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ABOUT THE BOOK

Luna rides a battered old broom that keeps crashing itself into the school pond. She has a witch’s hat and wand and sometimes she’s quite good at magic, but she isn’t completely sure that she’s a real witch. She doesn’t have a familiar for one thing, and she doesn’t know where she came from—only that she was found by three witches who she now calls her aunts. When she swaps her moonstone ring for an Australian boobook owl in the Lost Forest, the mysterious bird seller makes her promise to keep the bird hidden for as long as she can. This is not easy when you live with very inquisitive aunts. And it’s not easy when you find out that the fearsome Madame Valadon, the Best Witch in Paris, is missing her boobook owl and she’s sure that Luna knows something about it.

Could it be that Luna has Madame Valadon’s boobook? Why then did the mysterious bird seller give it to Luna? Why did she say the bird belonged to her? A familiar can only belong to one witch, after all. Luna has lots of questions—the biggest one of all is who she really is.

Fun and funny and full of life, The Best Witch in Paris is a delightful story of courage and self–belief, with colourful characters, fabulous magic and a puzzling mystery at its core.
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‘Why isn’t it afraid?’

‘Is there something wrong with it?’

Agnes, Henrietta and Jessie whispered so that the baby wouldn’t hear them, all the while keeping a watchful eye on what it got up to. It wasn’t getting up to much, but occasionally it gurgled at the moon. The sisters had no experience of gurgling and couldn’t decipher this strange language. Nor would they usually wish to. They didn’t care for babies. But this baby was in a dire predicament, and witches are exceedingly fond of dire predicaments and other wicked delights.

But had they any wicked plans for tonight? Why, certainly not! They’d innocently travelled under the cover of darkness to the silvery pine to cast some spells when they made the mysterious discovery.

It was discombobulating to find a baby beneath their casting tree, and frankly they were a bit insulted by the toothy smile the baby gave them. It wasn’t even a bit terrified of them, even though they were three witches in black cloaks, with brooms and everything. 

‘I smell magic,’ sniffed Agnes.

‘I think it’s the baby you can smell,’ muttered Henrietta, wrinkling her nose.

‘What sort of magic?’ asked Jessie nervously.

None of the sisters noticed a figure slipping through the shadows behind them. Nor did they notice the figure escape, rather clumsily, over a low stone wall.

‘I’m sure it’s nothing,’ said Agnes. ‘But that baby shows little good sense, if you ask me.’

The baby was sucking its toes.

It had also wriggled out of its blanket and thrown its little pink hat in the mud. Unless its parents showed up soon, it would surely perish in the cold night air.

‘What’s it got hold of?’ said Jessie suddenly. She pointed to the baby’s hand, which was clenched tightly.

The baby was surprisingly strong, but Jessie managed to coax its hand open by tickling it with a sprig of pine.

In the baby’s small palm was an even smaller feather. It gleamed silver in the moonlight.

Jessie twirled it between her fingers thoughtfully. ‘I used to collect feathers too,’ she said, and she tucked the feather safely into the pocket of the baby’s cardigan. Then she added, ‘I expect it’s hungry.’ 

‘But what does a baby eat?’ asked Henrietta, a note of wonder creeping into her voice.

Nobody said worms aloud, but the thought crossed each of their minds.

A distant clock struck midnight.

‘I’m hungry too,’ grumbled Agnes. ‘And we’re late for our midnight snack.’

‘Well, we can’t leave it here,’ said Jessie.

‘No?’ said Henrietta.

‘No?’ said Agnes.

‘No,’ said Jessie with a firmness that felt new and pleasant. With that new and pleasant feeling spreading through her, she sat back on her heels and did something very unexpected.

She picked the baby up.

A curse is never far from a witch’s lips, but neither is a cackle. It was a cackle that escaped on this occasion, and, while afterwards nobody was sure who started it, one thing was for certain: the baby joined in. Her voice was loud. It was high. It was luminous.

Agnes found herself pinching the baby’s cheeks before she could stop herself. Henrietta cooed and then clamped her hand over her mouth so that nothing else of the sort could escape. Jessie cried in a voice she didn’t even know to be her own, ‘My wild sweet! My petite witchling!’ 

This only made the baby cackle more. Her cheeks glowed wide and round like twin moons, and her eyes were so enchanting they might have had magic in them.

The three witches took the baby home nestled in Jessie’s cloak.

As far as they knew, it was the baby’s first time on a broomstick.

She became known as Luna.
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Luna’s broom gave up somewhere over Paris.

She would have liked to fly the rest of the way home to the Witches Quarter, weaving her way between the slate rooftops of Paris. (What, after all, could be more delightful after dark and in the company of an owl?) But she would have to take the Metro instead.

The Metro’s strict policy on exotic pets was not known to her.

‘Stop being so fussy. Obviously we’d both rather fly,’ Luna told the pocket-sized boobook owl perched inside the antique brass birdcage she was carrying. ‘But broken brooms can’t be helped, and I’ve got to get you home somehow. And, besides that, it was probably your birdcage on the end of my broom that caused it to break.’

The boobook seemed unconvinced by this explanation, or else she simply didn’t care. She was doing her best to screech and scream as loudly as she could, and by the time they reached the Metro the fussy little owl was attracting so much attention that Luna put her under a light spell. She quietened then, settling for an occasional haunting call of boo-book in her sleep. 

Luna was relieved to have a bit of peace. ‘Honestly, I don’t know what’s worse, your screech or your scream,’ she whispered to the sleeping owl.

On the platform, she took off her black cloak and rolled it into her backpack. That was much better. Now she was just an ordinary girl waiting for the train with her owl and her broom. Too late she realised she was wearing Aunt Jessie’s grey shawl underneath to ward off the cold night air. It was covered in knitted bobbles. Some girls standing nearby began to giggle.

Luna stood very upright and tried to convince herself she was above the laughter. Saffie would be unimpressed by these girls. Were they witches-in-training? Nope! Then why care? Luna mouthed the words I don’t care. But it was hard not to care a little bit, especially about the one who was holding a traffic cone on her head and shouting something about black cats. When the train arrived, Luna made sure to choose an empty carriage as far away from the girls as possible.

 How quickly could she get back to the Witches Quarter? Aunt Agnes and Aunt Henrietta had rules about the return trip from Melbourne: no wrong turns and no stops. They’d probably consider the Lost Forest both a wrong turn and a stop, and they wouldn’t be pleased about it. They wouldn’t be pleased about the broken broom either. Millicent had sold them the toughest broom she had, an ancient model that she promised would be impossible to break. But Luna had managed to break it on her first big trip.

Her aunts would have nothing to say about the boobook, because they weren’t going to find out about her.

‘Mademoiselle! You can’t bring exotic pets onto the Metro!’

The ticket inspector’s voice echoed in the empty carriage. He was tutting at the boobook like nobody’s business.

‘She’s not a pet,’ said Luna automatically. But she could hardly expect the inspector to understand the difference between a witch’s familiar and a pet. And she couldn’t explain it to him without also revealing that she was training to be a witch.

She asked instead, ‘Do you believe in witches, Monsieur?’

The inspector roared with laughter. ‘Do you think you’re a witch, little girl?’ 

Luna wasn’t displeased that a black python chose that moment to slide out of the vent and slither between the inspector’s legs.

The inspector stopped laughing. ‘Mademoiselle, but this is the limit! You have brought with you a zoo!’

‘The python doesn’t belong to me,’ explained Luna.

She turned her mind to the rather sticky but altogether fascinating question of who the python did belong to. For it was quite clear that it belonged to someone, and that someone was a witch.

But what business did it have outside the Witches Quarter? And why was its head dancing towards the boobook’s antique brass birdcage?

Luna stamped her boot on the floor warningly and the python darted away.

The inspector took the opportunity to flee to the next carriage, mumbling about reinforcements and large fines.

The moment the inspector was gone, Luna addressed the python. ‘What do you want? Who sent you?’ she said.

The python was rude enough not to answer. It was also a terrible show-off. It had wound its way up a pole and was now performing impressive acrobatic feats above her head.

 The boobook had woken up and started screeching all over again.

‘Can you keep it down?’ Luna asked. ‘I’m trying to think.’

The boobook began to scream now.

‘What?’ asked Luna in exasperation. She looked at the boobook and then down at her boots. ‘Oh. I see what you’re screaming about now.’

She’d made the mistake of not keeping an eye on both ends of the python at once. While its head had been showing off, its tail had been slyly coiling around her boots.

‘This isn’t the first time I’ve found myself in a deadly situation with a reptile,’ she told the python. ‘And I have to warn you that I’m not afraid to use my magic outside the Witches Quarter when I need to.’

She didn’t tell the python that the only magic she could think of was the Spell for Unwanted Craytures, and that it had never worked on anything bigger than a mosquito. Nor did she tell the python that she couldn’t remember exactly how it began.

With a small cough she began to recite, over the noise of the boobook and the train, what she could remember of the Spell for Unwanted Craytures. ‘Whiz-and-something! Flutter-and-something else!’

All the while, the python was winding its way up around her body, pinning her arms to her sides, and flicking its tongue in and out at her in a most unsettling manner. 

The door to the carriage opened. The inspector was back, armed with a fire extinguisher.

Luna couldn’t hide her annoyance. ‘Do you mind? I’m in the middle of something,’ she said.

The inspector took one look at Luna wrapped in the python and fled once more, his face as pale as a ghost’s.

Luna returned to her spell. As she finished the recitation with a triumphant, ‘Begone unwanted crayture. Leave no trace!’ she heard a soft ping.

The boobook had escaped from the cage. She swooped to the opposite seat with lowered head and flashing eyes.

The boobook and the python faced each other. Luna just had time to wonder if they were sworn enemies before she felt the python relax its deadly grip. She leapt from its coils and made a beeline for the other end of the carriage, somehow getting her feet tangled in her broom and landing flat on her face. By the time she got up, the boobook had the python pinned beneath her talons. The python was twisting itself in knots trying to escape.

The train slowed as it pulled into Bastille Station.

The boobook released the python and it retreated, with its tail between its legs, if such a thing were possible for a python, back towards the vent. 

‘I hope you’ve learned your lesson,’ Luna told it sternly.

She scooped the boobook back into her cage and flung Aunt Jessie’s shawl over the top. She was met at the doors by a group of breathless Metro officials who asked if it was true there was a python on board. She assured them it was quite true, and that it was very careless of them to let dangerous creatures roam about like that.

She hurried off before they could ask about the boobook or the birdcage.

The door to the Old Cloak Room was slightly ajar, and Luna slipped through without being noticed.

The Witches Quarter lay on the other side of the Old Cloak Room. At first glance, it didn’t look so very different from the rest of Paris. A careful observer might notice that the lampposts here had clawed feet (and could never be trusted to stay in one place for long), and that there were broomsticks instead of bikes parked on the streets. But life went on here much as it went on elsewhere in the city: witches shopped, ran errands, read books in parks and browsed for bargains in the flea markets by the canal.

(Of course, there weren’t only witches living in the Witches Quarter. There were some quite ordinary people too—people like Monsieur Charm, who stumbled into the Old Cloak Room one day looking for his coat, found Madame Charm instead and had been living contentedly in the Witches Quarter ever since.) 

Emmanuelle, one of the oldest witches in the Quarter, was still serving tea at the canal. Her tea boat was bobbing from the flurry of movement on board as she filled kettles in the canal, flung screeching kettles on and off the cooker, and poured fresh cups of tea.

‘Luna! You look in need of tea,’ she said.

She pushed a cup towards Luna. It had a tiny broom for a handle—she always saved this cup for Luna. ‘I won’t take money from you, Luna, you know that.’

Luna stopped digging in her pockets for change.

‘What’ve you got there?’ Emmanuelle asked archly, pointing to the antique brass birdcage covered with Aunt Jessie’s shawl.

‘Nothing,’ said Luna.

‘Gotcha.’ Emmanuelle winked. ‘You’ve been out flying?’

Luna shook her head. ‘My broom’s broken.’

As soon as she said it, Luna had a vision of her broom still lying on the floor of the train, where she’d tripped over it in her rush to escape the python. What would her aunts say when they discovered that not only was it broken, but that she’d also left it behind? It was no use cheering herself up with the thought that they might buy her a proper broom now, one that wasn’t permanently damp from always landing itself in the school pond. Her aunts didn’t have that kind of money. 

‘No matter,’ said Emmanuelle. ‘The skies are too crowded anyway.’ She tapped Luna’s brow with one long finger. ‘Everyone expects you to fly. But maybe you’ll find your own way.’

Luna drank her tea in three gulps and headed out over the arched bridge of the canal and up the winding hill to her home at 9 Rue Impossible. The house had been in the family since the fourteenth century according to Aunt Agnes, though half of it had vanished in the nineteenth century and nobody knew where it had gone or why. Aunt Agnes occasionally murmured that she really ought to track down the missing half, but Luna thought the house was perfect as it was.

It had numerous other peculiarities, including two letterboxes, one of them hidden in the hedge with a faded sign on it that said Large Parcels Only. There was also an ornate iron gate leading into the courtyard and the front door. It had a mysterious old inscription in the ironwork. Nobody could be quite sure what it said, but Aunt Henrietta was convinced it said Lentil.

 Luna would have liked to disappear to her bedroom unnoticed, but Aunt Agnes and Aunt Henrietta were sure to have a million questions, all of them the where-have-you-been and what-time-do-you-call-this and what-have-you-done-to-your-perfectly-good-broom variety.

‘Boo-book.’

Luna removed Aunt Jessie’s shawl from the birdcage and wedged the cage inside the second letterbox. The boobook gave her a look that seemed to say, I’m not a parcel, large or otherwise, and began to screech once more.

‘Be quiet,’ hissed Luna. ‘It won’t be for long.’

The boobook screeched more insistently. Luna gave up on the idea and put her cloak back on instead. She tucked the birdcage under it, hanging it from one of the little hooks that Aunt Agnes had sewn in. All witches’ cloaks are magical in their own way, and Luna’s was very good at hiding things.

She scurried to the gate. ‘Open lentil!’ she muttered, and it swung open obediently. (This was one of Aunt Henrietta’s jokes, and Luna never tired of it.)

Before she could find her key, the front door opened and Aunt Agnes appeared in a yellow raincoat, floppy rainhat and gumboots. She poured a cauldron of rainwater onto Luna’s feet.

 ‘Luna!’ Aunt Agnes peered out from beneath her soggy rainhat. ‘I didn’t see you there! Number eleven’s here and I’m just emptying the cauldrons.’

The storms were another one of the house’s oddities, though Aunt Agnes considered them a proper curse. Twelve times a year, a storm would appear at random and pass through the house causing varying degrees of destruction.

Luna knew at once that her aunts would be too busy with the storm to notice she was late. She hurried after Aunt Agnes, unable to believe her good luck.

Cauldrons of all different sizes covered the kitchen floor, each one full to the brim with water.

‘Maxim, get out of there! That is not a birdbath!’ Aunt Agnes shooed her familiar, a little house sparrow, out of a cauldron. She turned to Aunt Henrietta’s sparrow. ‘Manon, I could say the same for you! That isn’t helpful!’

As the sparrows scattered, Aunt Henrietta entered the kitchen with a heavy cauldron in each hand. ‘Luna! I didn’t know you were home!’ she exclaimed.

‘I’ll be back in a second, just have to put my things away,’ blurted out Luna. She rushed upstairs to her room.

At the doorway she stopped in dismay.

Her entire bedroom looked like, well, exactly like a storm had just blown through it. The doors of her wardrobe were lying in a puddle on the floor, and the wardrobe’s muddled and soggy contents were strewn across the room. There was nowhere to put the boobook in here. 

She raced back downstairs. ‘Aunt Agnes! Aunt Henrietta! My room—’

‘I know,’ said Aunt Henrietta sympathetically. ‘Never seen a storm come out of a wardrobe before!’

‘It came out of my wardrobe?’ said Luna.

‘It’ll dry out,’ said Aunt Henrietta, patting her on the head. ‘And you weren’t all that attached to the wardrobe doors, were you? You never seemed to like shutting them.’

‘We’ll fix them,’ said Aunt Agnes, giving Aunt Henrietta a look. ‘Why don’t you sleep in the attic tonight, Luna?’

‘Seriously?’ said Luna.

She was always asking to sleep in the attic. The answer was usually a firm no.

‘At least it’s dry,’ said Aunt Agnes. ‘And you can hardly sleep in Aunt Jessie’s room, with the collection of monsters she keeps under the bed. Why don’t you get yourself settled up there. Here, pass me your cloak.’

Luna froze. ‘What?’

 ‘Pardon-not-what,’ boomed Aunt Henrietta as she emptied a cauldron of rainwater down the sink.

‘Your cloak,’ said Aunt Agnes, holding out her hand. ‘I’ll hang it up.’

There was a long silence in the kitchen while Luna tried to think of an excuse for keeping her cloak on. The silence was broken by Aunt Henrietta kicking her toe on a cauldron and shouting ‘Toad legs!’ over and over. Luna mumbled something about the cold and escaped upstairs, the boobook still safely concealed within the folds of her cloak.

‘That was close,’ she told the pocket-sized owl once the attic door was firmly shut. ‘But things have worked out pretty well, wouldn’t you say? Nobody noticed I was late, and now I get to sleep in the attic where you’ll be perfectly hidden.’

The boobook tilted her head questioningly.

‘Don’t look at me like that. You know what the bird seller in the Lost Forest said. I’ve got to keep you hidden for as long as I can.’

The boobook seemed dissatisfied with this answer.

Luna shrugged. ‘I don’t know why either. But if you make a promise to a witch then you must keep it.’

But she knew that her aunts wouldn’t be happy she was keeping a secret from them, and especially a secret as big as acquiring her familiar. For the past year she’d been the only student in her class without a familiar of her own, and she felt that even her aunts (while outwardly still being encouraging, telling her that she’d find hers when the time was right), were beginning to worry about what it meant. 

After all, every witch must have a familiar.

Luna found a dusty cushion and settled on the floor. This was her first chance to take a proper look at the boobook. As owls go, she was quite small. She had chestnut-coloured feathers and a clever, if obstinate, face. Her golden eyes gleamed.

‘Are you hungry?’ asked Luna. She took a cracker from her pocket and offered it to the boobook.

The boobook snatched the cracker in her talons, examined it fastidiously and then settled down to eat without any care for the crumbs she was dropping.

‘I guess that means yes,’ said Luna.

She had to admit the boobook wasn’t the familiar she’d been expecting. But witches rarely got the familiar they were expecting. You got the familiar that was exactly right for you, and if you didn’t know at once why it was right for you, then you’d soon find out.

‘You may be fussy and prickly, but I don’t mind,’ Luna told the boobook. ‘And my aunts are going to like you, I just know it. They won’t even mind I traded my moonstone ring for you.’ Luna hoped this was true. The ring had been a special Christmas present from her aunts, and she had been reluctant to part with it. 

There was a knock on the attic trapdoor. Luna just had time to cover the birdcage before Aunt Agnes flung open the door and stuck her head into the attic.

‘I thought you might want an extra blanket.’ She sniffed as she climbed into the room and took a seat on the bed, her toes worryingly close to the hidden birdcage. ‘It smells up here. Are you sure you’ll be okay for the night? You can sleep with one of us if you want.’

‘No way,’ said Luna.

Aunt Henrietta famously snored like a dragon and Aunt Agnes was known to recite spells in her sleep.

The boobook shuffled in her cage.

‘What was that? I thought we got all the pigeons out of the roof.’

‘It was outside,’ Luna assured her.

‘I forgot to ask how your trip home was, sorry Luna. You know how distracting these storms are.’

‘It was fine,’ said Luna. ‘No wrong turns, no stops.’

‘Did anything exciting happen?’

‘No.’

‘That’s a funny kind of no.’ Aunt Agnes gave Luna a knowing look.

 ‘I don’t know what you mean. There’s only one kind of no.’

‘If you say so. Sleep tight, Luna. Shout if you hear anything strange. Seriously. Henrietta heard something in the walls a few months back—’

‘Aunt Agnes!’ Luna couldn’t help laughing. ‘You don’t need to worry. I’ll be fine!’

‘Okay, okay, just saying. The attic isn’t for the faint-hearted.’

When her aunt was gone, Luna put on her black dressing gown, black fluffy slippers and slipped a large black headband over her hair. She wasn’t faint-hearted, but she was exhausted. She’d been up since dawn in Melbourne, and flying across the world was bound to make you tired, especially when you got lost on the way. She gave the boobook another cracker.

‘I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for bed,’ Luna said as she climbed beneath the quilt.

The boobook was calmly crushing the cracker in her talons, raining crumbs all over the floor.

‘Imagine what Aunt Agnes would say if she knew about all the exciting things that did happen today! I can’t believe you scared off that python—you’re going to be some familiar! But I think we should stay away from dangerous situations in future, what do you say?’

The boobook gave Luna a look that seemed to say, Whatever for? And then she swivelled her face until all Luna could see was the back of her head. 

‘I suppose that’s your way of saying goodnight,’ said Luna.

‘Boo-book.’
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Grim’s School for the Education of Young Witches was the last of its kind in Paris. It was known for several distinguishing features: a coat of arms with crossed brooms, the seven crumbling and mischievous gargoyles that watched over students, the secret passageways that ran beneath the school and out across all of Europe, and the gnarled, moss-covered casting tree where witches-in-training gathered in the mornings to practise their spells.

The school was run under the watchful eye of Professor Vivienne Claire and her cat Heloise. Professor Claire didn’t seem to mind that Luna made mistakes in Potions, that her spells fizzled, or that she held the record for the most broom landings in the pond in a single term. She did, however, make a point about lateness.

 Luna slunk through the door the morning after her return from Melbourne.

‘Luna Wood! You are horribly and unaccountably late, again! Go and put your—’ Professor Claire stared.

Luna was clutching a mop. She had begged the aunts to let her borrow a broom from their shop, but they only stocked vintage or antique brooms, and none were in flying condition. The kitchen mop was the best they could offer. Luna had given a stirring speech that morning explaining why she wouldn’t be caught dead flying a mop to school, but her aunts departed quietly sometime before she finished it.

‘Go and put it in the broom cupboard,’ finished Professor Claire. ‘And the rest of you, stop laughing at once!’

Luna hurried to the broom cupboard. She would have liked to climb inside and stay there. Saffie had saved a seat for her but she was making no effort to cover her giggles.

‘Really, Luna, I think you do it on purpose,’ Saffie whispered.

Luna definitely did not do it on purpose. (And that included her lateness. If you were late to Grim’s School often enough, the Bellowing Fairy would attach itself to you, and that meant a whole month of being shaken out of bed by a tiny fairy bellowing tunelessly in your inner ear.) 

Luna opened her mouth to explain about the mop, and a loud yawn escaped.

Professor Claire raised an eyebrow.

‘Sorry,’ Luna muttered.

The boobook had kept her awake well past her usual midnight bedtime. Apart from her haunting call, the boobook’s nocturnal activities seemed to mostly involve fluffing her feathers and purring at her own reflection, but she also had a funny habit of tugging and scratching at her throat. When Luna at last got up to investigate, she discovered a black velvet collar tucked up under the boobook’s feathers. She couldn’t undo it no matter how hard she tried, but she did manage to loosen it a bit.

The boobook had tipped her head towards Luna gratefully, and Luna noticed for the first time a streak of silver feathers on the boobook’s forehead, which finished just above her right eye. When the boobook raised her head, her golden eyes glowed at Luna in the darkness. She seemed to be asking, What are you going to do with me now?

Luna didn’t exactly know yet. She’d never imagined she would have to keep her familiar a secret—she had expected to bring her to class like everyone else. She glanced at Saffie and saw that her familiar, a mouse called Scamp, was curled up against the back of her neck. 

‘Luna, I’m worried that we’re keeping you awake,’ said Professor Claire.

Luna jumped to attention. ‘Yes, Professor Claire, I mean no. I mean I’m awake.’

‘As I was saying,’ said Professor Claire, her stern gaze sweeping over the small group of witches-in-training before her, ‘today you’ll be receiving your Magic Arts & Crafts assignments. Remi, please stop dangling your spider in front of Mathilde’s nose.’

Remi reluctantly put his familiar away and Mathilde stopped quivering.

‘And Ondine, you needn’t look so bored,’ said Professor Claire. ‘The topic for your assignments is very interesting—it’s curses. You will each draw a curse from my hat at random, and you’ll have the remainder of the term to use your magic to break them.’

There was a stir around the room. Mathilde was quivering all over again.

‘What if you can’t break the curse, Professor Claire?’ asked Luna.

‘An excellent question, Luna. But the answer is obvious. Students unable to break their curse shall remain cursed.’ Professor Claire waved away the chorus of student cries, along with a wail from Mathilde. ‘No student of mine has failed yet. But I would encourage you to practise the exercises from your textbook, Basic Curse Removal.’ 

Elodie’s hand shot up. ‘But Professor Claire, when are we going to learn how to apply curses?’

Professor Claire gave one of her rare smiles. ‘I think it’s best we learn how to remove curses before we start applying them. We once tried teaching curse application first and ended up with a whole class of students cursing each other and unable to do a thing about it. It was a most regrettable situation. We had a lot of complaints from parents.’

There was a tap-tap-tap at the window.

Professor Claire opened the window and let in a large black crow. It was clutching a bird-sized envelope in its beak and it was quite dishevelled, as though it had flown a great distance and had got into a scrape or two along the way.

Luna and Saffie looked at each other. Professor Claire never allowed interruptions of this sort during class. It must be something important.

‘Thank you,’ said Professor Claire as she reached for the letter. But the crow didn’t let go. After a small tussle, during which Professor Claire could be heard to mutter certain things about familiars who weren’t as obedient as they ought to be, she got hold of the envelope. The crow departed with a loud and indignant caw. 

Professor Claire opened the letter. Luna noticed it was sealed with the kind of red wax used by officials, which could only be broken with a spell. Professor Claire scanned the message inside and then waved one finger over it. The letter turned to dust, which she swiftly collected in a dustpan and disposed of in her wastepaper basket.

‘What was in the letter, Professor Claire?’ asked Remi.

Luna would never have dared to ask, but she was dying to know too. She leaned forward in her chair.

‘It’s of no interest to you, Remi,’ said Professor Claire, ‘and, may I add, it is rude to ask.’

‘The same crow came to our house this morning,’ Saffie whispered to Luna. ‘Mum wouldn’t tell me what was in her message either. But I think it must be from the Magic Council.’

‘Huh.’ Luna wished her aunts got important messages from the Magic Council of Paris. The most exciting mail they got was the Mushroom Monthly or Bewitching on a Budget, or pamphlets for things like ‘Broken Broom and no flying insurance? Let the Broomery fix it!’

 Professor Claire was shaking her witch’s hat and muttering. Then she looked up brightly. ‘Who wants to draw the first curse?’

Luna couldn’t imagine why anyone would volunteer to be cursed first.

‘I do!’ cried Saffie, her arm waving madly.

‘Thank you, Sapphire. I can always count on you.’

‘Actually, I already know all about breaking curses,’ said Saffie. ‘I read Flament’s History of the Curse over the school holidays. And according to Flament—’ She stopped. ‘What? Why is everyone groaning?’

