end up returning the right thing to the wrong place or the wrong thing to the right place.

This time the glasses flew onto Grandma’s face.

‘Thank you, Sibyl,’ said Grandma.

She read the page with a frown. ‘Interesting,’ she said, at last.

What was interesting? Sibyl’s mind raced with possibilities. But before Grandma could say anything more, the cuckoo from the cuckoo clock flew in. Its wooden wings clacked even louder than usual as it flapped in a frenzy. Among the letters and telegrams in its beak was a large, golden envelope which, judging from the smoke pouring from its corners, was very, very hot.

With a croak, the bird dropped the mail on the table, then sank its singed beak into a nearby glass of cold orange juice before it flew back inside its clock.

Grandma scrabbled through the kitchen drawer until she found a pair of tongs. With the tongs held at arm’s length she carefully prised the envelope open. ‘Out of the way Sibyl!’ she warned.

Sibyl stood back. This could only be a letter from her mother. By the looks of things, it was going to be an exciting one.

A streak of gold and orange flame shot out of the envelope and began to fly about the room, burning a hole into the curtains as it went. Sibyl squinted at the—the firework? The phoenix?

The creature’s flight slowed and Sibyl could see that it was neither firework nor phoenix, but a dragon. A tiny fire dragon. What news would it bring? Maybe Mother was going to visit even sooner than she had said she would or stay for even longer than she had planned to. Maybe she was going to visit sooner and stay longer!

The dragon flew down to the table, where it landed on smoky feet and folded its flame wings neatly away. It opened its mouth and unfurled a long golden tongue, which was, on closer inspection, not a tongue at all but a scroll of golden paper.

Sibyl was dazzled.

Grandma was irked. ‘Your mother is an incorrigible show-off,’ she said, as she plucked the letter from the fire dragon’s mouth, then shooed the dragon off up the chimney.

As she read the letter, Grandma’s mouth tightened. She wasn’t irked any more. She was worried. Or angry. Or maybe both, Sibyl wasn’t sure.

‘What is it?’ asked Sibyl. ‘What does Mother say?’

‘Nothing important,’ replied Grandma, but Sibyl knew this wasn’t true.

‘What does she say?’ Sibyl asked. ‘Read it out!’

Grandma always read out Mother’s letters.

Not this time.

 Grandma threw the letter onto the fire. She sat down and took off her reading glasses and rubbed very hard at the place where her glasses had sat on her nose.

‘Tell me,’ said Sibyl in a quiet voice.

‘Your mother isn’t coming,’ said Grandma. ‘She can’t come. Not this time.’

Sibyl’s mother was always surprising. She sent surprising letters. She announced surprise visits and, even when she did name the date and time she’d be visiting, it was always a surprise to see if she would actually arrive on time or, more likely, three hours early or two days late. And when she did arrive, she always brought some surprising gift, like a singing river pebble or an enchanted feather.

Sibyl loved having a surprising mother.

But this surprise left Sibyl catching her breath. It left her, in fact, wondering if she’d forgotten how to breathe altogether.

‘I’m sure you’re disappointed—’ began Grandma.

‘Did she say why she isn’t coming?’ Sibyl demanded. ‘She must have said why.’

 ‘She can’t come,’ said Grandma. ‘Not right now. And perhaps not for some time.’

‘She wouldn’t have written without saying why!’ Sibyl said. ‘Why isn’t she coming? Is it…’ her voice turned very small as she was struck with a dreadful possibility. ‘Is it because…?’

But, after all, the possibility was so dreadful she couldn’t bear to say it out loud. She could only think it: Is it because she doesn’t want to see me?

Before Sibyl could ask Grandma any more questions, the wooden cuckoo flew out of the clock on the wall and announced the time with eight loud chirps. It was 8 am. And right on cue the telephone rang.

Grandma picked up the receiver. ‘Hotel Witch, how may I help you today?’

There was a long wait before Grandma spoke again.

‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘Not again. It must be the third time this month.’

Grandma hung up the phone and hurried into her cloak.

‘Come along, Sibyl,’ she said, starting up the stairs. ‘It looks like another busy day.’

Sibyl stayed where she was.

From the top of the stairs, Grandma turned. ‘Come along, I said, Sibyl.’ Grandma’s eyes were very shiny, almost as if brimming with tears.

Sibyl sighed and followed Grandma up to the lobby.
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Dora was on the telephone when Grandma and Sibyl arrived at the reception desk. She raised both eyebrows in a way that said, Good, you’re here.

Dora didn’t look quite as smart as she usually did. Her lips were still painted scarlet. Her pillbox hat was still perfectly angled on her head. But she wasn’t wearing her red velvet jacket and without it, thought Sibyl, she looked unfinished.

Dora hung up the telephone, then led Sibyl and Grandma across the lobby and into the library, where the little green man with the yellow pointed hat was inspecting the books on the bottom shelf very carefully.

‘Excuse me, sir,’ said Dora, ‘but the library isn’t open to guests at the moment. I’ll have to ask you to leave. Feel free to take the Shakespeare with you.’

The green man bowed politely and tipped his hat, revealing another green man who tipped his hat, but before this process could repeat infinitely, Dora shuffled him through the door and shut it behind him.

She strode to the far wall, which was hung with oil paintings: two witches, deep in thought, heads meeting over a well of sparkling purple ink; a bowl of round, ripe fruit; a young sorcerer with an owl perched on his fist.

One painting was covered with a red velvet jacket.

Sibyl knew just what was happening. The woman in white was wandering again.

About a century and a half ago, a sorcerer from the Black Mountains had stayed at the Grand Mirror Hotel overnight. For dinner he ordered a bowl of soup. But the soup was too salty. And the sorcerer, it turns out, was of the vengeful type. Rather than sending the offending soup back to the kitchen, the sorcerer stormed into the hotel library and placed a curse on the first painting he saw. A painting of a woman in a long white dress standing in a long stone corridor.

Dora whipped her jacket off the painting.

There was the long stone corridor. But the woman in the long white dress was nowhere to be seen.

This was the sorcerer’s curse at work. Every now and again, without warning, the woman in white would wander out of her own painting and into the others that hung on the wall. She liked to upend the inkwell in the painting of the two witches, so that shimmering purple ink dripped out over the painting’s frame and down the library wall. She liked to take grapes and plums and oranges from the bowl of painted fruit and lob them at the heads of unsuspecting guests who were simply trying to read in peace. And most of all she liked to—

Tskrawwwwwwwk!

An outraged shriek rattled through the library. In unison, Sibyl, Grandma and Dora turned to the painting of the sorcerer and the owl. Sure enough, there was the woman in white, grinning as she yanked the poor owl’s tail feathers. It let out another outraged Tskrawwwwwwwk!

Grandma drew a silencing pattern and shot it at the painting.

‘I trust you can fix this quickly,’ said Dora, shrugging herself back into her red velvet jacket and straightening its epaulettes.

‘Certainly,’ said Grandma, whipping out her wand. Dora left, closing the library door firmly behind her. ‘Sibyl, please draw an ink-removal pattern,’ said Grandma, pointing to the purple stain dripping down the wallpaper under the painting of the two witches, ‘and I will deal with the woman in white.’

Grandma drew a vanishing pattern and shot it at the woman in white. In an instant, the woman was gone. Next, Grandma drew a reappearing pattern and cast it over the painting of a long, empty stone corridor.

Nothing happened. Grandma tsk-ed her tongue in frustration, then tsk-ed again, louder, when she saw that Sibyl hadn’t even begun her ink-removal pattern.

‘Concentrate, Sibyl,’ snapped Grandma. ‘Button thirty-seven.’

Sibyl counted thirty-seven buttons down from her collar until she found the ink-removal pattern. She tried very hard to concentrate on the pattern, which consisted of a tightly coiled spiral, getting smaller and smaller and smaller. Every time she tried to count the spiral’s coils her mind wandered back to her mother and her throat grew tight and she felt like she might cry. Then she would have to start her spell-pattern all over again.

Grandma wasn’t having any luck either. She frowned, drew another reappearing pattern, and cast it over the painting of the stone corridor. Still, nothing happened. But a few seconds later, a ripe heavy plum landed with a splat on the library carpet. The woman in white had appeared in the painting of the fruit bowl instead.

‘Bother!’ said Grandma.

Another splat. This time, it was the splat of a kiwifruit hitting the back of Grandma’s head. Grandma marched to the painting of the fruit bowl and drew another vanishment pattern. The woman in white disappeared.

She marched back to the painting of the stone corridor and drew yet another reappearing pattern. And there was the woman in white, just where she should be, standing in the long corridor. But she looked far from happy about it. She scowled at Grandma, hoicked up her skirt, and started to run away, down the corridor trying to run out of the painting.

The woman was quick but Grandma was quicker. Before the woman could escape, Grandma yanked the painting off the wall and tucked it under her arm, where it wobbled angrily.

‘This old curse is proving very tricky this morning, Sibyl,’ said Grandma. ‘I’ll need to deal with it on the thirteenth floor.’

With the painting still squirming under her arm, Grandma headed out into the lobby and made for the elevator.

Sibyl frowned. Usually, Grandma could stop the woman in white’s wanderings with one spell-pattern.

If she hadn’t known better, she might have thought Grandma was distracted today, too.

The elevator was so full when it arrived in the lobby Sibyl could barely make out Ahmed’s cap through the crowd of guests. It was 8.30 am: the breakfast rush was beginning. Grandma and Sibyl stood back as guests streamed out of the elevator. ‘Goodbye,’ said Ahmed to each guest as they stepped out of the elevator. ‘Goodbye. Goodbye.’

Last to emerge was Frau Stille, the woman in grey who had arrived just before Fräulein Schoenblum. She looked just as forgettable as she had when she had checked in, although she had changed out of her nothing-grey dress and into a gown the colour of dirty bathwater. Ahmed didn’t seem to notice her at all. He didn’t say goodbye or even nod in farewell as she left. But Grandma didn’t find her so forgettable. Her eyes went narrow and they followed Frau Stille across the lobby. For a moment, Sibyl thought Grandma was going to run after Frau Stille. But the painting started moaning. Guests turned their heads in Grandma’s direction.

Grandma said something under her breath. It sounded to Sibyl like, ‘I’ll deal with her next.’

‘The thirteenth floor, please, Ahmed,’ said Grandma, inside the elevator at last. Ahmed’s eyes widened but he knew better than to ask Grandma any questions. He pressed the button without a number between twelve and fourteen.

Thirteen, Sibyl knew, was often thought to be an unlucky number. Superstitious guests—guests like Fräulein Schoenblum, for example—got anxious at the thought of staying on a floor with such an unlucky number. At the Grand Mirror Hotel, there were no guest rooms on the thirteenth floor. The thirteenth floor was where the Hotel Witch worked her most powerful magic, away from distractions and guests’ prying eyes.

Away from Sibyl’s prying eyes, too.

Sibyl was never allowed to accompany Grandma to the thirteenth floor. She had to wait in the elevator instead.

 ‘I’ll be back in ten minutes,’ said Grandma. Sibyl peeked out. She couldn’t help it. The thirteenth floor seemed so filled with possibilities; even a glimpse of it would be thrilling. But all she saw was darkness and the thin beam of light cast by Grandma’s illumination pattern.

Ahmed swung the door closed and drew the elevator cage shut. He and Sibyl waited for Grandma to return.

And waited.

And waited.

And waited some more.

‘Has it been ten minutes?’ Sibyl asked at last. ‘I think it’s been ten minutes. I…I wonder if I should go and look for her.’ Her voice trembled as she made the suggestion. The thirteenth floor was forbidden. Not forbidden in the way that Grandma had forbidden Sibyl from sneaking chocolate eclairs from the kitchen. Properly forbidden. The thirteenth floor was where the Hotel Witches of the Grand Mirror Hotel had cast their most powerful, dangerous spell-patterns for hundreds of years. And those spell-patterns had a habit of lingering.

But Ahmed wasn’t nervous. At the idea of exploring the thirteenth floor, his eyes lit up. ‘If we should go and look,’ he said. He drew the elevator cage open.

‘Ahmed, wait—’ Sibyl began.

But Ahmed wasn’t listening. He propped the elevator door open with his cap. ‘After you,’ he said.

Sibyl hovered at the door. ‘I’m not sure,’ she said. She wasn’t supposed to set foot on the thirteenth floor. Then again, Grandma wasn’t supposed to be gone this long.

Ahmed grew impatient. ‘After me, then,’ he said and marched through the door.

‘Wait!’ cried Sibyl. She plunged her arm into the darkness, found the edge of Ahmed’s sleeve and tried to pull him back into the elevator, but he had already disappeared into the dark.

With shaking fingers, Sibyl searched for an illumination pattern. She should have found it easily. But sometimes, when her thoughts were running away with her, it was hard to concentrate.

She stopped at button eleven and traced the pattern there three times. It certainly felt illuminating. She drew the pattern with her wand and—crack! A branch of white lightning sparked from the tip of her wand. Somewhere above her head, it started to rain. Of course. The eleventh pattern was for calling up storms. The twenty-fourth button was for illuminating the dark. She drew a swift un-doing pattern then traced the carvings of the twenty-fourth button.

Pop! Light fizzed above her wand. Not enough light to illuminate the whole thirteenth floor, but just enough to see old, threadbare spell-patterns hanging in the air above the old, threadbare carpet with its holes with burnt-looking edges.

‘Watch out!’ she called, just as Ahmed went foot first into one of those holes. It made an ominous seething sound. Sibyl ran after Ahmed and pulled him out. Together they inspected his left leg, which was now only visible from the knee up.

‘That’s probably not permanent,’ Ahmed said, trying to sound brave. Sibyl had hold of his hand, though, and she could feel how he was shaking.

‘Probably not,’ she said. ‘But all the same’—she looked around with a shiver—‘I think Grandma was right. We shouldn’t be on the thirteenth floor.’

Ahmed nodded. ‘Now that you mention it,’ he said, ‘we can wait for her just as well inside the elevator.’

Back in the elevator, the button marked ‘L’ for Lobby lit up with a ding!

‘Duty calls,’ said Ahmed and he retrieved his cap from where he had wedged it.

‘But we can’t just leave,’ said Sibyl. ‘What about Grandma?’

Ding! The button for floor nineteen lit up next.

Ahmed looked doubtfully at his control panel.

‘Five more minutes,’ pleaded Sibyl. ‘I’m worried something’s happened.’

Ding! The buttons for level four and level seven lit up at the same time.

‘You’re not really so worried, are you? Your Grandma is the Hotel Witch! I shouldn’t worry about her.’

Ding! Ding! Ding!

Nearly every elevator button was lit up now.

‘Are you sure?’ asked Sibyl.

 ‘Of course you shouldn’t worry about her. You should worry about me—and specifically about the devastating scolding I’ll get from Dora’s eyebrows if this elevator is out of operation any longer.’

Ahmed shut the door and drew the elevator cage closed. He pressed the button marked ‘L’. ‘Going down!’ he said with a grin, but Sibyl couldn’t grin back. She felt more and more anxious the further down the elevator went.

It wasn’t like Grandma to disappear.
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When the elevator reached the lobby, Dora was waiting to meet it. She looked from Sibyl to Ahmed and back again, choosing which of them to scold first. She decided on Ahmed.

Dora never scolded when there were guests around. This was the first rule of being a good hotel concierge: never make a scene in front of your guests. So Dora yelled with her eyebrows instead, raising and lowering the left one in a way that said, What on earth do you think you’re doing? Guests have been waiting for nearly half an hour to use the elevator! And I’m not even going to ask why your left foot has disappeared.

Ahmed nodded smartly and ushered the waiting guests in, saying, ‘Sorry for the delay, sir! Which floor would you like, Fräulein?’

Next, Dora turned to Sibyl. Her eyebrows lifted so high they disappeared under the rim of her red pillbox hat. But before she could arrange them into a reproving shape, the phone rang and she darted to answer it.

‘Grand Mirror Hotel, you’ve reached reception… Yes, I see…frost-bitten wallpaper…moustache-icicles… most inconvenient.’

While she was talking, she scribbled on a sheet of notepaper, which she then waved at Sibyl.

It read:


Room 97, fifth floor: spell for mending a shattered crystal ball.

Room 34, second floor: spell for finding a lost glove (left).

Fourth Floor: escaped snow-spider.



With her ear still pressed to the receiver, Dora lifted an eyebrow in a way that said, Where is your grandmother?

 ‘Well, that’s just it,’ admitted Sibyl miserably. ‘She’s…’

‘We’re aware of the problem, Herr Professor,’ said Dora into the receiver. ‘We’ll deal with it as soon as possible.’ Then she looked at Sibyl and raised her eyebrow even higher.

‘She’s…gone,’ whispered Sibyl at last.

Dora hung up the telephone receiver.

‘She went onto the thirteenth floor and she hasn’t come back!’ said Sibyl.

Dora twitched her eyebrows in a way that said, Well, this is most inconvenient.

‘Inconvenient!’ said Sibyl. ‘It isn’t inconvenient. It’s awful! Anything could have happened to her. She could be stuck inside an old spell or sucked through one of those creepy holes in the carpet—’

Sibyl’s mind wouldn’t stop spinning ever more awful scenarios for Grandma. If only Grandma were here to say, Stop daydreaming, Sibyl.

She didn’t want to cry. Not now. Not here. But what if Grandma—oh, this was the worst possibility she could imagine—what if Grandma didn’t come back?

Hot tears streamed down her cheeks. Through her tears she saw Dora draw her eyebrows together in a way that said, Oh dear, Sibyl. You’d best come with me.

Dora plucked a key from the board of brass keys that hung behind the reception desk, where the phones sat loudly brrrrring-ing, and with it she opened the door marked ‘Concierge’.

She took a seat at the rolltop desk inside and motioned for Sibyl to sit on the chair in the corner.

‘Welcome to my office,’ Dora said. ‘Now, tell me exactly what happened.’

‘Grandma disappeared,’ said Sibyl. ‘She went onto the thirteenth floor—she said she wouldn’t be longer than ten minutes—and she hasn’t come back. We tried to go looking for her—’

‘I suppose that’s how half of Ahmed’s leg became invisible,’ said Dora.