‘Is there anything you don’t know?’ muttered Remi.

Saffie made a face at Remi and plucked her curse from Professor Claire’s hat. She read it carefully. And then, once the hat had moved on to Elodie and Saffie thought nobody was watching, she screwed the curse into a ball and pushed it to the bottom of her bag.

Luna saw but said nothing. Either Saffie didn’t like her curse very much, or else she was already in the process of breaking it. She made a mental note to screw hers up too just in case it was what Flament recommended.

‘What did you get?’ Luna whispered to Saffie.

Saffie avoided looking at her. ‘Tell you later.’

The Heggardy twins were squealing with laughter. ‘We got the curse of seeing double!’ they cried together.

 As the hat made its way around the room, there were other cries. Remi got the curse of the muddy hole, which he seemed pleased with. Elodie got the curse of the wayward broom, Ondine the curse of the wrong key.

‘Curse of the evil eye,’ said Mathilde. She looked around hopefully. ‘That’s a nice one, right?’

Next up was Marielle. She was sitting by herself as always. When she wasn’t lurking in dark places, Marielle could be found lurking in the library with her familiar, a foul little bat called Rose. Luna was quite sure that Marielle was the most fiendish witch at Grim’s, and she couldn’t help feeling a little afraid of her.

Marielle grabbed her curse and put it straight in her bag without looking at it. And then she said fiercely to Luna, ‘What are you staring at?’

‘Nothing.’ Luna’s face was burning. ‘I was just wondering what curse you got.’

‘The curse of…none of your business,’ said Marielle.

The hat arrived in front of Luna at that moment.

‘You’re the last student to draw a curse, Luna,’ said Professor Claire.

Luna took a deep breath and stuck her hand inside. She felt around the edges of the hat. Nothing. She dug deeper. Still nothing. Her heart quickened. What if there weren’t enough curses to go around? Surely the only thing worse than getting a curse was being the only student to miss out on one. What if Professor Claire didn’t think she could manage to break even a basic curse? 

Her fingertips brushed something cold and smooth. Her hand closed over a curved object, and she yanked it from the hat. But her relief quickly turned to confusion.

She was holding a black stone.

‘You’re supposed to draw a curse, not a stone!’ yelled Remi.

Luna felt herself turning bright red. Why was she the only student to pull a stone out of Professor Claire’s hat?

‘I expect it’s not just a stone,’ said Saffie knowingly. ‘It must be a cursed stone.’

Professor Claire sighed and said to her hat, ‘That was a little tiresome of you. May I have a look at that, Luna?’

Professor Claire took a small magnifying glass from her pocket and examined the stone closely. ‘Aha! It’s a curse of doubt,’ she said with perfect certainty. ‘I’m sure you can manage, Luna.’

She handed the stone back to Luna, who pocketed it reluctantly. What makes Professor Claire think I canmanage? she wondered. And how do you get rid of a curse of doubt, anyway?

‘I can swap with you if you want,’ she whispered to Saffie.

Saffie shook her head and looked uncomfortable. ‘We’re not allowed to swap curses. What’s with the mop, by the way?’

‘My broom broke just as I got back from Melbourne. And then I sort of lost it. Do not cackle, Saffie. It is not funny.’

Saffie was cackling silently now, with her lips pressed together.

‘Are you done?’ said Luna.

‘Done,’ gasped Saffie. ‘I can’t believe your Aunt Jessie is still in Melbourne. Did she say when she’s coming home?’

Luna shook her head. She didn’t know why Aunt Jessie needed to study monsters so far away in Australia, but apparently there were quite a lot of them there in significant and interesting varieties. Luna just wanted her to come home so that she wouldn’t have to travel halfway across the world to see her.

The bell rang.

‘Saff, will you come to the library with me?’

‘Can’t,’ said Saffie, zipping her bag. ‘I’ve got a meeting of the Spellbound Society at lunch.’

 ‘Can’t you miss it?’

‘I’m the president, Luna.’

Luna sighed. Saffie somehow ended up the president of almost every society she joined. ‘But how can I go by myself to the library, of all places?’

‘Come on, Luna, the library isn’t that bad. Madame Pin is a great librarian.’

‘Maybe she is, but have you forgotten who the library is really run by?’ And here Luna lowered her voice and mouthed the name, ‘Marielle’.

Marielle had already left the classroom, but you could never be too careful.

Saffie laughed. ‘I thought you were going to say the ghosts.’

It was true that Grim’s Library was also plagued by ghosts. ‘The ghosts are the second reason I avoid the library. The first reason is—’ Luna mouthed the name Marielle again.

Luna had complained to her aunts about Marielle, but their advice wasn’t very helpful. Aunt Jessie had said, ‘Sounds like she needs a friend like you!’ And Aunt Henrietta, who was no doubt thinking of the forest, had said she quite liked lurking in dark places too. Aunt Agnes had merely said with a distracted air, ‘And does this Marielle clean her own room, I wonder?’

‘What do you need to go to the library for, anyway?’ asked Saffie. 

Luna hesitated. ‘Nothing much.’

She needed information about boobooks, but she couldn’t tell Saffie that, not yet.

Saffie’s eyes narrowed. ‘You’re not telling me something.’

Luna looked down at her boots.

‘Good luck getting nothing much,’ Saffie said, and she disappeared with a wave and a pointed look.

And that was how Luna found herself standing at the bottom of the steps leading up to Grim’s Library, the very last place in the universe she would choose to enter alone.

She reached into her pocket and pulled out an antique travel mirror engraved with thorns that, if not handled carefully, were known to prick fingers. It was a gift from Aunt Jessie, and she kept it with her for emergencies like this. She snapped it open. The glass was dark and pitted from age, but she could see well enough to poke her finger at her reflection.

‘Well, Luna Wood, does a witch let herself get spooked by a bunch of ghosts and…’

‘A fiend with a bat familiar?’ said her reflection helpfully.

‘The answer is no,’ said Luna firmly. ‘So let’s go.’

She snapped the mirror shut and climbed the steps.

 The library was suspiciously quiet.

The door to the small reading room was shut, and a handwritten sign stuck on it said Do not open or ELSE. A faint murmur of sinister voices came from within.

Luna shivered. That was where Marielle could usually be found. Who was she talking to in there? The ghosts?

‘How wonderful you’re here!’ Madame Pin stood up from behind the borrowing desk with such a clatter of enthusiasm that Luna turned around to see if the librarian was talking to someone else.

‘You’ve come to return your copy of Beginner’s Guide to Conjuring?’ asked Madame Pin.

Luna remembered the third reason she’d been avoiding the library. ‘Um…’

‘It was due at the end of last year,’ said Madame Pin helpfully.

‘It’s in the pond,’ explained Luna reluctantly.

‘I see.’ Madame Pin paused. ‘That’s not the best place for a book.’

‘No,’ agreed Luna, hoping that Madame Pin wouldn’t ask her how it got there.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Madame Pin. ‘Perhaps we can arrange a little spell to recover it. I’m still very happy to see you here today, Luna, as you’re one of my most infrequent visitors. Now, tell me, what can I help you find?’ 

Luna hadn’t expected Madame Pin to be so understanding about the book-in-the-pond incident. Her relief was enormous. ‘I need a book about familiars.’

‘What kind of familiar?’

‘It’s a—’ Luna lowered her voice to a whisper, but a headless ghost in chains chose that moment to materialise out of a cupboard and glide up the stairs. Luna got such a fright that she accidentally yelped at high volume, ‘BOO! I mean BOOK! I mean BOOBOOK!’

Madame Pin’s eyes twinkled. ‘A boobook? Come with me.’

Luna followed Madame Pin past the small reading room, up a spiral staircase covered in iron leaves, through three doors and down a long passageway.

‘Look at this goo trailed all down the passage!’ said Madame Pin, tutting. ‘I’m getting too old to manage these ghosts by myself.’

Luna flattened herself against the wall to allow a strange procession of ghosts to pass. Between them they were carrying ghostly tables, chairs and a bed. The last ghost wore a saucepan on her head, which she thumped as she passed. Luna jumped in fright.

‘They’re always moving in,’ said Madame Pin. ‘I try to be understanding of the poor old dears, but they’re such a nuisance. I’m just glad that Marielle helps. And to be honest the ghosts don’t seem to respond to anyone else. Marielle has a very particular and desirable effect on spectres and spirits.’ 

Luna didn’t doubt it.

Madame Pin stopped at a very small door.

‘What do you think?’ she asked.

Luna peered at it. ‘I think there’s something wrong with it. It’s not big enough.’

‘Oh no, dear,’ said Madame Pin. ‘The fault lies with us—we’re not small enough. But we’ll do our best.’

Madame Pin pressed one eye to the keyhole. ‘No sign of ghosts. Let’s go in.’

Madame Pin bent down and scuttled through the doorway like a beetle, and Luna followed.

‘Welcome to the miniature reading room,’ said Madame Pin, ‘which of course is not to be confused with the small reading room, or the large one for that matter.’ A miniature lamp flickered on, and Luna found herself standing—or rather sitting, since the ceiling was so low it didn’t allow for getting up—in a miniature room crammed with miniature books. Madame Pin perched herself on a miniature stool.

Everything in the miniature reading room was tiny.

It was, thought Luna uneasily, just the right size for a goblin. But, fortunately, she could detect no signs

 of any, except perhaps for the faintest breeze coming through the miniature open window, where miniature curtains were flapping.

‘Very careless, whoever left that window open,’ said Madame Pin, leaning over to close it. ‘Goblins, no doubt,’ she added. ‘They don’t come here to read anything of course, but they do take such delight in miniature things.’

Madame Pin adjusted her spectacles, which only made the rest of her seem more lopsided. ‘You know, your request is extremely unusual. It’s rare to see a boobook in Paris, and I myself have not heard its call for many years.’

Luna didn’t tell Madame Pin that it was the boobook’s haunting call that first made her stop in the Lost Forest.

‘Is it for a school project?’ asked Madame Pin.

‘Um, something like that.’

It wasn’t strictly a lie. The boobook was a project of sorts.

Madame Pin began to scan the shelves. ‘We have only one book in the library that will be helpful to you, I think. Aha! Here it is.’

She pulled something from the top shelf. Luna stared at it. It wasn’t a book at all. It was an engraved silver locket with a magnifying glass in the centre.

 It was about the size of an acorn and it fitted comfortably in Luna’s palm.

‘What do I do with it?’ asked Luna, feeling confused.

‘Why don’t you open it?’ suggested Madame Pin.

Luna examined the locket and found its clasp. The locket sprang open. Inside was a miniature crimson book with gold lettering too small for Luna to make out.

‘You’ll need the magnifying glass to read it,’ said Madame Pin.

Luna held the magnifying glass up to the cover and read, The Little Book of the Boobook. Below this she read, The Witch’s Pocket Guide to Owl-Keeping, Vol. II.

‘I don’t know what you need for your project,’ said Madame Pin, ‘but I have always found the Witch’s Pocket Guide series to be an excellent and thorough resource.’

‘Do you mean I can borrow it?’

Madame Pin’s eyes twinkled once more. ‘As long as it doesn’t end up at the bottom of the pond.’

Luna almost dropped the locket in her excitement. ‘I promise!’ she said, and she slipped the enchanting little book back into the locket and closed the clasp. She couldn’t wait to start reading. She knew the basics of keeping familiars from watching her aunts and Saffie, but about the particulars she knew nothing. A pocket guide to keeping an owl was exactly what she needed. 

On the way back to the borrowing desk, Luna saw the small reading-room door was open. Marielle lurked in the doorway with a frown, her hair a tangle of dark curls.

‘Did I hear you say something about boobooks?’ she said.

Luna froze. She hid the locket behind her back. Marielle was the last witch-in-training she would reveal her secret to.

Luckily, Madame Pin stepped in front of her and said firmly, ‘Marielle dear, there’s a ghost trailing goo all over the upstairs passageways. Would you mind locating it and encouraging it to tidy up after itself?’

Marielle grimaced and marched off.

‘Is there anything else you need today, Luna?’ asked Madame Pin.

Luna was about to ask if the library had any books about removing curses of doubt when the school clock chimed two o’clock. From somewhere upstairs Luna heard the tinkling and rattling of china. And suddenly books began raining down over the balcony and onto their heads.

Luna yelped and ducked beneath the borrowing desk.

 ‘Oh dear,’ said Madame Pin, joining her.

‘What’s happening?’ cried Luna.

Books were thudding down onto the desk and bouncing off in all directions.

‘It’s the ghosts’ tea hour,’ said Madame Pin. ‘I’ve asked the school to do something about it, but apparently it would involve too much paperwork.’ She sighed. ‘Every day at two o’clock it’s the same. They go simply wild until their tea is ready.’

Luna was mystified. ‘But why make so much fuss about a cup of tea?’

‘Ghosts seem to need it,’ said Madame Pin with a shrug. ‘I suppose there’s nothing more restoring than a strong cup of tea when you’re feeling frightful or dead or frightfully dead. But I wish they would do it somewhere else. I’m trying to keep an orderly library.’

Luna was fascinated. The ghosts’ tea hour. She’d never heard of it before. ‘Do the ghosts ever invite you to their tea?’

‘Oh no, dear, and I wouldn’t accept even if they did. I don’t want to encourage them. Now, if you’ve got what you came for, I think it would be wise to scurry.’

Luna decided a book about removing curses would have to wait. She checked the locket was safely in her pocket, covered her head with a copy of Currie’s Big Book of Household Spells and scurried.






[image: Image]



After school, Luna walked to her aunts’ shop via the Place of Six Snails.

She paused at the top of the hill, marvelling as she always did at the grandness of the Hotel Fortune and its famous tearoom, Esme. It had stood for hundreds of years at the centre of the Place of Six Snails, from where six narrow streets meandered away in six different directions through the Witches Quarter.

The most frequented of those streets was Rue Serpent, and this was where Luna turned, her mop tucked under one arm. Rue Serpent was the liveliest part of the Witches Quarter, and witches had long been drawn to its peculiar shops and bustling bistros—and its hidden passages where they could browse for ancient spell books and magic treasures.

Luna took a deep breath and smiled.

 The top of Rue Serpent always smelled like crepes. Tabitha’s Creperie was tucked behind the Hotel Fortune. In the front window was a contraption that shot out crepes in every imaginable flavour (and some unimaginable ones besides). Luna ordered the day’s crepe, Eat Your Mossy Greens! She watched the batter as it whirled faster and faster in the crepe machine, until suddenly a bright green crepe shot out. She ate as she wandered down Rue Serpent.

Cloaked figures passed, unhurried at this hour, and witchlings played on the street with their toy wands. Bistros were opening their doors, and the late afternoon was full of the sound of shutters opening and tables and chairs being set up on terraces.

Luna passed a powdery-blue door with a knocker so high she would need to jump to reach it. She paused just long enough to hear a low rumbling voice from within.

‘The giant is in!’

Luna smiled and hurried on. She had once been terrified of the giant at 11 Rue Serpent. Now she knew better, and she liked to hear his voice from time to time. (But she had no plans to visit a giant today.)

She found herself wondering what the boobook was up to in the attic. Hopefully she was making herself at home. Luna would have liked to rush home and check on her, but the aunts would miss her at their shop. She helped at her aunts’ shop every day after school, and she never minded doing it, though her aunts were rarely grateful. (‘What have you messed up now, Luna?’ Aunt Agnes often said fondly.) 

Luna finished her crepe, admiring the window display of McCraw’s Brooms & Basketry. McCraw’s sold the best brooms and baskets in Paris, and the sign hanging in the window announced this fact: ‘Purveyors of the finest brooms and baskets in Paris!’ The window was crowded with brooms and hanging baskets, and Luna could smell the freshly dried stalks of new brooms even through the glass. In the centre hung a Grande. Luna stared at it, licking her fingers. The Grande was the best broom that money could buy. It was faster, slicker and lighter than any other broom, and it could even be folded down and stored in a small backpack.

There would be no leaving a broom like that on the Metro.

‘Looking for a new broom? The Grande is our finest model.’

Luna leapt on the spot. Millicent McCraw was standing in the doorway, and she seemed to Luna to wear the scent of her brooms like a fine perfume. She also wore a smart black shirt with a smart black apron and gold spectacles shaped like a cat’s eyes. Although Millicent was trying to be friendly, Luna still felt uncomfortable. Surely Millicent knew that her aunts could never afford to buy her the Grande. 

Luna shook her head quickly.

‘How’s that broom of yours going? Not proving too difficult to manage?’ asked Millicent.

Luna’s broom hadn’t even come from the sale stock at McCraw’s. Millicent had unearthed it from the back room covered in cobwebs and dust, and Luna was sure it wasn’t meant for sale.

‘It’s not too difficult,’ Luna said, and she jammed the mop closer to her side and hoped Millicent couldn’t see it. She told herself fiercely that it wasn’t a lie about her broom. After all, the broom wasn’t difficult to manage now that she’d lost it.

‘Tell your aunts to stop by one day,’ said Millicent. ‘I always keep tea ready for old friends.’

Luna nodded. She knew her aunts avoided visiting McCraw’s Brooms & Basketry. They thought it was much too expensive, and they didn’t like new and flashy things. (In point of fact, Aunt Agnes’s favourite saying, which she repeated often enough that Luna knew it by heart, was ‘In the oldest cauldrons, the best magic is made.’)

Next, Luna passed the Museum of Magic, which had a sign advertising the latest exhibition: ‘One Hundred Years of Boots’. The next winding section of the street sat in the shadow of the museum. Luna never dawdled here. She hurried past two apothecaries, Gothick’s and Vizard’s, whose owners always seemed to be cursing each other, and she kept her eyes on the ground as she hurried past the grumpy cauldron-seller’s shop. 

At last she turned into the narrow alley known as Passage Bibi, where her aunts’ shop, Bibi, stood.

Bibi enchanted everyone who entered it, especially at night, when the silver moons dangling in the window shone and the lamps dotted around the store glowed, but even in the afternoon light it seemed to Luna extraordinarily beautiful. Vintage magical objects from all around the world were displayed on wooden pegs and shelves, and many more were hidden in the rows of baskets lining the far wall behind the counter. Who knew what treasures might be found in those baskets?

There was a corner for antique brooms, and another for magical toys, and by the fire stood the magical homewares (including magical rugs and a table that had once reversed bad fortunes but which had now settled down and only occasionally interfered in fates). And then there were Luna’s favourites: a basket full of Magical Odds and another of Magical Ends. Loose spells, mostly handwritten, could be sifted through in another basket. On a hatstand hung magic hats. And there was a whole glass cabinet full of teapots, and another with rows of glimmering amulets. 

As she put her mop in the basket outside the door, a narrow window opened at her feet.

Fossgren stuck his head out, and his beard rolled out across the cobblestones like white moss.

‘Mademoiselle, what a charming surprise! What an arrival you have made just now on the cobblestones, a simple and let me say delightfully old-fashioned arrival on foot. That is to say, what a breath of fresh air!’

‘Hi Fossgren.’

Fossgren was the wizard who lived in the apartment below Bibi. He thought rather too much of his own importance, and Luna braced herself for the complaints she knew were coming.

‘And now, a tiny matter of no consequence, I almost can’t bear to mention it, but if you could imagine the stompity-stomp above my head just now, the tappity-tap right by my window, well—well—well! And the drippity-drip of the tap all day long, as though it may never stop. My nerves are all in pieces! If you would just accept these flowers’—and here he stopped talking long enough to hurl a bunch of wilting zinnias through the window at her feet, with a card attached—‘it would do me the greatest honour, truly, the most remarkable happiness would be mine, if you would give these to your aunts and pay them my humblest respects. I’m sure your marvellous aunts would have no wish to disrupt my incredibly important work—’ 

Luna scooped the flowers off the cobblestones. It was necessary to cut him off or he would keep going forever. ‘Okay, Fossgren, I’ll tell them to keep it down.’ ‘And the BELL!’ he cried after her. ‘Silence the bell!’ It was tempting to ring the bell as loudly as she could, but she knew from experience that would only make matters worse. She held the bell to silence it and dumped the flowers inside the door.

‘From you-know-who,’ she announced as she entered the shop. ‘There’s a card too. You’d better take the bell down.’

‘He’s such a pain,’ said Aunt Agnes with a roll of her eyes. She stood in the centre of the shop surrounded by boxes. Her hair, usually orderly even if it wasn’t as glamorous as Millicent McCraw’s, was escaping its bun. In one hand she held a rolled-up copy of the Midnight News, which she was brandishing about, as if swatting at an invisible enemy.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Invisible gnats!’ cried Aunt Agnes. ‘I had the window open earlier and they snuck in. Such a pain, one never knows where to find them. But I know they’re here—I can feel their nasty little bites! Would you mind taking over?’ 

Luna took the newspaper. ‘Where’s Aunt Henrietta?’ she asked.

Aunt Agnes sighed. ‘You know Henrietta. She’s off chatting with trees in the forest.’

Luna laughed. Sometimes she felt that Aunt Henrietta preferred trees to witches. ‘Why does she always do that?’

Aunt Agnes shrugged. ‘She says she needs it. I, on the other hand, need to get the shop in order. Aunt Henrietta makes an excellent aunt and sister, but a very unreliable shopkeeper.’

Luna knew it to be true. It was Aunt Agnes who always knew exactly where things ought to be put and then remembered where they could be found.

Luna was about to begin swatting the invisible gnats when she came face to face with a photograph on the back page of the newspaper.

It was a photograph of her boobook.

She shrieked and dropped the newspaper.

‘Did one get you?’ asked Aunt Agnes.

Luna nodded dumbly. She picked up the newspaper, her heart thumping. How could the Midnight Newshave published a picture of her new familiar when she was supposed to be a secret? 

But perhaps they hadn’t. Luna’s panic began to subside. There was no way it could be a photograph of her boobook precisely because she was a secret. The boobook was safely hidden in the attic.

Invisible gnats forgotten for the moment, Luna slipped behind the counter to take a closer look at the photograph. It had been printed in the Lost & Found section, among the ads for other lost objects. She read the description below the photograph.

Boobook Missing

Answers to Silver

Big reward offered

Contact Mme Valadon

C/– Magic Council of Paris

Luna puzzled over the message. She knew who Madame Valadon was, because every witch did. Madame Valadon was the best witch in Paris, and she was also the Head of the Magic Council of Paris. (Luna’s aunts often spoke about Madame Valadon when they thought Luna wasn’t listening, and Luna was sure she’d once heard Aunt Henrietta call her the worst witch in Paris.)

It was strange that Madame Valadon had misplaced her boobook. Surely the Head of the Magic Council of Paris wouldn’t be so careless. Luna stared at the photograph. She felt a little uneasy. The two owls looked so very similar. Was it a coincidence that Madame Valadon had lost her boobook just as Luna found hers? 

Coincidences happen all the time in a magical universe, Luna reminded herself. That point had been drilled into her in all her magic lessons. And she certainly hadn’t taken Madame Valadon’s boobook. She had got her boobook on the way home from Melbourne, from the bird seller in the Lost Forest. And when Luna had hesitated, the bird seller had insisted, She’s yours, young witch.

Although she was quite sure the missing boobook wasn’t hers, Luna tore the listing from the newspaper and tucked it into her pocket. Her fingers brushed the silver locket holding The Little Book of the Boobook. She took it out, undid the clasp and removed the miniature crimson volume.

She opened the book and hovered the magnifying glass over the first page. It said:


Has a boobook arrived unexpectedly in your life? Have you no clue what to do? Read on, friend!



Luna turned the page.



Take your boobook into the deepest forest you can find and let it go. If it returns, the boobook wants to be your familiar and the pact between witch and familiar will be sealed. If it doesn’t return, you shall know it was never yours to keep. Good luck, friend!



Luna read this with a fluttering heart. The boobook wasn’t her familiar. Not yet. Would the small owl return to her? Did she want to be Luna’s familiar?

‘Luna, if you’re done with those gnats would you help me to finish unpacking this delivery? Henrietta bought a lot of Unusual and Intriguing Magical Objects at auction. Apparently, the owner was an eccentric old witch from the country…’

Luna quickly returned the book and locket to her pocket and stood up. ‘Coming!’ she called.

‘Why don’t you start with that box?’ said Aunt Agnes, pointing to one of the larger ones near the door. ‘How was school, by the way?’

Luna dragged the box over to the counter and lifted it with a grunt. ‘Just the usual,’ she said, peering inside. ‘I got a cursed stone.’

‘A cursed stone?’ cried Aunt Agnes. She looked utterly delighted.

‘You could at least try to look concerned,’ said Luna.

 ‘I never got anything as mysterious as a cursed stone when I was at school,’ said Aunt Agnes, a little resentfully. ‘All I got was an extremely disobedient toad.’

‘It’s not that mysterious anyway,’ said Luna. ‘Professor Claire says it’s a curse of doubt.’

‘A curse of doubt,’ muttered Aunt Agnes, scratching her head with her wand. ‘Sounds like a difficult assignment. How do you think you’re going to break it?’

Luna shrugged. ‘I don’t know yet.’ She pulled something black out of the box. ‘Is this a cloak? No wait, it’s dungarees.’ She stretched out the fabric across the counter. ‘Actually, it’s both? Gross.’

Aunt Agnes cried out, ‘Gross? Whatever are you talking about? I haven’t seen cloaked dungarees since the 80s! Aunt Henrietta used to have a fantastic pair. Put those aside in case they fit her, will you? I can’t imagine why they went out of fashion.’

Luna stared at her aunt to see if she was joking. She wasn’t.

There was nothing wrong with dungarees and nothing wrong with cloaks, but Luna felt strongly that the two didn’t belong in the one item of clothing. Millicent McCraw wouldn’t be caught dead in something like this, and what would she say if she saw Aunt Henrietta marching down the street in it? Luna wondered if she could make it disappear before Aunt Henrietta got her hands on it. 

Next out of the box came something that looked, to the naked eye, very much like a knitted witch’s hat.

‘Now that would keep you warm in winter,’ said Aunt Agnes approvingly.

Luna dug back into the box. There wasn’t much of interest—a broken talisman, a bunch of old wands taped together and some ancient potion bottles. ‘There’s nothing else,’ she said, disappointed.

‘Wait until you see the talking chair,’ said Aunt Agnes. She pointed to an emerald armchair. One leg had a deep crack in it and looked to be in danger of falling off at any moment.

Luna stood over it. ‘It’s not saying much.’

All at once the chair began to burble in an unfamiliar language.

‘What’s it saying?’ cried Luna.

‘Who knows,’ said Aunt Agnes. ‘If I could only work that out then we might be able to have a proper conversation. I’ll have to get Aunt Henrietta to look at it. She’s so good with languages.’

The bell hanging above the door clanged.

‘Aunt Agnes, you better take that bell down or Fossgren—’

Luna got no further. Her knees buckled at the sight of a witch standing in the doorway, cloaked heavily in shadows. 

Did she bring those shadows herself, Luna wondered, just to shroud herself in mystery?

The witch swept past a fringed lamp, and Luna got a glimpse of her startlingly orange hair. Then the witch’s thick black coat pointed its diamond-shaped head at Luna and let out a low, faint hiss, and Luna realised it wasn’t a coat at all.

It was a black python.
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‘Madame, if you could please call your python,’ said Aunt Agnes sternly, attempting to shoo it with the end of her broom.

‘Titou, my little mango cheek, come!’ said the witch.

The python uncoiled itself from Luna’s boots and slithered back to the witch, hissing affectionately at her.

Luna’s brow furrowed as she sent it a silent message: I don’t know why you’ve showed up again, but you should know that my aunt won’t stand for it. And neither will I.

Aunt Agnes seemed reluctant to put her broom down just yet. ‘Can I help you find something, Madame?’

‘Perhaps,’ replied the witch. ‘I am looking for something, but it remains to be seen whether you can help me.’

 ‘If you were to tell me what it is,’ said Aunt Agnes, in the voice she reserved for her most difficult customers.

‘She has chestnut colouring.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘A small, hooked beak.’

‘Beak? Madame, we do not sell anything of that description, nothing with beaks at all—’

‘I do not recall the colour of her eyes, but they belong to me.’

‘Eyes,’ repeated Aunt Agnes.

‘Her talons too, are all mine. As for her feathers, well I confess I have not counted them. But there is a distinctive—’

‘Ah!’ cried Aunt Agnes. ‘You’re speaking of a bird!’

‘What else would I be speaking of!’ The witch thumped the back of the talking armchair, and it began to garble in what sounded like a thousand different languages.

‘BE QUIET!’ The witch thundered at the chair, and it immediately shut up. Its wobbly leg began to quiver.

The witch leaned towards Aunt Agnes and Luna. Up close her face was ashen, though her sunken cheeks had been painted a vivid orange to match her hair.

‘I’m looking for my lost boobook. My python brought me here, and he is never wrong.’

 Luna’s mouth dropped open. If the witch was looking for her boobook, then she must be none other than Madame Valadon, the best witch in Paris and Head of the Magic Council of Paris! But why had she come to Bibi?

‘All I have is what you see before you,’ said Aunt Agnes.

‘Junk!’ cried Madame Valadon.

‘Antiques,’ muttered Aunt Agnes. ‘Specialties, odds and ends, vintage finds, one-offs—some lovely French pieces here, things you won’t find in other corners of the witch world.’

‘J.U.N.K. And who’s the girl with the dark hair parted down the middle? The one knocking over the hatstand?’

Luna caught the hatstand just in time. This was just as well—the last time she knocked it over, it took hours to catch all the magic hats and hang them firmly back on their hooks.

‘That’s—that’s our Luna.’

‘Well, Our Luna,’ said Madame Valadon, giving Luna a strange look, ‘My Titou shows a peculiar interest in you. Have you seen my boobook?’

Luna tried to answer but found that her voice had been replaced by a croaking sound.

Aunt Agnes, thankfully, took over for her.

 ‘Luna wouldn’t know about your boobook. She doesn’t even have a familiar of her own.’

This wasn’t the right moment to tell Aunt Agnes about the boobook squirrelled away in the attic. Luna shifted uneasily and looked down at her boots. She tried to look innocent. She told herself that she was innocent. She was certain that she hadn’t seen Madame Valadon’s missing boobook. She was certain that the boobook in the attic didn’t belong to Madame Valadon.

And yet she felt a flush creeping up her neck.

Madame Valadon raised her wand and a fire in the fireplace roared to life. She waved her wand across the shop and the lamps switched on one by one, each one burning brightly with flames. Luna suddenly felt like she’d landed in a boiling cauldron.

‘Madame, please control your temper,’ said Aunt Agnes. ‘We regret you’ve lost your familiar, but the neighbours will complain if they see flames.’

‘The boobook is somewhere,’ hissed Madame Valadon. ‘And if I discover she was here, then you can say goodbye to your pile of rubbish, for I will burn it all!’ She pointed her wand at Luna. ‘And if my python is right about you, well, you will be sorry! For I am Madame Bertille Valadon, the best witch in Paris! Titou, come.’ She whistled sharply.

Titou, who had been once again slithering towards Luna, returned to Madame Valadon with a low hiss. Madame Valadon arranged the python around her body with his head tucked under her collar, and swept from the store. The lamp flames, by now threatening to reach the ceiling, died away as the door closed. 

‘Junk, indeed!’ cried Aunt Agnes. She poured a glass of water over a lamp that was still smouldering. ‘Madame Valadon is as odious as she ever was!’

‘Did you recognise her when she came in?’ cried Luna.

‘I had my suspicions,’ said Aunt Agnes. ‘She looks quite different these days, but it was her manners that gave her away. And as for being the best witch—well! I rather think that setting fire to things does not make you the best witch in Paris!’

Luna peered through the window trying to catch another glimpse of the witch. ‘But does that mean she has two familiars?’

‘Two? Oh, you mean the python and the boobook.’ Aunt Agnes looked thoughtful. ‘Yes, I suppose it does. It’s unusual for a witch to feel she needs more than one familiar. To say nothing of what the familiars must think! If I were the boobook I wouldn’t have stayed either. No doubt those two creatures didn’t get along.’

Luna had a sudden vision of the boobook swooping the python in the train carriage, her owl eyes flashing.

Sworn enemies, she had thought. But why would they be sworn enemies? Her brow furrowed once more. She had thought the boobook was trying to protect her. But did the boobook have business of her own with the python?

‘And what nonsense, the python leading her to you!’ cried Aunt Agnes. ‘What could you know of her boobook?’

Aunt Agnes was laughing now and looking at Luna as though she ought to see the funny side too.

Luna tried to laugh too, but it came out more as a gulp. As well as not knowing about the boobook in the attic, Aunt Agnes also didn’t know that this was Luna’s second visit from the python. Luna recalled Madame Valadon’s words with a shudder. My Titou shows a peculiar interest in you. Have you seen my boobook?

‘Luna, what happened to your ring?’

‘What?’ Luna stared up at her aunt and then glanced down at the spot on her middle finger, slightly paler than the rest of her hand, where her moonstone ring had sat until recently.

‘Sorry, Aunt Agnes. I lost it on the way home from Melbourne.’

This wasn’t true, but she could hardly tell Aunt Agnes that she gave it to the bird seller in the Lost Forest in exchange for the boobook that Aunt Agnes had no knowledge of. 

‘Luna, really! How did you manage to lose your broom and your ring all on the same trip? Well, never mind,’ she added, seeing Luna’s flushed face. ‘At least you didn’t lose yourself!’ She waved a pumpkin-shaped vase. ‘Now tell me, does this look like junk to you?’

Luna was saved from answering by a commotion outside the shop. She pressed her nose against the glass and saw witches on the street pointing up at the sky, where an imposing witch in a traditional cloak and hat was flying overhead. She was followed by another witch also in traditional attire.

‘The Magic Council of Paris must be meeting,’ said Aunt Agnes.

Luna suddenly remembered the letter. ‘A crow delivered a letter to Professor Claire in class today, and Saffie said her mum got one too. She thought it must be from the Magic Council. Do you think they were being summoned to this meeting?’

Aunt Agnes nodded. ‘I expect so. It must be an important matter if members have been called at short notice.’

There were shrieks of laughter outside as a cauldron whizzed past, spinning through the air. Sitting in the cauldron, and clinging to the handles with a terrified expression on his face, was a man in a burgundy velvet suit and hat with a moustache that curled almost to his ears. 

‘Who’s that?’ cried Luna.

Aunt Agnes put one hand over her mouth and began to laugh. ‘That would be the secretary of the Magic Council of Paris, Monsieur Noir.’

Luna couldn’t help laughing too. ‘What’s he doing in a cauldron?’

Aunt Agnes rolled her eyes. ‘He doesn’t know any magic, so that’s how the Magic Council of Paris gets him around.’

‘If Monsieur Noir doesn’t know any magic, why is he the secretary of the Magic Council?’ asked Luna.

‘A very good question,’ said Aunt Agnes. ‘He’s supposed to keep us all in order. As if witches can’t manage their own affairs! But the city of Paris insists on it. And they always seem to go out of their way to appoint the most unmagical secretary they can find. And it’s always someone who loathes magic.’

A witch sailed past close to the window. A cat was clinging to the end of her broom, yowling for all it was worth.

‘Why, if it isn’t Octavia!’ cried Aunt Agnes, opening the window to get a better view of the witch. ‘I haven’t seen her for years! She must still work for the Magic Council.’

 ‘Her cat didn’t look happy,’ said Luna.

‘She never had a cat,’ murmured Aunt Agnes. ‘And what happened to her tandem broom, I wonder?’

‘Tandem broom?’ asked Luna.

‘You could always spot Octavia and Capucine in the sky,’ said Aunt Agnes. She untied her apron and hung it on the hook behind the door. ‘They’re identical twins, and they had a tandem broom because they liked doing everything together—even flying. I must catch up with them one of these days.’

Luna kept an eager eye on the sky, but no more witches passed by and gradually the crowd dispersed. ‘Why do you think the Magic Council of Paris is meeting?’

‘Perhaps it has something to do with that missing boobook of Madame Valadon’s,’ said Aunt Agnes. ‘But I for one am very glad not to be invited!’

Luna gulped and managed a croaky, ‘Me too!’ She hoped she would never have to speak to Madame Valadon again.

Aunt Agnes put her arm around Luna. ‘You know, sometimes I worry whether magic is in good hands. But then I look at you and I know it’ll be okay.’

‘Really?’ said Luna. ‘But didn’t you say just the other day, Good grief, Luna, can’t you even carry a jar of wands without spilling magic everywhere?’

 ‘Well, you were spilling magic everywhere,’ said Aunt Agnes. ‘But that’s beside the point. Your magic is coming along quite nicely, Luna.’

Luna wasn’t so sure. How could she be sure, when she was always forgetting spells, and she’d just lost a broom that had never done as it was told, anyway?

Aunt Agnes looked at Luna thoughtfully. ‘Do you remember how you arrived in our life?’

Luna had heard the story enough times now. ‘As if by magic,’ she groaned.

‘As if by magic,’ repeated Aunt Agnes. ‘You might not be able to carry a jar of wands, but you’re a witch down to your boots, Luna Wood. And I’d be willing to bet my broomstick on it.’

Aunt Agnes’s broomstick had been passed down from her grandmother. It was a bit old-fashioned and refused to start some mornings, but it was full of old, treasured magic nonetheless.

‘Okay,’ sighed Luna.

‘Now, I must get back to work. Those boxes won’t unpack themselves,’ said Aunt Agnes matter-of-factly. ‘At least, not without the right spell.’
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Luna spent all her spare time that week with the boobook. In the mornings when the little owl slept on Luna’s bedpost, Luna studied her until she knew every feather. She often found herself comparing the boobook in her attic with the boobook in the Midnight News, wondering if there was a chance that she had somehow traded her ring for Madame Valadon’s boobook. But of course that was unlikely, if not impossible. 

The boobook was usually awake by the time Luna arrived home in the evening from Bibi with her aunts. Luna always raced upstairs to the attic, where the small owl would greet her with a fussy expression as if to say, You again? But when Luna held out a handful of worms, the boobook would swoop towards her, often alighting on her shoulder.

‘You’re warming to me,’ Luna would tell her. And later, after the boobook had grown comfortable enough to perch on Luna’s finger, she would say, ‘Does this mean you want to be my familiar?’

And the boobook would utter a low cry of ‘Boo-book’.

Whenever the boobook was busy primping, Luna could be found with her nose stuck in The Little Book of the Boobook. It was an excellent book, just as Madame Pin had promised. Luna had already read a whole section on the missing manners of the boobook and had started another on cleaning up after your boobook (because, as the book noted, a boobook will never clean up after itself). But she wasn’t fazed by the boobook’s habits. She couldn’t help liking her despite her funny ways. 

But you can’t keep a boobook hidden in an attic forever, even if she has discovered a steady supply of mice in dark corners.

A boobook needs to be able to fly freely, Luna told herself, and besides that, you need to find out if she is your familiar. (She had consulted her pocket mirror, but her reflection had only muttered, very unhelpfully, ‘She might not want to be my familiar, now that she’s seen the mop.’)

The following Saturday, Luna woke early with a plan. Her aunts never made her help at Bibi on the weekend, and they had already flown to the shop. She scooped the sleeping boobook into her cage and tied Aunt Jessie’s shawl firmly over the top.

‘We’re going to the forest,’ Luna told her.

The Whispering Forest began at the edge of the Witches Quarter. It was often used by city witches to gather ingredients for spells, and Luna had spent so much time there with Aunt Henrietta that she knew her way along all the trails. She also knew that at this hour witches would be in the city collecting baguettes instead of toadstools, and it would be quiet.

 At the edge of the Whispering Forest, Luna removed the shawl from the birdcage.

‘Ahem,’ she said.

The boobook’s eyelids fluttered but stayed shut.

She snapped her fingers. ‘WORMS!’

The boobook’s eyes flickered open. It was still dark in the forest at this hour, and the small owl was immediately at home. Her head began to bob up and down as though she were dancing, and then swivelled this way and that as she took in the sights and sounds. Black beetles scurried past. Frogs croaked. Birds called in the trees. There were countless delicious creatures just waiting to be gobbled up.

The boobook began to purr.

‘I’m pleased you approve,’ said Luna. ‘But do you know why we’ve come to the forest?’

The boobook tilted her head inquisitively.

‘I’ve got to find out if you really are my familiar. The Little Book of the Boobook says to take you into the deepest forest I can find and let you go. If you want to be my familiar, and you accept the pact between witch and familiar, you’ll return. And if you do return, I promise I’ll tell my aunts about you. I’ll also keep a jar of worms in the fridge at all times. Okay?’

‘Boo-book,’ said the boobook.

Luna carried the antique brass birdcage to a clearing in the deepest part of the Whispering Forest. When she opened the cage, the boobook darted onto her outstretched hand, quivering with excitement. 

Luna took a deep breath. ‘I want you to know that we could be a pretty good team. I can’t be a witch without a familiar, and you can’t be a familiar without a witch.’

‘Boo-book.’

‘Go on then.’ Luna had a funny lump in her throat. What kind of witch-in-training are you? she asked herself sternly.

Out of nowhere, a ferocious wind sprang up, unsettling all the debris on the forest floor so that Luna found herself caught in a whirlwind of leaves. And in the wind was something else too—something pungent.

She spun around.

‘Goblin wind,’ she whispered.

At that moment, two goblins leapt from behind a pine tree. The thing about goblins, thought Luna, was not only that they were bothersome, but that they were bothersome in such surprising ways. They were likely to show up when you least expected them, and with whatever you least expected—in this case, a big net on a pole, a large rope of the kind that a sailor might use, and what looked like a bag of chestnuts.

There was no time to wonder what they were up to because they were already getting up to it. 

The goblins spoke rapidly, their words tumbling over each other in the secretive language of goblins, which Luna couldn’t speak. But Aunt Henrietta, who was always picking up new languages, had taught her to understand some basics. Luna caught some snippets of the goblins’ conversation. And what she heard made the back of her neck prickle: Valadon, boobook and much big reward.

It didn’t take long to put these things together and work out what the goblins were planning. Luna had no way of knowing if they had followed her here, or if they’d simply happened upon her. But the boobook needed no warning. She had already swooped off low through the forest.

The goblins seemed displeased by this. It sounded to Luna like they might be having an argument. She began to back away, slowly, hoping they wouldn’t notice.

But now they were pointing to her and speaking so rapidly that Luna couldn’t catch a single word. She turned to run but found herself scooped up on either side by a goblin, her legs running through air instead. How they did this when they were no higher than hares was anyone’s guess.

Up close the goblins were grubby. Luna didn’t hold this against them. It would be difficult to stay clean when you lived in a burrow. They were, however, tying her very tightly to a pine tree, and this was something she could very much hold against them, and she did. 

‘Witches keep their grudges,’ she told them, but she may as well have been telling the tree for all they listened.

‘And this sort of behaviour reflects poorly on goblins everywhere,’ she added.

But appealing to the goblins’ better selves wasn’t going to work, probably because they took so much pride in their worst selves. All this time, Luna had been struggling against the rope, but it was hopeless. The only thing stronger than a goblin was a pair of goblins, as the old witches’ saying went, and Luna didn’t stand a chance.

The goblins were disappearing into the forest now.

‘Hey!’ she shouted after them. ‘Where do you think you’re going? Come back and untie me right now!’

There was no answer apart from the indignant whispering of the trees.

Luna groaned. The rope was new and strong. (She wondered where the goblins had pilfered it from.) Even if she could reach her wand, it was doubtful she could find any magic strong enough to break it.

 ‘Got any ideas?’ Luna asked the pine tree gloomily.

The pine tree bowed one branch towards her and shook itself. A single pine needle fell, slicing through the rope as it fell to the ground.

The rope fell away, and Luna stumbled to her feet, thanked the tree and tore off into the forest, hoping that the goblins hadn’t yet found the boobook. They would find her, of course, given enough time. Goblins couldn’t be evaded for long, and especially not in their own territory where they knew every trail above ground and every tunnel below.

But Luna knew the trails too, and she was also guided by the trees that whispered this way and onwards and which seemed to propel her with their branches.

Her feet thudded on the forest floor. Her cloak was collecting all sorts of forest debris and kept getting snagged on branches. Her breath came in gasps.

Up whispered a tree.

Luna glanced up. Before her was an enormous pine tree. With a pounding heart, she swung herself into the lowest branches and then hoisted herself up into the dense foliage. She found a branch sturdy enough to hold her.

And there she found the boobook sitting unperturbed on a branch.

 ‘You’re okay!’ she gasped. She moved to hug the boobook, but the boobook stepped back in alarm. ‘Fine, no hugs. Now spill it,’ she whispered. ‘Are you Madame Valadon’s familiar, or do you just look like Madame Valadon’s familiar? I need to know the truth, because those goblins seem to think you belong to Madame Valadon, and they’re going to return you for a much big reward—I mean, a big reward.’

The boobook stared at Luna with her golden eyes and then tugged at her throat with one talon.

And Luna realised the boobook was trying to tell her something. And she realised the boobook had been trying to tell her something since she brought her home. She reached underneath the boobook’s feathers. She could feel nothing except the velvet of her black collar. She reached to the back of the collar. Her fingers grasped something small and cold. She pushed the feathers out of the way, trying to get a better look. It was a silver tag. She put her face up to it and read the engraving:

SILVER

And on the other side, though it was heavily tarnished, were the words:

PROPERTY OF MME VALADON

 ‘No!’ whispered Luna. She dropped the tag as though it had burned her fingers.

At that moment Luna heard the goblins shouting at the bottom of the tree. And then she felt the tree swaying. The goblins were trying to shake them out. Luna gripped the trunk tighter. As long as they stayed in the tree, they would be okay. Goblins were ground-dwellers, and although they could burrow, they couldn’t climb.

The tree was shaking more intensely. Something struck Luna on the foot.

The goblins were hurling chestnuts at them.

‘I’ve got a cursed stone!’ Luna shouted at them. ‘I’ll throw it at you if you keep this up!’ But of course she had no intention of throwing the cursed stone. It was, she thought, quite enough to be trapped in a tree having chestnuts thrown at you, without adding a cursed stone to the mix.

‘Do you have any idea what Madame Valadon is going to do when she finds out I’ve got you?’ Luna whispered to the boobook.

The boobook looked about as sheepish as a boobook can look.

‘Well? What are we going to do?’ Luna whispered.

The immediate problem of what to do was solved by the goblins breaking the branch Luna was crouched on. She fell with a thud and found herself immediately pinned to the ground by one goblin, while another sat on her feet. 

The goblins began to talk in agitated voices.

Luna saw that the boobook had flown to the ground a few metres away. She looked directly at Luna. In the dim forest light, her eyes glowed.

The goblin sprang from her feet and pounced on the boobook with the large net.

‘Don’t hurt her!’ cried Luna.

But as the net closed, something very unexpected happened.

The boobook—called Silver no doubt because of the silver streak of feathers on her forehead—vanished into thin air.

Being quite unequal to this sort of magic, and finding no trace of the boobook in any of Luna’s pockets, the goblins fled on the next wind.

‘GO,’ whispered the trees to Luna as she got to her feet.

Luna wanted to stay and look for Silver, but she knew the trees were right. You could never be too careful when it came to goblins, and she could still feel small eyes on her as she brushed the leaves and twigs from her cloak.

She found Silver’s empty birdcage in the clearing where she had left it, along with Aunt Jessie’s shawl—which the goblins had trampled all over with their tiny muddy boots. 

She hung both inside her cloak and walked home alone, hoping that wherever Silver had landed, it was somewhere safe.
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Esme, the tearoom at the Hotel Fortune, was busy as always.

‘Too early for dinner, too late for cake,’ said the waiter. He took Luna’s mop reluctantly and with raised eyebrows, and handed her a dainty menu bordered by golden blooms, foliage and miniature brooms. It said:

Too early for dinner, too late for cake

ESME
EST. 1801

Luna followed him past the patisserie counter, where glazed and iced cakes, tartlets, swirled meringues, eclairs, pastries, jellies, macarons and delicate butter biscuits sat in perfect rows. She would have liked to stand and admire the display, but the waiter had already vanished into the lounge. Luna hurried after him. 

Two weeks had passed since she discovered that Silver belonged to Madame Valadon. And two weeks had passed since Silver vanished in the Whispering Forest. Luna had slept with her window open every night since, but there had been no sign of the pocket-sized owl.

There had, however, been other unpleasant developments. The goblins had not stayed quiet about what they saw in the Whispering Forest. Luna guessed it was because they were still hoping for their much big reward. And now she was in trouble. Much big trouble. Luna knew that she didn’t steal Madame Valadon’s familiar, but it seemed like everyone else thought she did.

Her aunts hadn’t been able to muster up any sort of cheeriness as they said goodbye that afternoon. Aunt Henrietta had lost all her colour as she said, ‘Make sure you explain what really happened!’ And Aunt Agnes’s voice shook a little as she said, ‘Tea at Esme! I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather you go less!’

Luna could only remember going to Esme once with her aunts. They preferred Tabitha’s Creperie, where everyone knew each other, and where they had to shout to be heard. Here there was a low hum of conversation like the purr of a well-fed cat, and all the witches looked either rich or famous or both. 

‘See what I mean? They let anyone in here now,’ she heard one witch whisper to another as she passed. One of their familiars, a pampered French bulldog, began to growl.

‘Darling, but you know why she must be here,’ said the other witch, hushing the bulldog. ‘She’ll have been summoned by you-know-who and for who-knows-what!’

‘No!’ hissed the other witch. ‘Well, I wonder what she’s done! It must be truly terrible! That’s one tea I would rather not be invited to!’ And they snickered.

Luna hurried once more to catch up with the waiter.

He showed Luna to the last empty table. ‘Monsieur Noir will be here shortly,’ he said.

Luna sat down and took off her cloak. She noticed her stockings had a large hole in them and she tucked her legs under the table. She folded her hands in her lap.

‘Mademoiselle Wood, allow me to introduce myself. I am Monsieur Albert Noir, Secretary of the Magic Council of Paris.’ Monsieur Noir had appeared out of nowhere, and now stood stiffly before her. How many burgundy velvet suits does he own? wondered Luna. She was tempted to ask him if he had arrived by flying cauldron today.

‘Your usual, Monsieur Noir?’ asked the waiter, bowing deeply. 

‘I’ve already eaten,’ replied Monsieur Noir, taking a seat opposite Luna, ‘so I shall take only one plate of everything today. And only three jugs of milk with my tea.’

‘Of course, Monsieur Noir.’ The waiter bowed deeply once more and then turned to Luna and said, ‘And you?’

Luna opened her menu. There was only one thing on it: lettuce sandwiches.

‘I guess I’ll have the lettuce sandwiches.’

‘And I suppose you’ll have something to drink,’ he said, as though this was very tiresome to him.

‘A hot chocolate, please.’

Once the waiter was gone, Monsieur Noir smoothed his moustache.

‘Mademoiselle Wood, I will get straight to the point.’

Luna then waited as he spent several minutes removing his velvet jacket and hat, blowing his nose, putting his spectacles on and taking them off again, and scrawling a long and untidy note on a serviette.

‘Ah, here comes the tea,’ he said.

The tea arrived by a procession of waiters and Luna could only stare as the most beautiful pastries, elderflower and raspberry jellies, butter biscuits, plum cake, apple tart and jam sandwiches were placed on the table. Monsieur Noir spent several more minutes arranging these to his satisfaction before he spoke at last. 

‘Mademoiselle Wood, your magic is no good.’

Luna wasn’t surprised to hear it. The Paris Association of Enchantments and the Society for the Encouragement of Proper Magic had already sent letters, mentioning only a confidential matter concerning another witch’s familiar. She had successfully shrunk these dispatches to the size of peas so that her aunts couldn’t find them. The Magic Council of Paris was harder to ignore. Their letter summoning her to tea had been stubbornly resistant to shrinking, and every time she tore it up it simply pieced itself back together again.

(This was probably because the Magic Council of Paris counted among its enigmatic members Nobel laureates, logicians and professors of magic, who knew how to do all sorts of clever things.)

In any case, her aunts had no difficulty finding the letter. They also received a letter of their own. Subsequently, the mood at 9 Rue Impossible had become decidedly overcast.

‘Do you understand, Mademoiselle Wood?’

Monsieur Noir was peering at her as though she were an exhibit in a museum.

 Luna coughed into her serviette and eyed the silver bowl of madeleines on the table. Her favourite. ‘I’m not sure I do, Monsieur Noir,’ she replied.

Monsieur Noir tried again. ‘Your magic is no good,’ he repeated in Dutch, then German and then Japanese. ‘No good!’ he concluded in flawless Russian, before moving on to a Finnish dialect in which he was admittedly less fluent. ‘There is the good and there is the not good. You are the not good. The little bad. Okay?’

‘Pardon?’ said Luna. She had, of course, understood every word. A witch does not study at Grim’s School in Paris without picking up a thing or two and seven or eight languages.

A look of pain crossed Monsieur Noir’s face. He looked like the sort of man who would suffer from all sorts of maladies, especially if he packed away that many butter biscuits every day. He opened his bag and pulled out a large stack of papers.

‘What I have before me is a confidential report, comprising two hundred pages, which sets out at some length—’

‘The Wood Report.’

Monsieur Noir jumped slightly. ‘How do you know that?’

‘A lucky guess,’ Luna assured him. ‘How could I know otherwise?’

 ‘Indeed,’ murmured Monsieur Noir.

It was far too easy to play with people who didn’t know any magic. Luna stirred her hot chocolate and the milk began to sing in a sort of wailing, burbling, milky fashion.

Monsieur Noir shifted in his seat. ‘If your milk could be a little quieter, it would help me think.’

‘Of course,’ said Luna. She stopped stirring and the milk promptly stopped singing. She gave Monsieur Noir a look of pity. He must find thinking very difficult.

‘Allow me to set out the facts,’ said Monsieur Noir.

Luna watched him flip through the pages and murmured, ‘I think page twelve is a good place to start, don’t you?’

‘An excellent suggestion,’ said Monsieur Noir. He paused and looked up at Luna. ‘What did you say?’

‘Page twelve.’