‘Exactly,’ said Sibyl. ‘We waited as long as we could. But there was no sign of her. She’s gone. Vanished!’

Dora frowned. ‘That’s a terrible pity,’ she said. ‘Your grandmother is an excellent witch. Many of our guests come to the Grand Mirror Hotel especially for her spell-patterns. But it’s nothing to be worried about, Sibyl.’

‘Nothing to be worried about?’ asked Sibyl. She felt very firmly that it was most definitely something to be worried about.

‘Your grandmother should be back in a few hours. And if she’s not back in a few hours, she’ll be back in a few days. And if she’s not back in a few days, she’ll—’

‘But where has she gone?’ Sibyl burst out. ‘What’s happened to her?’

‘The thirteenth floor is easy to get lost on,’ said Dora. ‘Plenty of Hotel Witches have disappeared there for days at a time. Weeks even! But not one of them has ever vanished altogether.’ She unlocked the top of her rolltop desk and, after a momentary rustling, she pulled out a leather-bound book. On the cover, embossed letters read: Hotel Records 1789–1925. She riffled through the pages. ‘Here’s one! In summer of the year 1793 the Hotel Witch went to the thirteenth floor on a Monday and wasn’t seen again until Wednesday afternoon. When she came back she had forgotten her alphabet. But she did acquire the ability to smell the future, if these records are accurate.

‘And in 1881,’ said Dora, ‘the Hotel Witch—your great-great-grandmother Serafine—disappeared on the thirteenth floor for two weeks. She was completely fine when she returned and quite surprised to find she’d been away for a fortnight. She thought she hadn’t been gone more than half an hour. I promise you, your grandmother hasn’t vanished forever. She’ll be back before you know it.’

‘But what if she doesn’t come back?’ pressed Sibyl.

Dora snapped her book shut. ‘Now, Sibyl. The thirteenth floor is riddled with little gaps in time that are very easy to wander into for a while. I happen to know, for example, that there’s a very slippery portal to last Tuesday.’

‘And you think she could have somehow…’

‘…slipped through to last Tuesday?’ finished Dora. ‘It wouldn’t be the first time.’ She flipped through her book again. ‘Why, it happened to your great-grandmother thirty-seven years ago, or so it says here. She was back the following Sunday, right as rain.’

Sibyl felt relieved. And, come to think of it, didn’t she see Grandma sampling the marmalade pancakes in the breakfast room this Tuesday just past?

‘You might be right,’ said Sibyl.

‘There’s no might about it,’ said Dora. ‘It may take her a day or so to get back but she’s not lost forever, Sibyl. Now, that solves one problem. But it leaves another. Your grandmother’s absence puts us in a tricky situation. It’s summer, our busiest time, and guests are clamouring for spells. I know that you’re still an apprentice, Sibyl,’ she said, ‘but I wonder how you would feel about a temporary promotion.’

‘You want me…’ Sibyl trailed off in amazement.

‘To be the Hotel Witch,’ said Dora. ‘Only until your grandmother returns, mind you. But yes, that is what I want.’

Of all the possibilities Sibyl had ever dreamed, she had never dreamed something like this. A promotion to Hotel Witch. She, Sibyl, in charge of all the Grand Mirror Hotel’s magic!

There was a distinct possibility this could go terribly wrong. She remembered the eclair incident and began to worry.

Then again if, by chance, it all went terribly right, Grandma would be pleased with her. So pleased, she would surely let Sibyl learn advanced magic.

‘I’ll do it,’ said Sibyl.

‘Excellent,’ said Dora. She felt inside her desk drawer and then held up a star-shaped medallion on a chain engraved with the words ‘Hotel Witch’. It was just like the medallion Grandma always wore. ‘This is yours, now,’ she said, and she dropped the bright shiny medallion into Sibyl’s palm.

‘Go on,’ said Dora. ‘Put it on.’

Sibyl hung the medallion around her neck. It was heavier than she’d expected. She had to sit straighter when she wore it. It made her feel more grown-up. Like a real witch. A real Hotel Witch.

‘Congratulations, Sibyl,’ said Dora. ‘And good luck. You’ll need it to deal with that snow-spider on the fourth floor.’
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Sibyl started up the staff staircase at a sprint. But somewhere between the second floor and the third floor, her sprint slowed to a jog and then to a walk and by the time she caught sight of the fourth-floor landing she was dragging her feet from one step to the next as if they were made of solid lead. Because the closer Sibyl drew to the fourth floor, the less of a hurry she was in to meet the snow-spider.

She had never seen a snow-spider, but her mother sometimes mentioned them in her letters, so she had spent a lot of time imagining what one might possibly look like.

She pictured a creature twice as tall as her, with eight spindly stalactites for legs and a large mouth with sharp, icy fangs…

Don’t let your mind wander, Sibyl, she told herself. A real snow-spider is probably nothing like that.

She came to the fourth-floor landing. She paused before she opened the door to the fourth floor. The doorknob was ice-cold to her touch. Her medallion felt very heavy around her neck. She hoped she would be able to deal with the snow-spider.

She pushed the door open.

Sibyl knew for a fact that the fourth floor consisted of one broad corridor, with eleven rooms on each side. Knowing this didn’t stop her feeling she had arrived at the edge of a vast Arctic wasteland.

The brocade carpet was hidden under thick snow. The wallpaper had disappeared completely behind frosty layers of spiderweb.

Sibyl gulped. She’d been right. The real snow-spider was probably nothing like the fearsome snow-spider of her imaginings. Judging by the wintry landscape that had once been the fourth floor, the real snow-spider must be much bigger and more ferocious, with a blizzard’s worth of snow in its belly.

She took a careful step forward, but a gust of wind howled down the corridor so hard it knocked her off her feet. She scrambled up, then fumbled her fingers down her buttons. She needed to find a pattern—any pattern—that could melt the snow before her fingers grew too numb to work.

She found a shoelace-tying pattern, a silencing pattern and an untangling pattern. At last, she found a pattern that might help: a warming pattern.

It was hard for Sibyl to keep her wand steady as she traced the pattern in the chill air. Her teeth were chattering so hard that her whole body chattered with them. But she clenched her jaw and concentrated and drew the pattern. A faint quivering yellow colour of a candle flame formed before her. She flicked her wand and the pattern wrapped its tendrils around her. Warmth soaked her bones and spread out across her skin. She felt deliciously cosy, like she was wearing a coat made from honey. Or sunshine. Or—

Concentrate, Sibyl, she scolded herself.

She drew the warming pattern again. She made it as big and as bright as she could then sent it shooting down the corridor. It cast a sunny glow over the icy walls and the carpet of snow.

Sibyl closed her eyes and hoped.

She let a few seconds pass before she opened them again. At her feet, she saw the snow was melting. The frosty cobwebs were slowly falling from the walls. The wind softened, and Sibyl felt her fingers loosen, just a little, around her wand.

She smiled. She wondered if dealing with the snow-spider might not be so difficult after all.

Then a sharp wind roared from the other end of the corridor and whipped the smile from her face. At her feet, the snow turned deeper. On the walls, the cobwebs grew thicker.

‘Fine, then snow-spider,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘I see you’re not going to make things easy for me. But I…I am the official Hotel Witch of the Grand Mirror Hotel.’

Saying it, she felt brave. She wrapped another warming pattern around herself—this one was even brighter than the last—and she strode down the snowy corridor in search of the snow-spider.

Before she found it, she found someone else.

Halfway down the corridor, half-hidden behind a snow-covered hatstand, was a figure in a blue velvet suit, wearing pointed ice-blue shoes that were covered in bells. He had his hands cupped around his mouth and he was yelling something, but the wind in Sibyl’s ears was too loud for her to hear him. She came closer, leaning into the wind, until she could make him out.

‘Simon!’ he was yelling. ‘Simon!’

Sibyl drew herself up to her full height. ‘Excuse me!’ she shouted over the wind, and the man spun around.

When he saw Sibyl, he bowed deeply. ‘Herr Spinner,’ he said. ‘Pleased to make your acquaintance.’

‘And I’m Sibyl,’ she said. ‘The apprentice—I mean, the Hotel Witch. And I’m afraid you and Simon, whoever he is, need to leave. There’s a magical emergency on this floor. I’ll need to use some extremely powerful and complicated spell-patterns to put it right.’ Sibyl hoped she sounded confident—like a Hotel Witch who knew exactly which powerful and complicated spells she was about to use.

‘A magical emergency?’ said Herr Spinner.

‘A snow-spider has escaped,’ said Sibyl. ‘Besides, you must be freezing!’

Herr Spinner flicked a snowflake from his lapel. ‘I’m quite comfortable,’ he said. ‘I’m descended from Antarctic warlocks on my father’s side so I’m impervious to cold. As for the snow-spider…’

‘Yes?’ asked Sibyl.

‘Well, I’m afraid that’s my Simon.’

Simon? Sibyl thought. What kind of name was that for a snow-spider?

‘And he’s in a bad temper because he’s very hungry,’ continued Herr Spinner. ‘This little tantrum is his way of letting me know he’s displeased.’

Another blast of snowy wind rattled down the corridor. ‘See what I mean?’ said Herr Spinner.

 ‘Do Simon’s tantrums usually last long?’ asked Sibyl, feeling suddenly hopeful. Perhaps Simon would calm down of his own accord.

‘They last until I bring him something to eat,’ said Herr Spinner. ‘He is ferocious when he’s hungry, but as soon as he’s fed he’s as sweet as a lamb.’

‘Well, can’t you feed him something?’ asked Sibyl.

Herr Spinner sighed. ‘That’s just it,’ he said. ‘Simon only eats white sugar mice. Unfortunately, I didn’t pack enough of them.’

Sibyl would have laughed if Herr Spinner hadn’t looked so sorrowful. ‘That’s a simple enough problem to fix,’ she said. ‘Madame Pascalline can whip up a batch for him. I’ll run down now and ask her.’

Herr Spinner shook his head. ‘I’m afraid that won’t do,’ he said. ‘Simon is very particular. Only sugar mice from Zuckermayr’s will do.’ Herr Spinner pulled a crumpled wax-paper bag covered in green-and-white stripes from his pocket. The bag was from Zuckermayr’s, the most famous sweet shop in all Merovingia, which was located far far away in the Merovingian capital, Mahringburg.

 From the corner of her eye Sibyl sensed a flickering movement and turned just in time to see a spider skittering along the wainscoting. The spider was no bigger than a teapot and it was covered, like a yeti, in frosty white fur. Herr Spinner saw the spider, too, and a smile broke across his face. ‘Simon!’ he cried. ‘There you are!’

‘Wait,’ said Sibyl. ‘That’s Simon?’

She was a little disappointed—but a lot relieved—to see that Simon was nothing like the fearsome snow-spider of her imagination.

‘This is a very big tantrum for a fairly small snow-spider,’ she said.

‘A fairly small snow-spider with a very large appetite,’ corrected Herr Spinner. Then, on the tiptoes of his pointed ice-blue shoes, he crept towards the snow-spider. ‘Simon!’ he called in a sing-song voice. ‘Si-mon!’

Herr Spinner moved closer and closer to the snow-spider. But as soon as he stretched out his hands to scoop the spider up, it raised itself up on its legs. Its beady black eyes turned an alarming shade of blue. Simon opened his mouth as if to roar, but no sound came out. Instead, the spider exhaled a blast of snow-flecked wind. The wind was so fierce that Sibyl had to cling to a nearby doorknob to stop herself from being blown away. Herr Spinner wasn’t so lucky. He was lifted up and blasted into a snowdrift at the end of the corridor.

Sibyl gulped. Now, she was all alone with an angry snow-spider. And unless she could produce a sugar mouse from Zuckermayr’s, he would only get angrier.

Well. Not all alone—because there, sitting in an alcove, was Alfonso, curiously unbothered by the cold.

Sibyl sat down beside him, chin propped in her hands, and wondered what on earth she was going to do. Grandma would have no trouble producing a swarm of Zuckermayr’s sugar mice. Guests at the Grand Mirror Hotel were always demanding hard-to-find delicacies. Lemons from the Ionian Isles. Black bread from Bavaria. Water from the Pool of Enlightenment in the eastern foothills of the Black Mountains. With a flick of her wand and a flurry of spell-patterns, Grandma would fulfil the guests’ requests, sometimes before they had even finished requesting them.

But Grandma wasn’t here. She was, if Dora was right, stuck in last Tuesday. And Sibyl was quite sure there was nothing about sugar mice in The Book of Domestic Magic. She turned to Alfonso with a sigh. ‘I don’t suppose you know a spell-pattern for procuring Zuckermayr’s sugar mice,’ she said.

Alfonso rolled his lemon-yellow eyes.

‘I know, I know,’ said Sibyl. ‘Even if you did know, you’d never tell me. Not after I lifted you up and hid you in my pinafore skirt. I didn’t have a choice, you know—’

But Alfonso, already bored, was walking away with his tail held haughtily in the air.

Sibyl sighed.

Alfonso stopped and turned and narrowed his gaze to Sibyl’s silver buttons. A spark crackled at her top button. The same spark she had felt in the Pink Apartments. It travelled down button by button until it reached the sixty-third button, where it glinted and sparked.

 Sibyl traced the pattern on her sixty-third button. It was a spell-pattern she had never drawn before. A portation pattern, she guessed, judging by the way the pattern whooshed and arrowed here and there. The very thing she needed for transporting a bag of sugar mice all the way from the Merovingian capital.

She traced the spell-pattern until she knew it.

She tried very hard to concentrate.

She followed the outlines of the pattern with her wand. It was hard to draw in the icy air. The spell-pattern kept freezing and breaking apart. But at last the lines began to form. They were a dull pale grey to begin with, then they brightened to a gleaming white. Finally, they sparkled like sugar crystals. Sibyl hesitated. She didn’t know if the spell-pattern was finished or not. If she worked the spell too soon, or too late, it could go terribly wrong.

While she was thinking, the pattern started wriggling, mouse-like, this way and that.

Sibyl decided to take a chance. She flicked the pattern down the corridor, in Simon’s direction.

It glanced off one wall, then it glanced off the opposite wall, and finally it fell to the floor. Sibyl bit her lip. Had she got it wrong? But, no—in the place where the pattern had fallen on the snow-covered carpet sat a dozen white sugar mice with pink marzipan noses and tails. Simon’s ice-blue eyes caught hold of them. He bared his fangs. Then, very slowly, completely soundlessly, he crept up behind the mice. And pounced.

Sibyl felt the cold start to lift. She raised her head again. The frosted cobwebs were creeping back from the wallpaper. The snow over the carpet was melting away. The icicled spiderwebs festooning the ceiling turned damp and soggy and lost their shine.

Simon sank to the floor, with his legs curled up underneath him. He looked completely content.

Herr Spinner ran to Simon and ushered him into his suitcase. ‘Thank you!’ he cried to Sibyl as he rushed past.

Sibyl looked at the grubby piles of melting cobweb and the water-puddled carpet and she smiled. This was a situation she knew how to deal with. She scribbled spell-patterns in the air with her wand: a drying pattern and a sweeping pattern and a cobweb-scrubbing pattern, and she flicked them this way and that.

In no time at all, the fourth floor sparkled as clean as it always did.
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Hours passed after Grandma’s disappearance. And then hours piled on top of hours until Grandma had been missing one whole day.

Then two days, then three. After that, Sibyl stopped counting.

It wasn’t that she didn’t miss Grandma. Sibyl missed Grandma very much.

She stopped counting the days since Grandma disappeared because she was too busy to keep track. It was high summer, after all, and Sibyl was occupied with spell-patterns from morning to night.

 She did all the usual summer spells: she cast cooling patterns over all Madame Pascalline’s sorbets and jellies so they didn’t melt and droop in the heat. She cast un-wilting patterns on the roses in the garden beds when they languished in the sun. Every few hours, she went out to the Mirror Lake and un-toppled all the umbrellas and deckchairs that had toppled over in the way that umbrellas and deckchairs often do on sunny, breezy days. Sometimes she stopped to watch the guests as they swam in the cool waters of the lake. Sometimes she let out an envious sigh, as she watched them splashing and laughing.

It was only ever a very short sigh, though. She was much too busy for a long sigh.

Of course, the pattern she cast the most often was the returning-lost-things-to-their-right-place pattern. She used it to find lost beachballs and lost crystal balls, lost sunglasses and lost enchanted violins, lost ancient scrolls and lost Agatha Christie novels, and once an entire lost flea circus.

Admittedly, without Grandma there to tell her to concentrate, she did make a few mistakes. Sibyl returned a visiting Baroness’s sunglasses to the bridge of her elegant nose, for example, but she also returned every other pair of sunglasses in the Grand Mirror Hotel there, too. And while she meant to return the flea circus to its ringmaster, specifically to the ringmaster’s cardboard suitcase labelled ‘Flea Circus’, the fleas whizzed right past their intended destination and disappeared. Luckily, Madame Pascalline’s bellow—Zut alors!—quickly led her to find them performing tiny flea somersaults and balancing tricks among the hams in the kitchen pantry.

Then one day—it must have been Tuesday, because there were marmalade pancakes for breakfast, marking five days since Grandma vanished—Sibyl was asked for a spell that she hadn’t cast before.

It was almost lunchtime and the lobby was crowded with guests drinking lemonade and violet cordial. There weren’t enough waiters to clear their empty glasses, so Sibyl was casting travelling spell-pattern after travelling spell-pattern, sailing the dirty glasses up over the guests’ heads and into the kitchen for washing. She was concentrating on steering an empty crystal lemonade pitcher under a chandelier when she felt a tap on her shoulder.

She turned around and saw Helga, the harpist, standing with her hands on her hips.

‘I have a rather large problem,’ Helga said.

Every lunchtime, Helga strummed her harp in the centre of the lobby. But today the instrument stood covered in a dust sheet. Helga lifted off the sheet. ‘It’s my harp.’

Helga strummed her hand across the strings. Some of them sounded just as bright and golden and quivery as they ever did. But some of them sounded dull and others made no sound at all.

‘Do you see now?’ asked Helga.

Sibyl thought for a moment. ‘Perhaps a spell for fixing broken strings?’ she suggested.