‘Another lucky guess?’ ventured Monsieur Noir.

‘Oh yes,’ said Luna.

‘Witches,’ he muttered under his breath with a shake of his head and a wary glance at her. ‘Let us begin.’

‘Lett-uce,’ agreed Luna as a plate of perfect lettuce sandwiches was put before her.

‘Number one: you have come last in every subject this year.’

 ‘Professor Claire says that grades are no measure of inner magic.’

‘Eh?’ Monsieur Noir stared at her blankly.

He had polished off the butter biscuits and was now eyeing the apple tart. He coughed and continued. ‘Number two: twenty landings in the pond in a single term.’

‘It’s not really my fault that my broom lands itself in the pond,’ said Luna. She wondered if perhaps Monsieur Noir would offer her a slice of the apple tart.

He didn’t.

‘Number three: you continue to create your own potions, against every rule for a witch-in-training.’

Luna shrugged. ‘It’s not like any of them have worked.’

‘And then there is number four: the spell that stopped both clocks of the Musée d’Orsay.’

‘Total fluke,’ said Luna. ‘Never been able to do it again.’ She began to nibble on a lettuce sandwich.

‘And what do we have next? Ah yes. Number five: the missing broom.’

‘How do you know about that?’

‘We know about everything.’

‘Even the exploding hat?’

‘What?’ Monsieur Noir dropped the spoon he was using to eat a jelly.

 Luna shook her head. ‘Never mind.’

Monsieur Noir drew a deep breath. He seemed pained by something, possibly indigestion. After a thump of his chest, he continued. ‘The broom was left on the Metro, according to the report I have before me.’

‘I was distracted by a python. You can blame Madame Valadon for that.’

‘Blame Madame Valadon?’ Monsieur Noir’s eyes bulged. ‘We do not blame Madame Valadon for ANYTHING! And leaving magical items lying about Paris willy-nilly where any ordinary person can get their hands on them is a big no-no!’

‘I’m just as annoyed about losing my broom, believe me,’ said Luna. ‘But it was broken anyway, so it’s not like anyone can use it.’

‘And then, if we skip a few more, we arrive at number thirteen.’ Monsieur Noir selected a palmier. ‘The matter of the boobook.’

Luna sat up straight. This was what she’d been waiting for. ‘Has she been found?’

‘Found?’ Monsieur Noir rapped the palmier on the table so hard that little flakes of pastry flew everywhere. ‘No. She. Has. Not.’ He pointed the pastry at Luna accusingly. ‘And the fact remains that she was last seen with you. We have confirmed reports from two goblins.’ Monsieur Noir glanced down at his notes. ‘They gave their names as Tumry and Babs, and though I can’t understand a word of their statement, I’m told that they caught you red-handed with the boobook.’ 

Luna didn’t tell him that no goblin ever gave their real name, and that consequently every goblin you ever met claimed to be called either Tumry or Babs or possibly Pinkums.

‘But I don’t know what happened to her,’ said Luna. ‘And I didn’t know she belonged to Madame Valadon. I got her from a market.’

‘Which market?’

‘Yes, a witch market.’

‘Which market?’

‘Yes a witch market. It’s a market run by witches for witches,’ she explained patiently.

The vein on Monsieur Noir’s head was beginning to bulge. ‘Where,’ he hissed, ‘is the market located?’

‘The Lost Forest.’

‘And where is the Lost Forest?’

‘If I could tell you that then it wouldn’t be lost,’ said Luna. She was beginning to see why witches laughed at Monsieur Noir.

Monsieur Noir was making funny noises. ‘And who did you purchase the boobook from?’

 ‘A witch who’s a bird seller. I suppose you could call her a lost witch since she’s from the Lost Forest, though now that I think about it she probably doesn’t feel lost in the Lost Forest if the Lost Forest is her home.’

Monsieur Noir was rubbing his temples.

‘We’ll move on. The fact is that witches are not permitted to steal familiars belonging to other witches.’

‘But I told you I didn’t steal the boobook!’ cried Luna.

‘Ah, but that is your word against, er, Bumbry and Tabs, who I am sure are two very upstanding members of the goblin community,’ said Monsieur Noir. ‘And now we move to the most important section of the report. Your birth.’

Luna stared at him. She felt the colour draining from her face. ‘What does my birth have to do with the boobook…or the broom, or the—’

‘Or the rest of your no-good magic?’ asked Monsieur Noir. ‘Plenty, as it turns out. Madame Valadon has informed me that your no-good magic is a sign of something far more serious. She has, in fact, alerted me to a peculiarity regarding your birth.’

‘Has she now?’ said Luna quietly.

‘As Secretary of the Magic Council of Paris, it is my job to protect the city and its inhabitants from unauthorised magic,’ said Monsieur Noir. ‘The Paris Sorcery Agreement states that magic must only be used in the Witches Quarter, and only by witches. We must take care to keep magic under control, and we can’t have ordinary people wandering around casting spells on the streets of Paris, or…or…what else do witches do?’ 

‘Curse people they don’t like,’ supplied Luna.

‘Or cursing people they don’t like,’ repeated Monsieur Noir. A funny expression crossed his face and he continued, more warily, ‘Clause thirteen states that only direct descendants of witches are allowed to use magic and become witches. A subclause of the agreement allows for wizard and even druid ancestry, though frankly I have no idea what a druid is. And a sub-subclause makes it clear that goblins are beyond the jurisdiction of everybody! But that is beside the point. The point is that being a witch is strictly a family business, and that spells trouble for you, Mademoiselle Wood.’

‘But my aunts are witches,’ said Luna through clenched teeth.

‘Ah, but they’re not your aunts, are they?’ said Monsieur Noir pleasantly.

‘They’re my family! And they say I’m a witch!’ Odious, odious little man! Luna would have turned Monsieur Noir into a toad on the spot, if only she knew how. 

‘They may say you’re a witch,’ said Monsieur Noir, ‘but what proof exists? As far as we know, you were an ordinary baby found by three witches, who irresponsibly decided to raise you as a witch. There is no proof whatsoever that your mother was a witch. And that, Mademoiselle Wood, is a clear breach of clause thirteen!’

‘But Aunt Agnes would never break the rules!’ cried Luna.

‘Of course, we’ve had cases of unauthorised magic use in Paris before,’ Monsieur Noir continued. ‘There was a very disobedient boy who came across a spell book and managed to turn his teacher into a worm, and a cat that accidentally stuck its paw in a potion and became a terrifying beast…’ Monsieur Noir shuddered. ‘That was a terrible case indeed! But we dealt with it swiftly, I assure you. Just as we are dealing with you!’

‘And how, exactly, are you dealing with me?’ Luna said, with quiet fierceness.

Monsieur Noir smiled. He looked as though he was finally enjoying himself. ‘By order of the Magic Council of Paris and the city of Paris, you, Mademoiselle Wood, are forbidden from using magic or calling yourself a witch.’

 ‘But you can’t do that!’ cried Luna. ‘I live in the Witches Quarter! I’m studying at Grim’s School for the Education of Young Witches! And…and I like magic!’

Monsieur Noir began to laugh. He tittered. He tinkled. He guffawed. He snorted. He developed a stitch.

‘My dear girl, I like profiteroles! I like crumpets! I like that chocolate cake with all the twirly gold bits on top!’ He banged his fist on the table. ‘One likes delicious things! One does not like magic. One suffers it!’ ‘One suffers you,’ muttered Luna.

‘I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,’ said Monsieur Noir. ‘But you needn’t worry about your home. Madame Valadon has graciously allowed you to continue living in the Witches Quarter, after that professor somebody-or-other said that you couldn’t be evicted.’

Luna, who had been examining her lap very closely, looked up sharply. ‘Professor Claire?’

‘I couldn’t say, because I don’t care,’ replied Monsieur Noir. ‘Madame Valadon has also cancelled your enrolment at that grim little magic school. Oh yes, she has been very dedicated to solving the problem of YOU!’

As a rule Luna never cried. She wasn’t about to break that rule now. Instead she gave up waiting for an invitation and began to pile her plate high with cake, pastries, jellies and biscuits. 

‘Naturally, we will also require you to turn in your hat and wand. We would not want you to be tempted by magic.’

Luna, trying to calm herself, thought, Let him take the hat and wand. Aunt Henrietta always says that a witch needs nothing but her imagination.

Monsieur Noir stood up from the table and everything trembled. A sugar pot fell over and muttered, ‘Oaf!’

‘Magic!’ cried Monsieur Noir. He looked around Esme with an expression of distaste. And then, perhaps realising he ought to lower his voice in a room full of witches, he added in a strained whisper, ‘Magic is for the weak, as I always say!’

And with that he gingerly picked up Luna’s hat and wand, put on his own hat and departed.

For some minutes after he left, Luna sat staring at the untouched plate of food in front of her. Her appetite had vanished.

And then she felt a calm determination wash over her. With that sense of calm determination, she emptied the silver bowl of madeleines into her bag.

Esme’s customers were so occupied with themselves that nobody paid her the least attention as she took out her pocket mirror and sized up her reflection. There was a smear of butter on her mouth from the lettuce sandwich, which she removed carefully with one corner of a serviette. 

She tapped the mirror.

‘Well, Luna Wood, are you going to listen to what that nincompoop says? Or are you going to prove that you’re a witch?’

‘The second one?’ guessed her reflection.

‘Right answer,’ said Luna.

Luna’s reflection looked doubtful. ‘But how am I going to prove I’m a witch when I’m not allowed to use magic?’

‘By finding out if your mum was a witch,’ said Luna. ‘Then you’ll know if you’re a witch.’

‘And how am I going to do that?’ demanded Luna’s reflection.

‘I don’t know,’ admitted Luna. ‘But I do know that every witch needs a familiar.’

‘What are you saying?’ asked Luna’s reflection warily. ‘I don’t want any more trouble.’

‘I’m saying,’ said Luna, ignoring the bit about trouble, ‘that the first thing you need to do is find Silver.’
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Aunt Henrietta opened the doors to the garden shed with a flourish, revealing an ancient pea-coloured Citroën Bijou.

‘We have a car?’ Luna looked from one aunt to the other, her mouth hanging open in shock. She’d never imagined her aunts knew how to drive, let alone owned a car.

‘We’re very fond of it,’ said Aunt Henrietta, thumping the bonnet.

‘Speak for yourself. It’s the colour of snot,’ said Aunt Agnes. She had donned elbow-length gloves, driving goggles and a black helmet. Her lucky amulet hung around her neck.

‘What’s all that stuff for, Aunt Agnes?’ asked Luna, trying not to smile.

‘I expect she’s worried about the wind,’ said Aunt Henrietta. ‘The windows have been stuck open for the last twenty years. I don’t mind, personally. It feels more like being on a broom this way.’ 

‘It’s not the wind I’m concerned about,’ said Aunt Agnes, carefully removing a cobweb from the side mirror, and putting it in her pocket for later use. ‘It’s the whole thing exploding.’

Luna had thought her aunts might be cross. But they’d been so nice about everything when she got home from tea at Esme. They didn’t scold her for accidentally acquiring a familiar belonging to the best witch in Paris. (Aunt Henrietta had even gone so far as to say, very unconvincingly, that it was the sort of mistake that anyone might make.) And they didn’t scold her for keeping Silver a secret either.

And when Aunt Jessie’s familiar, a house sparrow called Claude, arrived with a late-night dispatch, telling Luna to come to Melbourne at once, they didn’t complain about having to drive her.

Even though it was in an ancient flying car.

Luna climbed into the backseat and squished her backpack under her feet. Inside her backpack were two books, Basic Curse Removal and The Little Book of the Boobook, a crumpled change of clothes (she couldn’t be entirely sure they were clean, but they were at least mostly dry), a black friendship bracelet from Saffie, a toothbrush and the cursed stone. 

Aunt Henrietta always travelled light, and Luna could see from her open bag that all she had packed was a jar of something labelled, in large lettering, STUBBORN TOE OINTMENT. She thought it best not to ask. Aunt Agnes was not a light traveller, and it took some minutes to get her suitcase into the boot. She had an overflowing bag of knitting with her in the front seat, and the needles were already clicking away by themselves.

Aunt Henrietta turned around with a huge grin on her face. ‘Seatbelts on?’

‘You’d better believe seatbelts are on,’ said Aunt Agnes grimly.

Aunt Henrietta fiddled with the gears. ‘From what I remember, it’s a piece of cake to get the thing started—at least, nowhere near as complicated as a broom.’

‘Are you sure you can drive, Aunt Henrietta?’ asked Luna.

‘Can I drive?’ cried Aunt Henrietta. ‘Can I drive?’ She paused.

‘Well, can you?’ said Luna.

Aunt Henrietta shrugged. ‘Probably. I expect it’s like flying a broom. You never forget.’

Luna was about to ask Aunt Henrietta exactly how long it had been since she’d driven a car when the Citroën Bijou spluttered to life and crawled very slowly out of the shed. It clipped the mailbox, took out a large portion of the hedge and rolled onto the cobblestones. 

‘Here we go!’ cried Aunt Henrietta, her voice vibrating with each bump. ‘Next stop, Melbourne. I just need to remember which button is the magic one.’ ‘The red,’ said Aunt Agnes at once.

‘I’m inclined towards the yellow, myself,’ said Aunt Henrietta.

‘What happens if you press the wrong button?’ asked Luna curiously.

Aunt Agnes leaned forward and pushed the red button. The glovebox popped open, and a plate of marmalade toast popped out.

‘I could’ve sworn it was the red,’ muttered Aunt Agnes.

Aunt Henrietta took a bite of the marmalade toast and pushed the yellow button.

The Bijou roared like a great beast awakened suddenly from a deep sleep, and took off into the air in a cloud of mustard smoke.

Luna stuck her head out the window and watched the Witches Quarter gradually shrink below them. ‘We’re really flying!’ she yelled.

‘Well of course we are! We ought to do this more often!’ yelled Aunt Henrietta over the roar of the engine. 

‘Absolutely not,’ said Aunt Agnes.

‘She always pretends to hate the Bijou,’ said Aunt Henrietta with a wink at Luna, ‘but she’ll be having the time of her life in a minute.’

Aunt Agnes glared at Aunt Henrietta and Aunt Henrietta wisely shut up.

Luna couldn’t help feeling guilty. She knew her aunts were only driving her to Melbourne because she couldn’t fly herself. She slumped in her seat. She was going to miss flying herself places, even if all she had was a mop. And no magic? She slumped even further.

Aunt Henrietta was watching her in the mirror. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

Luna shook her head. She definitely didn’t want to talk about it. She had a sudden horrible feeling that Madame Valadon might be right. Maybe she wasn’t the daughter of a witch. Maybe she wasn’t a witch at all.

She felt something stinging her eyes and squeezed them tightly shut. You are not going to cry, she told herself furiously.

Aunt Agnes and Aunt Henrietta wouldn’t want to upset her with the truth. Aunt Jessie wouldn’t either. But Aunt Jessie would stop calling her my petite witchling, and she would never again repeat the story of Luna’s first magic: I found you flying around the kitchen on our whisk broom! You zipped up to the ceiling, upsetting a whole bowl of apples, did a perfect loop and nearly knocked me off my feet!

This only made Luna’s eyes sting more.

‘The sky is full of familiars today,’ shouted Aunt Henrietta, interrupting Luna’s thoughts.

Luna opened her eyes just in time to see Aunt Agnes giving Aunt Henrietta a sharp look.

Aunt Henrietta muttered, ‘I mean not very full of them. I suppose it’s the fine travelling weather.’

Aunt Henrietta was right though. The sky really was full of familiars. They were on their way to fetch or deliver things for their witches, clutching letters and parcels tied with string, boots to be mended, everyday herbs and, because the weather was fine, rattan picnic baskets.

Luna rested her chin on the window and watched carefully in case Silver was flying among them.

‘You’re driving much too close to that broom!’ snapped Aunt Agnes.

Aunt Henrietta slammed on the brakes and honked her horn at the broom in front. ‘Out of the way, Grandpa!’ she yelled.

The wizard moved over so that they could pass, (though not before making some very unkind comments about Aunt Henrietta’s flying), and they zipped off into the clouds. 

‘Where do you think she went?’ asked Luna abruptly.

‘Who?’ asked Aunt Agnes.

Luna could tell by Aunt Agnes’s tone that she knew exactly who Luna meant.

‘Silver, of course.’

‘Hopefully she’s on her way back to Madame Valadon where she belongs,’ said Aunt Agnes. ‘And then maybe the Magic Council will forget this silly business about clause thirteen and send you back your hat and wand.’

Aunt Henrietta nodded. ‘And you let Silver go, Luna. She would have come back to you if she’d wanted to be your familiar.’

Luna sighed. She still slept with the window open every night just in case Silver came back, but every morning she woke disappointed. And though she had returned to the Whispering Forest, she could find no trace of the boobook anywhere.

The Bijou shuddered and Aunt Agnes clutched the dash. ‘What was that?’

A second shudder was followed by a third.

It sounded to Luna like the Bijou was having a sneezing fit. ‘What’s wrong with it?’ she asked.

 Aunt Henrietta was in the middle of explaining that they were making a fuss about nothing—a mere hiccup, in fact—when the engine stalled.

‘Oh dear,’ said Aunt Henrietta.

‘Wand!’ commanded Aunt Agnes as thick black smoke filled the Bijou and they began plummeting towards the ground. She pulled out her wand, which turned out to be a spare knitting needle. ‘Toad legs! It’s in the boot. Henrietta, where’s yours?’

Henrietta was rummaging under the seat. She unearthed her purse and from within it a pocket-sized wand. This earned her a withering glance from Aunt Agnes, along with the comment, ‘And what do you think that’s going to do?’ Aunt Henrietta pinched the wand between two fingers and muttered a fierce stream of words.

Luna couldn’t hear what she said over the sound of whatever was flapping wildly on the outside of the car. She glanced up. The roof looked in danger of being flung off at any moment.

She decided not to look down.

‘Hold on!’ yelled Aunt Agnes.

Luna was looking for something to hold on to when she realised the Bijou was no longer plummeting. They were drifting to the ground. Just as she dared to look down, they landed in a laneway of blue cobblestones with a gentle bump. 

‘We’re here!’ cried Aunt Henrietta. ‘And in excellent time.’

Aunt Agnes was battling with the car door. She gave up and climbed out the window.

‘That is the last time I set foot in a car with you, Henrietta!’ she cried.

‘Well, I think that’s rather a negative view to take, when I just landed you safely,’ said Aunt Henrietta.

‘And when was the last time you had this contraption serviced?’ demanded Aunt Agnes.

‘I’ll have you know it was sometime during the 80s,’ said Aunt Henrietta, helping Luna from the backseat. ‘And it was in perfect condition. It’s always been very reliable.’

Aunt Agnes groaned. ‘And to think we didn’t even bring our brooms!’

‘I couldn’t get them on the roof,’ said Aunt Henrietta patiently. ‘No roof racks, remember?’

Luna checked herself over for injuries. Finding none, she decided to look around.

‘I’m not sure why we landed here,’ said Aunt Henrietta, scratching her head. ‘I told it to take us to—’

Aunt Agnes interrupted. ‘Jessamine Wood, what do you think you’re doing?’

 Luna spun around. ‘Aunt Jessie, is that you?’

A figure was crouched at the other end of the laneway almost entirely concealed by shadow. She pulled back her hood and a spray can clattered to the ground.

‘You’ve come!’ Aunt Jessie bounded over to Luna and folded her in a huge hug.

‘And not a minute too soon, by the looks of it!’ cried Aunt Agnes. ‘Is this what you get up to when I’m not around to keep an eye on you?’

Aunt Jessie rolled her eyes. ‘I may be your little sister, but I’m a grown witch, thank you very much. And every witch needs a hobby.’ She nudged Luna. ‘What do you think of my latest mural?’

‘It looks so real,’ gasped Luna.

Aunt Jessie had painted the largest and most terrifying monster she’d ever seen on a wall of the laneway.

‘I should hope so,’ said Aunt Jessie. ‘I only paint what’s real, you know. This is from some detailed sketches in my notebooks.’

‘Excuse me, but is that your…your car in the laneway?’

A police officer was standing behind them with his hands on his hips.

Aunt Agnes immediately put her own hands on her hips. ‘And what if it is?’ she demanded.

 ‘Then you need to move it. You can’t park in the middle of a laneway.’ The police officer grinned. ‘Did you drive here from the 60s?’

‘We flew,’ Aunt Agnes corrected him, ‘directly from Paris. And though we are eight hours behind, I assure you we are streets ahead in every other way.’

The officer looked at Aunt Agnes with a sort of perplexed admiration. ‘Move your car, please,’ he said. Then to Aunt Jessie he said, ‘Nice art.’

‘My monster series has been getting some very positive critical attention,’ explained Aunt Jessie as they headed back to the Bijou. ‘What people don’t seem to realise—wow, I can’t believe you’re still driving this thing, Henrietta!—is that the monsters aren’t imaginary. They’re painted from years of meticulous research I’ve undertaken all around the world. Australia has some rather fascinating specimens.’

‘What kind of monster is that?’ Luna asked Aunt Jessie as they climbed into the back of the Bijou together.

‘I’m glad you asked,’ said Aunt Jessie, pausing to watch Aunt Agnes climb through the front window to take her seat. ‘Are you okay, Agnes? You didn’t bump your head during the landing, did you?’

Aunt Agnes bristled. ‘As a matter of fact, I did. But that is not the reason I’m climbing through the window.’

 ‘I’ll have to get that door seen to,’ said Aunt Henrietta as she hopped back into the driver’s seat.

‘Anyway,’ Aunt Jessie continued, ‘that particular painting features a very exciting discovery. It’s the largest species of mud monster ever found.’

‘Is it really that big?’

‘Of course,’ said Aunt Jessie. ‘I always work to scale.’

Aunt Henrietta reversed the Bijou out of the laneway. ‘If I saw one of those, I wouldn’t stick around to measure it. Now, which way?’

‘It’s a left here, Henrietta, dear,’ said Aunt Jessie.

They were soon bumping across tram tracks.

‘Do try to stick to the roads,’ said Aunt Jessie.

‘I would if they didn’t keep disappearing,’ muttered Henrietta.

‘Watch out, Aunt Henrietta, there’s a tram coming!’ yelled Luna.

Aunt Henrietta pushed the yellow button just in time (but not before Aunt Agnes had accidentally pressed the red button first and delivered another plate of toast to the front seat). They rose above the tram and flew over the city.

Aunt Jessie pointed. ‘This way to Fitzroy North. You remember the address, don’t you? It’s 102 Mabel Street.’

‘It’s not altogether the worst city, when you’re flying above it,’ said Aunt Agnes grudgingly. ‘Even if it doesn’t have its own witches’ quarter.’ 

Luna and Aunt Jessie looked at each other and smiled.

They landed in Aunt Jessie’s front garden, flattening a bed of delphiniums.

‘I’ve made a few changes since you were last here—to encourage more monsters,’ explained Aunt Jessie as she unlocked the door and fumbled for the light. ‘They like certain conditions you see, and since I added a few dark passageways here and a few dead ends there, and not to mention some hidden doors, I find they visit all year round now and not just in the depths of winter.’

She hummed a cheerful tune as they headed down what felt like an endless passageway, up a half-flight of stairs, down another, and then back the way they came. (‘Oh dear, I do sometimes forget the way to the kitchen!’ exclaimed Aunt Jessie.) At last they emerged in a living room that would have seemed ordinary if it didn’t have a bright-blue door in the fireplace.

Aunt Jessie’s humming grew louder. ‘Just warning any monsters that might be around,’ she explained. ‘They’re actually frightened of us—can you believe it? They only attack when they’re startled.’

Aunt Jessie dropped Luna’s backpack on an armchair. ‘Now, the kitchen’s just through here. I expect you’re all starving after your trip.’ She put her hand on the door and hesitated. ‘I expect you’re also wondering why I asked you to come so suddenly.’ 

‘Well, yes,’ said Aunt Agnes. ‘We’re delighted to come of course, but it was unexpected.’

Luna had been wondering too. But mostly she was just happy to see Aunt Jessie, and to be with all three of her aunts again. If there was ever a time she needed them, it was now.

Aunt Jessie pushed the door open and turned on the light. ‘This is why I wanted you to come.’

Luna squeezed past the kitchen dresser, which was stuffed with Aunt Jessie’s collection of mismatched vintage china and potion bottles, and came to an abrupt stop.

Perched on the kitchen table, picking through a bowl of black beetles and wearing one of her fussiest expressions, was Silver.
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It was, thought Luna as she applied an ice pack firmly to her hand, a bittersweet reunion. She hadn’t been able to help running to the table and crying out ‘Silver!’ at the top of her lungs, and any wild creature is bound to resent being startled like that.

Silver had swivelled her head, glanced at Luna as if to say, It’s about time, and then, as Luna reached out, promptly pecked her hand.

The next few minutes were taken up by Luna howling in pain and Aunt Jessie opening the freezer and spilling a frozen potion all over the floor while she searched for an ice pack. Aunt Agnes slipped on the melting potion and wound up getting something she’d rather not get over her leg which turned it first a vivid shade of blue and then a mottled pink. Aunt Henrietta tried to clean up the potion and somehow spread it further, and soon both she and Agnes were alarmingly mottled. 

Silver paid no attention whatsoever to the commotion and returned calmly to her bowl of black beetles.

It was only after the potion was finally mopped up, an ice pack applied to Luna’s hand, and the pink spots had worn off (‘I do wish I’d labelled everything in the freezer!’ was Aunt Jessie’s fretful cry in the background), that the kettle was finally put on, a large blackberry cake was produced from the back of the pantry, and everyone could focus their attention on the return of Silver.

‘I found her sitting at the back door three days ago,’ said Aunt Jessie, pouring very full cups of tea for everyone. ‘She looked half-dead from exhaustion. I knew at once who she was and why she was here. I gave her water and fed her—she’s a bit demanding, isn’t she?’ Aunt Jessie had lowered her voice as though she thought Silver might hear and object to this observation. But if Silver did hear, she showed no sign of minding.

‘I shall take a twig, thank you,’ said Aunt Henrietta when Aunt Jessie offered her a teaspoon. ‘And you can roll your eyes, Agnes, but that’s exactly how tea ought to be stirred. Witches have used twigs for hundreds of years.’

 Agnes ignored this. ‘The question is, what do we do with Silver now?’

Luna was outraged. ‘We look after her, of course!’

‘But Luna,’ said Aunt Henrietta with a sigh, ‘Think of the trouble she’s caused.’

‘She hasn’t caused any trouble at all,’ said Luna, moving her injured hand out of sight below the table.

Aunt Jessie cut thick slices of cake. She looked troubled. ‘My first thought was that Silver must have come here looking for you, Luna, and that she must want to be your familiar.’

Luna brightened. ‘Exactly!’ she cried. ‘She chose to return to me after all, and that means she wants to be my familiar. We’ve made a pact.’

Aunt Jessie shook her head. ‘But then I found the collar tucked under her feathers. Which very clearly says she belongs to Madame Valadon.’

Luna’s face fell. ‘Oh,’ she muttered. ‘The collar.’ She pushed a cake crumb towards Silver. Silver considered it and then, when she felt nobody was watching, snatched it.