‘But they’re not broken,’ said Helga.

Sibyl tried a tuning spell-pattern but that didn’t help. Then she tried a volume pattern, but that only made the dull strings play dully and loudly.

‘The harp has lost its…harp-ness,’ sighed Helga. ‘Don’t you have a spell for that?’

Sibyl couldn’t think of any such spell. She wasn’t sure such a spell existed. Her breath quickened and her palms dampened with sweat.

She felt a faint crackle at her top button.

She breathed out and felt herself calm. All she had to do was wait for the crackling sparks to work their way to the button she needed. Just like the other day, when she dealt with the snow-spider.

The crackling remained at the top button, the returning-lost-things spell-pattern. But the harp wasn’t lost. It was right here.

For the first time since Grandma disappeared, Sibyl didn’t just miss her. She was angry with her: if she’d taught Sibyl advanced magic then maybe Sibyl wouldn’t be standing here with no idea how to fix Helga’s harp.

‘Well?’ asked Helga. ‘Do you have a spell? Or don’t you?’

‘I don’t,’ Sibyl admitted in a small voice.

She had to tell Herr Grunendaum the same thing the next day when he called her into the conservatory to help with the African violet. Usually, the violet was the centrepiece of the hothouse. Its flowers bloomed brilliant purple atop a crown of velvety green leaves. But now it was wilted and pale.

As she puzzled over the plant, Sibyl’s buttons sparked and fizzed. But once again, the spark settled on her top button.

Sibyl tried an un-wilting spell-pattern instead. She tried a blossoming spell-pattern. She even tried a brightening pattern to see if she could re-purple the flowers’ petals. Nothing worked.

Herr Grunendaum shook his head. ‘It’s missing something,’ he said, ‘and I can’t put my finger on it. It’s just not as violet as it was before.’

She had to tell Dora, too, that she didn’t have a spell-pattern that would fix the third telephone in the row of five telephones that sat, gleaming, across the top of the reception desk. ‘It just doesn’t ring like it once did,’ Dora explained. ‘And whoever’s on the other end sounds like they’re calling from somewhere very far away.’

Sibyl tried all the spell-patterns she could think of to fix the telephone but she knew already that none of them would work. It was just like Helga’s harp and Herr Grunendaum’s violets.

‘I don’t understand,’ said Dora, surveying the row of telephones. ‘It looks just the same as all the other telephones. But something’s not quite right.’

Sibyl studied the telephones either side of the telephone in question. ‘It is missing something,’ she said. ‘Come and see, Dora.’

Sunlight was streaming in through the window.

Four of Dora’s five telephones cast crisp shadows on the polished wood of the reception desk.

The third telephone in the row cast no shadow at all.

‘Its shadow has disappeared,’ said Dora with a frown. ‘I don’t suppose you have a shadow-generating spell-pattern, Sibyl?’

Sibyl’s buttons crackled promisingly but stopped again at her top button. She shook her head and felt a red blush rising in her cheeks. Dora gave her shoulder a squeeze. ‘Well, no need to worry about it now—what you might worry about is room 67, on the fourth floor. Count Krumm has called for a pillow-plumping spell.’

Sibyl went to the elevator, puzzling over the telephone’s missing shadow. She remembered the night before Grandma disappeared. The grandfather clock’s shadow had been missing then. She peeked back over her shoulder at Dora, who was busy on the telephone once more. And even though she knew Count Krumm was sitting in room sixty-seven, probably feeling very displeased about his pillow’s lack of plumpness, she doubled back.

First, she circled the lobby. She wanted to view Helga’s harp from every angle.

Then, she went to the conservatory. The sun was streaming through the windows. She carefully inspected Herr Grunendaum’s violet.

The harp and the violet, just like the telephone and the grandfather clock, had no shadows.

Sibyl wandered from the conservatory back to the lobby, turning over the question of the missing shadows in her mind. Where had they gone? And why?

 Her mind started to fill with all sorts of possibilities. But one thing seemed quite certain. Something was not quite right at the Grand Mirror Hotel.

The back of Sibyl’s neck grew hot, and she knew someone was staring at her from behind. She turned to see Dora, who furrowed her eyebrows in a way that said, Sibyl! Please stop your daydreaming and see to Count Krumm’s pillows! You are the Hotel Witch, now, in case you had forgotten.

Sibyl hurried for the elevator and as she waited for it to arrive, she pressed her palm against the Hotel Witch medallion around her neck. Dora was right. She needed to concentrate on being the Hotel Witch, not on letting her mind run away with possibilities.

Ding!

The elevator opened and Frau Stille stepped out. She was wearing a swooshy grey dress that made a whispering sound as it swept over the floor. There was something different about Frau Stille, Sibyl thought. When she had first checked in to the Grand Mirror Hotel she had been so forgettable and indistinct that she seemed almost blurred around her edges, like a pencil smudge. Now her outline was sharper, her form more solid. And her face, once just a surface for Sibyl’s eyes to slide over, was striking. She had a sharp nose and dark eyes that almost glittered and lips that curved, not in a smile but in a way that suggested she knew a secret no one else in the hotel knew. Perhaps, daydreamed Sibyl, her secret was to do with the Black Mountains…Perhaps it was a secret her mother might also know.

Don’t let your mind wander, Sibyl, she told herself sternly, and by the time she stepped into the elevator and Ahmed had closed the door, her thoughts were empty of possibilities. She concentrated instead on the pillow-plumping spell-pattern she needed to draw.

That night, alone in the cave that felt too big and too empty without Grandma, Sibyl took down the Zuckermayr’s tin which once held a dozen sugar mice and now held all her mother’s letters. All except the one Grandma threw into the fire, the one where Mother said she wasn’t coming to visit.

 Sibyl went through the letters one by one. Maybe, somewhere, she would find some clue, something to explain why Mother had all of a sudden decided she didn’t want to come.

She read her mother’s account of the time she was surprised by a swooping horde of Crinklefrights and had to cast a quick invisibility pattern over herself before they saw her. And she read a long description of the taste of the snow plums that grow on the Black Mountains’ highest peaks. She came across her own name plenty of times, but it was always something like: I do miss Sibyl dreadfully or I think Sibyl would love to meet the Witch of the Western Glacier one day or You’ll probably say no, but I’m thinking of bringing a baby griffon as a pet for Sibyl the next time I visit.

After a while, Sibyl forgot why she was reading the letters and lost herself in the looping, hurried handwriting and the wild and wonderful stories it told. She felt like her mother was with her in the room, whispering the stories straight into her ear, in her voice that always sounded like it was smiling.

But then there were no more letters to read. And Sibyl was aware that her mother was not in the room with her. She was far away, across the Mirror Lake, in the Black Mountains, with no intention of coming to visit.

And Grandma, too, was gone. Dora said she would come back, but that was nearly a week ago now, and there was still no sign of her.

Sibyl was in a hotel with twenty-seven floors, dozens of staff, and hundreds of guests.

But she felt completely and utterly alone.
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Sibyl wasn’t the only one to notice the missing shadows.

Very early on Thursday morning, more than a week since Grandma disappeared on the thirteenth floor, Dora called a staff meeting. It was early and still so dark that the only way Sibyl could tell it was morning was by checking the cuckoo clock.

She dressed and brushed her teeth with her eyes still half-closed and made her way to the meeting.

The kitchen was all activity. Madame Pascalline’s chefs were chopping herbs and whisking eggs for omelettes. Waiters in white aprons flicked dainty curls from a big yellow butter slab. In their individual glass ramekins, each butter curl looked like a golden seashell.

The table was set with a staff breakfast: steaming rolls and hot coffee. Every single worker at the Grand Mirror Hotel was crowded around the table, even the ones Sibyl hardly ever saw, like the gatekeeper and the chauffeurs and the curly-haired lady who operated the ice-cream kiosk at the lakeshore.

Sibyl spied Ahmed across the room, in a corner with the bellboys, who were shooting pellets of bread roll into each other’s open mouths. The kitchen was too crowded for Sibyl to join them, but Ahmed waved at her, then waggled his left foot up above his shoulder for her to see. It was far more visible now than it had been after his misadventure on the thirteenth floor. Only the toe of his shoe was still invisible.

Sibyl squirmed her way through the gathered staff until she was within reach of the bread rolls, took one for now and put one in her pocket for later. Then she scanned the room for a place to stand.

Alfonso was curled up on a shelf next to a braid of garlic, but when he saw her looking at him he stiffened his whiskers and looked resolutely the other way, so Sibyl went and stood by Else the kitchen maid instead.

Dora stepped up onto a chair ready to start the meeting, but everyone was too busy talking or blowing on their coffee to cool it or—in Ahmed’s case—juggling bread rolls to notice her.

At last she banged on a saucepan with a soup ladle.

The room fell silent.

‘I think you all know what this meeting is about,’ she said.

Sibyl looked around, confused. But everyone else nodded and murmured in agreement.

‘Absolument,’ said Madame Pascalline in a dark voice. ‘The shadows. They are disappearing.’

‘It’s true!’ piped up Ahmed. ‘The grandfather clock in the lobby has no shadow.’

‘Perhaps that explains why you can hardly hear it announcing the hour,’ muttered Herr Grunendaum. ‘The shadows of the chandeliers in the dining room have vanished, along with the shadows from half the tables and chairs,’ said Herr Gupta. ‘The atmosphere in the restaurant is most unsatisfactory now.’

‘Half the pots and pans in the kitchen are missing their shadows,’ said Else. ‘And the shadowless pots and pans don’t work like they should. Stock doesn’t boil and bubble in them. And the sauces come out tasting completely flavourless.’

‘My harp sounds all wrong!’ cried Helga.

The kitchen erupted in chatter.

It seemed all kinds of objects—from the deckchairs and umbrellas that dotted the lakefront to the washboards in the laundry—had become mysteriously shadowless.

Hans, one of the bellboys, clapped his hands for attention and leapt up onto the table.

‘There’s something strange at work in the Grand Mirror Hotel. Strange and, I’m willing to bet, magical. And if there’s strange magic at work, we need the Hotel Witch to put things right!’

Everyone turned to Sibyl. She lowered her half-eaten bread roll.

‘I’m sure there is a spell,’ she started in a small voice.

Madame Pascalline interrupted. ‘Speak up, my petite witch. No one can hear you talking in whispers.’

Sibyl felt her face turn red. ‘I’m sure there is a spell,’ she cried. ‘And my grandma will work it just as soon as she gets back.’

‘But who can tell when she’ll return?’ challenged Hans. ‘Why don’t you do it?’

There was a rumble of agreement.

Sibyl was clutching her bread roll so tight her fingers sank into its warm dough.

‘I can’t,’ she admitted. ‘There’s sure to be a shadow-summoning spell, or a shadow-replacing spell, or…or some kind of shadow-spell in The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic. But I’m only allowed to work spell-patterns from The Book of Domestic Magic.’ She swallowed hard. She had never felt so small or so stupid in all her life. ‘Spells for mopping and dusting and things like that. I can’t even read The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic. It’s bound with magical lock-flowers. I couldn’t open it if I tried.’

 Sibyl looked at the floor and tried not to listen to the swell of conversation. She was sure everyone was talking about what a disappointment she was. But it wasn’t her fault! She’d tried to get Grandma to teach her advanced magic. Grandma had refused. Now the whole hotel knew she was barely a witch at all.

Then a familiar voice rose above the chatter. Ahmed’s voice.

‘Sibyl’s an apprentice witch!’ he said. ‘Or have you all forgotten that? Could you fit a dozen suitcases on a single trolley when you were an apprentice bellboy, Hans? Herr Gupta, could you carry six plates stacked up one arm when you were an apprentice waiter? Or you, Madame Pascalline, could you make a béchamel sauce with one hand and a béarnaise with the other when you were an apprentice chef?’

Sibyl found Ahmed’s face in the crowd and gave him a grateful smile.

‘Ahmed’s right,’ said Dora. ‘Sibyl is doing a fine job. And as for our situation, it will have to wait. But if word gets out, well…guests who feel attached to their shadows may no longer wish to stay at the Grand Mirror Hotel.’

‘Certainly not!’ sniffed Madame Pascalline. ‘Imagine—check in with your shadow, check out without it!’

But Dora clapped her hands sharply. ‘There’s no cause to panic. No person has reported a missing shadow. Of course, I’m sorry about your harp, Helga—and your pots and pans, Else. But an off-key harp and some defective kitchenware don’t spell a complete disaster. For now, I propose we all simply keep our eyes open and carry on. Should you see something suspicious—detached shadows lurking in a corridor, a guest with a pocketful of shadows, for example—I expect you to inform me at once. Are there any questions?’

The room was silent.

‘Good,’ said Dora crisply. ‘Back to work then.’
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Sibyl left the staff meeting still worried about the missing shadows. And even more worried that she didn’t know how to put things right. If it wasn’t the middle of summer, she might have worried about the missing shadows all day. But summer was when the Grand Mirror Hotel was busiest. And in a crowded hotel, on a hot sunny day, it is extremely easy to misplace a suitcase, to lose track of a crystal ball, to forget the whereabouts of a sunhat or a skeleton key or a book of curses.

At reception, Dora handed Sibyl a list of guests who needed spells for returning-lost-things-to-their-right-place. Sibyl would have to worry about the shadows later.

She pressed the button in the lobby to call the elevator.

Inside, she caught sight of the unmarked button for the thirteenth floor and a sigh escaped her.

Ahmed knew exactly what she was thinking. ‘Your grandmother will be back any day now. Dora said so. And when Dora says something, I’m inclined to believe it.’

‘Dora is rarely wrong,’ agreed Sibyl, still looking glum.

Again, Ahmed seemed to know exactly what she was thinking. ‘In the meantime,’ he said, ‘they’re just shadows. No one’s going to miss the shadow of a grandfather clock.’

‘I miss it,’ said Sibyl, with another heavy sigh. ‘I miss the bonggggg. The clock’s not the same anymore.’

‘It might not be,’ said Ahmed. ‘But we could still meet there at midnight tonight. A midnight adventure might be just what you need to stop you from sighing quite so much. Now, which floor?’

Sibyl checked her list. ‘Floor seven to start.’

‘Floor twenty-two, please,’ said another voice at exactly the same time as the Brandavian Queen-in-Exile swept into the elevator with Leonard in her arms.

‘Hello, Your Highness,’ said Sibyl and she dropped into a quick curtsey. Remembering the spell she and Grandma had performed for the Queen, she continued, ‘I hope you’re enjoying the view from your window.’

The Queen frowned. ‘The view is wonderful. As dreary as I remember. Nevertheless, I shan’t stay at the Grand Mirror Hotel much longer. You can see for yourself what the problem is,’ she said and she nodded at Leonard.

‘Oh, yes, I see,’ said Ahmed gravely. ‘It’s really more of a rat than a—ow!’

Sibyl stepped down hard on Ahmed’s foot.

‘Leonard is suffering from ennui,’ said the Queen, ‘which is a word the French use when someone grows so bored they lose their appetite for life. Unfortunately, it’s a hereditary disorder among dogs of Brandavian pedigree. You see’—she picked up one of Leonard’s limp paws and waggled it—‘he has no energy. He hardly ever hides under the sofa or whimpers behind the curtains anymore.’

Leonard let out a faint yip, as if in agreement.

‘And his bark,’ the Queen continued, ‘is hardly a bark at all anymore. He’s half the dog he used to be—he’s almost entirely lost his Leonard-ness!’

Sibyl drew in a quick breath.

Ding!

‘Floor twenty-two,’ said Ahmed. The Queen placed Leonard on the floor. ‘Come,’ she said, encouraging him. ‘The exercise will do you good.’

Sibyl watched the Queen-in-Exile and Leonard as they walked down the hall. The Queen’s shadow followed along behind her. But, just as Sibyl expected, Leonard had no shadow at all.

Ahmed pressed the button for the seventh floor.

As the lift sped downward, Sibyl looked at Ahmed and Ahmed looked back at her with a creased forehead. He had noticed the missing shadow, too. Maybe a grandfather clock without its shadow could be excused…but a dog? And the Brandavian Queen-in-Exile’s dog at that? How long would it take for the Queen-in-Exile to notice Leonard’s missing shadow? For word to spread that the Grand Mirror Hotel might have a five-star rating in all the Merovingian guidebooks, but it was nevertheless very careless with its guests’ shadows?

Ahmed nodded at the unmarked button again. ‘Any day now, Dora said,’ he reminded Sibyl. ‘Your grandma will be back any day now.’

At midnight, Ahmed was waiting for Sibyl in the place where the grandfather clock’s shadow used to fall. ‘Follow me,’ he said. ‘We’re going to the Pink Apartments. There’s every possibility we’ll hear the Golden Nightingale sing again.’ Out of habit, Sibyl started to protest. ‘Why do you always choose where we go on our explorations?’ she started to say. But she stopped herself. Hearing the Golden Nightingale sing might be just what she needed to cheer herself up.

 Outside the Pink Apartments, all was quiet. Sibyl and Ahmed pressed close against the door and waited. Soon they could hear Fräulein Schoenblum moving about behind the door, clearing her throat, and making tantalising mee-mee-mee-mee warming-up noises.

Then, there was the silence that was filled with possibility. And then, she began to sing. The song was sweetly sad. Its melody echoed in the same way Sibyl’s footsteps echoed around the empty hotel at the start of February, when the Grand Mirror closed for the month and everyone, even Dora and Ahmed and Herr Gupta and the rest of the staff went home. Everyone except for Sibyl and Grandma. This was a song that was sad and empty and covered in dust sheets and aching not to be alone anymore. As Fräulein Schoenblum sang, Sibyl felt the cold of the patch beside her in the bed, where Grandma used to lie warm and snoring. The patch of bed that was now empty.

Fräulein Schoenblum continued to sing.

And now Sibyl was standing on the shore of the Mirror Lake again, at the edge of a memory she usually tried very hard to forget. She was looking out across the lake and her mother was in the sky above her, rising up on her broomstick. She watched her mother’s reflection hovering in the lake’s moonlit water. It was almost as if Sibyl had two mothers: two mothers who had just said two goodbyes then hopped astride two broomsticks to go and draw spell-patterns and fight dark forces in the Black Mountains. Two mothers who said they would be back one day, without saying, exactly, when one day would be.