‘Even if Silver does want to be your familiar,’ said Aunt Jessie with a sigh, ‘and I rather think she does, it’s impossible. She can’t be your familiar and Madame Valadon’s too.

‘Can’t you use your magic to take her collar off?’ asked Luna hopefully. 

‘No,’ said all three aunts at once.

‘Stealing another witch’s familiar is the very worst kind of magic,’ explained Aunt Agnes.

‘I wish we could take it off, for Silver’s sake,’ said Aunt Henrietta, reaching for her own house sparrow, Manon, and giving him a pat. ‘You should never put a collar on a familiar. It’s insulting. They’re not pets.’

Aunt Agnes sighed. ‘Well, we can’t help that. But the fact is that Luna has made a pact with a familiar who already belongs to another witch. It’s no good, Luna. You’ll have to break the pact.’

‘But I don’t want to break the pact!’ cried Luna. ‘Anyway, surely it has to be broken with a spell, and I’m not allowed to use magic, remember?’

The aunts looked at each other again. ‘Oh,’ they all said together.

For the next few minutes the only sound was Silver crunching on beetles.

‘Then you’ll have to return her to the bird seller,’ said Aunt Agnes at last. ‘That will be as good as breaking the pact.’

‘But I don’t want to return her!’ cried Luna. Her face was burning. She’d lost her right to use magic and call herself a witch, her place at Grim’s School and probably Saffie with it. She couldn’t lose Silver too. Not when she’d only just found her again. 

Silver hopped off the table and tucked herself into a nook behind the kitchen dresser.

‘Don’t you go off sulking,’ Aunt Agnes said to the boobook. ‘You shouldn’t have made a pact with Luna when you already had a witch.’

Silver grunted and buried herself deeper.

‘You see?’ said Luna triumphantly. ‘She doesn’t want to be returned to the bird seller, and she doesn’t want to go back to Madame Valadon. She wants to be my familiar.’

‘Jessie, what do you think?’ asked Aunt Agnes.

Big problems like this were always left to Aunt Jessie.

Aunt Jessie sighed. ‘This bird seller in the Lost Forest. What do we know of her?’

Luna thought about the mysterious witch from the Lost Forest. Her hair fell in untidy waves. She had a strong scent of a faraway place. She wore tough gloves to handle the birds, but the rest of her seemed fragile. What did Luna really know of her, though? ‘Not much,’ she told Aunt Jessie. ‘But she definitely said that the boobook was mine.’

‘Then we need to find her,’ said Aunt Jessie. ‘We need to find out how she came to have Silver. There might be a perfectly innocent explanation for all of this. After all, we know that you didn’t steal the little owl. She must know that too. And if she can solve the question of whether Silver is your familiar, then the Magic Council of Paris might let you keep Silver and forget about clause thirteen too. After all, I’m sure they would never have worried about clause thirteen otherwise.’ 

Luna gasped. ‘Aunt Jessie, that’s the best idea ever!’

Aunt Jessie held Luna at arm’s length and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. She added gently, ‘But if the bird seller can’t offer a good explanation of how she came to have Silver, then you must return her to Madame Valadon. Do you understand?’

Luna nodded. ‘I understand.’ But she was sure she wouldn’t need to return Silver. The bird seller would be able to explain everything.

‘There’s just one problem with that plan,’ said Aunt Henrietta. ‘Getting to the Lost Forest is easier said than done.’

This was a good point. The Lost Forest was easy enough to get to if you were lost, but not so easy to find otherwise. Aunt Henrietta had only been once, and Aunt Agnes, who had an excellent sense of direction, had never been at all.

‘I know somebody who might be able to help,’ said Aunt Jessie with a smile.

 Everyone looked at Aunt Jessie, who couldn’t keep the smugness out of her voice as she said, ‘Melbourne happens to have an excellent and, may I say, extremely resourceful community of witches.’

She found a picnic basket with a lid in the pantry and gave it to Luna. ‘Pop Silver in there. I’m on good terms with the neighbours here, and I plan to keep it that way.’

Luna coaxed Silver from the nook and into the picnic basket with some more cake crumbs. While her aunts were busy clearing away the afternoon tea, she crouched down and whispered, ‘Do you remember what the bird seller said when I saw you? She said, She’s yours, young witch.’

Silver had found a spoon at the bottom of the picnic basket and was gazing at her reflection in the mirrored surface. But when she heard those words, she uttered a low cry.

You won’t have to go back to Madame Valadon, no matter what, Luna promised her silently.

Silver looked up at Luna with her golden eyes and then bowed her head.

‘Right,’ said Aunt Jessie. ‘Are we ready?’ She looked critically at Aunt Agnes. ‘Do you really need to wear your pointy hat, dear? It makes you stick out a bit. Why don’t you borrow my sunhat?’

 Aunt Agnes put on the floppy straw hat reluctantly. ‘We look like we’re going on a picnic,’ she grumbled.

But nobody would guess there was a boobook inside their picnic basket, thought Luna with a smile.

They left by the back door, which was easier than traipsing back through all the passageways and dead ends, but much less exciting. Luna hoped she would have a chance to explore the additions to Aunt Jessie’s house later.

‘You never told me there are so many witches here,’ said Aunt Henrietta, gazing curiously around her on the street.

‘They’re not all witches,’ said Aunt Jessie. ‘It just so happens that the ordinary people of Melbourne prefer wearing black too. That’s one of the reasons Melbourne has no need for its own witches’ quarter. We blend in already. The whole of Melbourne is just one big witches’ quarter when you think about it.’

‘Are you telling me she isn’t a witch?’ cried Aunt Henrietta, pointing across the street to a young woman wearing a long black coat.

‘Henrietta dear, please don’t point your wand. It’s rude. And no, I expect she isn’t. Her coat is black but look at her feet—she’s wearing dreadfully bright sneakers. Now, we’re nearly there.’

They rounded the corner and stopped in front of a shop called Ulla’s Yarns. Its red door was shut. 

Ulla’s Yarns didn’t look obviously like a magic shop. There were no needles clicking away by themselves in the window as there were in yarn stores in the Witches Quarter of Paris.

Aunt Jessie peered through the glass and called, ‘Ulla? Are you in?’

‘Step aside,’ said Aunt Henrietta. She rattled the handle with all her might and yelled, ‘YOOHOO-LLA!

‘It’s Ulla,’ said Aunt Jessie.

There was the slightest movement at the back of the shop. A half-sized door behind the counter opened a crack and a pale eye appeared.

‘Who’s there!’ came a voice.

‘Ulla, it’s me, Jessie!’

Somebody was coming to the door now, and soon they heard bolts being drawn back. Two pale eyes greeted them, framed by long white hair tucked inside a forest-green shawl. The door opened further, and they saw that Ulla was wearing an apron stuffed with balls of yarn. A black cat slipped between her feet.

‘I’m sorry to bother you when you’re closed,’ began Jessie.

‘Why Jessie, you’re welcome anytime.’ Ulla stepped aside so they could all squeeze into the shop. ‘And you’ve brought the rest of the Wood family, I see.’

 ‘Luna, this is Ulla. Her craft—apart from yarn, naturally—is finding lost property. Ulla regularly travels to the Lost Forest.’

This was news to Luna. She thought the Lost Forest was somewhere you went when you were lost. She didn’t realise it was also a place to find lost things.

‘And what can I do for you?’ asked Ulla. ‘I’m afraid I’m very busy. I have a full list of things to find already. There’s a missing sock—hand-knitted and in rather a difficult stitch, or I expect it wouldn’t be so precious—a lucky stone, at least three amulets, one engraved spoon and an hour. But one loses time so easily, and it’s the hardest thing of all to find once gone.’

‘We won’t add to your list,’ said Aunt Jessie quickly. ‘But we were hoping we could come to the Lost Forest with you.’

‘What? All of you? Impossible!’ cried Ulla. She began to pace around them, stopping at Luna. She pulled a tape measure from her apron and made some rapid measurements. ‘She’s quite small,’ she said at last, ‘and she has something of a lost look about her. Yes, I think I might be able to take her.’

The aunts looked at each other.

‘I suppose Luna could go without us,’ murmured Aunt Agnes, but she didn’t sound pleased by the idea. ‘The boobook too,’ said Aunt Jessie quickly. ‘Luna must take her.’ 

‘The boobook?’ Ulla’s brows knitted together, and her black cat hissed.

‘It’s a long story,’ began Aunt Jessie.

Ulla lifted one hand. ‘Then I must beg you not to tell it, for I’ve not a second more to spare. The owl can be accommodated. Follow me.’

Clutching the picnic basket with Silver in it, Luna followed Ulla to the half-sized door.

From beneath the door trailed a single strand of red yarn.

‘Take hold of the red yarn,’ Ulla instructed.

Luna picked it up.

‘Right, let’s go!’ Ulla took hold of the yarn too and waved over her shoulder at Luna’s aunts. ‘Make yourselves comfortable!’

Luna ducked her head and followed Ulla into the low, dark storeroom.

She heard a rustle of leaves and birds calling. Her boots squelched through mud.

She emerged on the other side of the door in a dense forest of firs. There was a fine dusting of snow on the trees and a carpet of moss on the ground.

‘Boo-book.’

Silver had managed to escape from the picnic basket, and was now swooping this way and that, testing out tree hollows and hunting unsuspecting insects. 

‘Ah, we’ve arrived at the Lost Forest. Meet me back here in exactly one hour,’ said Ulla. ‘You’ll have no trouble finding your way if you keep hold of the red yarn.’ She pointed to a narrow path that disappeared into the trees, which had been marked out with red yarn. ‘That way leads to the market. Watch out for dragons. They should all be hibernating at this time of year, but you can never be too careful. I once came across a very overtired and very cross dragon right where you’re standing, and it was the middle of winter. Don’t forget, one hour!’

And Ulla headed down a forest path in the opposite direction.

Luna looked around nervously. ‘Well, Silver, what do you think we should—Silver?’

Silver had already flown off down the path towards the market.

‘Silver, wait up!’ Luna yelped, abandoning the picnic basket and hurrying after her.

It was only the second time Luna had been in the Lost Forest, and she was surprised once again by how thoroughly lost she felt. ‘I suppose that’s how the Lost Forest wants you to feel,’ Luna said aloud to the trees. But the trees were silent here. Luna clutched the red yarn and followed it, making her way as quickly as she could along the muddy path. 

Something dripped down the back of her neck.

Luna shivered and pulled her hood up. She saw the tips of Silver’s wings disappear around the next bend and doubled her pace to keep up. Her boots kept slipping in the mud, and twice she found herself sliding and landing on her backside.

Just as she was growing tired, Luna heard an accordion playing something in a minor key, tangled with the sound of witches shouting at each other.

And Luna knew there was no place that witches like to shout at each other quite so much as a forest market.

‘We must be close!’ she cried.

The path ended abruptly, and Luna slid down the rocky steps into the clearing by the stream, clutching the end of the red yarn in her hand. Silver was waiting patiently on a large stone at the entrance to the market. She looked unimpressed to be back. She also looked, to Luna’s eye, as though she were contemplating pecking the accordion player.

‘Don’t even think about it,’ said Luna, lifting Silver to her shoulder. ‘We’re here to find the bird seller, remember?’

Somebody pushed her, and Luna steeled herself for the usual experience of forest markets. What was it, she wondered, about forest markets that made witches forget their manners so? To her left she could hear a witch haggling in a hoarse voice and shouting, ‘You ask too much! I should turn you into a slimy worm!’ 

And she heard the stall keeper cry back, ‘Keep flattering me like that, and I’ll turn you into a grub!’

And on it went, the insults flying back and forth as Luna pushed her way through the jostling crowds, getting trodden on and hollered at (‘Mademoiselle, you look like a witch in need of a dozen fine toads!’ and ‘Mademoiselle, is that a cloak or a rag? I can sell you a fine cloak at half price!’) until she reached the food stalls.

Here the fires were lit, and the air was thick with smoke and strange, aromatic spices. You could find almost anything roasted, boiled or fried at the food stalls, as well as witches stirring enticing concoctions in enormous cauldrons over open fires.

‘Cloudy soda! A cure-all!’

‘Try Marguerite’s Demystifying Soup!’

‘Something-on-a-twig: two for the price of one!’

The something-on-a-twig was especially tempting, but Luna pressed on.

As she passed the toadstools, a toad sitting on a stool called out, ‘Mademoiselle, do you know the origin of the word toadstool? It’s a—’

‘Stool for toads,’ finished Luna.

 ‘You don’t need to be such a know-it-all,’ said the toad sulkily, transforming himself back into a wizard. ‘You’ve spoiled some perfectly good marketing.’

‘I’m not the know-it-all,’ said Luna. ‘My friend Saffie is.’ She felt a sudden pang. ‘But I’m not sure if she wants to be my friend anymore.’

‘Does my nose still look a bit toadish to you?’ said the wizard with a frown.

‘She reads things like Useful Forest Fungi and How to Avoid Dangerous Toadstools for fun,’ said Luna. ‘And her favourite mushroom is the giant puffball. She thinks fly agarics—those are the red toadstools with the white spots—are a bit cliché for a witch to like.’

‘Definitely toadish,’ muttered the wizard, pinching his nose.

‘Friends know that sort of thing about each other, you know,’ said Luna. And feeling suddenly close to tears, she excused herself and hurried on.

By the time she reached the herbs, the crowd had thinned out. This was the edge of the market, and it was here, in the final stalls before the river, that she had met the bird seller.

Luna remembered it well—it was a makeshift stall, with a foldable table that sagged beneath the weight of the bird seller’s birdcages.

But there was no bird seller here now, just a patch of muddy ground. 

Luna addressed the herbalist at the next stall, a wizened figure who leaned so heavily on his gnarled stick that it was being slowly swallowed by the mud.

‘Excuse me, monsieur, but do you know what happened to the bird seller who had a stall here?’

The herbalist tugged his beard. ‘Bird seller, eh?’

And then he lapsed into silence.

Luna tried once more.

‘She sold birds in old brass birdcages.’

‘Birds, eh!’ he cried. And just as Luna feared the herbalist would fall into silence again, he nodded his head slowly. ‘I remember there was a seller of that description some moons ago—a bird seller, is that what you call her? Well, she sold birds all right. Loads of the things squawking all day long.’

‘That’s her!’ cried Luna.

‘Ah, but she was here just the once.’

‘She hasn’t come back?’ asked Luna.

The herbalist shook his head. ‘Didn’t give a name or place to find her.’ He yanked his stick from the mud and leaned on it once more. ‘I’ve known witches the likes of her before. Some witches come here to find lost things, and some come because they’re lost themselves, you see. Ah yes, I recommend a special mix of herbs to help the lost ones.’

 ‘Boo-book.’

‘Ho! Looks like your owl’s found something.’

Silver had been scratching in the muddy ground with her talons, and she’d unearthed something small and round.

‘What is it, Silver?’ Luna said as she bent down and picked it up.

She cleaned the mud off with her cloak and drew in a sharp breath. Though its colour had dulled, it was unmistakable: she was holding her moonstone ring. The very moonstone ring she had exchanged for Silver. She turned the ring over in her hands. The bird seller must have accidentally dropped it. But all the same, she couldn’t shake the feeling that her finding the ring meant something. But what?

She slipped it back on her finger.

The herbalist was busy with customers now. Luna made her way back through the crowded market, asking anyone who was willing to listen if they knew the bird seller. A couple of stall keepers recalled the old witch who sold birds, but most did not. And those who did recall her could offer no more information about who she was or where she’d gone.

It was starting to drizzle.

‘She’s gone, Silver. And we’ve learned nothing. Let’s go.’

 Silver looked at Luna sorrowfully and then huddled on Luna’s shoulder, her face disappearing among her feathers.

Luna found the red yarn and trudged back up the muddy path.

Ulla was pacing by the fallen tree holding Aunt Jessie’s picnic basket, her pockets bulging with found items.

‘You’re ninety-three seconds late! All lost time! Never mind, we can hurry and make it up. Did you find what you wanted?’

Luna shook her head.

‘That’s often the way with lost things,’ said Ulla, patting Luna’s back. ‘Sometimes they come back to us and sometimes we must let them go.’

Silver suddenly flapped her wings, and a silver feather fluttered unnoticed to the forest floor.

Luna took hold of the red yarn and followed Ulla between two ancient trees and back into the storeroom of Ulla’s Yarns. She trailed mud and leaves to the front of the shop, where she found Aunt Agnes guiltily holding an armful of yarn and a new pair of Margot’s Magic Knitting Needles.

‘Never get the chance to shop,’ muttered Aunt Agnes. ‘And all very good prices.’

‘What happened?’ said Aunt Jessie. She was wringing her hands. 

Luna shook her head. ‘The bird seller was gone.’

‘Gone?’ cried Aunt Agnes. ‘Gone where?’

Luna shrugged. ‘Nobody could tell me who she is or where to find her.’

Aunt Henrietta groaned, and Aunt Jessie just said, ‘Oh Luna.’

They fell into a dispirited silence, which lasted the whole way back to Aunt Jessie’s house. And as Silver refused to go back inside the picnic basket, they had to endure stares from strangers the whole way.

‘Luna, you must be exhausted,’ said Aunt Jessie as soon as they stepped inside the front door. ‘And not to put too fine a point on it, you’re absolutely covered in mud. Why don’t you go upstairs and run a warm bath.’

Luna was relieved to go, even though she knew her aunts probably wanted to get her out of the way so that they could decide what to do about Silver.

After a few minutes, Silver followed her into the bathroom. She perched on the windowsill above the bath and eyed the water suspiciously. Luna put in far too many purple bubbles, and when one burst on Silver’s beak, the small owl raised her wings in alarm.

‘You know,’ said Luna, lying back in the bath and examining the moonstone ring, ‘The Little Book of the Boobook says that boobooks make terrible house guests. They’re obstinate, unfriendly and almost impossible to please. But it also says that they make the most loyal familiars any witch could hope for.’ 

Silver fixed her golden gaze on Luna. The dark patches of feathers around her eyes made her appear bespectacled.

Luna pointed one of her toes at Silver. ‘You better make yourself scarce tonight in case my aunts think of another way to break our pact. But don’t go far. And be back by tomorrow morning.’

Silver stretched her wings, let out a piercing shriek and plunged out the window. By the time Luna sat up and stuck her head outside, Silver was rising above the rooftops.

Then she vanished into the moonless night.
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Luna woke the next morning to the sound of Aunt Jessie’s cackling doorbell (Aunt Henrietta’s work, no doubt). She threw on her black dressing gown and raced downstairs to find a postie on the doorstep holding a brown paper parcel and pinching his nose.

‘Dunno what this is, but it reeks,’ he said.

Luna took the parcel gingerly.

‘Are you Luna? You need to sign for it.’

Luna nodded. She was scribbling her name when the postie said, ‘What’s that?’

Luna looked over her shoulder. A small creature with shaggy blue fur was sitting motionless in the hallway. In its mouth was at least a portion of Aunt Jessie’s raincoat.

Luna tried to think of an explanation, but nothing seemed quite right. ‘Very funny, Frank. What are you doing out of your cage?’ she said instead. 

The postie was wearing the expression of somebody who would very much like to know what was going on at 102 Mabel Street, Fitzroy North, but Luna didn’t give him the chance to find out.

‘Thanks for the parcel!’ she said. She quickly shut the door and let out a huge sigh of relief.

And then she turned to face the furry little creature.

‘No,’ she told it firmly. ‘I’m not dealing with any monsters until I’ve had some breakfast. And besides that, you’re Aunt Jessie’s responsibility, not mine.’

She left the monster in the hallway and went into the kitchen, shutting the door behind her. She found a note stuck to the fridge door:

LUNA
WATCHFUL POT ON STOVE
GONE TO WICKED STRETCH CLASS
HOME BY 10 O’CLOCK
LOVE, AUNTS

Luna pondered this message for a moment. She looked at the pot on the stove. Did her aunts want her to watch the pot on the stove or was it really a watchful pot? There was no way of knowing. She lifted the lid. It was full of something that might be porridge but knowing her aunts might also not be.

 She poured a bowl of Hexies instead. The puffed cats and witch’s hats tinkled into her bowl. She soaked them in milk.

Help Cressida Find Her Hat, said the game on the back of the cereal box. Luna absent-mindedly traced her way through the forest maze with one finger as she crunched on her cereal. A sudden unpleasant waft made her gag, and she remembered the parcel sitting on the table.

She abandoned her breakfast and took a closer look at it. It had an astonishing number of stamps on it, and it looked as though it had travelled halfway around the world to reach her. But when she turned it over, there was no sender’s name or address.

‘Well, it has my name on it, so I don’t see why I shouldn’t open it,’ she said to the empty kitchen. She cut the knotted string and peeled off the thick tape. The pong grew thicker as she pulled out a disgustingly stinky rag. Wrapped in the disgustingly stinky rag was a small clay vessel. It looked a little like a pot or a vase but not exactly like either. One thing was for certain: it was ancient.

Luna tossed the rag in the bin, which did nothing to remove the stench from the kitchen, and spent some time examining the vessel. There were no instructions of any sort. Was it meant for her aunts’ shop? She was just wondering if it might be an unusual potion bottle when the doorbell cackled again. 

She headed back into the hallway (noting with relief that the small blue monster was not there). She flung open the door. Her eyes grew wide.

‘Saffie?’

Saffie was standing on the doorstep holding an overnight bag. Scamp, her mouse familiar, was curled up against her neck. Her mum was already backing down the path towards her broom.

‘Bye Saffie! Listen to Luna’s aunts and I’ll see you tomorrow!’

‘Come late, Mum!’ yelled Saffie. Then she stepped past Luna into the hallway and said, ‘What’s that smell?’ ‘What are you doing here, Saffie?’

Saffie stared at her. ‘You invited me for a sleepover the first weekend of All Saints’ break, or have you forgotten? Hey, your aunt’s house is so cool!’ Saffie headed into the kitchen.

Luna hurried to catch up. She remembered inviting Saffie now, but that was before she knew she’d be in Melbourne. And that was before she was forbidden from using magic and calling herself a witch. She hoped Saffie’s arrival meant she still wanted to be her friend.

‘Hey, cool curse-cracker!’ Saffie had already found the clay vessel and was looking at it excitedly.

 ‘Cool what?’

‘Curse-cracker,’ said Saffie. ‘It looks Greek to me. Do you know how I can tell? You see these markings on the bottom—’

‘How does it work?’ interrupted Luna.

‘I’ve never used one,’ admitted Saffie, ‘but I’ve read all about them. You stick your curse into the pot and then heat it over a fire. When it reaches a certain temperature inside, the curse cracks.’ She paused. ‘Have you broken your curse yet?’

Luna shook her head. ‘I don’t think I’ll be able to. I’m not allowed to use magic.’

Saffie looked embarrassed. ‘Mum told me,’ she said, but then she brightened. ‘Maybe you can’t use magic, but I can. Why don’t I try to break your curse for you?’

‘Now?’ asked Luna.

Saffie shrugged. ‘Why not?’

Luna hesitated. ‘I can’t imagine Aunt Jessie would be pleased if we started a fire in her house, even if was for an assignment.’

‘We could put it in the oven,’ suggested Saffie.

‘We-ell, I guess she wouldn’t mind that.’ Luna gave the cursed stone to Saffie, who popped it in the curse-cracker.

It landed with a dull thud.

 Saffie put the curse-cracker onto a baking tray. ‘The oven will need to be hot,’ she said. She adjusted the temperature, gave it a moment to heat up and then popped the baking tray into the oven.

Luna couldn’t believe it. ‘Who would’ve thought you could break a curse by baking it!’ she said.

‘We’ll come back in half an hour,’ said Saffie, checking her watch. ‘Let’s explore your aunt’s house while we wait. Scamp, don’t be such a scaredy-cat.’

Scamp had immediately disappeared into Saffie’s pocket.

Luna had been waiting for the chance to explore Aunt Jessie’s house. She and Saffie headed off down one of the many passageways leading from the kitchen.

‘I suppose you’ve broken your curse?’ said Luna, trying not to sound as envious as she felt.

Saffie shook her head. ‘I can’t work out how to.’ She clamped her hand over her mouth.

‘You can’t work it out?’ Luna stared at Saffie in amazement. She’d never heard Saffie admit she couldn’t work something out. ‘What curse did you get, anyway? You haven’t told me.’

Saffie was still holding her hand over her mouth, but it didn’t stop the words coming out in a rush. ‘Curse of the blabbery!’ she cried. And then she groaned. ‘It’s the worst curse! I can’t help blabbing, even when I don’t want to! And it’s getting worse!’ 

Luna was trying not to laugh.

‘What’s so funny?’ demanded Saffie.

‘Saffie the blabbermouth.’ Luna was cackling now. But she stopped abruptly when she remembered that she’d rather be a blabbery witch than no witch at all.

Saffie smiled sympathetically. ‘You know, everyone misses you at school. Professor Claire keeps asking where you are. And even Marielle was asking about you the other day.’

‘Marielle?’ Luna couldn’t imagine why Marielle would care.

‘Yep, even Marielle.’ Saffie suddenly blushed. ‘You know, I found out why you’re not allowed to use magic. Don’t blame Mum for telling me. I bugged her until she gave in. She was at the Magic Council meeting where it happened.’ Saffie suddenly looked fierce. ‘I don’t believe for a second that you stole Madame Valadon’s familiar! Neither does Mum!’

‘Thanks, Saff,’ Luna said. She was suddenly glad that Silver was fast asleep upstairs, because the presence of the small boobook would require some delicate explaining. ‘Hey, I wonder what’s in that cupboard under the stairs?’ she said quickly to change the subject. She tried the handle. ‘It’s locked. Too bad.’

Saffie took her wand from her back pocket and waved it over the lock. It clicked open. ‘Not anymore,’ she said with a grin. 

Luna opened the door and poked her nose in. She was hoping for something exciting, but it was just a regular old cupboard full of spare boots and cloaks. ‘Nothing much in here,’ she said with a shrug. She was about to close the door when she noticed a long silky strand draped over Aunt Jessie’s cloaks.

‘What’s that?’ she asked.

Saffie leaned forward and touched it. ‘Feels like spiderweb to me,’ she said with a frown.

Luna laughed. ‘What kind of spider would spin a web that big?’

The door sprang shut like a trapdoor. Luna and Saffie spun around and found themselves facing a monstrous spider clinging to the back of the door. It was so enormous that its body covered the entire door and its legs reached halfway across the walls and ceiling.

‘Oh,’ said Luna. ‘That kind.’

And then they did what any young witches-in-training would do when faced with an eight-legged, six-eyed furry monster: they gripped each other and screamed. Hard.

‘Is this one of Aunt Jessie’s monsters?’ gasped Saffie. Luna had no idea. But, at the mention of Aunt Jessie, she remembered her aunt’s advice for dealing with monsters. 

‘Hum!’ she commanded Saffie.

‘What?’ hissed Saffie.

Luna launched into an enthusiastically hummed rendition of Grim’s School anthem. After a few prods, Saffie joined in, somewhat less enthusiastically.