‘Goodbye, Sibyl!’ shouted her mother. ‘I love you! Goodbye!’

Her voice grew fainter as she flew further away. Her outline in the sky grew smaller and so did her reflection in the lake. Soon, they both disappeared.

Still inside her memory, Sibyl felt a hand on her shoulder. It was Grandma. ‘Are you sorry she’s gone, Sibyl?’ she asked.

Sibyl told the truth. ‘I’m glad for her. Think of all the possibilities that are out there waiting for her.’

 But she didn’t tell the whole truth. She didn’t say she was worried that none of those possibilities had her, Sibyl, in them.

‘She’ll certainly have lots of adventures,’ agreed Grandma. ‘In the meantime, you’ll always have me.’

‘You’ll never leave me, Grandma?’ asked Sibyl.

‘Not if I can help it, I won’t,’ said Grandma…

And then Sibyl was back in the dark hotel corridor. The song was finished. And Grandma had left her after all, just like her mother.

Beside her Ahmed sniffled. His eyes were suspiciously shiny. Sibyl wondered how the song had made him feel, what it had made him think of. But before she could ask, she heard a noise that didn’t belong in the Grand Mirror Hotel at this hour of night.

Footsteps. Not too loud, but quick and even. Coming up the stairs.

Neither Sibyl nor Ahmed were supposed to be out of bed at this hour, much less roaming the hotel corridors. If the owner of the footsteps saw them, and reported them to Dora—

Sibyl gulped. She grabbed Ahmed by the arm. Ahmed’s eyes turned wide. He had heard the footsteps, too.

‘Who do they belong to?’ he whispered.

The footsteps came to a stop on the first-floor landing.

‘Don’t worry about who they belong to,’ whispered back Sibyl. ‘Worry about which way they’re going.’

If they were lucky, the footsteps would continue up the stairs and Sibyl and Ahmed could sneak away undetected. If they were unlucky, the footsteps would continue across the landing and into the middle of the first-floor corridor and turn left, in the direction of the Pink Apartments. Where Sibyl and Ahmed stood, holding their breath and listening.

The owner of the footsteps was sure to find them. Unless—

Sibyl looked down the length of the corridor. At the other end was an alcove, home to an umbrella stand.

‘Run!’ she hissed. And she and Ahmed pelted down the corridor. When they reached the alcove, Sibyl dragged Ahmed behind the brass umbrella stand. She fished through the umbrellas stashed there and found one with a wooden handle carved into the shape of a duck’s head and opened it.

‘Don’t tell Fräulein Schoenblum,’ whispered Ahmed.

‘What?’ whispered Sibyl.

‘It’s bad luck, opening an umbrella inside,’ he said.

‘It’ll be worse luck if someone finds us,’ Sibyl replied, and she pulled the wide-open umbrella firmly over both of them.

The footsteps turned and approached.

They grew louder as they came closer to the umbrella stand. Then, little by little, softer as they continued past. Sibyl waited to hear the jangle of a key, the click of a doorknob—a sign that whoever owned the footsteps had returned to their room.

Instead, she heard the footsteps turn at the end of the corridor. They passed by the umbrella stand again. At last, they faded.

‘I think they’ve gone,’ Sibyl whispered. She lifted the umbrella and peered into the corridor to make sure she and Ahmed were alone again.

 In a way, they were. Whoever had been walking the corridor had gone.

In another way, they weren’t.

Because, while its owner was out of sight, a long dark shadow still trailed behind it. The shadow looked like it belonged to a woman wearing a long billowing dress.

Sibyl shivered and went to lower the umbrella, planning to stay hidden until the shadow, too, was gone. Ahmed stopped her.

‘What are you doing?’ she hissed.

He pointed at the shadow. Sibyl drew in a breath.

It wasn’t just a shadow. It didn’t move in the way shadows are supposed to, following the actions of their owners. This shadow rippled, moving like a stingray over an ocean floor, sweeping from the wall to the carpet to the opposite wall and back again.

And there was something else.

When it arrived at a side table, it stopped for a moment. There was a faint sound, something between a slurp and a rip, and the table’s small spindly shadow was sucked into the deep darkness of the shadow woman’s skirt.

Next to lose its shadow was a vase of chrysanthemums, and after that a pair of tall leather boots that had been left outside room twelve for polishing.

‘I think we know what’s happening to all the shadows,’ breathed Sibyl.

‘No we don’t,’ replied Ahmed. ‘Not until we find out who that big dark billowing shadow belongs to!’ He sprung from behind the umbrella stand and pulled Sibyl behind him. He moved so quickly, Sibyl didn’t have time to wonder if it was possible that chasing after this mysterious shadow wasn’t the smartest idea. She didn’t even have time to put back the duck-handled umbrella. She dragged it, still open, behind her.

The shadow stopped and turned.

‘It’s going back to the stairs,’ whispered Ahmed, and he went to follow, but Sibyl tugged at his sleeve.

‘Wait!’ she said. The shadow was so close now Sibyl could have touched it. And even though she knew that shadows didn’t feel like anything, she was sure that touching this one would feel like plunging her hand into too-cold jelly.

As it swept by them, Sibyl felt a strange, insistent tugging at the soles of her feet. She looked down and felt sick. Her shadow was stretching away from her, being pulled towards the long dark shadow’s skirts.

Ahmed looked at her in fright and she knew he could feel a tugging at his shadow, too.

She whipped the umbrella over both their shadows and they crouched down behind it, waiting for the cold darkness to pass over them.

At last, it disappeared.

Carefully, Sibyl checked that her shadow was still there. Then she peered around the umbrella. ‘All clear,’ she whispered and she snapped the umbrella shut.

‘That was close,’ said Ahmed.

‘Too close,’ said Sibyl. She held out the umbrella. Its shadow was gone. Already, it was droopy and its duck-shaped handle looked less like a duck and more like a sick pigeon. ‘Worse, that billowing sweeping shadow—and whoever owns it—is roaming the hotel. Who knows how many more shadows will be missing by morning?’

‘We’ll go after it,’ said Ahmed stoutly. ‘Maybe we can get a look at whoever, or whatever, is casting this shadow.’

They crept out to the landing. But the shadow had gone.

‘You go up,’ said Ahmed. ‘I’ll go down. One of us will have to find something.’ His eyes gleamed.

‘Are you enjoying this, Ahmed?’ asked Sibyl.

Ahmed shrugged. ‘It’s more fun than standing in an elevator all day,’ he said and he bounded down the stairs two at a time, headed for the lobby.

Sibyl wasn’t enjoying this midnight expedition quite as much as Ahmed but, as she took the stairs up to the second floor, a possibility started to form. The possibility of catching this strange shadowy creature, of restoring all the stolen shadows to their owners, of impressing all the staff at the Grand Mirror Hotel so much they forgot she was a mere apprentice witch who wasn’t allowed to perform advanced spells, of Grandma returning from last Tuesday and hearing all about Sibyl’s daring deeds and deciding then and there that Sibyl was ready to start learning spell-patterns from The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic…

Soon, she was so caught up in exciting possibilities, she forgot she was supposed to be looking for the shadow. When she arrived at the second floor, she saw with a start that the lamps lighting the corridor either side of the stairs had burnt out. The corridor was completely dark. The shadow and its owner could be lurking anywhere. Sibyl remembered the nasty tug she had felt at the seam joining her own shadow to her body when the shadow had swept past her. She gulped. She didn’t especially want to meet the shadow again. And in the darkness, everything looked like a shadow.

But she also wanted to solve the mystery of the missing shadows, once and for all, and to prove herself an excellent Hotel Witch.

Sibyl curled her fingers around her wand preparing to draw an illumination spell-pattern, but then she loosened them again. An illumination pattern would only give her away.

There was nothing for it but to plunge into the darkness.

She inched slowly forward, one step after another. Her eyes slowly adjusted to the gloom. She was about to let out a sigh of relief when she startled and nearly screamed.

A streak of something black shot through the gloomy murk. Sibyl stumbled and fell. She landed on something that felt familiarly furry.

She blinked and there she saw—Alfonso.

She was so relieved she nearly laughed.

‘How could I be scared of you?’ she whispered, and she knelt down beside the hotel cat. ‘You’re not nearly so scary as…well, you probably wouldn’t believe me if I told you.’

Alfonso merely sniffed in response.

‘I know I have a very active imagination. But I also know I’m not imagining this.’ She looked down at Alfonso. ‘There’s something very strange going on in this hotel,’ she said.

 The cat looked up at her. ‘Yes, it’s about time you noticed,’ he said.
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S ibyl stared at Alfonso.

Had he spoken? Or had she imagined it? Sibyl imagined hundreds of things before breakfast, most days. It was quite possible she had imagined this too.

She drew an illumination pattern that cast the cat in a thin pool of light. She looked down at him. He looked up at her, with his lemon-yellow eyes wide.

‘What did you say?’ she asked.

The cat blinked at her. ‘You didn’t hear me? Do I have to repeat myself?’

 ‘I heard well enough—but I’m not sure I understood,’ said Sibyl.

Alfonso rolled his eyes. ‘Then may I offer you a summary? After you saw a shadowy creature stalking the hotel corridors, you concluded—quite correctly—that something most mysterious was afoot at the Grand Mirror Hotel. I merely observed that it took you quite a long time to come to this conclusion. After all’—he licked his paw—‘it’s been more than a week since shadows started disappearing from the hotel furniture. Your grandmother would have smelled a rat, so to speak, long ago.’

‘Alfonso!’ said Sibyl. ‘You can talk!’

Alfonso arched his tail. ‘I think that is quite plain.’

‘And you’re a cat!’

‘I’m a multilingual cat,’ he sniffed. ‘I speak Merovingian, English, German, Rat, Mouse, Flea—’

‘But I talk to you all the time and you’ve never answered me. Not once!’

‘Let’s just say, I don’t permit myself to be stroked by apprentice witches like some kind of pet. It’s beneath my dignity.’

 ‘I only wanted to be friends,’ said Sibyl.

‘Exactly. And talking to you would only have encouraged you. Being friends is also beneath my dignity.’

‘Understood,’ said Sibyl, not sure whether to feel put out or not.

The cat nodded. ‘Now, let us return to the mystery at hand. The Grand Mirror Hotel has been home to certain strange happenings. And I don’t mean strange in the usual Grand Mirror Hotel way. I don’t mean hatboxes that leak mysterious green ooze, or sorcerers dropping haunted rings into the porridge at the breakfast buffet. I’m talking about shadows. Objects without shadows. And, as of tonight, a shadow without an object. I’m talking about—’

Alfonso stopped and stiffened. ‘Do you hear that?’ he whispered.

Footsteps. Again. Coming towards them.

Alfonso flicked his tail at a hallstand. Sibyl ducked down behind it, and Alfonso wound himself around its legs.

The footsteps drew closer.

 Sibyl peered nervously into the corridor. Then she sprang out. ‘Ahmed!’ she hissed. ‘Over here.’

‘Sibyl, I’ve been looking all over for you! Did you find it?’ he asked. ‘There’s no sign of it in the lobby. I checked the other floors, too. Nothing. It’s vanished.’

‘Shadows have a tendency to do that,’ said Alfonso.

Ahmed went very pale. He stared at Alfonso then turned to Sibyl slowly. ‘Did he just—?’

Sibyl nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘Does that mean he can—?’

‘Precisely,’ said Sibyl.

‘Oh,’ said Ahmed faintly. ‘And does he know what’s going on here?’

‘Not exactly,’ said Alfonso.

‘Well, neither do I,’ shrugged Ahmed.

‘And neither do I,’ said Sibyl. But she was starting to think Grandma might have had an idea. ‘I think I might know a way we can find out, though,’ she added.

Sibyl led Ahmed and Alfonso down the stone steps into the cave, flicking spell-patterns through the air as she went.

 The candles in the candelabra sputtered into flame and lit up the dark. Three saucers flew down from the shelf, followed by two teacups. The two teacups filled with steaming hot chocolate. The spare saucer filled with warm honeyed milk.

Sibyl, Ahmed and Alfonso gathered round the table. Ahmed slurped his chocolate. Alfonso lapped his milk, flicking his pink tongue every now and then to catch the beads of milk that clung to his whiskers. Sibyl stirred her chocolate and tried to put her thoughts in order.

‘Do you remember the night when we saw the grandfather clock was missing its shadow?’ she asked Ahmed.

He nodded. ‘When we were exploring…’ he fell quickly silent.

‘You needn’t worry about me,’ said Alfonso. ‘I know all about your midnight expeditions. I make it my business to know most things that happen at the Grand Mirror Hotel.’

‘Well, the next morning, I told Grandma what I’d seen,’ continued Sibyl. ‘I thought she’d scold me like she usually does for letting my imagination run away with me. But she seemed…worried.’ Sibyl went over to the bookshelf, and lifted down a book. ‘Grandma went to look something up in her Bestiary—’

Alfonso’s ears pricked. ‘What exactly did she look up?’ he asked.

Sibyl screwed her eyes shut and tried to remember. That morning with Grandma felt like a long time ago. ‘I don’t know! As soon as she found her page, the phone rang.’

She riffled through the pages. Crinklefright. Gargoyle. Jeer.

If only the phone had rung a few seconds later, Sibyl would know what Grandma had been looking for in Frau Badenzwinger’s Bestiary. She’d know if Grandma thought they were dealing with a Wakemare or a Murkthumb or a—

She stopped. Two pages were stuck together. She looked closer at the orange goo seeping out between the pages. Cautiously, she sniffed. Apricot jam. Of course!

They’d been eating breakfast and Grandma had asked for her reading glasses, so Sibyl had floated them over to her. But Sibyl hadn’t been concentrating and she’d drawn the pattern crooked and she’d actually floated the jam over to Grandma instead, and the jam had splodged on the page.

She prised the jam-sticky pages apart with a knife.

‘Here,’ she said triumphantly. ‘I spilled jam on the page Grandma was looking at.’

‘I’m not sure that’s something to boast about,’ said Alfonso with dignity. Then, with less dignity, he licked at the edge of the jam splodge.

‘Don’t you see?’ said Sibyl. ‘This is the creature Grandma was looking at when she was interrupted!’ She pointed to the page. ‘Hmm,’ she said. ‘What’s a Shadowmancer?’

‘Why don’t you read what Frau Badenzwinger has to say?’ suggested Alfonso.

Sibyl read out loud:


A Shadowmancer forms when two lost or forgotten shadows tangle together. As everyone knows a shadow without a body—like a body without a shadow—is incomplete. The Shadowmancer is hungry to feel whole.

This hunger is all it knows. So it searches for more shadows. It begins by consuming shadows that aren’t much missed. Shadows belonging to chairs and weathervanes and garden gnomes. The more shadows it steals, the stronger it grows. It starts to take shadows from animals, people, buildings, even entire cities. But no matter how many shadows it collects, its hunger will never be satisfied. Because a shadow can never be whole.



Sibyl gulped. ‘Do you think there might be a Shadowmancer at the Grand Mirror Hotel?’

‘Undoubtedly,’ said Alfonso.

A possibility formed in her mind.

‘Do you think that big billowy shadow—?’

‘Shadowmancer written all over it,’ said Alfonso.

‘How powerful do you think it is?’

Ahmed thought. ‘Well…shadows have only gone missing from things like clocks and saucepans and harps and African violets. None of the people here are missing their shadows.’

Sibyl glanced at her own shadow under the table and from the corner of her eye she saw Ahmed and Alfonso check theirs. All three still had their shadows firmly attached. But then Sibyl remembered her elevator ride with the Queen-in-Exile.

‘Don’t forget Leonard,’ she said.

‘I beg your pardon,’ said Alfonso.

‘The Brandavian Queen-in-Exile’s dog.’

‘I know the runty, snivelling creature you refer to as well as I care to,’ said Alfonso.

‘Leonard is missing his shadow,’ she said. ‘We saw him today. The Queen-in-Exile said he was only half the dog he used to be.’

‘That makes sense,’ said Ahmed, reading over Sibyl’s shoulder. ‘Listen to this:


What of those whose shadows are stolen by a Shadowmancer? They become mere shadows of their former selves. They are not whole without their shadows, and slowly but ever so surely they begin to lose their essence. A bird without its shadow will lose its song, its flight, its birdness—’



‘A harp without its shadow will lose its harpness,’ said Sibyl.

‘A kettle without its shadow won’t boil or steam—’ Ahmed continued reading.

 ‘And a grandfather clock will lose its bongggg,’ added Alfonso.


And a person without their shadow will start to lose the things that make them them. Whether bird, kettle, or person—if something is separated from its shadow too long, it will eventually fade away to nothing.



‘Fade away to nothing,’ said Ahmed sadly. ‘Poor Leonard. Even he doesn’t deserve that. Isn’t there anything we can do to stop it?’

Sibyl continued to read.


It is impossible to defeat the Shadowmancer. Why? Because, technically, the Shadowmancer doesn’t exist: it is a mere tangle of shadows that belong to other things, other people. If, however, all of these shadows can be untangled and restored to the place from which they came then the Shadowmancer simply ceases to be. Fortunately, this can be accomplished—the best pattern is the Charm against Shadowmancy in The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic…



She trailed off and looked despondently into her cup of hot chocolate.

Ahmed and Alfonso exchanged looks across the table. Ever since the staff meeting they—along with the rest of the Grand Mirror Hotel—knew that Sibyl could only work the simplest of spells. And not only that, but she couldn’t even open The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic.

Just as she was giving Grandma a good scolding in her head for keeping the book locked, Sibyl’s buttons started to crackle.

She held her breath.

But it was just the same as the last time. And the time before that. The crackling settled on the top button with its old, well-worn returning-lost-things-to-their-right-place pattern.

All of a sudden, Sibyl felt angry—no, furious—with Grandma. Grandma who had never trusted her enough to teach her advanced magic, who had then disappeared just when Sibyl had needed it the most.

Before she could stop it, the china cup flew from her fingers and smashed against the floor.

‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘I just…’

And then something most surprising happened. Alfonso pushed his saucer away with one paw, arched up out of his chair, stalked carefully around the remaining teacup on the table, then settled himself, all warm and heavy and comforting, in Sibyl’s lap.

For a while, Sibyl just sat there, letting his purring vibrate through her. Then, working up her courage, she lifted a hand to stroke Alfonso’s warm, soft fur.

Alfonso stiffened. ‘This doesn’t make me your friend, you know,’ he warned.

‘I know,’ said Sibyl.

‘Very well then,’ he replied.

She sank her hands into his inky coat. She had always wanted to stroke Alfonso, but he had always made it clear that the possibility of this happening was so slim it was practically non-existent. And here she was now with her fingers moving through his silky fur.

She started to feel the tiniest bit better.

If Sibyl could do something as impossible-seeming as stroking Alfonso, there must be a possibility she could solve the problem of the Shadowmancer. She just had to work out how.
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Sibyl jolted awake the next morning, from restless dreams of things-without-shadows and shadows-without-things. She spent a long time drawing a porridge-making pattern and a toast-with-jam-making pattern and a coffee-brewing pattern. She concentrated very hard, and even though she’d drawn each pattern countless times before, she didn’t find it boring to think carefully about the corners and twists and turns of each one. It was calming, quiet work and she found it pleasant.

Soon, Sibyl was sitting at the kitchen table with a steaming bowl of porridge. While she waited for it to cool, the cuckoo flew up to the lobby to collect the mail.

It returned with a bundle of envelopes in its beak. Three were yellow and stamped with the word BILL in capital letters. Sibyl threw them up into the air and zapped them with a pulverising spell-pattern, just like Grandma always did. The bills made a nice pop-crackle sound, like fireworks exploding, then turned to dust.

One envelope contained Grandma’s latest copy of The Spellcasters’ Circular.

One was a telegram:


REMINDER THAT YOUR WAND IS DUE FOR ITS ANNUAL TUNE AND POLISH STOP BEST REGARDS FROM ALL AT THE MEROVINGIAN WAND CO STOP



And one letter came in a strange grey envelope that turned a darker charcoal grey then lighter grey, then dark again while Sibyl held it in her hand. It looked like a stormy sky.

Sibyl’s heart quickened. This was a letter from Mother. It felt heavy. It made a mysterious whooshing sound. But it was addressed to Grandma, not to her.

Of course, Grandma wasn’t here. There was nothing to stop Sibyl from reading it.

But did Sibyl want to read it? There was every possibility it said something like:


Dear Mother,

I am so pleased with my decision not to visit you. In truth, I find these visits tedious and annoying. I propose doing away with them altogether, as I have no interest in spending time with you or Sibyl, and especially not Sibyl, who isn’t even a proper witch.

Love,

Sabrine



Sibyl sighed and stuffed the envelope in her pocket. She would worry about it later. And speaking of later—she looked up at the cuckoo clock. It was almost seven. She would have to rush if she was going to get through all her morning chores.

Sibyl stripped off her nightgown and hurried into her pinafore, cursing the fiddly row of silver buttons that needed doing up at its front. She had no time for a dishwashing spell. She left her porridge bowl and her crumb-strewn toast plate on the table and tore upstairs.

Sibyl polished the shoes in half the time she usually took. Then she raced to the lobby, drawing spell-patterns for mopping and dusting and polishing. Behind the reception desk, Dora was standing stock-still, but her eyebrows were hard at work, telegraphing instructions across the crowded lobby. She raised her left eyebrow at the doorman in a way that said, Don’t let me see any wrinkles on the entrance carpet! Then she lowered her right eyebrow at a chambermaid wrestling with a floral arrangement in a way that said, Turn that vase to the left, please, Astrid.

When she caught sight of Sibyl, Dora drew her eyebrows together in a way that said, Any particular reason you’re in such a hurry this morning, Sibyl?

But before Dora could question Sibyl any further, the phone rang.

‘Grand Mirror Hotel, how may I help you?’ Dora said. ‘Yes, your Highness…the Royal Suite. Someone will be with you as soon as possible.’

She placed the receiver down then wiggled her eyebrows in a way that said, Once you’re finished polishing the shoes, Sibyl, go straight to the Royal Suite, please. The Brandavian Queen-in-Exile is in need of a bigger-on-the-inside-than-the-outside spell.

Outside the Royal Suite, Sibyl ran her finger over the twenty-second button down, tracing the lines of the bigger-on-the-inside-than-the-outside spell-pattern. She knew it almost by heart. She and Grandma used it to help guests at the Grand Mirror Hotel get their overfull suitcases closed nearly every day.

Then she knocked on the door.

Eberhardt answered. ‘I’m glad you’re here,’ he said, without a trace of gladness in his voice. ‘Her Majesty has a problem with her suitcase.’

The Queen-in-Exile sat on her chaise longue dressed all in black. Leonard was curled up at her feet, eyes half-closed and still shadowless.

‘As I expected,’ said the Queen, ‘Leonard’s ennui has only got worse. We’re going to Geneva. I hope the change of scene will do him good, though I don’t expect the city will be to my taste. Nowhere is to my taste, I find. Not since I was exiled from Brandavia. It’s simply miserable, being away. In Brandavia, we have a saying…what is it, exactly, Eberhardt?’

‘Home is where the heart is least miserable,’ supplied Eberhardt.

‘We’re taking the next train,’ said the Queen. ‘That’s why I’m in a hurry to pack. Won’t you come through to the bedroom?’

Sibyl followed the Queen-in-Exile into her bedroom. Her stomach dropped. The bedroom was stuffed with all the things guests at the Grand Mirror Hotel usually brought with them—hatboxes, evening gowns, jumbled soaps and perfumes—and with many other things besides. Things that guests at the Grand Mirror Hotel did not usually bring with them. A marble bust of Mozart. A potted Venus flytrap. A tandem bicycle. And, lying open in the middle of it all, one not very big suitcase.

Sibyl was confused. ‘How much of…’ she waved her hand around the room, ‘…of this do you wish to pack?’

‘Oh, all of it,’ said the Queen.

‘All of it?’ gasped Sibyl. She was quite sure The Book of Domestic Magic’s bigger-on-the-inside-than-the-outside pattern was not designed to fit quite so many things into quite so small a space.

‘I suppose I should explain. It’s all rather irritating,’ said the Queen. ‘The Brandavian Court Witch placed my suitcase under what she assured me was a very powerful bigger-on-the-inside-than-the-outside spell. She promised me there was nothing that wouldn’t fit inside it. And for a long time she was right. But I expect the enchantment has worn off. You look…daunted, my dear,’ the Queen-in-Exile said. ‘I suppose this will prove impossible for you.’

‘In Brandavia, we have a saying,’ added Eberhardt. ‘Almost everything is impossible.’

‘Not at all,’ said Sibyl, and she forced herself to smile.

She drew the bigger-on-the-inside-than-the-outside spell-pattern through the air. She repeated it a few more times, going over the same lines as closely as she could, until the pattern looked nice and thick and sparkly and strong. Then she flicked it over to the suitcase. The outside of the suitcase didn’t change, but Sibyl could tell the spell was working: the inside became darker and deeper, until it was the same kind of dark that you’d find at the bottom of a very deep well.

‘Is it ready?’ asked Eberhardt.

‘It’s ready,’ said Sibyl.

‘Where should I begin, Your Highness?’ asked Eberhardt.

‘You might start with the pianola,’ said the Queen-in-Exile.

Eberhardt hefted the pianola into the suitcase. It disappeared, with a faint creaking sound, into the darkness inside.

They continued like this for fifteen minutes, in which time a stuffed peacock, a carriage clock and a telescope, among other things, all disappeared into the suitcase.

Sibyl’s fingers started to ache. Worse, the faint creaking noise was growing less faint with each new item Eberhardt deposited. Soon it was less of a faint creak and more of a tired groan. The suitcase sounded as if it couldn’t hold much more.

Eberhardt looked at Sibyl. He heard the groaning sound, too.

‘And now,’ said the Queen-in-Exile, ‘my antique sextant’.

Sibyl cleared her throat. ‘Pardon my impertinence, Your Highness,’ she said, ‘but do you really need to pack that antique sextant? Might we send it on to your next address?’

‘Perhaps I won’t need it urgently’ said the Queen-in-Exile. ‘But you know the Royal Brandavian motto: Always prepare yourself to suffer the very worst eventuality!’

Sibyl sighed. The sextant went, with a heave and a creak, into the case, which let out a protesting moan.

‘Very good,’ said the Queen-in-Exile. ‘I shall leave you to finish. I’d quite like another of Madame Pascalline’s opera cakes before my journey. I find them to be…surprisingly digestible. Eberhardt, make sure my hatstand isn’t forgotten. Come, Leonard,’ she said and she scooped up the little dog and swept out of the room.

Sibyl gritted her teeth, turned to the hatstand and felt her stomach drop. It was twice as tall as her and made of solid mahogany.

‘Shall I try the hatstand?’ asked Eberhardt.

‘Yes,’ said Sibyl. At the same time, the suitcase groaned so loudly that Sibyl had to repeat herself. ‘Yes,’ she almost shouted.

Eberhardt lifted the hatstand into the suitcase at just the moment the bigger-on-the-inside-than-the-outside spell came unstuck. The suitcase burst open in an explosion of taxidermied peacock and Venus flytrap and antique sextant.

‘I’m sorry,’ Sibyl whispered to Eberhardt.

‘Please,’ he said gloomily. ‘Don’t apologise for this small failure. In Brandavia we have a saying: Life is failure.’

Just then, the Queen-in-Exile returned. ‘Good!’ she said when she saw the room. ‘You’ve heard the news, then.’

‘The news?’ asked Sibyl.

‘Isn’t that why you’ve unpacked my suitcase?’ said the Queen-in-Exile. ‘Fräulein Schoenblum has decided she will sing again—tonight!’

‘Tonight?’ echoed Sibyl.

‘A recital in the conservatory. It’s going to be quite the occasion, and I must not miss it. We’ll travel to Geneva another day, Eberhardt.’

‘Very good,’ said Eberhardt.

‘In the meantime, won’t you please sort out this chaos?’ She clicked her tongue. ‘I shouldn’t have to ask, you know. I wonder if there’s any Queen-in-Exile who suffers more than me?’

‘No one suffers more than you, Your Highness,’ said Eberhardt, dolefully returning the sextant to its place.

Sibyl slipped out of the room. Even here, on the fifth floor, she could hear excited chatter drifting up from the lobby. The Golden Nightingale was going to sing again. Sibyl wondered what else today could possibly hold in store.

 She didn’t have to wonder very long.

She had barely taken two steps down the corridor, when water dripped from her pocket. Of course! Mother’s letter. She fished out the envelope, which was even heavier now, and quite damp around its edges. Perhaps she should open it.

A limp breeze whooshed half-heartedly into Sibyl’s face then dissipated before she’d even finished tearing open the envelope and…nothing else.

Sibyl peered inside, then turned the envelope upside down and shook it.

At last, a lone raincloud drifted out. Sibyl’s heart quickened. What would happen now? Perhaps her mother’s message to her would be spelled out in branches of purple-white lightning. Perhaps it would arrive, after a torrential downpour, written on a rainbow. Perhaps—

A light drizzle of rain escaped the cloud and spattered against the envelope in Sibyl’s hand. Sibyl frowned. This was most lacklustre, not in any way like her mother’s letters at all.

Slowly the raindrops began to form a faint message. A very faint message. Sibyl had to squint to read. It said:


Dear Mother,

I wish I had good news to share, but I don’t. Alas, I am still shadowless.

As you know, ever since I lost my shadow, I find myself quite unable to perform magic. My wand might as well be a stick of marzipan. And I simply can’t draw a portation spell-pattern strong enough to take me back to the Grand Mirror Hotel. I fear I have disappointed Sibyl terribly.



But Sibyl didn’t feel disappointed. She blinked. And then she re-read the sentence: Alas, I am still shadowless.

She felt a heaviness lifting from her and, in its place, she felt something between relief and pure joy. Her mother did want to see her after all!

And then the heavy feeling that had been hanging over Sibyl came back, twice as weighty. Her mother was in grave danger.

Sibyl remembered Frau Badenzwinger’s Bestiary and its words of warning: if something is separated from its shadow too long, it will eventually fade away to nothing.

Fade away to nothing—the thought was too awful. Sibyl’s eyes brimmed with tears and the letter before her turned blurry, but she made herself finish reading.


I’m sure I’ll be reunited with my shadow soon. In fact, I’ve heard rumours of a Shadowmancer on the loose in the Black Mountains. As soon as it’s found, I know my shadow will be found with it.

More news when I have it—all my love to you and especially to Sibyl.

Sabrine



Sibyl swallowed. Could there be one Shadowmancer roaming the Black Mountains while another Shadowmancer checked into the Grand Mirror Hotel? Or was it possible the same Shadowmancer who had taken her mother’s shadow was the Shadowmancer she had seen last night?
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Sibyl found Alfonso in the dining room. He was cleaning croissant crumbs from under the buffet table by licking them off the floor. She knelt down and lifted a corner of the white tablecloth. ‘I have a letter from Mother,’ she said. Alfonso licked up another croissant flake. He looked ready to say something sarcastic, but Sibyl said, in a shaky voice, ‘It’s important.’

‘If it’s important,’ he said, shaking his whiskers.

Ahmed was in the elevator as usual, polishing the elevator buttons and humming a song that sounded like the one they’d heard Fräulein Schoenblum sing the night before. As soon as Sibyl and Alfonso stepped inside, he saw that something had happened. He put the ‘Out of Order’ sign on the elevator door and closed it.

‘It’s this,’ said Sibyl. She pulled out the letter and read it aloud.

‘That settles it then,’ said Ahmed. ‘If the Shadowmancer has taken your mother’s shadow, we must do something about it right away.’

‘We certainly must,’ agreed Alfonso. ‘But the question remains…what can we do about it?’

The three stood in silence. The more the silence stretched out, the worse Sibyl felt. If only she could work a spell-pattern to stop the Shadowmancer. She didn’t care any more about impressing anyone or about convincing Grandma she was ready to learn advanced spell-patterns. She only wanted to rescue her mother’s shadow, before her mother faded away completely.

The silence was broken by a sharp rapping at the elevator door. Ahmed opened it. Dora was standing on the other side. Her eyebrows moved this way and that, as if trying to decide how best to arrange themselves to convey her irritation.

But Sibyl didn’t care that Dora was getting ready to launch into a scolding. In fact, at the sight of the concierge in her red velvet pillbox hat and scarlet lipstick, she broke into a smile. Why hadn’t she thought of it sooner? Dora knew the answer to almost everything. Surely she would know what to do now.

Meanwhile, Dora had settled for crinkling her eyebrows in a way that said, I hope you three have an excellent explanation for this.

‘We do,’ said Sibyl. ‘And we need your help. It’s to do with’—she lowered her voice—‘the shadows.’

At the mention of shadows, Dora’s eyes narrowed. She looked around the bustling lobby. It was filled with guests talking in loud, excited voices about the evening’s recital and reporters with notebooks and cameras. On the other side of the revolving glass door, the drive was filled with cars and carriages—still more people eager to hear the Golden Nightingale sing.

Dora lowered one eyebrow very slightly in a way that said, We can’t have such a delicate conversation here. Follow me, please.

She swished through the lobby, behind the reception desk, and ushered them through the door marked ‘Concierge’.

‘Now,’ she said, once she was seated at her desk. ‘What is going on?’

Sibyl drew a deep breath and then she told Dora everything that had happened last night. She started with the strange billowing shadow without a person attached to it that she and Ahmed had seen sucking up other shadows in its wake. She explained about Frau Badenzwinger’s Bestiary, and how what they had read there proved that the creature stealing shadows from the Grand Mirror Hotel was a Shadowmancer. And she told Dora about the letter from her mother.

‘So you see,’ she finished, her voice catching in her throat, ‘if we don’t free Mother’s shadow from the Shadowmancer, she’ll fade away into nothing. And then she’ll never be able to visit.’

‘It must have stolen dozens of shadows already,’ said Ahmed, ‘perhaps hundreds. Leonard is missing his shadow. So is the grandfather clock. Half the chairs in the lobby are shadowless and so are half the tables in the dining room. The more shadows the Shadowmancer takes for itself the more powerful it becomes—’

‘And the more powerful it becomes, the more shadows it can steal,’ finished Alfonso. ‘So you see, it’s quite a conundrum.’

‘Alfonso talks now, by the way,’ explained Ahmed.

‘That’s hardly news,’ sniffed Dora. ‘Do you really think I wouldn’t know there was a talking cat in my hotel?’

‘The question is,’ Alfonso continued, ‘how are we to solve this problem? And the answer is a spell-pattern—’

‘Well!’ Dora clapped her hands together. ‘That’s wonderful!’

‘But it’s in The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic,’ said Sibyl. ‘And I can’t…’ she trailed off.

‘Ah, yes,’ said Dora. ‘I see. It is most inconsiderate of your grandmother not to have returned by now. Never mind. I shall call for assistance.’

 There was a shiny black telephone on one corner of her desk. Dora lifted the receiver and dialled. ‘Operator?’ she said crisply. ‘Put me through to the Hotel Bergenblick.’

A pause.

‘Moritz! It’s Dora…no, no it’s not about the badminton tournament.’

Badminton? thought Sibyl, but Dora merely lifted her eyebrow in a way that said, I have a life of my own, Sibyl, you needn’t look so surprised.

‘Actually Moritz, could you get your Hotel Witch on the line, please?’ Dora said into the telephone receiver. ‘Yes, I’ll hold.’

Of course Dora knew just what to do, thought Sibyl. She was phoning for Bertilde, the kindly Hotel Witch at the Hotel Bergenblick, who came over every other Sunday to eat cake and gossip with Grandma. Bertilde would sort out the Shadowmancer quick smart, Sibyl was sure of it.

‘Yes, hello? This is Dora Mayer, concierge at the Grand Mirror Hotel. We have a situation. A Shadowmancer, we believe…Ordinarily, yes, but Sigrid is indisposed…A mishap on the thirteenth floor. We’re expecting her back any day now.’

There followed a long pause, while Dora listened to the Bergenblick Hotel Witch. Sibyl studied Dora’s eyebrows, anxious for any clues about what Dora was hearing, but they remained completely still.

At last Dora said, ‘Yes, I agree—that’s certainly the best course of action. Until then, Bertilde.’

Dora hung up the phone. ‘Bertilde is on her way,’ she said. ‘She says there’s a Charm against Shadowmancy that’s very effective. It’s rather tricky to pull off, but she thinks she can do it.’

Sibyl felt bitterly disappointed that she couldn’t draw the pattern but, at the same time, she was also glad. The sooner Bertilde was here to deal with the Shadowmancer the better.

‘Well, that sounds simple enough,’ said Alfonso.

‘She will be here as soon as she can,’ said Dora. ‘A matter of an hour or two.’ She checked her watch. ‘And we shall keep a watchful eye on things until then.’

‘But what if Bertilde can’t get here? What if there’s…an avalanche? What if her broom stops working? What if she’s struck by lightning and—’

‘Anyone would think what and if are your two favourite words, Sibyl,’ said Dora. ‘If Bertilde cannot get here, if there is an avalanche in the middle of summer, if Bertilde is struck by lightning—have you seen the sky today, Sibyl? It’s a brilliant blue. Lightning is an extremely distant possibility. Don’t let your mind wander so. One simple spell-pattern and this messy situation will be taken care of.’

Dora stood up, dusted off her hands, and wiggled her eyebrows to herself in a way that said, Well, that’s that taken care of.

Sibyl hoped Dora’s eyebrows were right.
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At three o’clock that afternoon, three hours before the Golden Nightingale was to begin her grand performance, the waiters in the dining room whisked away the afternoon-tea trays, and the bellboys parked their luggage trolleys. The kitchen maids abandoned their sieves and whisks and ladles. Sibyl stopped casting spell-patterns. And, for the first time anyone could remember, Dora propped a sign that read ‘Back Soon’ on the reception desk.

Everyone assembled in the conservatory, to prepare for the evening’s recital.

 Earlier that morning, Herr Schmidt had announced that the concert was to be held in the conservatory. ‘The Golden Nightingale,’ he said, ‘loves to sing surrounded by blooms and she has declared that the conservatory is the perfect venue. No need to touch a thing. Just put in a stage and chairs and take out some of the plants—most of the plants—for acoustics. Follow these instructions and I predict the recital will be an outstanding success!’

The staff sprang into action.

Herr Grunendaum supervised the removal of plants and the unrolling of Persian carpets across the conservatory floor. The bellboys built a stage, while the doormen unfolded folding chairs and placed them in neat rows. Herr Gupta and his team of waiters hung a magnificent mirrored chandelier from the conservatory’s glass ceiling. It was beautiful. If Sibyl stood beneath it, she could see herself reflected in each one of its mirrored crystals. Dora stood in the corner looking like she was doing nothing, but when she caught Sibyl looking at her she raised one eyebrow in a way that said, I’m supervising, thank you Sibyl.

 Meanwhile, Sibyl dashed all over the conservatory, casting spell-patterns: a glass-cleaning pattern here, a dusting pattern and a curtain-straightening pattern there.

Now and then, the conservatory doors swung open and seat-cushions were brought in or rare Scandinavian mosses were carried out. And with each swing of the glass door, the excited chatter from outside grew louder. The hotel was completely booked: royalty and dignitaries and wealthy opera-goers and people who had spent all their life savings to make the trip and press reporters had come from as far away as Luxembourg and the Swiss Alps for the famed Golden Nightingale’s performance.

With one hour to go, the conservatory was looking almost like a concert hall. As Dora inspected it, she lifted an eyebrow in a way that started to say, This looks eminently suitable.

Started to say, but didn’t finish saying, because at that moment Herr Schmidt burst in, took one look at the conservatory, and buried his head in his hands. ‘Nein, nein, nein!’ he groaned. ‘This will not do!’

 Alfonso, watching from underneath the stage, took stock of the situation and slunk further out of sight.

‘Do you not want the Golden Nightingale to sing?’ wailed Herr Schmidt. ‘Is it your wish that she remains silent forever?’

Dora gaped at him, her eyebrows quite perplexed.

He sighed. ‘To begin with, here is a pair of open gardening shears—extremely unlucky! I count thirteen hyacinths, one must be removed or another brought in immediately! And why, why, are the seat-cushions chartreuse? Fräulein Schoenblum cannot sing in the presence of the colour chartreuse! And—a word of warning—under no circumstances is anyone to wish the Fräulein good luck. There is no worse luck before a concert than being wished good luck. If you must say anything, please express the heartfelt desire that she breaks a leg!’ He clapped his hands together sharply. ‘Back to work at once!’

Sibyl busied herself with the colour-changing pattern on her twenty-ninth button. She made her way from one row of chairs to the next, changing the cushions from chartreuse to a shade of egg-yolk yellow that she hoped would meet Fräulein Schoenblum’s approval. By the time she got to the final row, the sky showed dark through the glass walls and ceiling of the conservatory. Sibyl frowned. Had she really taken so long with her colour-changing pattern? Was evening falling already?

As if in answer to her question, a brilliant bolt of lightning split the sky. It wasn’t night-time after all. In fact, the clock showed four o’clock. The sky was dark with thunderclouds.

Sibyl let her wand fall to her side and she moved closer to the glass. Outside, the sky roiled and rumbled.

What if Bertilde was caught in the storm?

‘What if, what if, what if!’ exclaimed Dora in exasperation when Sibyl shared her worries. ‘No doubt Bertilde will be slightly delayed by this weather. But she’ll be here as soon as she can. Not a minute sooner and not a minute later. In the meantime, we have a concert performance to worry about. Stop worrying about a missing shadow or two—imagine what a disaster it would be if the concert wasn’t a success. The Grand Mirror Hotel’s reputation would never recover. Sibyl, please concentrate on the things that are happening—in particular, the preparations for the concert, which must—and I repeat, must—be perfect!’

With that, Dora disappeared in a streak of scarlet.

Perhaps she had a point, thought Sibyl, trying to ignore the rain that was now hammering at the windows. She should focus on preparations for the concert. After all, there was nothing she could do to make Bertilde arrive sooner. And unless Grandma chose this exact moment to return from the thirteenth floor, no one but Bertilde could stop the Shadowmancer.

‘Concentrate, Sibyl,’ she told herself in a stern whisper.

It was nearly six o’clock when the conservatory was finally arranged to Herr Schmidt’s satisfaction.

In the lobby, the air was fizzy with chatter and anticipation.

 Inside the conservatory, Sibyl practised the curtain-opening spell-pattern that would start the concert. She was concentrating so hard on getting it right, she didn’t notice the room had emptied and she was all alone on the wide stage.

Rows of empty chairs spread out before her. It felt like the room was holding its breath. Waiting.

Sibyl heard footsteps approaching the back door of the conservatory, the door that was now hung with a sign reading ‘Stage Entrance’. The doorknob turned. A smell of lilacs—or possibly of violets—wafted into the room.

‘How charming!’ she heard Fräulein Schoenblum say. ‘Perfect for my triumphant return to the stage. And where is my young curtain-handler?’

Sibyl turned to see Fräulein Schoenblum draped in a cloud of purple taffeta. ‘Here I am,’ she said.

‘Wunderbar,’ said Fräulein Schoenblum in a voice that sounded like the first day of spring. She clapped her hands together. ‘Let the show begin!’
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Six o’clock. The grandfather clock in the lobby should have bonggg-ed six times, but its chime was so timid and dull, it made hardly any sound at all.

Guests filed into the conservatory, murmuring and laughing with excited anticipation as they rustled into their seats.

Sibyl stood very still in the wings to the side of the stage, behind the crimson velvet curtain, next to Fräulein Schoenblum.

Fräulein Schoenblum did not stand very still. She paced in tight circles and stopped every now and then to tug at her amethyst necklace.

‘It’s not the Van Gendingen diamond, of course,’ she said when she noticed Sibyl admiring it. ‘But one must sparkle when one performs.’

She smiled, but then her smile wavered and her face creased with worry.

‘Is everything all right?’ asked Sibyl.

‘Forgive me, I’m terribly worried by the possibility something unlucky is going to happen right before the concert begins. Tell me—are there many people out there?’

Sibyl pulled the curtain open a chink and peeped through. The conservatory was full. Every seat was taken. People stood in the aisles and spilled out into the lobby. There were so many people waiting to see the Golden Nightingale that the glass walls of the conservatory were misted over by the crowd’s breath. Outside the glass, rain was lashing down and distant rumbles of thunder rolled beneath the audience’s chatter.

Here and there, Sibyl picked out familiar faces. There, in the front rows, were the Queen-in-Exile, and Eberhardt, and Herr Schmidt. There, beside the door was Dora, and there, standing to attention beside Dora, was Ahmed. Alfonso was curled up in a shadowy corner backstage—no matter how unlucky the Golden Nightingale thought his presence might be, he certainly wasn’t going to miss this occasion.

The little green man in the pointy yellow hat was sitting three rows back, and next to him the lady in the pink dress, holding her storm in a teacup. To her left sat Herr Spinner with his ice-blue travelling case clutched on his lap. He peered around to make sure no one was looking—apart from Sibyl, no one was—and he dipped his hand into one of his deep pockets, pulled out a sugar mouse and dropped it into his travelling case. Sibyl smiled. What would Fräulein Schoenblum say if she knew she was performing for a snow-spider?

Crowded in behind all the back rows stood Herr Gupta and Madame Pascalline and Else and the rest of the staff—they were all scrubbed clean and shiny, wearing their best clothes.

‘Well?’ came an anxious whisper from behind Sibyl.

 ‘There are lots of people,’ Sibyl reported back. ‘Everyone in the hotel is here and, I’d say, half of Merovingia as well!’

‘Oh dear,’ trembled Fräulein Schoenblum, looking half-scared, half-pleased. She stepped out of the wings and then turned back at once. ‘You know, it really is quite strong tonight.’

‘What’s quite strong?’

‘My feeling that something will go wrong,’ said Fräulein Schoenblum. ‘That some misfortune will befall me. That something very unlucky is about to come to pass.’

Oh, please don’t say that, thought Sibyl, whose mind went at once to the Shadowmancer and to Bertilde battling her way through the storm. But to Fräulein Schoenblum she said, ‘I don’t think it will.’ And she remembered Herr Schmidt’s instructions. ‘In fact,’ she said, ‘I think you’re certain to break a leg.’

‘You do?’ quavered Fräulein Schoenblum.

‘Oh, I’m quite sure you’ll shatter your leg—both your legs—into smithereens! Into dust!’

Something about the expression on Fräulein Schoenblum’s face told Sibyl she might have gone too far. ‘I mean,’ she said, ‘I think you’ll be wonderful.’

‘Perhaps you’re right,’ said Fräulein Schoenblum, and she looked around. ‘After all, there are no ladders here that I can see. No black cats or broken mirrors. No open gardening shears. So perhaps it’s all in my mind. You know what they say, don’t you?’

Sibyl shook her head.

‘The show must go on!’ said Fräulein Schoenblum. She started to walk out to the centre of the stage, but then she stopped and, once again, turned back.

‘It’s very ridiculous of me to ask…’ she began.

‘What is it?’ asked Sibyl.

‘Would you mind peeking out to make sure there are no ravens perched on the windowsills? Ravens are awfully bad luck.’

‘Of course,’ said Sibyl. She looked out into the crowd again. There was an old bearded man wearing a black feather-trimmed cloak. But there were no ravens. She was about to report as much to Fräulein Schoenblum when there was a ripple of movement in the back of the conservatory. A late arrival.

 A woman in a billowing black dress and a black saucer-shaped hat adorned with swooping ostrich feathers swept into the room on a gust of chill, dusty air. A shiver passed through the audience.

This new arrival was as tall and cold as a statue and the crowd quickly scraped their chairs aside to let her through.

Was she a Merovingian princess? A grand sorceress from the High Black Mountains? Sibyl couldn’t tell. But she couldn’t shake the feeling she had seen her before.

The woman sat close to the front and looked up at the stage. Her face was shaded by the broad brim of her hat, so her features were hard to make out. All except for her eyes, which were so dark they almost glittered.

And Sibyl realised who the woman was.

Frau Stille.

The dark fabric of her skirt swirled around her like ink.

Like ink? Or like shadows?

A very unwelcome possibility crept into Sibyl’s thoughts. Was it possible that Frau Stille was the Shadowmancer?

Sibyl looked around the conservatory. It was crowded with audience members, and it was crowded with shadows. In the brilliant light of the chandelier, shadows fell crisp and clear against the floor of the conservatory.

What if Frau Stille was the Shadowmancer?

What if she was hungry for more shadows?

What if—?

Sibyl stopped herself. Bertilde, she told herself, would be here any minute.

‘Sibyl!’ whispered Fräulein Schoenblum and Sibyl realised she had been staring out into the conservatory for a long time.

‘It’s all right,’ Sibyl said. ‘There are no shadows. I mean—there are no ravens!’

‘Very well,’ said Fräulein Schoenblum. ‘I’m ready.’

Sibyl drew a curtain-opening spell-pattern and flicked it out to centre-stage.

With a soft swish, the curtain rose.

Fräulein Schoenblum stepped out into the glittering light of the chandelier. Her shadow, slender and elegant, fell across the floor behind her.

A hush of expectant silence fell over the waiting crowd.
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Standing in the folds of velvet curtain in the wings, Sibyl had an excellent view of the stage. Fräulein Schoenblum stood very still for a moment, with her hands clasped before her. She took a deep long breath. And then she started to sing. Her song began high and clear and sparkling.

The song took on a yellow-gold colour. It shone like sequins. Sibyl felt like Fräulein Schoenblum was singing the song of all Sibyl’s Christmases. She could smell the fresh pine needles and candied orange, see the candles glowing on the Christmas wreath.

 Then the tune became softer and sweeter, and now Sibyl could feel the Mirror Lake at the end of summer, when autumn bites in the air and most of the guests have departed from the Grand Mirror Hotel.

She felt herself walking around the lakeshore, with Grandma beside her. They walked quickly through the shade and lingered in the sun, and Grandma drew spell-patterns that made the ripples across the lake dance prettily.

The song was ending and the memory started to swim away.

Fräulein Schoenblum paused to gather her breath. Sibyl felt the stage come back into focus around her. She smelled the resinous dust of the stage’s floorboards. She felt the warm glowing light of the chandelier. She peered out around the curtain and into the audience. It was as if Fräulein Schoenblum had placed the room under a spell-pattern of her own. No one moved or made a sound. The lady in pink clasped her teacup close to her chest. Leonard sat, unmoving, on the Queen-in-Exile’s lap. Dora held one hand to her heart.

 Fräulein Schoenblum smoothed her skirt, then spread her arms ready to begin her next song.

Her pause stretched into a silence.

Sibyl looked out at the audience. All eyes were fixed on the Golden Nightingale. She turned back, to see Fräulein Schoenblum holding a hand to her throat. ‘Ahem,’ she cleared her throat with a froggy croak. ‘Ahem!’

Fräulein Schoenblum’s eyes grew wide and panicked, but she set her mouth firm. The show must go on. She opened her mouth and started to sing again. She sounded—

Awful.

Her voice was thin and raspy. Her notes were out of tune. And before she had sung more than a few bars, her thin, off-key croaky voice faded to nothing. It was surely not possible: the Golden Nightingale had lost her most precious possession. Her song.

Fräulein Schoenblum wrung her hands in despair. Sibyl wondered if she should draw a curtain-closing spell-pattern. It seemed like the only thing to do. Everyone could see how Fräulein Schoenblum’s lip was quivering, how her eyes were filling with tears. Sibyl drew her wand, stepped forward, then stopped.

Fräulein Schoenblum’s shadow was not quivering or wringing its hands.

Sibyl stood with her wand lowered and her mouth open in horror. Fräulein Schoenblum was hardly moving but her shadow was. It held its arms out and swayed its head like it was still singing.

In the front row, Frau Stille was smiling wide, showing her teeth under her hat brim.

She held one hand in the air and pinched her fingers, like she was pulling on a loose thread. Her smile grew even wider.

Fräulein Schoenblum’s shadow wobbled and jerked. Sibyl looked down at the stage, at the place where Fräulein Schoenblum’s feet were planted, where her body and her shadow met. Or where they should have met. Like a seam coming apart, Fräulein Schoenblum’s shadow was peeling away from her.

Fräulein Schoenblum seemed to grow smaller and paler. Her shadow lifted up off the floor and drifted up towards the ceiling. It began to circle above Frau Stille, swirling closer and closer until Frau Stille snapped her fingers sharply and the shadow was yanked down as if it were tied to a length of invisible string into Frau Stille’s billowing skirt, where it melted into its dark folds.

The silence broke with scraping chairs and scattered gasps as guests turned to each other in confusion. Frau Stille, meanwhile, stayed just where she was, smiling her wide toothy smile under the brim of her saucer-shaped hat.

Sibyl looked out into the audience. There was nothing she could do but hope Bertilde would hurry up. She locked eyes with Ahmed and she could tell in an instant that he knew what was going on just as well as she did: Frau Stille was the Shadowmancer and she had stolen Fräulein Schoenblum’s shadow.

But while Sibyl was trying to think of what to do next, Ahmed was running. Toppling chairs. Stepping on guests’ feet and skirts. Climbing over the Queen-in-Exile. He balanced himself atop a chair in the second row and with a desperate lunge, tackled Frau Stille from behind.

 Frau Stille was thrown off balance. But not for long. She righted herself mid-fall. Her hard toothy smile never slipped.

Ahmed sprawled at Frau Stille’s feet. He scrambled to get up, but she simply made the same plucking-at-a-loose-thread gesture as she had before, only much quicker this time. Sibyl heard the rrrrip of Ahmed’s shadow being torn from his body and watched as it was sucked into the folds of Frau Stille’s skirt. The skirt billowed bigger and bigger. It spilled out across the laps of the other guests.

Ahmed lay where he was, dazed.

Sibyl stood numb with horror.