They hummed for a minute before Saffie hissed, ‘Whatever this is meant to do, I’m pretty sure it’s not doing it.’

Luna had to admit that Saffie was right. The monstrous spider was rubbing its front two feet together expectantly, as though it was looking forward to a feast as soon as the entertainment concluded.

Luna and Saffie inched towards the back of the cupboard. Luna tried to think of a way out, but her mind was blank. As long as the spider was clinging to the door, escape seemed impossible.

‘You know,’ said Saffie, her voice wobbling, ‘I’ve read that you shouldn’t fear spiders. And you definitely shouldn’t panic around them. That’s one of the worst things you can do.’

‘I’m glad we’re not panicking,’ said Luna, her voice wobbling terribly.

‘Yes, me too. It’s a relief we’re so very calm.’

At that moment the spider lunged at them, and both girls tumbled backwards with a scream. 

But where they ought to have hit the back of the cupboard, they found themselves still tumbling.

Saffie reached the ground first; Luna landed on top of her.

‘Ouch,’ groaned Saffie. ‘I think I’ve twisted my ankle.’

Luna leapt to her feet and hauled Saffie up. ‘Then you’d better untwist it.’

Looking around, Luna found they had landed in a panelled hall that was lined with portraits of some rather serious-looking witches—no doubt some of the aunts’ ancient relatives. In the middle of the hall was a long feasting table. Aunt Jessie’s house certainly was full of surprises.

‘Great, we’ve landed in the feasting hall,’ said Saffie sarcastically. ‘That’s just perfect.’

‘We are not on the menu,’ snapped Luna, and grabbed her friend by the hand. They raced down the hall together.

Glancing back, Luna saw the spider pounce onto the table and race across it towards them.

‘GO!’ Luna screamed at Saffie.

‘I’m GOING!’ screamed Saffie back.

‘The door!’ gasped Luna.

At the very end of the hall was a small blue door. Luna tugged it open and pushed Saffie through. She squeezed through behind her. 

They emerged in the fireplace in the living room.

There was no time to exclaim over the fact that Luna now knew where the bright-blue door in the fireplace led. The spider crashed through the door behind them, sending it flying off its hinges, and Luna and Saffie found themselves running once more.

It wasn’t until Luna reached the kitchen, where she knew they could escape through the back door, that she realised Saffie wasn’t with her.

She turned and raced back down the nearest passageway. ‘Saffie!’ she whispered. ‘Where are you?’

There was no answer.

Luna ran up a flight of stairs and down another passageway. ‘Saffie!’ she whispered.

From downstairs came a terrible wail.

‘Saffie!’ she cried, racing back downstairs.

‘LUNA!’

She found Saffie pinned against a wall in the bathroom, with the spider standing over her.

Luna grabbed the nearest thing she could find, which happened to be a cauldron with a potted plant in it. She hurled it. The cauldron struck the spider, knocking it into the bath. It slipped onto its back, with its hairy legs waving in the air.

 Saffie bolted.

Luna was following her when she felt something catch her around the waist. She looked down in horror to see a strand of spider silk wound tightly around her. The spider had found its feet and was now calmly reeling her in. Luna reached desperately for something to hold on to and accidentally brought down a whole shelf of Aunt Jessie’s bathroom potions.

Saffie tried to grab one of the spider’s legs, but it kicked her into the hallway.

Luna cowered beneath the spider as it raised itself above her. She saw her terrified reflection in each one of its six eyes.

She promptly closed her eyes.

If the spider was going to eat her, then she hoped it would get it over and done with, and that it would be kind enough to swallow her in one gulp.

A familiar shriek caused Luna to open her eyes.

She gasped. Silver appeared in the doorway to the bathroom, but she could no longer be called pocket-sized (unless the pocket in question belonged to a giant). She had grown so much that only her beak and one talon could fit through the door.

In fact, thought Luna in a daze, Silver was just the right size to pick up a giant spider and pop it into her mouth.

 Which is exactly what she did.

Luna disentangled herself from the spider’s silk and tried to tell Silver thank you, but there was a lump in her throat so big that all words were impossible. She settled instead for hugging Silver’s giant foot and, once the boobook shrank back to her usual size, ruffling the feathers on top of her head.

Silver glanced around the bathroom and then looked at Luna as if to say, Anything else to eat?

At that moment, Luna’s aunts arrived home in matching black leotards and tights. Aunt Jessie took one look at the state of the house and cried, ‘Toad eggs! Where is it?’

Luna and Saffie both looked at Silver.

Silver’s stomach rumbled tellingly.

It was a few minutes before Luna and Saffie could manage to get the full story out. Aunt Jessie sketched the spider as they described it and asked all sorts of questions, like, ‘And did it have the usual number of eyes?’ to which Luna looked at her blankly and Aunt Jessie said, ‘Eight?’

‘No, it had six,’ said Luna. She had certainly seen them closely enough to remember.

‘Highly irregular! And what about its abdomen? Did it have any unusual markings?’

‘I think that’s enough questions for now, Jessamine,’ said Aunt Agnes gently. 

‘I can’t understand it,’ said Aunt Jessie. ‘If a monstrous spider was living in my cloak cupboard, I should have known about it. And to think humming didn’t work! It just doesn’t make sense.’

‘You don’t suppose it was sent by someone, do you?’ said Aunt Henrietta with a frown.

Before anyone could answer, something exploded in the kitchen.

‘What now!’ cried Aunt Agnes.

Luna and Saffie looked at each other in horror.

‘The curse-cracker!’ they cried together.

When Aunt Agnes removed the baking tray from the oven, all that was left of the curse-cracker was a pile of black dust.

But sitting imperviously in the middle of the tray was the cursed stone.

‘It’s my fault,’ said Aunt Henrietta, blushing furiously. ‘I thought I might be able to help you with your curse assignment, Luna.’

Aunt Jessie raised one eyebrow. ‘I don’t think Professor Claire would approve of that. Besides, I’m sure Luna will break it herself as soon as she’s allowed to use magic again.’

Luna slipped the cursed stone back into the pocket of her dressing gown and thought, If I’m not a witch,I definitely won’t be able to break the curse of doubt. I might become the first student in Professor Claire’s class to stay cursed forever.

Aunt Jessie found a whole jar of worms at the back of the fridge. ‘I should say Silver deserves these,’ she said, taking the lid off and presenting it to the boobook.

Silver was, of course, delighted by her reward, though she was not quite as hungry as usual.

The rest of the day passed without any more monster sightings, much to Aunt Jessie’s disappointment but Luna and Saffie’s relief. Luna noticed that her aunts didn’t mention breaking her pact with Silver again. It seemed there were some things likely to endear a small but extremely troublesome boobook to her aunts, and saving Luna and Saffie’s lives happened to be one of them.
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The kitchen wall was murmuring. Luna pressed her ear to it and heard Aunt Jessie say in a muffled voice, ‘Won’t she be surprised!’

It was Sunday, a week since Saffie had gone home, but it wasn’t just any old Sunday. It was Luna’s birthday. She kept her ear against the wall, straining to hear.

‘What are you doing listening through walls?’

Luna quickly stood up straight. Aunt Henrietta had entered without her noticing. ‘Nothing.’

‘I thought you were out,’ said Aunt Henrietta.

‘Nope,’ said Luna.

Aunt Henrietta’s eyes fell on Luna’s moonstone ring. ‘When did you get your ring back? I thought you’d lost it!’

‘I forgot to tell you,’ said Luna. ‘I found it when I went back to the Lost Forest.’

 ‘Well, that was lucky,’ said Aunt Henrietta.

Luna rubbed the ring and nodded. She wasn’t sure if it was luck, exactly, but she was happy to have it back.

Aunt Jessie and Aunt Agnes trooped into the kitchen. They stopped when they saw Luna. Aunt Agnes’s eyes narrowed.

‘I thought you were out.’

Luna’s eyes narrowed back. ‘Would you rather I was?’

‘No, no. We’ve just been busy with…’ Aunt Agnes trailed off while she thought about what they were busy with. ‘Cleaning,’ she said.

‘Cleaning?’ Luna looked at her aunts suspiciously. She had never known them to clean voluntarily.

‘Dusting,’ added Aunt Jessie.

‘Well, happy dusting,’ said Luna. ‘I’m going to see if Silver is awake yet.’

‘Get dressed for dinner!’ yelled Aunt Agnes after her.

Luna turned back and asked innocently, ‘Why?’

‘No reason,’ said Aunt Agnes. She winked at Aunt Jessie.

‘I can see you winking, Aunt Agnes,’ said Luna with a sigh. ‘And what are you doing with your broom, Aunt Henrietta?’

‘Eh?’ cried Aunt Henrietta. ‘Oh, this?’ She

 scratched her head. ‘Sweeping!’

Luna snorted. ‘If you say so.’

She knew exactly what was going on. Every year, her aunts threw her a surprise birthday party, and every year she had to try harder to be surprised by it.

Upstairs, she found Silver just waking up.

‘Good evening, Silver. Well, I guess it’s good morning for you.’ Luna fed her a bowl of worms and insects. She’d noticed a change in Silver since the giant-spider attack. Silver had become more protective of her. She followed her around the house as soon as she woke, and watched over her when she slept (though Luna had to admit this might just be for the fun of nibbling her toes beneath the quilt).

‘It’s my birthday, you know,’ Luna told her as she changed into her other, slightly cleaner black dress, and put on her cloak. ‘Can you believe I’m thirteen?’

Perhaps Silver could believe it, but she was much too busy primping to remark on it.

‘You care far too much about how you look,’ said Luna.

Silver paused her primping to give Luna a look that said clearly enough, Stop being so bossy.

‘I’m just saying that you could be doing far more interesting things with your time than fluffing your feathers,’ said Luna. And then she felt bad. ‘It’s nobody’s business but your own, I suppose.’ She found her black ribbon and was pleased when Silver let her tie it around her neck in a large bow. 

‘There. You look the part for my birthday,’ said Luna. ‘But you’ll still have to stay in my pocket out of sight. Now, what do you think of my surprised face?’ Luna opened her mouth and eyes as wide as they would go.

Silver looked unimpressed.

‘You’re right, it’s terrible,’ said Luna with a sigh. ‘But the aunts always seem to believe it.’

Downstairs, she found her aunts giggling and whispering together. Luna paused on the stairs and waited.

And waited.

‘Are you coming, Luna?’ asked Aunt Henrietta. ‘I’m so hungry!’

‘All right, out with it!’ cried Luna. She waved her hands and murmured, ‘Surprise!’

Her aunts stared at her.

‘What are you talking about, Luna?’ said Aunt Agnes.

‘You look a little pale,’ said Aunt Jessie with concern.

Luna frowned. ‘But…’ She looked from one aunt to the next. They looked genuinely perplexed.

She felt her heart sink. Was it possible that her aunts had actually forgotten her birthday? Or worse yet, had they decided not to celebrate it? After all, it was only her birthday because it marked the day her aunts found her. What if they didn’t think it was such a special day anymore? 

‘Let’s go, Luna,’ said Aunt Jessie. ‘We’re heading to the Augurium for dinner. Their pizza is pure magic.’

‘Where’s the Augurium?’ asked Luna.

‘It’s hidden in one of the laneways and it’s only frequented by witches,’ said Aunt Jessie. ‘It’s about time you see what witches are like in Melbourne. They’re very relaxed here you know, and very cool.’

‘Too cool to cast any spells!’ cried Aunt Agnes.

‘Well, maybe it’s a refreshing change to be somewhere where witches aren’t constantly causing trouble!’ shot back Aunt Jessie.

Luna usually intervened when her aunts were squabbling, but she was much too disheartened about her birthday to bother. How could they have forgotten?

Her aunts were still at it by the time they reached the Augurium, whose sign on the door promised pizza and good omens. Aunt Agnes, who was just warming up on the subject of Paris witches vs Melbourne witches, said triumphantly, ‘And in Paris—!’

She didn’t get any further. Aunt Jessie opened the door and ushered Luna inside, and an entire restaurant of witches yelled, ‘SURPRISE!’ 

Luna found herself surrounded by strangers who were patting her on the back and wishing her a happy birthday. Someone pressed a purple fizzy drink into her hand that sang Happy birthday to you over and over.

In all the din, Aunt Agnes squeezed Luna’s arm and whispered in her ear, ‘Did you really think we’d forget our favourite birthday tradition—surprising you like you surprised us all those years ago?’

And Aunt Henrietta boomed, ‘I can’t believe we finally managed to surprise you!’

The aunts collapsed into cackles.

Luna, grinning from ear to ear, found her way to a table with her name on it. There were serviettes shaped into little witch’s hats, a large chocolate cake in the centre and a broom-shaped piñata hanging overhead. On the table was an empty platter.

‘Go on, wish for your favourite pizza,’ said Aunt Jessie.

Luna looked up at Aunt Jessie. ‘Really?’

‘Whatever you want.’

Luna closed her eyes and wished. When she opened her eyes, the platter was full of mushroom pizza.

‘No way!’ she cried.

 ‘Told you the pizza was pure magic here,’ said Aunt Jessie.

A commotion on the other side of the restaurant caught Luna’s attention.

‘Aunt Jessie, did you invite goblins?’

A gang of goblins were seating themselves noisily on a tabletop. (Owing to their size, goblins were forced to sit on rather than at tables, and this generally made them very unpopular dinner guests.)

Aunt Jessie hesitated. ‘I did invite a few to make up the numbers. And it’s not a bad idea to do the goblins a good turn sometimes. One day they might do a good turn for you.’

‘Are you sure?’ asked Luna.

‘Their hearts are in the right place,’ said Aunt Jessie. She was looking doubtfully at the goblins, who were shovelling down pizza slices whole, all the while stuffing their coat pockets with extra pieces. A nasty fight had now broken out over the last slice. ‘Occasionally,’ she added.

In fairness to the goblins, they’d at least made an effort to smarten up for the occasion by scrubbing the grime from their faces. The effort was, however, somewhat spoiled by the fact that they’d neglected to wash any other part of themselves.

With a slice of pizza in each hand and a long string of cheese stretching between her hand and mouth, Luna asked Aunt Jessie, ‘And who’s that?’ 

Standing in the doorway to the Augurium was a lady so tall she had to stoop to enter. Luna frowned. It was impossible to say how a lady wearing so many violet frills—on her dress, her hat, her umbrella and her little handbag—could look so menacing.

‘Sweetums! Howlish! I do hope we’re not late for the party!’ she cried.

Two figures appeared at her elbow. They must be Sweetums and Howlish, thought Luna.

‘I should say we are right on time, Mademoiselle Clotilde!’ cried one. He tugged at his spotty black dinner jacket, which was slightly too short.

‘Indeed, right on time!’ echoed the other. He unbuttoned his green dinner jacket, which was slightly too tight.

On time for what? wondered Luna. The back of her neck was prickling all over.

The witches around her were instantly silent.

The goblins, whose instincts (unlike their personal hygiene) could usually be trusted, were already leaping out the window. Luna had a strong urge to do the same.

‘Are these some of the Melbourne witches you wanted us to meet?’ murmured Aunt Agnes to Aunt Jessie.

 ‘You know as well as I do that they’re not from Melbourne, and they’re not witches,’ murmured Aunt Jessie.

‘You don’t mean?’ said Aunt Agnes in a low voice.

Aunt Jessie gave her a look. ‘I do mean.’

‘Uh-oh,’ said Aunt Henrietta, who was trying her best to speak in a whisper but failing completely as usual.

Clotilde looked directly through the crowds at them.

‘And where is the darling birthday girl? Ah, there she is.’ She pointed her sharp umbrella straight at Luna, and the crowds seemed to part against their will, grumbling and moving aside as Clotilde made her way between the tables.

Luna felt Silver’s body tense up in her pocket. And suddenly she realised who the guests must be. ‘What are ghosts doing at my party?’ she whispered to Aunt Jessie. ‘Isn’t it bad enough inviting goblins?’

‘They’re not ghosts, dear,’ said Aunt Jessie, her mouth barely moving. ‘They’re demons.’

Luna barely had time to remember the difference between demons and ghosts before Clotilde, Sweetums and Howlish were standing in front of her. (Oh yes, she thought, as Clotilde twirled her tiny umbrella and pointed the sharp end at her. The difference is that demons, unlike ghosts, have never been alive. And though you may occasionally get a good ghost, demons pride themselves on being always always horrible.) 

Luna felt her aunts forming a protective ring around her.

‘Madame Valadon sends her finest wishes for your birthday. She also sends us. You may think of us as your birthday demons. The demon in black is Howlish, and the demon in green is my little Sweetums. And you may call me Mademoiselle Clotilde.’

Clotilde held out a gloved hand—also decorated with violet frills.

‘Don’t take her hand,’ warned Aunt Agnes in a low voice.

‘Darling, anyone would think I bite!’ Mademoiselle Clotilde snapped her beastly teeth. Her voice dropped to an unearthly tone. ‘When all I carry, apart from a few, may I say, insignificant diseases, is a touching message from Madame Valadon.’ She cleared her throat, and a cauldron of miniature bats escaped from her mouth.

There were squeals around the restaurant as the bats dispersed.

‘Much better. Now I may continue.’ She pulled a single balloon on a string from her handbag. The balloon assumed the face of Madame Valadon, though it was stretched and transparent. 

‘Luuuuna,’ said the Madame Valadon balloon head.

It was difficult to take the bobbing balloon head seriously. Eventually, Clotilde managed to hold it steady between her hands.

‘I was waiting for my invitation to your party. Perhaps it got lost in the mail?’ Madame Valadon cackled. ‘Or perhaps not. Luna, Luna, Luna. Do you happen to know what your name means, by the way?’

Before Luna could decide whether to answer, a voice spoke up behind her.

‘You’re being a massive jerk.’

Luna turned to see a boy standing with his arms crossed over his black shirt. Aunt Jessie had mentioned cool witches in Melbourne, but she hadn’t mentioned cool wizards-in-training.

‘And I’ve seen better magic in a bargain store,’ he added.

Luna felt like laughing or clapping but didn’t dare do either.

‘Way to go, Henry!’ yelled a tall witch wearing paint-spattered boots.

There was a general murmur of agreement from the other witches in the Augurium. They were all standing up now.

‘Sit down,’ hissed Clotilde. She raised a violet-frilled gloved hand, and suddenly every witch found herself sitting down. And when each one tried to stand up, she discovered she couldn’t. 

There were shouts all around the restaurant.

‘Now where was I?’ cried Madame Valadon. ‘Ah yes, your name. It means moon, Luna. Which seems rather far-fetched to me. A baby is not like a moon, and especially not when the baby is as disagreeable as you.’

Madame Valadon began to laugh cruelly, and her balloon head bobbed up and down once more.

Luna thought about leaning over and popping Madame Valadon’s head, and the image of it bursting was so satisfying that for a moment she was able to distract herself from what Madame Valadon was saying.

‘Hold my head still!’ cried Madame Valadon sharply.

Clotilde clamped Madame Valadon’s head between her hands once more, a little tighter this time.

With squished features, Madame Valadon went on. ‘Those foolish aunts gave you a witch’s name!’ A sudden gust blew her head within inches of Luna’s face. ‘Little Lost Luna, the girl with a witch’s name who can’t call herself a witch.’

Luna batted at the balloon to get Madame Valadon out of her face.

 ‘But rules are rules, and clause thirteen happens to be my personal favourite,’ hissed Madame Valadon. ‘Only direct descendants of witches can be witches, and you, Luna Wood, are the daughter of nobody.’

Luna felt a swirl of anger inside her. ‘Why have you come here?’ she snapped.

‘I think you know,’ snarled Madame Valadon. ‘You have my familiar, don’t you, Luna-who-isn’t-like-the-moon? And I’m not going to be so understanding about it this time.’

There were murmurs around the room.

‘I made a pact with Silver,’ said Luna. ‘She’s my familiar.’

The murmurs grew in volume. Witches never fought over familiars.

Madame Valadon inflated further with rage.

‘Nonsense!’ she screamed, a stream of air escaping her pursed lips. ‘The boobook is mine. Do not mess with me—I am the best witch in Paris!’

‘So you keep telling us,’ muttered Henry from the crowd of witches.

‘How dare you!’ shrieked Madame Valadon, her head inflating to alarming proportions.

‘Calm yourself, Madame Valadon,’ hissed Clotilde.

Madame Valadon took slow breaths. Her face relaxed into its usual nasty expression. ‘I was going to get you a trio of scented soaps for your birthday, Luna, but then I thought to myself, how extremely dull! How much more thrilling to send you a trio of demons instead! I had to go to some very distant places to unearth them, let me tell you! But it was well worth it to see the charmed expression on your face.’ 

Madame Valadon’s balloon head began to sway. The sharp point of Clotilde’s tiny umbrella was perilously close to her head.

‘Happy birthday, Luna. I do hate to miss the party. But I’m sure Mademoiselle Clotilde can handle things from here. And as we say in Paris—’

There was a pop! and Madame Valadon suddenly looked up in alarm.

Clotilde let go, and Madame Valadon’s balloon head whizzed around the room crying, ‘Au revoirrrrr!’ until she finally shot to the floor in a wrinkled heap by Clotilde’s feet.

Clotilde speared the wrinkly balloon with her tiny umbrella and slipped it back into her frilly handbag.

‘What a delightful appearance from Madame Valadon,’ she said.

‘You had better watch yourself, demon,’ said Aunt Agnes quietly.

Clotilde smiled. ‘But darling, that’s something I never tire of.’ She turned back to Luna. ‘Now, let’s get down to business. You hand over the boobook and I won’t pop you into the pizza oven. What do you say?’ 

There was uproar in the restaurant now.

‘Who do you think you are!’ cried one witch.

‘You can’t go around threatening witches-in-training like that!’ yelled another.

Clotilde laughed hysterically. ‘Darlings, I’m a demon! I can do whatever I want! The boobook, please.’ She held out her gloved hand.

‘Luna, maybe you should just give her the boobook,’ muttered Aunt Henrietta.

‘Excellent idea,’ said Clotilde. ‘Listen to the old bat and give me the boobook.’

‘Who are you calling an old bat!’ cried Aunt Henrietta.

Aunt Jessie had been quiet until now, but Luna had seen the fury mounting in her face. ‘Turn around, demon, and step back over the threshold.’

Clotilde laughed once more. ‘Are you trying to banish me? Good luck! You couldn’t banish me if you tried!’ She raised her arm and suddenly all three aunts shot across the restaurant and into the bathroom.

The door slammed shut, and the lock clicked into place.

The three aunts’ anxious faces appeared in the porthole window, and from within came an awful banging.

 Luna cried out, but Clotilde interrupted her. ‘Your aunts are the least of your worries. Now, would anybody else care to cause trouble?’

A gathering of cool Melbourne witches was no match for three demons—especially when those cool Melbourne witches were all glued to their chairs. Clotilde seemed to delight in watching them try to get up, wriggling this way and that, using every spell they could think of, and finally sinking back in despair.

Turning to her companions, Clotilde said sweetly, ‘I hope we haven’t killed the mood! We live for parties, don’t we, Sweetums? Don’t we, Howlish?’

‘We do, Mademoiselle Clotilde, we do!’ chorused the demons.

As if to prove Clotilde’s point, Sweetums picked up Luna’s chocolate birthday cake. ‘Oops,’ he said. And then he threw the cake across the restaurant.

Clotilde giggled and pierced Luna’s piñata with her umbrella. Wasps poured out. ‘Darlings, all of you!’ she cried to the wasps. And then she bared her beastly teeth once more and said to Luna, ‘I’m going to eat you up.’

Luna suddenly realised that the pizza oven was mere steps away from where she stood. And it was certainly big enough to fit a witch inside.

All kinds of frantic spells were being cast around her by witches stuck in their seats, but this only appeared to amuse Clotilde. 

‘March,’ she instructed Luna.

And Luna found herself marching backwards towards the oven.

‘Delicious!’ cried Sweetums, licking his lips. Howlish merely howled like a hungry beast.

Luna could feel the warmth of the oven on her back. Of all the perilous scrapes she had found herself in, this one had to be the worst. Just as the flames were beginning to feel too hot for comfort, she heard a soft sound from within her pocket.

‘Boo-book.’

At that moment, Clotilde raised her umbrella as if she was going to push Luna into the oven. And Luna heard Madame Valadon’s voice in her head. The girl with a witch’s name who can’t call herself a witch!

Madame Valadon was at that moment a shrivelled balloon in Clotilde’s handbag, but it was Madame Valadon who was calling the shots, and it was Madame Valadon whom Luna addressed.

‘Madame Valadon, it is extremely rude to show up to parties that you are not invited to! And, Madame Valadon, it is even ruder to bring demons!’

She hurled herself at Clotilde. Her fingernails felt like powerful talons as she ripped the demon’s violet frills to pieces. Clotilde shrieked. Her hair had come unpinned, and tiny black bugs were crawling down her shoulders and arms. When she shrieked again, another cauldron of miniature bats escaped from her mouth. This time they flew in a blind panic around her head. 

Silver, meanwhile, slipped from Luna’s pocket and flew around the demons in ever-tightening circles. She tore at Sweetums and Howlish’s dress coats, which seemed now to be made of tiny spiders, and drove all three towards the door.

The rest of the witches in the Augurium were shouting. And although they were still stuck in their seats, they were finding inventive ways to help. Luna saw an elderly witch give Sweetums a whack on the backside with her broom, while others hurled slices of pizza.

Luna clapped her hands together three times. ‘You’re banished, you three! Never to return!’ she cried.

The demons were sucked across the threshold as if by a ferocious wind, their torn clothes flapping wildly. Clotilde tried to point her tiny umbrella at Luna, but it caught on the door and snapped. She tumbled away with Howlish and Sweetums, their shrieks and moans filling the laneway.

A fragment of lace fluttered to the floor.

 Once the demons were gone, the shouting in the Augurium turned into a deafening cheer. All the witches rose to their feet together, the bathroom door clicked open and Luna found herself surrounded by her aunts.

‘Luna!’ gasped Aunt Jessie. ‘How did you do that?’ Luna clamped her hand over her mouth. ‘I didn’t mean to use magic. I really didn’t!’

‘You were right to use it!’ cried Aunt Agnes, giving her a huge hug. And then she brushed herself down and said briskly, ‘As a rule I don’t encourage breaking rules, but sometimes it can be very enjoyable.’

Aunt Jessie burst out, ‘You couldn’t help using magic because you are a witch! I always knew it!’

And Aunt Henrietta finished triumphantly, ‘How could anyone say otherwise, after what happened tonight?’

Luna glowed. Could her aunts be right? She looked down at her boots. They were old and scuffed and at least a size too big, but they were a witch’s boots. And then she looked at her cloak. It too was worn and probably closer to two sizes too big, but it was a witch’s cloak. And then she caught Silver’s eye and the small boobook flew soundlessly to her, perching on her shoulder.

Maybe she was a witch after all.

 ‘Okay everyone, party’s over!’ boomed Aunt Henrietta, which was entirely unnecessary because the witches of Melbourne were already making a beeline for the door, warily shaking Luna’s hand, telling her they’d never seen anything so extraordinary, but they really must go, their parking was up, and they had an early start tomorrow…

Even the chef left, crying out behind him, ‘Magic pizza’s off!’

‘Mim, you’re the last to leave as always. You don’t need to stay and help,’ said Aunt Jessie.

The tall witch with paint-spattered boots was starting to clean up the chocolate cake, along with Henry.

‘Luna, I don’t think you’ve met my friend Mim and her son Henry,’ said Aunt Jessie. ‘Henry, that was very brave of you to stand up to the demon.’

Luna stared at Henry. ‘You called that demon a massive jerk.’

‘Sorry about that,’ mumbled Henry. ‘Couldn’t help myself.’

Luna started cackling, and soon everyone joined in.

Henry looked at Luna with something like admiration. ‘That demon’s dress didn’t look so fancy once you were finished with it either.’

And Mim smiled. ‘I expect that’s not the last magic we’ll see from you, Luna.’

 Once they were gone and the tables cleared using a bit of household magic, Aunt Jessie said with a sigh, ‘I expect no one will ever come to one of our parties again.’

Aunt Agnes pressed a large present into Luna’s hands. ‘There might not be any guests or cake left, but there are still presents. Happy birthday, Luna.’

Luna opened the present. It turned out that Aunt Agnes’s magic knitting needles had been hard at work making her a sweater.

‘It has extra bobbles because I know how much you like them,’ said Aunt Agnes, beaming.

‘Happy birthday, Luna!’ Aunt Henrietta pressed a jar into Luna’s hands.

‘STUBBORN TOE OINTMENT,’ read Luna. She looked at Aunt Henrietta in confusion.

‘Read the other side,’ said Aunt Henrietta.

Luna turned it over and read, ‘Stubborn Toe Invisibility Ointment for those stubborn visible bits and difficult-to-remove places.’ Her face lit up. ‘Wow, thanks Aunt Henrietta!’ she said.

Aunt Jessie cleared her throat. ‘I have one more surprise for you, Luna. Come on.’

They left the Augurium and headed through the laneways, with Silver still perched proudly on Luna’s shoulder.

Madame Valadon can’t tell you who you are, Luna told herself. You are the daughter of somebody, and you are going to find out if your mum was a witch.

They walked through a dark arcade and down a narrow set of steps. Aunt Jessie stopped at the bottom.

‘Happy birthday, my petite witchling.’

On a small patch of wall, framed by an old brick archway, was a spray-painted stencil of a young witch with an owl perched on her shoulder.

Luna stared. The big lump was back in her throat. ‘Is that Silver and me?’

Aunt Jessie wrapped her arm around Luna and gave her shoulders a squeeze. ‘I only paint what’s real.’

Luna stared at her portrait. She knew that danger lay ahead, but this version of her didn’t look afraid. Risking a sharp peck, she stroked the silvery streak on Silver’s forehead.

Somehow, despite everything—or maybe because of it—Silver belonged with her.

But Madame Valadon was determined to have Silver, and all Luna’s magic might not be enough to stop her.
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There are times in life when it is much better to be invisible.

And luckily for Luna, she had her birthday present from Aunt Henrietta—Stubborn Toe Invisibility Ointment.

It made for sticky application. Aunt Agnes knocked on the bathroom door about a thousand times asking if she was done, and when Luna at last opened the door and presented herself with a ‘Ta-da!’, Aunt Agnes merely raised an eyebrow and said, ‘You’re not supposed to put it on your whole body. That’s why we have invisibility spells. And you’ve missed seven places.’

There was no pleasing some witches.

Luna quickly rubbed some ointment into the seven places she’d missed, slipped Silver into her pocket and grabbed her mop. She was late enough already. 

The final bell had already rung by the time she got to class. It would have been better if she’d been on time, but the mop wasn’t built for speed. She would just have to make a very quiet entry instead.

It felt strange to be back in Paris and even stranger to be back at Grim’s School for the Education of Young Witches. She could have sworn that one of the gargoyles on the roof winked at her on her way in, but that wasn’t possible unless gargoyles had the ability to see invisible witches. Which perhaps they did. Luna didn’t know much about gargoyles beyond the fact that they were fond of fighting each other under the cover of darkness.

She peeked into her pocket to check on Silver and then headed to her classroom.

The students were busy chatting (actually they were complaining, by the sound of it) as Luna slipped her mop into the broom cupboard and took the seat next to Saffie. She was about to say, ‘Guess what? Aunt Jessie has come back to Paris for a bit!’ but she remembered just in time that she was invisible and that Saffie was likely to exclaim in surprise if she spoke. Luna had returned to Paris to study magic in secret. It was Aunt Jessie’s idea, but Aunt Agnes and Aunt Henrietta had agreed to it at once.

 Luna gazed around the classroom. Everything looked the same, but somehow everything felt different.

Professor Claire held up her hand to quieten the students. ‘Good morning, class. I noticed a few grumblings among you this morning. How are you all going with your curse assignment?’

A wave of groans rose around the room, and Remi could be heard to say that he’d fallen in countless muddy holes and loved every minute of it.

‘I see,’ said Professor Claire. ‘Perhaps we should spend a few minutes on curses this morning. The thing about curses is that they may seem daunting at first, but they’re simple enough to remove if you follow some basic rules. Does anyone know what those rules are?’

Everyone was silent.

Professor Claire smiled. ‘The first rule is patience. I always say that anyone with the bare minimum of magic education can apply a curse. But to remove a curse, a witch-in-training must truly understand magic. And that takes time.’

Luna squirmed in her chair. This was exactly the sort of thing that Aunt Agnes was always saying.

‘The second rule is that it’s okay to be afraid. Without fear you can’t have courage, and courage is essential to break a curse. Now, does anyone know the third and final rule?’

 The class was silent.

‘The third rule is to trust your own magic. Don’t be tempted by quick fixes, like over-the-counter curse removals or gadgets that promise to break a curse like this.’ Professor Claire snapped her fingers. ‘In the hands of a practised witch, perhaps these things will work. But for students? I think not.’

Luna was glad to be invisible at this point. If the curse-cracker hadn’t already turned to dust, she would have thrown it out at once.

‘My final piece of advice is this: a curse may yet prove helpful. And sometimes a curse will show you something useful about yourself.’

Remi was nodding enthusiastically.

‘Professor Claire, can’t you just tell us what to do?’ groaned Elodie. ‘My broom parked itself in a tree yesterday for two whole hours!’

‘Yes, please tell us!’ cried Ondine. ‘I can’t open my potion cupboard without the right key!’

‘And the evil eye,’ added Mathilde in a trembling voice, ‘did not turn out to be a good curse at all!’

And suddenly the whole class was complaining about their curses, including Saffie, who could be heard crying above everyone else that she simply could not keep her mouth shut, no matter how hard she tried. The only student who stayed silent (apart from Luna, of course) was Marielle. As usual, she was sitting by herself. Luna found herself wondering yet again what Marielle’s curse was. 

Professor Claire shushed them all. ‘Of course I can’t just tell you what to do. What would you learn from that? What would happen when you next encountered a difficult problem? Now, I don’t propose that we spend the entire lesson on curses. But please don’t forget there are only a few weeks until the end of term when your curse assignments are due.’

‘Cursed assignment,’ muttered Saffie.

‘For the rest of today’s class we’re going to practise a transformation that’s essential to any magic education,’ said Professor Claire. ‘That is to say, we’re all going to become toads.’

And with that, Professor Claire transformed herself into an enormous spectacles-wearing toad.

There was a buzz of excitement in the class but not much success, it must be said. Saffie managed to give herself webbed feet and hands, but nobody else managed anything at all.

‘Don’t get discouraged, one day you shall all be toads,’ declared Professor Claire when the bell rang. She transformed herself back into a witch as everyone was packing up and said without even looking up from her desk, ‘You may stay behind, Luna.’

 Luna froze.

How did Professor Claire know she was there?

The rest of the class looked around in confusion, and Saffie said, ‘But Luna isn’t here.’

Professor Claire raised one eyebrow, and then everyone seemed to take a very long time packing up the rest of their belongings.

‘You may all stop lingering,’ said Professor Claire firmly. ‘That includes you, Sapphire. I can see you hovering behind the cloak hooks.’

Saffie left reluctantly, looking over her shoulder the whole way.

Once the classroom was empty, Luna blurted out, ‘How did you know I was here, Professor Claire?’

Professor Claire looked up from her desk. ‘There’s no use making yourself invisible if you come in dragging a very visible mop. There was no mistaking you, I’m afraid. It just so happens that the rest of the class were too busy complaining about their curses to notice your arrival.’

Luna groaned. How could she have forgotten to make her mop invisible? She took a deep breath and waited to hear about the deep trouble she was in.

Professor Claire wore her gravest expression.

‘Saffie told me you’ve been in Melbourne.’

‘Yes, Professor Claire.’

 ‘Well, I’m glad to have you back in my class.’

Luna started. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. ‘Really?’ She hesitated. ‘I didn’t think you’d want me here since the Magic Council said—well, they said my magic was no good.’ She hung her head.

‘The Magic Council of Paris wouldn’t recognise good magic if it struck them on the nose,’ said Professor Claire. ‘And it won’t, as long as Madame Valadon is running it. She alone wanted you to stop using magic, Luna. The rest of the Council were too afraid to object. But I wasn’t.’

‘But why?’ Luna burst out.

‘Because I’ve seen your magic and I know you have potential.’

This was about the highest praise Luna had ever received.

‘And I know a thing or two about familiars. Their behaviour is worth paying close attention to.’ She snapped her fingers and her cat Heloise, who had been creeping across a bookshelf worryingly close to a potion in a glass jar, suddenly leapt onto her shoulder knocking the jar flying.

Professor Claire caught the potion in one hand without missing a beat.

‘Now, tell me, Luna, are you still practising magic?’ Professor Claire scratched Heloise under the chin, and Heloise rubbed herself against Professor Claire, arching her back. 

Luna thought of the demons. Am I ever, she thought. She nodded.

‘Good. Very good, in fact. I’ll see you in class tomorrow. Don’t bother with that invisibility muck. Just be on time for once, okay?’

Professor Claire disappeared into the broom cupboard. She returned holding a broom.

‘And for goodness’ sake, Luna, take my old broom. It’s about time you had something decent to fly on.’
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A gentle breeze was blowing at lunchtime. Luna made her way past the school’s casting tree and onto the sports field, which was crowded with students practising their flying.

She held the broom in both hands. It wasn’t a Grande, but neither was it something from the back room of McCraw’s Brooms and Basketry. And most importantly, it was a broom. It was black pine, and neither too heavy nor too light. The handle was hand-carved with an intricate pattern of intertwined branches. The grip was sound. The bristles were in excellent condition, as you would expect of a broom owned by Professor Claire.

 ‘What do you think, Silver?’

Silver poked her head out of Luna’s pocket and purred.

‘I think we should go for a little ride,’ said Luna. She reached into her backpack and took out the Paris Directory of Witches. She flipped open to the page she’d marked and checked the listing one more time:


Mme B. Valadon, Best Witch in Paris, (B. Unknown),

Head of the Magic Council of Paris

(Place of residence: Room 551, the Hotel Fortune).



She returned the directory to her backpack. Her aunts’ copy of the Paris Directory of Witches was at least thirteen years old, so she would have to hope that Madame Valadon could still be found at the Hotel Fortune.

Because today she was in the mood for finding Madame B. Valadon, Best Witch in Paris.

Luna hopped onto the broom and Silver perched on the handle in front of her. Luna took a firm hold of the grip, kicked up her heels and lifted into the air.

Professor Claire’s broom was like nothing she’d ever flown before. For a start, she’d never flown a broom that followed her instructions. But this broom responded to even the slightest movements of her hands.

 She ducked and weaved her way to the Place of Six Snails.

And could she help it if she showed off a little on the way? After all, it wasn’t every day that she got to fly a professor’s old broom.

‘We’re going to pay Madame Valadon a visit,’ Luna told Silver.

Silver looked back at Luna questioningly.

‘Don’t worry, she’s not going to know anything about it,’ said Luna. ‘If Madame Valadon is out then we’re going in, and if she’s in then we’ll watch her from a window ledge or a tree. She won’t see me—I’m invisible. Because, I don’t know about you, Silver, but I’d like to know what Madame Valadon is planning. And next time she tries to take you, I’m going to be ready.’

Silver purred her approval.

Luna hunched low over her broom and dipped towards the Hotel Fortune.

She flew along the east wing, surveying each balcony.

‘I wonder which one belongs to room 551?’ she asked Silver.

Silver gave her a look that said, You might have asked me sooner, and then flew off, disappearing around the back of the hotel.

When Luna caught up to the small boobook, she found her perched on an upper balcony that overlooked the entire Witches Quarter. 

Of course Silver knew. She’d been here before.

Luna landed on the balcony as quietly as she could, which was no easy task given the number of nasty potted plants Madame Valadon kept. One latched onto Luna’s boot as she brushed past it.

She disentangled herself and crept up to the French doors. The curtains were closed, but there was a small gap that allowed her a good view into the hotel room.

‘Nobody’s there,’ she whispered to Silver.

She tried the door handle. It was locked.

This was the sort of work that called for a wand, and unfortunately Luna no longer had hers. She did, however, have Aunt Henrietta’s pocket wand tucked into her right boot. What would Aunt Henrietta think of her expedition to Madame Valadon’s hotel room? It was best not to wonder.

Sometimes, thought Luna, you couldn’t think about what sort of trouble you’d be in if your aunts found out what you were up to. Because then you might never do what needed to be done, and what sort of witch-in-training would you be then?

She was about to wave the wand over the keyhole when the French doors on the next balcony opened and a witch wearing an oversized coat stepped out. She gazed across at Luna. 

‘I can see your wand, thief,’ said the witch lazily. ‘I wouldn’t bother trying if I were you. You’ll never get in. Madame Valadon’s room is like a fortress. Nobody gets in, and nobody gets out.’ She cackled. ‘And I can see your wand shaking like a leaf now, but you needn’t trouble yourself. Witches don’t snitch. Besides that, she takes my newspaper every morning.’

With that, the witch turned and went back inside her hotel room.

For a moment, Luna stood quite still as she tried to absorb what had just happened.

And then she realised that another vicious plant tendril had attached itself to her wrist and was pinching with all its might. Luna gave it a sharp pinch back and hissed, ‘Knock it off or I’ll push you off the balcony!’

The plant knocked it off at once.

Luna pressed her eye back to the gap in the curtain and blinked. The front door of Madame Valadon’s hotel room, which was opposite the French doors, was now open.

Madame Valadon stood silhouetted in the doorway.

Luna ducked. Her heart was thumping so loudly she was sure Madame Valadon could hear it.

 Madame Valadon switched on the light and shuffled across the room. She draped her furry coat over an armchair and put a writhing apothecary bag on the floor.

‘Titou, my little raisin, what would I ever do without you?’ she murmured.

Luna hoped that Titou stayed in the bag.

Madame Valadon was murmuring to herself now, but Luna couldn’t hear what she was saying. She pressed her nose against the glass. Madame Valadon was shuffling towards the balcony.

Luna was about to leap onto her broom when the clock struck two o’clock.

‘Eh? That time already?’ cried Madame Valadon in a strange, muffled voice. And then suddenly, as if awakening from a dream, she was no longer moving at a snail’s pace but was instead running here and there, throwing open cupboards, peering under the sofa, looking in her armoire and turning out her pockets.

‘Where is it?’ she cried, wringing her hands.

Her searching became frantic. She was emptying the armoire now, tossing objects in every direction. A witch’s hat struck the glass just above Luna’s nose. Luna’s eyes grew wide. What was Madame Valadon so desperate to find?

There was a knock at the open door and a waiter from Esme entered, pushing a small tea cart. 

‘Tea, Madame Valadon,’ he said with a bow.

‘Put it down!’ Madame Valadon shrieked. ‘Put it down at once! You’re late!’

‘Very sorry, Madame,’ said the waiter with a bow.

He pushed the cart over to her table and began to carefully unload the tea things.

‘Make it snappy!’ cried Madame Valadon. Her face was positively grey.

She grabbed a teacup from the tray and slammed it on the table so forcefully that it must have come close to shattering.

The waiter placed a cloth napkin onto the table and said, ‘A restorative blend for you today, Madame Valadon. And a wonderful selection of herbed sandwiches if I may list these—’

‘Go! Now!’ thundered Madame Valadon.

The waiter dropped the sandwiches on the table and made a hasty exit, the tea cart rattling as he pulled it behind him.

Madame Valadon let out an unearthly groan and sank into a chair at the table. Her hands, Luna noticed, were shaking so much that she could barely pour the tea. She spilled milk all over the saucer.

When the cup at last made it to her lips, she threw her head back and cried with pleasure, ‘A fine cup of tea indeed!’ 

She did not touch the sandwiches.

An unsettling quiet now fell over room 551. All that fuss over a cup of tea, thought Luna. She frowned. Why would Madame Valadon make so much fuss about a cup of tea?

And then the realisation hit.

Two o’clock! It was the ghosts’ tea hour.

Madame Valadon must have been feeling frightful or…or…dead. Luna stumbled backwards, startling Silver and nearly catapulting her broom over the edge. Madame Valadon was a ghost.
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‘When did you realise Madame Valadon was a ghost?’ Marielle asked Luna.

Marielle paced up and down the small reading room of Grim’s Library. Never had Luna imagined in a thousand years that she would come to Marielle for help. But Marielle hadn’t even hesitated when Luna asked her. She put a finger to her lips and pulled Luna inside the reading room, flipping the sign on the door so that it read Do not disturb or ELSE.

‘Well?’ demanded Marielle. ‘Did you always suspect it?’

Luna stared at Marielle. ‘I never suspected it. I just happened to see her during the ghosts’ tea hour today. And she was acting, well, exactly like the ghosts during the ghosts’ tea hour. She didn’t seem to just want a cup of tea. She seemed to desperately need it.’

 ‘Nothing restores ghosts like a strong cup of tea,’ said Marielle knowingly. ‘Ghosts get aching feet too, you know. You wouldn’t think it, since they just drift about, but all that drifting is its own kind of exhausting. So how exactly did you see her during the ghosts’ tea hour? I would have liked to see that!’

‘Oh.’ Luna looked down at her hands. ‘Uh, I guess I was kind of spying on her.’

Marielle tipped her head to one side. ‘Well, Luna Wood. You’re full of surprises. But who isn’t, I guess?’

Luna blushed.

‘I’m glad she didn’t catch you,’ added Marielle.

And Luna could see by her expression that she meant it sincerely. ‘So how did you know she was a ghost?’ Luna asked.

Marielle smiled. ‘Ghosts gossip, you know. They can’t help themselves. Sort of comes with the territory. They’ve got a whole lot of time on their hands, and not much to do with it during daylight hours.’

‘You mean the ghosts in the library gossip about Madame Valadon?’

‘Do they ever,’ said Marielle. ‘I thought it was a lot of nonsense at first. I mean, how could it be true? The Head of the Magic Council of Paris can’t be a ghost! But I heard it so many times and from so many different ghosts that eventually I started to think there must be something in it. And it turns out there was something in it.’ 

‘What do the ghosts say about her?’ asked Luna. She felt a sudden curiosity to know what they thought of Madame Valadon.

‘They’re clever enough to ask why she can still use magic,’ said Marielle. ‘And clever enough to ask how she can be the best witch in Paris when she’s a ghost.’

‘That’s right,’ said Luna slowly. ‘Ghosts can’t use magic.’ She frowned. ‘What clause says that ghosts can’t use magic, anyway?’

Marielle frowned. ‘What clause?’

‘You know, the city of Paris has rules about who can use magic,’ said Luna. ‘And uh, it has clauses, like clause thirteen…’

Marielle grinned. ‘The universe has its own rules, and it doesn’t bother us with clauses. Witches lose the ability to use magic once they become ghosts. It’s just the way it is. Ghosts can rattle their chains, walk around headless and wail all they like, but they’re perfectly harmless when it comes down to it. But Madame Valadon still uses magic, and—’

‘And she’s not harmless,’ finished Luna.

‘She’s definitely not harmless. You need to be careful around her.’

Marielle was looking at Luna with that same sincere look. Luna looked away uncomfortably. She was starting to realise just how wrong she had been about Marielle. Marielle wasn’t the most fiendish witch at Grim’s School. She was smart. She was helpful. She was showing signs of being quite definitely nice. Even Marielle’s bat, Rose, who was hanging contentedly from a reading lamp, didn’t seem so foul anymore. Luna swallowed. Perhaps if she hadn’t been so busy being afraid of Marielle, she might have learned the truth about Madame Valadon a long time ago. 

‘Why do you spend all your time with ghosts?’ Luna asked her.

‘I spend all my time with books,’ corrected Marielle. ‘I’m training to read the past, and to reveal its secrets. The ghosts come to the library for their own reasons. They want peace and quiet, I suppose, but the trouble with ghosts is that they ruin the peace and quiet wherever they go!’

‘But Madame Pin told me you manage the ghosts in the library.’

Marielle snorted. ‘Somebody needs to! I can do it easily enough, too. And sometimes they’re useful to talk to. But my craft is the past.’

‘The past…’ said Luna thoughtfully.

Marielle smiled at Luna. ‘So why did you come to me today? I thought you were scared of me.’

 ‘I’m not scared anymore,’ stammered Luna. ‘And I thought that you’d know if I was right and Madame Valadon really was a ghost.’ She hesitated. ‘If your craft is the past,’ she said slowly, ‘then maybe’—and here she took a huge gulp of air—‘maybe you could tell me something about mine.’

Luna had never seen Marielle look so animated. She leapt to her feet and hurried about the room, rearranging furniture, clearing the table of books, closing the heavy curtains and opening the door.

‘We need an open door to the past,’ she explained breathlessly. ‘Now, what do you want to know?’

‘I want to know if my mum was a witch,’ said Luna. ‘Madame Valadon says I’m the daughter of nobody. All I know is that my aunts found me beneath their casting tree when I was a baby.’

Silver stirred in Luna’s pocket, and Luna lifted her onto her shoulder.

If Marielle was surprised to see Silver, she showed no sign of it.

‘Let’s see what we can find out,’ said Marielle.

A change came over Marielle now. Luna recognised the serious, distant look on her face—it was the same look Aunt Jessie wore when she was studying a monster.

Luna noticed her own hands were trembling. She sat on them.

 All Marielle’s attention was focused on the doorway, and she was beckoning something through it.

A ball of light slipped into the room.

It darted here and there, springing off the table, bouncing off the curtain tassels, and then it spun itself around Marielle.

Marielle’s hands were reaching for the light now. Her fingers brushed it and sent it cascading across the table. And then she wrapped her hands around it.

She drew it towards her.

Luna gasped. She had never seen anything so bright before. Silver, too, was fascinated by the light, tilting her head to one side and fixing it with her golden stare.

Marielle moved one hand and then the other, and the ball of light stretched this way and that, expanding until it was tear-shaped and then contracting to a mere pinprick.

And then, slowly stretching the light once more between her fingers, Marielle began to press it towards the tabletop. She flattened it against the table, forming a disc of light.

She chanted softly, ‘By this light, I shall see—’

The light slipped from Marielle’s fingers and slid across the table. She waited patiently while it bounced around the reading room again, brushed the sleeping figure of Rose, and then finally came to rest on a stack of books on the floor. Marielle crouched over it and peeled the light off a book cover. 

‘The past is slippery,’ she explained to Luna as she drew it back to the table once more. This time she held it in place with her palms on the table.

‘By this light, I shall see,’ Marielle repeated, ‘long-lost secrets, revealed to me.’

Luna stared into the circle of shimmering light. She was trembling all over now, and she could feel Silver was too. Was she really going to find out if her mum was a witch?

Something was happening inside the light. An image was forming, though it was faint and out of focus. Luna leaned forward.

The light almost escaped from Marielle’s grasp once more, but she managed to hold it down with her elbow.

The image was growing clearer.

Luna saw a baby lying beneath a tree in a basket. A pink blanket and hat lay on the ground at its feet. It was difficult to see the baby well, for a shadow had fallen over it.

But she knew who it was at once. ‘It’s me!’ she cried, her voice breaking the silence of the room. ‘That’s exactly how my aunts found me!’

 But no sooner had Luna caught this glimpse of her past than it began to disappear.

‘Wait! Don’t go!’ she cried.

Marielle was now battling with the light. It kept slipping from her fingers and changing its form. It squished itself to a long disc and then puffed back up to a ball, growing larger and then shrinking, all the while dancing maddeningly just beyond reach. The more frustrated Marielle grew with it, the quicker the light seemed to move.

Silver was becoming agitated now too. She hissed at the ball of light and looked ready to pounce on it.

‘Stupid past!’ Marielle cried at last, her hands slamming onto the tabletop. As her temper flared, the ball of light flew from the room. Marielle made an anguished noise. ‘We were so close.’

Luna’s own anguish was quieter. In a small voice, she said, ‘Maybe I’ll never know if my mum was a witch. Maybe I’ll never be allowed to call myself a witch.’

Marielle lifted her head. Her face was stormy. ‘There was more there. Couldn’t you see it? There was a shadow there, but I couldn’t bring it into the light.’

Luna could feel Silver burrowing her way back into the depths of her pocket. ‘That shadow was…something?’ She had seen it too.

 ‘When it comes to the past, shadows are often dangerous,’ said Marielle.

Rose stretched her wings and screeched.

Marielle frowned. ‘Someone’s coming,’ she said.

‘Luna, there you are!’ Madame Pin burst through the open doorway. She was pink in the face and she looked as though she’d just run the length of the library. She straightened her cardigan, which only had the effect of making the rest of her look more crooked. ‘I just had a message from your aunts. You’re to go to their shop at once. And Marielle, there’s a ghost caught in one of the lamps. I have no idea how it managed to work its way in there, but its face is all squished up against the glass and it looks dreadfully uncomfortable. I’m just wondering if you might have a suggestion for removing it.’

Marielle stood up with a sigh. ‘Sure, Madame Pin.’ She turned to Luna and gripped her arm. ‘I’m still learning how to control the light. But I know I can get it. We just need to try again as soon as we can.’

Luna nodded. ‘As soon as we can.’ She desperately wanted to ask when that would be, but Madame Pin was eyeing them so suspiciously, and Marielle looked so tired all of a sudden, that Luna swallowed her words and muttered, ‘See you later’.

As she left the library, Luna passed an elderly ghost wearing a transparent tweed suit. She looked at Luna with what appeared to be a wise expression and beckoned with one finger. 

Luna leaned in.

‘Boo,’ whispered the ghost.

Luna leapt in the air with a yelp.

The ghost drifted away through the bookshelves. ‘Oldest trick in the book!’ she cackled.

Luna groaned at herself for falling for it.
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Luna took the shortcut to her aunts’ shop, weaving her way through the backstreets of the Witches Quarter on her broom. In the distance, a plume of smoke snaked its way between slate rooftops into the sky.

Luna’s mind was full of shadows.

When would she and Marielle be able to return to her past? She felt that she simply couldn’t wait one moment longer. She longed to do it now. The image of the baby appeared before her. And then there was the shadow. Who or what did it belong to? And what if whatever was casting the shadow was determined to remain hidden?

‘Watch out!’