Now, the audience seemed to understand that whatever was happening wasn’t supposed to be happening. Guests got up from their chairs. Some looked confused. Some looked frightened. Some turned in circles, trying to spy their own shadows on the floor and make sure they were still attached to their bodies. It wasn’t long until one guest, the green man in the pointed yellow hat, decided to make a dash for the door. The guests around him followed. Soon, in a rush of rustling dresses and panicked chatter, everyone in the room was on their feet and surging towards the exit.

They didn’t get very far.

Frau Stille’s billowing skirt began to billow even wider, like an enormous black jellyfish, bobbing in the ocean, waiting to sting.

Frau Stille put her arms up and flexed her fingers.

Sibyl slipped offstage and fashioned a hiding place for herself in the folds of the curtain. She peered around the curtain’s tasselled hem and watched as Frau Stille pinched her fingers together and yanked.

RRRRRRRIP.

The room turned dark and the air turned thick as it filled with a soup of shadows. With that one gesture, Frau Stille had stolen all the shadows in the room.

Sibyl looked behind her to check her own shadow.

It was still attached. Perhaps, as long as she stayed hidden here, her shadow was safe.

But that was little comfort for Sibyl. Frau Stille had taken Ahmed’s shadow. And Dora’s and Else’s and Alfonso’s and the Golden Nightingale’s—and, most likely, from somewhere deep in the Black Mountains, Frau Stille had taken her mother’s shadow, too.

Sibyl blinked back tears. She could hear the thwack of lightning and the thump of heavy rain outside. If only Bertilde would hurry up and arrive. If only Sibyl knew the spell-pattern that would restore all the stolen shadows to their owners.

If only—

A familiar crackle ran up and down her buttons.

Was it possible that one of her buttons held the spell-pattern she needed? Sibyl hoped, harder than she had ever hoped before, for this possibility to prove true. With her silver buttons still crackling and electric, she crept out to face whatever she would find on the other side of the curtain.
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There were still some guests in the conservatory, but they were blank-eyed and they seemed oblivious to Frau Stille, whose billowing skirt now covered nearly all of the floor. Everyone in the audience looked faint and lacklustre. Fräulein Schoenblum’s frock was less purple, her posture less poised. The green man’s pointy yellow hat looked less yellow and less pointy, less hat-like. The Queen-in-Exile and Eberhardt had both lost their imposing air of Brandavian gloom. Dora’s eyebrows were flat and motionless and her pillbox hat was more of a faint pink than its usual scarlet red. Herr Gupta’s moustache was droopy and dishevelled. Madame Pascalline didn’t look fearsome. Even Alfonso, hidden backstage, was missing his shadow—without it, he didn’t look at all snooty or arrogant.

And Ahmed—Sibyl could hardly bring herself to look at Ahmed. She had never seen him look dull before, but now dull was the only word for him. And Ahmed without his glint of mischievousness was hardly Ahmed at all.

A cloud of loose shadows swirled, blocking the chandelier and casting the conservatory in a twilight kind of darkness. All Sibyl’s seventy-six silver buttons were crackling and sparking more than ever.

Frau Stille stood under the swirling shadows like a magnet, pulling one after another into the folds of her now-bulging skirt. As the cloud grew thinner and lighter, Frau Stille grew bigger and darker and more solid. She was nothing like the forgettable mouse-grey woman who had checked into the Grand Mirror Hotel. She was a powerful Shadowmancer now. And with every new shadow she was growing more powerful.

Suddenly the crackling and sparking up and down Sibyl’s buttons stopped. At her top button: the spell-pattern for returning lost things to their right place. She could have howled with frustration. She needed to defeat a Shadowmancer, not locate a lost room key or a stray glove.

What useless buttons, she thought bitterly. If Sibyl kept tracing her buttons down, she’d find a dusting pattern and a polishing pattern and a spell for getting rid of nasty smells—what was she supposed to do? Polish the Shadowmancer away? Perhaps if she went through all seventy-six buttons she’d find something.

She fretted at the first button while she tried to concentrate on what she might do next. And as she ran her fingers over the same familiar pattern she drew day in and day out, a possibility crept into her mind. It didn’t seem likely that an ordinary spell-pattern she used every day could be the spell-pattern she needed to defeat the creature who had stolen every shadow in the Grand Mirror Hotel.

 Then again, thought Sibyl, it might not be impossible.

Might it be possible that if she could return every shadow the Shadowmancer had ever stolen to its right place, there’d be nothing left of the Shadowmancer?

Sibyl looked out again at Frau Stille. She was drawing shadow after shadow down from the ceiling. Her skirt now seemed to take up the whole conservatory, threatening to burst out into the lobby.

Sibyl ran her finger over the pattern on her top button. It seemed too simple to work. But, thought Sibyl, there was a possibility that it would.

She knew the pattern by heart, of course, but she moved her wand as if she were drawing it for the first time, going carefully around every curve and turning precisely at every corner. As she drew the pattern, she focused as hard as she could on the shadows that she needed to return.

The spell-pattern came out looking grey and misty and slithery, almost like a shadow itself.

Sibyl flicked it in Frau Stille’s direction, then ducked back behind the curtain. The pattern made a gentle sighing sound. It wrapped around Frau Stille’s skirt like a delicate cobweb. Then, it disappeared.

Was that it? Her spell-pattern had faded without accomplishing anything.

Then, she caught a flutter of movement from the edge of Frau Stille’s skirt.

Slowly, softly, a dog-shaped shadow peeled away from the Shadowmancer and drifted back to its owner: Leonard the dog. The shadow laid its belly over the top of Leonard’s belly, lined up its legs with Leonard’s legs and then seemed to sink through Leonard. Then it reappeared, stretching out on the Persian carpet behind Leonard, exactly where it should be. Leonard’s little ears pricked and his eyes brightened. Sibyl felt a surge of excitement—the spell-pattern was working! But then almost immediately she felt a tug of despair. She had managed to return just one shadow. There must be hundreds or even thousands in the Shadowmancer’s dark swirling skirt.

She drew another spell-pattern, flicked it to Frau Stille, then retreated behind the curtain once more. She tried not to despair when, like the last pattern, it quickly faded in the dark folds of Frau Stille’s skirt. With excruciating slowness, another shadow gradually untangled itself from the rest and drifted across the conservatory to its owner—the green man in the pointed yellow hat. His shadow hovered over him for a moment. Then, like Leonard’s had, it seemed to move through him. At once, the tip of his hat grew sharp and pointy again. He blinked and looked around, then took his hat off, to reveal a smaller green man with a smaller pointy yellow hat who also blinked and looked around. The smaller green man moved to take his hat off too, but Sibyl didn’t have time to watch any further.

She drew another spell-pattern and flicked it at Frau Stille. This time, a drooping palm tree had its shadow restored to it. The tree stretched up tall and green and unfurled its bright, fringed leaves.

Sibyl drew another spell-pattern, and another. One by one, shadows loosened themselves from the Shadowmancer and floated back to where they belonged. Herr Gupta’s moustache sprung back into place when his shadow returned and the Queen-in-Exile let out a long, weary Brandavian sigh as her shadow was restored. Leonard wagged his tail in delight and sprang up into her lap.

Sibyl was working quickly but, by her count, she had only returned six lost shadows to their right places.

She drew the spell-pattern again. This time, a grandfather-clock-shaped shadow peeled away from Frau Stille’s skirt and floated out into the lobby.

Sibyl drew another spell-pattern and another.

In the lobby, the grandfather clock was listlessly chiming seven o’clock.

And then—

Bonggggggg!

The chime was so loud and full and grand, it made the walls of the conservatory shake. Frau Stille narrowed her eyes and looked around the room.

Sibyl ducked behind the curtain.

But Frau Stille saw her and she appeared to understand exactly what Sibyl had done.

Frau Stille looked right at Sibyl with her glittering dark eyes. She held out her hand and pinched her fingers, like she was yanking an invisible thread out of the air. An almost indescribable feeling started at the bottom of Sibyl’s feet then travelled up her legs, along her spine, and out through the rest of her body. It was an unravelling feeling, as if Frau Stille had found the thread that kept Sibyl tied together and was pulling it looser and looser.

Sibyl looked down. Her shadow was coming apart from her body.

The returning-lost-things-to-their-right-place spell-pattern hadn’t been enough to defeat the Shadowmancer.

Sibyl tried to concentrate, to lift her wand high, but she couldn’t help it: her thoughts started to wander in a direction that made her feel sad and fearful.

What if, she wondered. What if Frau Stille stole her shadow and Sibyl faded away into nothing? And what if Dora and Ahmed and Else and Herr Gupta and Madame Pascalline faded into nothing, too? What if Sibyl’s mother never got her shadow back, either?

 And while Sibyl’s thoughts wandered, her shadow was coming more and more detached. Sibyl only had half a shadow, and then a quarter of a shadow, and then a scrap of a shadow and, at last, it felt to Sibyl like her shadow was connected to her by just the tiniest corner.

Here, Frau Stille stopped and closed her fingers into a fist. The sight of Sibyl’s shadow, almost torn from Sibyl forever, pleased her. She smiled her ugly, toothy smile.

Overhead, the mirrored chandelier wobbled. In its swaying light, the hard glitter of the Shadowmancer’s eyes became more terrifying still.

The wobble of the chandelier made Sibyl’s thoughts wander again. But in a different direction, this time. Sibyl felt a possibility forming in her mind. It was a very small possibility, but a wildly hopeful one.

She held her wand tight and began to draw the returning-lost-things-to-their-right-place spell-pattern again. She tried to concentrate, just as she had before, on perfect curves and sharp precise lines. But it was so hard. She couldn’t stop her thoughts from wandering. And still more what ifs found their way into her mind.

What if with all her stolen shadows, the Shadowmancer grew so powerful that it could steal the shadows from buildings and mountains and rivers and then from whole villages and cities? What if no one could stop the Shadowmancer as she grew stronger and stronger? And what if, in the end, there was no one left to even try?

Sibyl knew her only chance was to draw the spell-pattern again—before she completely lost her own shadow.

But how could she concentrate with all her wandering thoughts of what ifs?

Sibyl gripped her wand. Perhaps it was possible. Perhaps, if she thought enough about the possibility of concentrating, she’d be able to do it.

She flicked away the half-formed pattern that hovered before her and began again.

She swished her wand through the air, marking the first stroke of the returning-lost-things-to-their-right-place spell-pattern.

Flick, flick—she sketched in the outline of the spell as well as she could, even though she could feel the last tiny corner of her shadow being tugged away from her.

She thought about the possibility of drawing the pattern—and not just of drawing it perfectly, but of it working perfectly.

Her fingers were stiff and cramped as they rounded the curves of the pattern’s spiralling centre, but in her mind, the wand moved smoothly. She imagined all the lost shadows that her spell-pattern would find and return. She imagined the possibility that she wasn’t scared at all. That she was a brave, steady, confident Hotel Witch.

She imagined the finished pattern. It was strong and slithery and shadow-grey and it quivered with energy at the tip of her wand just ready to be released.

And when she looked at the end of her wand, she saw the pattern strong and powerful just as she had imagined it. She shot it upwards, high above Frau Stille’s head.

Frau Stille laughed, a mirthless rattling laugh. Perhaps she thought Sibyl had mis-aimed her pattern.

But Sibyl’s aim was true. She had not aimed her spell-pattern at Frau Stille. She knew she needed hundreds and hundreds of spell-patterns to defeat the Shadowmancer. Sibyl had aimed her spell-pattern at the hundreds of tiny reflective surfaces of the mirrored chandelier.

The spell-pattern collided with the chandelier and bounced off its mirrored beads, reflecting and multiplying into dozens upon dozens and then hundreds upon hundreds of patterns for returning lost things to their right places.

Spell-pattern after spell-pattern rained down on Frau Stille, falling into her billowing skirt.

Nothing happened for a moment. And then Frau Stille started to come undone. Shadows peeled away, slowly at first, and then all at once. They spun around her, like a flock of blurry grey birds. Soon, there were so many shadows circling Frau Stille that they hid her from view.

Then the circling, swirling flock broke apart and the shadows shot back to their owners.

 And Frau Stille was no longer there.

All that remained of her was a small limp puddle of shadows on the floor.

Sibyl smiled. She had done it! She had defeated the Shadowmancer.

She checked her own shadow. It was still there. In fact, it felt even more firmly attached than ever. She waved her left arm—her shadow waved its left arm. She pointed her right toe—her shadow pointed its toe too.

Looking out into the audience, she saw Dora cautiously flexing her left eyebrow, as if testing whether it still worked. She saw Ahmed spring to his feet and look around him, eager to catch up on the excitement. She saw Alfonso, and his shadow, slink towards the thin puddle of shadows on the floor, then look up at her with an expression of begrudging admiration.

Sibyl smiled again. She had done it! And she had done it by doing the one thing that had always seemed so difficult—by concentrating. Or at least, she smiled to herself, by imagining the possibility of concentrating.

 She let her wand fall to her side, but before she could relax her grip around it, her buttons started crackling. Sparking up and down the row like magical lightning.

All around the room, shadows were reuniting with their owners who were rushing back into the conservatory from the lobby.

Fräulein Schoenblum let out a tentative string of notes—mee-mee-mee. Her voice was as rich and as sweet as honey. Guests turned to each other. Sibyl caught snatches of their conversations: ‘…shadows flying…’ and ‘…then I felt my shadow…’ and ‘…not sure exactly what happened…’ and ‘…poor thing, is her voice ruined?’ and, finally: ‘It was the witch who stopped it. The Hotel Witch—the younger one. The witch, right there.’

Sibyl should have felt triumphant, and she did feel very pleased and happy and relieved. But more than anything she felt tired. She just wanted to fall into her bed. Perhaps she was so tired she wouldn’t even notice that the bed was so cold and empty without Grandma.

 And yet her buttons were still sparking and crackling. She didn’t know what they were trying to tell her. But she felt sure they were trying to tell her something.

At last the sparking settled on just one button: her top button, again. So she drew the returning-lost-things-to-their-right-place spell-pattern one more time. When she was finished and the spell-pattern wobbled at the end of her wand, she didn’t know what to do with it. What lost thing was it meant to return? She wished Grandma was here. Grandma would know.

As she thought of Grandma, the pattern twitched and flexed, bursting with energy. And it felt to Sibyl that the spell-pattern sprung from her wand of its own accord, whizzing across the conservatory and disappearing underneath the door.

Sibyl waited.

Then, the door to the conservatory burst open, setting the palm trees either side trembling.

About time, thought Sibyl, as she stared at the figure in the doorway.
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Grandma was, at last, back in her right place. Sibyl leapt down from the stage and ran across the conservatory to throw herself into Grandma’s arms.

Grandma squeezed Sibyl tight. She looked Sibyl up and down, as if checking to make sure she was really there. Then she looked around the conservatory, at the overturned chairs and the stage with its red velvet curtain and the pages of sheet music torn and scattered all over the floor, and she frowned. ‘What on earth happened here?’ she asked.

From across the room, Dora wiggled her eyebrows in a way that said, Ah, Sigrid, you’ve missed out on quite a lot. Long story short: a Shadowmancer checked into the hotel, started stealing shadows here and there, and eventually grew strong enough to steal the shadows from everyone in this hotel—but Sibyl stopped her with hundreds and hundreds of returning-lost-things-to-their-right-place spell-patterns. She was wonderful!

‘Hmpf. I should hope you were wonderful,’ Grandma told Sibyl. ‘You’ve certainly had enough practice with that pattern.’

All that time on the thirteenth floor hasn’t changed Grandma one bit, thought Sibyl. But she could tell from the shine in Grandma’s eyes and the smile pulling at the corner of her lips that Grandma was proud of her.

‘A Shadowmancer,’ mused Grandma. ‘A powerful force once it gathers strength, and not an easy thing to defeat. I couldn’t have been sucked into last Tuesday at a worse time. Though all seems well enough now.’

‘Is the recital over?’ came a small voice from a corner. ‘I could listen to the Golden Nightingale forever. I hope all that swirling shadow business wasn’t the end of the performance.’

A murmuring surged through the crowd. Everyone longed for more of Fräulein Schoenblum’s song. It was the finest concert anyone had ever attended; truly, the best the Golden Nightingale had ever sung.

‘The show must go on,’ muttered Herr Schmidt to himself. Then he clambered onto a chair. ‘Encore!’ he cried. ‘Encore!’

The rest of the audience joined in. ‘Encore!’ they roared. And they set about righting the upturned chairs and taking their seats as if the Shadowmancer had never troubled them.

Fräulein Schoenblum looked a little dazed, but with the applause she gathered herself in readiness. And by the time she strode out to centre stage, she was as composed and elegant as she had ever been. She bowed graciously, then clasped her hands together. ‘You’re simply too kind,’ she told the crowd. ‘Are you sure you’re not being polite? Would you really like me to sing some more?’

The crowd roared and whistled. In the back rows, the bellboys stamped their feet and Sibyl spied Ahmed throwing his cap into the air.

‘Well, I suppose I could sing one or two more,’ said Fräulein Schoenblum. ‘Something happy, I think, to finish with.’

When the roaring and the clapping died down, she started to sing.

To begin with, her voice was soft and hushed, like the first glow of early-morning sunshine gently falling into the corridors of the Grand Mirror Hotel as Sibyl went from room to room polishing shoes. Then Fräulein Schoenblum’s voice danced like a breeze over the Mirror Lake and swooped in a way that seemed to Sibyl just like sliding down the banister of the spiral staircase at midnight, and it finished on a low, warm melody that was exactly like the comforting luxurious feeling Sibyl got when she sank her fingers into Alfonso’s fur.

When the song was over, the Golden Nightingale took a bow. She was met with rapturous applause that went on for a very long time. When, at last, it faded, Dora stepped to the front of the room and announced, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, champagne will now be served in the lobby.’

Herr Gupta nodded at his waiters, and they hurried out through a side door to pop the corks and pour the glasses.

Ahmed stopped on his way out. ‘It’s very nice to have you back, Sigrid,’ he said to Grandma. Then he looked at Sibyl, full of wonder and admiration. But he couldn’t seem to find any words.

At last, he said, ‘You were wonderful, Sibyl.’

Then he hurried for the elevator—the lobby was already noisy with the ding of guests wanting to be taken up to their rooms—and his cheerful shadow went with him.

Some guests left at a slower pace, adjusting their shawls and coats, lingering by the curtains as if they might hear Fräulein Schoenblum sing just one more note.

Fräulein Schoenblum took her time. She reapplied her lipstick and spritzed herself with her purple-smelling perfume and then went out to greet her admirers. As she passed Sibyl she stopped.

 ‘It’s funny, you know,’ she said, ‘the recital was such a rush. It all went by so quickly, I can hardly remember it. But’—she frowned slightly—‘there was a moment when I thought I might never sing again.

A terrible and dreadful moment when my voice left me and I thought it was lost forever. But you were my good-luck charm. You returned it to me. Thank you.’ She bent down and kissed Sibyl on the cheek, and then she swept away.

Sibyl clasped her hand to her cheek—working a spell-pattern that saved the Grand Mirror Hotel from disaster, winning a smile of approval from Grandma, and a kiss on the cheek from the Golden Nightingale herself—she had never known so many possibilities could come true in one evening. It made her dizzy just thinking about it.

And then, with a twinge, she remembered her mother. She hoped there was room for one more possibility to come true.

Then, just as all the excitement was over, the doors to the conservatory burst dramatically open for the second time that evening.

 Bertilde, the Hotel Witch from the Hotel Bergenblick, blustered in. Her hair and her dress were drenched with rain, and with every step she gave off little arcs of lightning. She brandished her wand over her head and dragged a very weather-beaten broom behind her.

‘Beware!’ she cried. ‘Stand back! Everybody make way! There’s a Shadowmancer in the hotel! But never fear—I am here to take care of it!’

‘No need,’ said Sibyl.

‘Back, I said!’ cried Bertilde, spinning in a circle, with her wand held aloft. ‘Didn’t you hear me? There’s a Shadowmancer here, one of the most dangerous and fearsome creatures one could ever encounter.’

She spun again, in a slightly slower circle this time. She frowned. ‘Well, I was told there was a Shadowmancer here, but I see shadows in all the right places, attached to all the right things.’

Then she spied Grandma. ‘Sigrid?’ she said, lowering her wand. ‘I heard you were stuck in last Tuesday.’

‘An unfortunate accident,’ nodded Grandma. ‘But, I’m back now. What are you doing here, Bertilde?’

 ‘Your concierge sent for me,’ Bertilde explained. ‘I had to fly through a lightning storm to get here. I was needed most urgently for a spell-pattern against a Shadowmancer.’

‘No need,’ said Sibyl, louder this time, and she pointed to the flimsy puddle of shadows on the floor. ‘That’s all that’s left of the Shadowmancer.’

‘Ah,’ said Bertilde and she put her wand in her pocket. ‘It looks like you’ve managed it quite well enough yourself, Sigrid. And just as well—defeating a Shadowmancer is certainly no easy task.’

‘Sibyl managed it,’ Grandma corrected. ‘All on her own. And she did it magnificently.’

Sibyl beamed.

‘Well,’ said Bertilde. ‘My goodness, how spectacular. I certainly couldn’t have done anything like that when I was an apprentice witch. Now, I’d best get back to the Bergenblick. You know what it’s like in the high season—more spells than one wand can manage most days! Will I see you both for plum cake on Sunday?’

‘You will indeed,’ said Grandma and she shot a window-opening spell-pattern at the conservatory window, which flew open. The sky was still damp but the storm had subsided.

Bertilde perched on her broom and launched off into the night.

Grandma turned to Sibyl. ‘Sibyl, I am’—she struggled a moment to find the right words—‘I am very impressed. Dealing with a Shadowmancer all on your own. Lucky you had the very pattern you needed right under your chin the whole time. It’s a simple pattern, of course, but applied well, there’s no reason it shouldn’t have worked. And you must have concentrated particularly hard, Sibyl, as I’m sure it took well more than a few spell-patterns to draw all the shadows out of the Shadowmancer.’

‘I did concentrate,’ said Sibyl. ‘But I didn’t just concentrate. I let my thoughts wander, too. Otherwise, I would never have found a way to cast hundreds and hundreds of spell-patterns all at once.’

‘Hundreds and hundreds! I can’t imagine how powerful the Shadowmancer must have been. And you defeated it. Well then, your thoughts wandered wonderfully, Sibyl,’ said Grandma with a smile. ‘Just wonderfully.’

Sibyl would have liked to stay in this moment, feeling the warm glow of Grandma’s smile, for the rest of the evening. She would have liked to tell Grandma how she flicked the returning-lost-things-to-their-right-place spell-pattern up to the chandelier where the mirrored crystals reflected it into hundreds and hundreds of returning-lost-things-to-their-right-place spell-patterns. And how they swirled around the Shadowmancer’s billowing skirt and how one by one and then all at once the shadows peeled away and floated back to their right places.

But Grandma had other ideas.

‘We’d better do something about these,’ she said as she bent over the limp pile of remaining shadows and gathered them up in her arms.

Sibyl sighed, but there was no point getting upset. She knew Grandma was proud of her and she knew Grandma loved her. But Grandma was still Grandma, after all.

She started scooping up shadows, too. ‘All the other shadows shot back to their owners,’ she said. ‘But these stayed.’

‘I expect these shadows have been gone from their owners for quite some time,’ said Grandma. ‘They might need some help getting home. Luckily, I know just the spell.’

In the cave, Grandma took down The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic. With a flurry of spell-patterns, she loosened the lockflower around the book and opened it. Then she tapped it with her wand and a puff of grey smoke rose with a coughing sound from between its pages. The smoke curled into a pattern and Grandma copied it with her wand.

When the pattern was done, she pointed it at the topmost shadow on the pile.

The shadow rose up, stretched out to its full length, then folded itself down into the shape of an envelope. Looping grey letters appeared across the envelope. They read:


Herr Helmut Knesebecker

17 Semmelring Strasse

Semmelburg



 Then, with a popping noise, a Merovingian stamp appeared on the envelope’s top right-hand corner.

The envelope winged its way across the room and then soared up through the fireplace.

‘Do you think it will get to Semmelburg safely?’ asked Sibyl.

‘Well I hope so,’ said Grandma. ‘It’s a long way for one spell to travel. But I’ve drawn the pattern as best I can.’

After Grandma had sent three more shadows away in such fashion, Sibyl cleared her throat.

‘Yes?’ said Grandma without looking up.

‘Perhaps you might let me help,’ offered Sibyl.

‘This is an advanced and dangerous spell, Sibyl,’ said Grandma.

Sibyl sighed and looked at the remaining shadows spread out over the kitchen table.

‘I know why Mother wrote she couldn’t come, Grandma,’ she said. ‘Another letter arrived when you were away.’

‘I see,’ said Grandma.

‘I wish you had told me why Mother couldn’t come and visit. I thought…I thought perhaps Mother didn’t want to see me.’

‘Oh, Sibyl!’ cried Grandma. She put down her wand and caught Sibyl in a tight hug. ‘You have an incredible imagination, Sibyl, I know that. I know that you like to think of all sorts of possibilities.’ She gripped Sibyl’s shoulders and looked into her eyes. ‘But you need to know, Sibyl, that some things are impossible. Not even in the slightest smallest way possible. And one of them is this: it is impossible that your mother would ever not want to see you. Do you understand?’

‘I understand, Grandma,’ said Sibyl, feeling a tiny bit better.

‘Good. I see that I should have told you the truth immediately. But I thought I could take care of the situation myself. And then when you told me about the grandfather clock’s missing shadow and I spied Frau Stille on my way to de-curse that blasted painting and I suspected her for the Shadowmancer at once. I told myself I could deal with her as soon as I was finished on the thirteenth floor, but…’ Grandma shrugged. ‘You know what happened next.’

 Grandma drew another spell-pattern. Another shadow folded itself up into an envelope and floated out through the fireplace.

‘I shouldn’t have tried to do everything on my own. I should have asked for your help at once.’ Grandma looked down at her wand. ‘You know, Sibyl, it’s important to concentrate on your spell-patterns.’

How many times had Grandma told her this? Sibyl tried not to sound too irritated when she replied, ‘I know.’

‘But it’s not the only important thing. To do advanced magic, you need to concentrate. But you also need to be hard-working. And determined. And quick-thinking. And, sometimes, just as you say, you need to let your thoughts wander a little. So perhaps, in your own way, you are ready.’

Grandma slid The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic across the table, then unfurled a shadow and spread it before Sibyl, taking a deep breath.

‘Really?’ asked Sibyl.

Grandma nodded. ‘Mind you’re careful around the corners and take extra care with the backwards turn at the end, please.’

The first time Sibyl tried to draw the spell-pattern she was shaking so hard that it came out in fits and starts and broke apart before she could finish it.

The second time, she was so busy trying to get the backwards turn at the end right, that she missed two of the three corners in the pattern’s middle.

But the third time, it came out looking just like Grandma’s: sharp and precise in just the right places, squiggly and loopy in others, and the blue-grey colour of bonfire smoke.

Grandma nodded. The spell was ready.

But Sibyl didn’t flick it away at once. Instead, she turned her wand one way then the other, admiring the intricate pattern that swirled at its tip. Her first spell-pattern from The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic.

‘Ahem.’ Grandma cleared her throat.

Sibyl shot the pattern at the shadow before her. The shadow lifted itself up, folded down into an envelope, addressed itself to Fräulein Waldmann of the Weeping Wood, and shot over to the fireplace and up the chimney.

Sibyl looked at the remaining shadows. She was excited that Grandma was finally letting her try an advanced spell. But she hadn’t forgotten about one particular shadow which especially needed to be returned to its right place.

Sibyl worked through the shadows one by one, hoping each time to see her mother’s name appear on the envelope. Soon there was only one shadow left.

Sibyl drew another spell-pattern, concentrating as hard as she ever had. Then she closed her eyes and imagined the possibility that her spell-pattern would work extra perfectly. She flicked it at the last shadow on the table.

The shadow stretched out limb by limb, like a cat waking up from a long sleep in the sun. Then it folded itself into an envelope.

Pop! An address appeared across it.

‘Look!’ Sibyl cried, and she clutched at Grandma. Grandma’s chair fell back with a clatter when she saw the address on the envelope.



Sabrine Hexenheim

c/o Main Post Office

The Black Mountains



Sibyl watched with her breath held tight in her chest as the letter lifted up and flew into the fireplace. Would the shadow find its way back to Mother? And would Mother find her way back to Sibyl and Grandma again?

‘Do you think…’ Sibyl began to ask, but she trailed off, too nervous to finish the question.

Grandma smiled. ‘I think it’s a definite possibility,’ she said.
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Newspapers from Merovingia to Luxembourg reported the Golden Nightingale’s return to the stage ‘a crowning success’, ‘her finest performance yet’, and ‘an exquisite and sublime experience’. The Shadowmancer was all but forgotten, which, as Dora reminded Sibyl, ‘was just as well for business’. And in the weeks after the concert, the Grand Mirror Hotel was busier than ever.

Today, for example, was midsummer’s eve. Every bed in the hotel was taken. Every guest, or so it seemed, was in need of a spell. They needed beautifying spells, vanishing spells, spells for sunburn, spells to lift curses, spells to stop hiccoughs, spells to make rainbows, and spells to remember midsummers past.

But today, Grandma and Sibyl had something else to attend to.

Just a few days ago, a letter had arrived in the morning mail, in a mottled blue envelope that was heavy and bulging. And before Grandma could open it, the envelope split apart and a rush of saltwater spilled out. But instead of drenching the table, the water formed an ocean suspended in the air complete with waves and foamy spray. The tiny ocean roiled and churned. A ship emerged and surged up on the crest of a wave. Its white sails were covered in a familiar, looping handwriting.

Sibyl grinned as Grandma harrumphed into her coffee cup. This was her mother’s most magical letter yet!

And now, three days after the letter’s arrival, at ten minutes to three exactly, Sibyl and Grandma stowed their wands in their pinafore pockets and made their way through the lobby. Across the guests waiting to check in, Dora caught Sibyl’s eye and arched one eyebrow ever so slightly in a way that said, Today’s the day!

Alfonso stalked between guests’ legs and stepped neatly over their shoes. He saw Sibyl and Grandma, lifted his head in the air, and walked straight past them. But he lifted his tail as he went by and let it briefly curl around Sibyl’s ankle. Sibyl supposed that was Alfonso’s way of saying, Today’s the day!

And even though there was a queue of guests waiting for the elevator, when Ahmed spied Sibyl and Grandma he hung the Out-of-Order sign on its door and weaved through the bustling crowd to meet them.

‘Today’s the day, isn’t it?’ he said breathlessly.

Sibyl nodded.

‘What time?’ he asked.

‘Three,’ said Grandma. ‘Though, knowing Sabrine, she’ll be late. Of course, we’ll be punctual.’

‘I don’t want to miss her,’ said Sibyl, tugging Grandma’s hand.

 They went out through the garden, past the guests sunning themselves on deckchairs and splashing in the shallows of the Mirror Lake, to a quiet, shaded patch on the shore.

The sky was blue and cloudless. Looking up into it, Sibyl remembered what Ahmed had said while they stood outside the door of the Pink Apartments hoping to hear the Golden Nightingale sing. The silence before Fräulein Schoenblum started singing, he said, was a special kind of silence. A waiting kind of silence. And now Sibyl understood just what he meant. This was a special, waiting kind of sky.

Grandma checked her watch. ‘Three o’clock,’ she announced.

They waited.

Grandma checked her watch again. ‘A quarter past three.’

Sibyl searched the blue sky for a tiny speck in the distance.

Grandma checked her watch again. ‘Half past three.’

The next time Grandma checked her watch she didn’t bother announcing the time, she just said, ‘Hmph! Late again! You know, Sibyl, when your mother writes that she’s coming for afternoon tea at three, she may well turn up at four, or five. Or just in time for dinner. We could be waiting like this for a long time.’

‘I don’t mind waiting,’ said Sibyl. ‘I’m happy she’s coming.’

For a while there was just the sound of splashing and laughing from the guests in the lake.

‘And you’re not sad she’s not here with you always?’ ventured Grandma.

‘Maybe a little,’ said Sibyl. ‘And I do wish she was more predictable, sometimes. But she makes me feel possible.’

‘What do you mean, possible?’ asked Grandma.

‘I mean, all her adventures. All her wonderful stories. If they happen for her, then it’s possible one day they’ll happen for me, too.’

‘I don’t doubt they will,’ said Grandma with a small smile. ‘I suppose there are far more possibilities for you in the Black Mountains than in the Grand Mirror Hotel.’

Sibyl didn’t know what to say to this, exactly, so she said nothing and looked up once more into the waiting sky.

After a while, her thoughts began to wander. She wondered if Mother would be wearing the robes Sibyl loved, the ones that were the colour of moonlight, or if she’d be wearing her green satin cloak whose lining was embroidered with a map of the Black Mountains, or if maybe she’d be wearing some new, magnificent garment. She wondered if her mother would bring her a souvenir from the Black Mountains, like she sometimes did. And if she did, Sibyl wondered what would it be…

Beside her, Grandma checked her watch again. ‘It’s getting late,’ she said.

Grandma was right. The breeze was just a little cooler now and the laughing, splashing sounds that came from the lakefront weren’t as loud as before.

Sibyl’s thoughts kept wandering.

She wondered if Mother had been delayed somehow. Maybe she’d got lost coming through the cloud forests at the mountains’ peaks or tangled herself in a thicket of cursed trees. Or perhaps she’d come across a stray Crinklefright and had to battle with it before she could continue on her way.

It could be that something terrible had happened. Her shadow hadn’t reattached properly, and it had come undone again, and she couldn’t draw the spell-pattern she needed to direct her broomstick back home.

It could be that when Mother wrote ‘three o’clock on midsummer’s day for afternoon tea’ she meant it in the same way she said she would come home ‘soon’. Meaning maybe in a little while and maybe in a long while and possibly—even perhaps probably—not at all.

But wasn’t it possible, too, that Mother was swooping her way over the Black Mountains right now? That soon, she and Grandma and Mother would all be sitting down to afternoon tea in the dining room, with Madame Pascalline’s macarons and eclairs dancing in the air? Word had got out about the Grand Mirror Hotel’s floating afternoon tea. Now, the hotel guests expected their cakes and pastries to hover above their heads. It was one of the hotel’s most popular attractions.

Sibyl imagined Grandma telling Mother all the hotel gossip and informing her how well Sibyl was doing with her spell-patterns. ‘We’ve even started some of the simpler patterns from The Book of Advanced and Dangerous Magic,’ Grandma might say, with the hint of a boast in her voice.

Sibyl imagined telling Mother all about the three and a half weeks when she was the Hotel Witch, all about the snow-spider, the disappearing shadows, and about Frau Stille, and the Golden Nightingale’s recital, and about returning all the stolen shadows and defeating the Shadowmancer.

And she imagined Mother’s stories of the Black Mountains. All the exciting things she’d done before Frau Stille stole her shadow. Dangerous and exhilarating adventures filled with magic. Filled with possibilities!

‘Hmpf,’ said Grandma. ‘I don’t think she’s coming.’

Sibyl looked at Grandma. ‘It’s still possible,’ she said firmly.

‘You and your possibilities,’ sighed Grandma.

Sibyl thought about everything that had happened at the Grand Mirror while she was Hotel Witch. And she thought about everything that could still happen, even today, even in the space of the next few minutes. And as she was looking across the lake, thinking about everything that might be possible, she saw a small shape in a corner of the sky. The shape was tiny and distant yet immediately familiar. It was the shape of her mother, riding over the mountains on her broomstick.

Soon, her mother would come closer and closer. She would land on the shore of the Mirror Lake and all three of them, Sibyl and Mother and Grandma, could wrap their arms around each other.

For now, Sibyl watched the small shape growing nearer. Slowly at first, and then fast, on a rush of breeze. She saw a flash of wind-tangled red hair, and an outstretched pointy boot and the start of a bright smile.

Her mother was home.

 Sibyl slipped her hand into Grandma’s and squeezed tight. The Black Mountains might be filled with possibilities. But right here was filled with all kinds of possibilities, too.
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