Luna struck the end of another witch’s broom and found herself tumbling downwards. She collided with a roof and lost her broom in a chimney pot. 

Silver immediately doubled back, swooping to land on the edge of the roof.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ grumbled Luna to Silver, rubbing her leg where she’d struck the slate. ‘Witches will never fly as well as owls.’

‘Are you okay? We seem to have knocked brooms.’

Luna looked up and saw Millicent McCraw hovering over her with a perfectly erect flying posture, and with a small travelling hat perched on her head. On her face she wore a look of concern.

‘I’m okay,’ said Luna.

‘Ah, it’s Luna Wood.’ Millicent was squinting. ‘The visibility is terrible today—there must be a fire somewhere. Are you on your way to your aunts’ shop?’

Luna nodded. She rescued her broom from the chimney pot, examined it carefully and was relieved to find it was okay.

‘Give your aunts my love. Must dash!’ Millicent performed a neat loop in the air and headed on her way with a wave.

Luna dusted herself down and took off along Rue Serpent, with Silver flying ahead.

Rue Serpent usually smelled of crepes but today the air smelled of something else. Luna sniffed. Smoke. Millicent McCraw was right, there must be a fire somewhere. 

As she neared Bibi, Luna became worried. The smoke was growing thicker. By the time she rounded the last corner before her aunts’ shop, she was sure the fire must be close. She had lost sight of Silver now and had to call for her.

Silver landed on her shoulder with a low, urgent call.

Luna couldn’t see the cobblestones to land. She narrowly missed another collision on the street, this time with Fossgren.

The end of his long white beard was smouldering.

Sparks were flying. The smoke stung her eyes. The heat was unbearable. Fire. The word raced through her mind, but her feet were stuck to the spot. She forced herself to look at her aunts’ shop.

Through the thick smoke, she could see flames in the window of Bibi, where the small silver moons usually hung.

‘Ah, Mademoiselle Wood!’ cried Fossgren. ‘Just the young witch-in-training I had hoped to see! I am profoundly sorry to trouble you, but I cannot find your aunts—they are quite disappeared, just when it would be most advantageous to have an interview with them—and here I am, suffering greatly in the silence of my rooms, my work interrupted at its most critical hour by the creeping smoke and the incessant crash! of falling timbers above my head, not to mention the shouts on the street just now, and oh! My eyes! They sting so! And I cough!’ 

He coughed delicately to illustrate the point. Sparks flew under his nose, reigniting his beard once more.

A siren drowned out whatever else Fossgren might have had to say.

The goblin firefighters had arrived and were tumbling eagerly from their firefighting van. (Goblins have a knack for firefighting, which is just as well, because they also have a knack for starting fires in their burrows.) As the goblins ran to the door, hauling a large hose between them, Monsieur Noir walked calmly out of the fire.

Silver immediately puffed herself up in a defensive ball of feathers and growled warningly. Luna quickly tucked the boobook into her pocket before Monsieur Noir could catch sight of her.

He was untouched by the flames. When he saw Luna, he took off his hat and bowed stiffly.

The goblins paid Monsieur Noir no attention as they raced into Bibi. Luna’s feet finally unstuck themselves and she raced after them. She was much too frantic to ask Monsieur Noir what he was doing inside her aunts’ shop. In fact, she was much too frantic to bother with him at all. But he stopped her firmly with one hand. 

‘I must ask you to stand back!’ Monsieur Noir cried. ‘There are innumerable magical hazards in the shop. As you know, magic is extremely flammable.’

‘But my aunts,’ said Luna. There was so much smoke pouring through the doorway that she was growing dizzy.

‘Then let me reassure you at once. They are not inside.’

‘Then where are they?’ Luna felt herself growing more and more confused. They had asked her to come. They should have been at the shop at this hour, and they would never have left it blazing away like this. They would be fighting to put the fire out with every ounce of magic and drop of water they could find.

‘I have a note here somewhere,’ said Monsieur Noir. ‘Now, where did I put it?’ He patted the pockets in his waistcoat and then his trousers. ‘Dear me, where is it?’

There was a thunderous crash from within the shop as part of the roof collapsed. The door swung shut, revealing that somebody had pinned a note to it by stabbing it through with an antique letter-opener.

‘Ah, that’s where I left it.’

 Monsieur Noir wrenched the letter-opener from the door and handed the note to Luna. ‘It’s from Madame Valadon.’

Luna opened the note. Her fingers were shaking.


Mademoiselle Wood,

I do not believe in the mincing of words, so I shall move

straight to the pointy end of the stick. Return the boobook

or your aunts will be vanished permanently. You may

find me at the Hotel Fortune. I do believe you know the

room number.

Madame V.



Luna was beginning to see the catastrophe clearly even as everything else was becoming obscured by impossibly thick smoke.

‘What have you done with my aunts?’ Luna cried.

‘That is for Madame Valadon to know,’ said Monsieur Noir. ‘Goodbye!’ A large black car resembling a hearse pulled up and Monsieur Noir hopped in.

‘Where are they?’ Luna gripped the car door with trembling hands.

‘Maybe if you were a witch you could find them,’ sneered Monsieur Noir, ‘but as you’re not a witch, you’d better do as Madame Valadon says.’

Luna found some inner strength she didn’t know she possessed, enough to keep the hearse door open.

 She gritted her teeth. ‘I am a witch. In fact, I’m the witch of your nightmares.’

Monsieur Noir laughed at her.

Luna lost her grip on the door, and the hearse sped off.
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Luna spent the next three days in a fog. Whether it was inside or outside her head, she couldn’t say. But it was everywhere: when she peered through the windows, looking for her aunts coming through the gate, or when she opened the letterbox to see if they’d managed to send her a letter, or when she heard a creak in the kitchen and raced down the hall to see if they were setting out afternoon tea.

Fog, everywhere.

Aunts, nowhere.

Her aunts’ house sparrows huddled on the kitchen windowsill, too forlorn to squabble as they usually did.

Even Silver wasn’t herself, refusing the fattest worms Luna found for her.

Luna guessed it was because Silver knew what Madame Valadon had demanded in her letter: Return the boobook or your aunts will be vanished permanently.

Luna couldn’t give Silver to Madame Valadon. But she couldn’t let Madame Valadon vanish her aunts permanently either. What if Aunt Jessie never wrapped her in a hug again? What if Aunt Henrietta’s voice never boomed up the stairs again? What if—

Luna heard a tap-tap-tap in her pocket.

She pulled out the pocket mirror and flipped it open.

‘You’re spiralling,’ her foggy reflection told her sternly. ‘This isn’t the time to spiral.’

‘You’re right,’ said Luna. She took a huge breath, and the fog lifted a little.

‘What would Aunt Agnes say to do?’ asked her reflection.

Luna thought about it. ‘She would say to focus on one problem at a time.’

‘Exactly. Silver is safe with you for now, so focus on finding out where your aunts are.’

‘But how?’

‘Three aunts don’t just disappear into thin air,’ said her reflection. ‘Someone at the Magic Council of Paris must know where they went.’

‘The Magic Council of Paris,’ said Luna slowly. ‘Now why didn’t I think of that.’ 

‘You just did,’ her reflection told her. ‘It opens in five minutes, by the way.’

Luna put on her cloak over the top of Aunt Jessie’s shawl, coaxed Silver into her pocket and headed for the offices of the Magic Council of Paris, which were housed in a musty old building off Rue Serpent.

You would have thought that the headquarters of Parisian magic could do something about the damp, thought Luna.

She was met at reception by a cat wearing a smart black velvet bow, and a magic clerk who introduced herself as Octavia. They seemed an oddly familiar pair, though Luna couldn’t pinpoint why.

‘It’s impolite to stare,’ said the cat lazily. ‘Especially when you can see I’m in the middle of grooming.’

Luna looked down at her feet.

Thankfully the Magic Council of Paris was as dark as it was damp, and nobody could see her blush.

‘Don’t mind her.’ Octavia leaned over the counter. ‘She’s irritable, you know, because she’s still a cat.’

‘Three long years,’ said the cat.

‘The problem is entirely of her own making,’ said Octavia. ‘I said to her, Capucine, you know you shouldn’t mess about with magic you can’t undo. And did she listen?’

 ‘I didn’t listen,’ said Capucine gloomily.

‘Should’ve listened!’ cried Octavia. She was painting her nails a vivid green. ‘What do you think?’ she asked, holding her fingers to the light and wiggling them. ‘The shade is Bold Bracken.’

‘Should’ve gone for Moody Mushroom,’ said Capucine. She stalked away moodily with her tail in the air, leaping across the counters as she went.

‘Never ask a cat for an opinion,’ said Octavia with a sigh. She moved on to the next nail.

‘And you’re painting right on top of my magic mail-order catalogue!’ cried Capucine, returning with a cup of tea, carrying the handle in her mouth and spilling tea all over the place.

She pawed at the catalogue. ‘I like those charms. And what do you think of that amulet? I wonder if it would attach to my collar.’

‘I expect so,’ said Octavia. ‘It should have a little clip on it. I often find, though, that those little clips get snagged—’

Luna banged the end of her broom lightly on the ground, dislodging a stray bit of fog caught on the handle.

Octavia looked up. ‘I beg your pardon. Did you want something?’

‘Of course I want something,’ said Luna, feeling exasperated. ‘I’m looking for my aunts,’ she explained. ‘There are three of them.’ 

‘We haven’t seen them,’ said Octavia at once.

‘Definitely not,’ said Capucine, her whiskers twitching.

Luna’s eyes narrowed.

‘Have you checked at home?’ asked Capucine. ‘It’s often best to check there first.’

Luna folded her arms. ‘I think you both know something.’

Octavia and Capucine looked at each other.

‘Nobody could accuse me of knowing anything,’ said Capucine, at the same time as Octavia said, ‘Fine, we’ll tell you.’

Luna raised an eyebrow.

‘We don’t know where they are,’ said Octavia, ‘but we do know your aunts.’

‘You do?’ Luna felt an unexpected wave of emotion, which was cut short by Capucine coughing up something gross on the counter.

‘I don’t expect you’d remember us, though,’ said Octavia. ‘You were very young when we last saw your aunts.’

And Luna suddenly realised why the pair seemed familiar. Aunt Agnes had pointed out Octavia when she was flying past on her way to a meeting of the Magic Council of Paris. Capucine had been clinging to the end of Octavia’s broom. 

‘You must be Octavia and Capucine, the identical twins!’ cried Luna.

Only, they weren’t so identical now that Capucine was a cat.

‘That’s right,’ said Octavia with a smile.

‘You know, your aunts used to be very different witches,’ said Capucine, arching her back and rubbing it against Octavia’s chair.

‘Different how?’ asked Luna.

‘Your Aunt Agnes was very serious,’ said Octavia. ‘But she lightened up.’

‘And your Aunt Henrietta was wild,’ said Capucine.

‘Really?’ said Luna. ‘Aunt Henrietta does like going off into the forest, I guess, but she’s not that wild. She’s as calm and gentle as a tall tree.’

‘And as for your Aunt Jessamine,’ said Octavia, ‘well, I never knew her that well. She was so timid I couldn’t get a word out of her. But if she’s off chasing monsters, now—well, something happened to her, didn’t it!’ She looked pointedly at Luna.

‘Aunt Jessie has always liked strange creatures,’ murmured Luna.

‘Do you remember,’ began Capucine, ‘that listing they put in the Paris Directory of Witches? What was it?’

 ‘Three extremely dangerous witches!’ cried Octavia with a cackle.

Capucine mewed. ‘They let that listing lapse a long time ago, didn’t they. And then they opened that little shop of theirs, what’s it called?’

‘Bibi,’ said Luna quietly. ‘It was called Bibi.’ She supposed that her aunts’ shop was so small that news of the fire hadn’t yet travelled. She found herself wondering if her aunts knew about it. They would be heartbroken to see their treasures destroyed.

‘So,’ said Capucine with a smile. ‘Here’s a puzzle for you. We have three witches, one no longer so serious, one no longer so wild, and one no longer so afraid. What changed them?’

‘Stop teasing,’ said Octavia. She smiled at Luna. ‘It was you who changed your aunts, wasn’t it, Luna? Witchlings have that power even before they get their first wand.’

And then, perhaps because she saw the pained expression on Luna’s face, Octavia leaned forward and whispered, ‘They’ve been vanished.’

Luna whispered back, ‘I know that already. But vanished where?’

‘Thin air,’ said Capucine with a sigh. ‘Which as you can imagine is a very difficult place to find someone. They brought them here first, but they were causing too much trouble. Monsieur Noir was worried they were going to destroy the whole building.’ 

Luna looked from Capucine to Octavia. ‘But how am I supposed to find them in thin air?’

Octavia lifted her shoulders in an exaggerated shrug. ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’

The lift cried aah-choo at the other end of the foyer and a figure emerged carrying a stack of folders.

‘The lift is sneezing out passengers at the moment, a very silly practical joke if you ask me,’ said Octavia.

‘You better make like a witch and take off,’ said Capucine in a low voice. ‘If they find out you’ve been here asking questions, they might vanish you too.’

Luna nodded. ‘Thank you.’ As an afterthought, she added, ‘I hope you find a way to undo the cat spell soon.’

‘Most kind,’ purred Capucine.

Luna’s next stop was the ruins of Bibi.

Somebody had put bright yellow tape across the door warning: ‘Danger! Unstable Magic Within!’ Luna didn’t doubt it was the work of Monsieur Noir. She slipped under the tape and into her aunts’ shop.

She wasn’t exactly sorry that her aunts had caused trouble for Monsieur Noir, but she couldn’t help wishing they’d caused a little less of it. Perhaps they wouldn’t be stuck somewhere in thin air now, and she might have a hope of rescuing them. As it was, she settled for hunting about the ruins for any sign or hidden message, however small, that her aunts might have been able to leave behind. 

The bell over the door clanged and a voice cried, ‘Mesdames! I am delighted—’ The delight in Fossgren’s voice disappeared. ‘Ah, but it is only you, Mademoiselle Wood.’

Fossgren looked completely different, and it took Luna a moment to work out why.

‘What happened to your beard, Fossgren?’

‘The fire,’ said Fossgren sadly. ‘It’s the saddest thing in the world for a wizard to lose his beard. You wouldn’t understand, however.’

Luna stared at him. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t.’

He ought to be happy about the fire, she thought. He’d wanted her aunts to be quieter, and now they were. Possibly forever.

Luna crouched over a tin of odd magic buttons that had somehow survived the fire. It would have been one of the least valuable items in the shop, but now she clutched the tin to her chest as though it contained precious stones.

‘Forgive me,’ began Fossgren, ‘but I had hoped, indeed craved the company of your dearest, most beloved aunts! Why, the building feels positively haunted without them! I long for our tête-à-têtes, and for the company of my enchanting and lively neighbours once more!’ 

Luna was barely paying attention. Her eyes fell on Silver. She was limping over the rubble, her wings raised at odd angles.

‘Boo-book.’

Her call was quieter than Luna remembered. She stooped down and lifted her owl to a high shelf. ‘Stay out of the ash, Silver. It’s no good for you.’

‘Perhaps,’ said Fossgren ‘you would be so kind as to settle my frayed nerves by telling me when I might expect the pleasure of your aunts’ return?’

Luna shook her head. ‘I don’t know, Fossgren. They’ve been vanished.’

‘Vanished?’ cried Fossgren. ‘How mysterious. May I enquire where they have vanished to?’

‘Thin air.’

Fossgren scratched his chin. ‘Thin air, of all places!’ He began to pace, tugging the air where his long beard used to be. ‘But this is most alarming and indeed distressing news! I only wish your aunts had informed me they were planning on vanishing into thin air, for I would have advised them most strongly against it!’

‘Uh-huh, Fossgren.’ Luna examined the broken pieces of a ceramic bird.

 ‘Thin air is very bad for the nervous system, not to mention the lungs,’ said Fossgren.

There was nothing Luna could say to this, and so she stayed silent.

And, muttering to himself, Fossgren departed, but not before pressing a posy of dead lilies into Luna’s hand along with a little note that said,


Mesdames, I entreat you at once to come home and

re-open Bibi.

Your fondest neighbour, etc.



Luna went back to searching through the wreckage. She could hear something very faintly, though she wasn’t sure where it was coming from. After a few minutes rummaging through the ruins, she found it.

The talking chair.

It was babbling away to itself in what sounded like very consoling tones. No doubt its spirits were low, for it had been terribly damaged in the fire. Luna freed it from the wreckage and attempted to dust it off.

The chair’s tone became more cheerful. It seemed pleased to have someone to talk to. And Aunt Henrietta had obviously been making some progress with it, because in the midst of the babble was a smattering of recognisable words like frond and departed and jam sandwich.

 ‘I don’t suppose you know where to find my aunts,’ Luna said to the chair.

‘No place,’ jabbered the chair over and over, and then quite suddenly, ‘Oh no! The owl!’

And before Luna could ask the chair what it was talking about, she heard a terrible screech from behind her. She turned to see Silver spiralling to the ground.

‘Silver!’

She ran to where Silver lay, her feet stumbling over everything in her path. She crouched over the small owl and saw her panicked, shivering gasps for air. ‘Silver, what’s wrong? What happened?’

Silver had slipped a talon beneath her velvet collar and was trying to pull it off. And in her golden eyes, Luna saw something she had never seen there before: fear.

‘Aunt Agnes!’ Luna called for her aunt before she remembered there were no aunts to help. It was just her in the shop, along with a talking chair that was once again babbling nonsense. She took off Aunt Jessie’s shawl and carefully wrapped the pocket-sized owl inside.

‘Don’t worry,’ she told Silver. ‘I’ll get help.’






[image: Image]



On any given day in the Witches Quarter, as dusk creeps over the city, you would do well to pay attention to the opening of apartment windows, for you might just catch a glimpse of an owl leaving its home and setting out into the night.

And though owls are solitary creatures, that isn’t to say they don’t meet on occasion, or that they don’t have a great many things to say to each other when they do meet.

And it isn’t to say they’re not part of a secretive society of owls.

But Luna knew nothing of this. For her, there was only one owl.

She flew one-handed over Rue Serpent, clutching Silver to her chest in Aunt Jessie’s shawl. Behind her lay the ruins of Bibi. Her aunts were gone. And now

 Silver was sick.

She landed in front of Saffie’s house and rang the bell.

‘Pssst.’

Luna looked down. The doorknocker, a gargoyle with a nose squished from repeated knocks to it, whispered, ‘They’re out. Sorry, kid.’

Luna sat on the front step and let her broom fall to the ground. She could feel Silver working hard to breathe. What was she going to do?

She closed her eyes and tried to summon something helpful.

‘Pssst.’ It was the doorknocker again. ‘You dropped something.’

Luna looked next to her on the step. Sure enough, the silver locket containing The Little Book of the Boobook had fallen from her pocket. The book itself had slipped out of the locket and opened to one of the final pages.

Holding the magnifying glass over the page, Luna read:


Got a problem with your boobook? Then fly to your closest owl society, post haste! Good luck, friend!



Well, she had wanted to summon some help, and she had managed it. But where to find her nearest owl society? Until this moment, she hadn’t known that owl societies existed. 

‘Hoo h’hoo.’

Luna looked up. A great horned owl was sitting in the oak tree that stood over Saffie’s house.

Luna looked at the owl.

The owl looked at her.

Well then, we may go, it seemed to say with a dip of its head.

Luna stumbled to her feet, hopped onto her broom and took off into the air behind the great horned owl.

As they flew above the Witches Quarter, Luna began to notice the other owls travelling with them. There was a spotted owl that seemed to be in a great hurry, and which clutched a small string bag full of books in its talons. And then there was a pair of tawny owls, who swept past deep in conversation, followed by a little owl that swooped over her head.

Every owl that passed acknowledged the great horned owl with a respectful bow of the head, and the great horned owl, in turn, replied with a deep greeting.

Luna hardly knew what to make of this strange procession in the sky, or how she had come to be part of it.

Where are all these owls going? wondered Luna. And why do they all seem to know the great horned owl?

 She checked on Silver and whispered, ‘I have a feeling we’re in good hands—I mean, wings.’

They soon entered a part of the Witches Quarter that Luna had never visited before. She tried to catch some of the street names, but the great horned owl was flying so fast she didn’t have a chance.

It swooped low over a gate, and Luna followed it down a flight of stairs and into a hidden garden and courtyard. Shaded dirt paths led through the garden to a secretive house with green shutters. The great horned owl entered the house through an open window. As Luna hovered on her broom, contemplating how to follow, a snowy owl flew straight past her and through the window, brushing her elbow with its wing. Seconds later, a barn owl followed.

What were all the owls doing here?

Luna hopped off her broom. Next to the window she found a green door almost entirely covered by jasmine. And beneath the jasmine, she discovered a brass plate that said, ‘Etta Oh, Owl Society of Paris’.

The great horned owl had taken her exactly where she needed to go. She rang the bell.

‘By the window if you don’t mind!’ came a voice from within.

‘Well, if that’s what you want,’ said Luna uncertainly. She put her broom down, tied Aunt Jessie’s shawl around her neck as a sling to carry Silver, and hoisted herself onto the window ledge. 

The door opened and a witch peered out owlishly at Luna. ‘Hello, I thought you were an owl. Please come in. By the door, I mean.’

Luna dropped back to the ground, flattening a clump of daisies.

‘Welcome to the Owl Society of Paris,’ said the witch, ushering Luna inside. ‘I’m Etta Oh.’

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Luna. ‘I’m Luna.’

Etta Oh, with her thick black glasses and expression of curiosity, closely resembled the many owls gathered in her living room. It was a large room with a high ceiling, and it looked to Luna as though every object in the room had an owl perched on it.

‘So many owls,’ Luna gasped.

And every kind, too. The spotted owl was here, as were the tawny owls and little owl, and many other owls besides—barn owls, wood owls, eagle owls, boreal owls, powerful owls and great grey owls. The atmosphere was serious, but it felt warm too.

The great horned owl was now perched impressively on the fireplace. It gazed at Luna austerely, but not unkindly.

Luna placed one hand over Silver, who was hidden in the shawl.

 ‘Do you have an owl familiar?’ asked Etta Oh, her eyes darting between the owls and Luna.

Luna ducked as an owl suddenly swooped from one side of the room to the other.

‘That answers my question,’ said Etta Oh with a smile. ‘Of course you do.’ Her eyes were magnified through her spectacles, appearing more owlish by the minute.

‘You have arrived at a most auspicious time, for the Parliament of Owls is meeting, but it is also a most unfortunate time, for I am very busy as a result. I expect to be overrun by owls at any minute. That’s my familiar over there on the fireplace, the great horned owl.’

‘We’ve met,’ said Luna. ‘Your familiar showed me the way here.’

Etta turned sharply. ‘If my owl led you here, then you must need my help.’

Luna nodded towards Silver. ‘There’s something wrong with my boobook. She’s struggling to breathe.’

Etta’s attention was no longer on the parliament. ‘Then that is a matter that can’t wait. You had better follow me.’

Etta led Luna down a narrow hallway lined with portraits of owls, and into a smaller sitting room with scant dark furnishings and a small library of books, which all looked to be about owls.

 ‘Put your familiar on the table.’

Luna untied the shawl and carefully lifted Silver out. Silver turned her head slightly to look at Etta Oh, relaxing at the sight of her.

‘That’s right, you’re among friends now,’ Etta Oh told Silver. To Luna, she said, ‘I’ve seen her here before. She’s always been a quiet boobook, though I wouldn’t say she’s unfriendly. A little prickly, perhaps. But she has always been respected among the owls because of her magic.’

Silver was too unwell even to puff out her chest at this bit of praise.

Etta Oh began to examine her, lifting her wings gently, peering into her eyes and checking her talons. ‘When did this begin?’

‘She hasn’t been herself since my aunts vanished and their shop burned down,’ said Luna.

‘I’m talking about her silver feathers,’ said Etta Oh. ‘She has lost some of her silver feathers.’

And for the first time, Luna noticed that the streak of silver feathers on Silver’s forehead had diminished. When had that happened?

‘I didn’t realise she had lost any feathers,’ muttered Luna.

Etta Oh clicked her tongue. ‘Where did you find her?’

 ‘I got her from a bird seller in the Lost Forest,’ said Luna.

Etta Oh’s eyebrows shot up. ‘A bird seller in the Lost Forest? Well, that’s the first I’ve heard of that. I thought there were no bird sellers left these days, now that the bird markets have closed. And did this—did this bird seller tell you anything about where the owl came from?’

‘I didn’t think to ask,’ Luna admitted. ‘I found out later that Silver—that’s her name, you see—had been another witch’s familiar.’ She hesitated and then added, ‘That witch put a collar on her. I think it’s hurting her, but I can’t take it off.’

Luna had a feeling that Etta Oh, with all her connections to owls, suspected or perhaps even knew that Madame Valadon still claimed Silver was her familiar. But thankfully she said only, ‘I see.’

After examining Silver’s collar, Etta Oh turned to the bookshelf. ‘I must consult my books,’ she said.

Luna waited uncomfortably while Etta flipped through several books from the shelves of the owl library. She was becoming aware of a deep ache in her legs. A wicked case of broom legs, no doubt, caused by flying too much and not doing any witch’s stretches. (She could almost hear Aunt Agnes in her ear crying, ‘Put your legs upside-down this instant!’) She began to pace the short distance from one side of the room to the other. 

Etta Oh returned a book to the shelf. She was evidently troubled by something, and she muttered, ‘A familiar chooses her witch, not the other way round.’ She looked up at Luna and said, ‘It’s as I feared. You can wrap her up again now.’

Luna was glad to have something to do. She tucked Silver back into Aunt Jessie’s shawl and tied it around her neck. She was afraid to ask Etta Oh what she meant.

‘Come with me. I want to show you something,’ Etta Oh said as she turned and walked back towards the living room.

The owls had increased in number, and they were packed so tightly that there was barely room for Etta Oh and Luna to enter. The mood in the room had changed. There was a feeling of agitation among the owls.

‘Hoo h’hoo,’ the great horned owl cried out in a low, warning tone.

‘We won’t interrupt for long,’ said Etta Oh. ‘I know the business of the parliament is private. I just wanted to show Luna something.’

‘Show me what?’ asked Luna nervously.

The owls were shifting uneasily and beginning to call out.

 Etta Oh gestured around the room. ‘Look around. There are no other owls here with silver feathers.’ Her intense gaze fell on Luna. ‘Your boobook’s silver feathers are unique. They are a sign that she possesses very powerful magic.’

Luna stared at Etta Oh. ‘Powerful magic?’

‘And because of her powerful magic,’ said Etta Oh, ‘she will always be in danger.’

‘What sort of danger?’ asked Luna. She wished somebody hadn’t shut the window because the room suddenly felt very stuffy.

The owls were calling over one another now.

‘They sense the trouble,’ murmured Etta. ‘Owls are clever that way. They recognise Bad Magic, just as I do.’

All at once, the owls began to screech and scream.

‘Bad magic?’ cried Luna, but her words were lost in the cacophony.

Then the great horned owl raised its wings, and the owls began to settle.

‘She’s under a Bad Magic spell,’ continued Etta Oh. ‘It is evident from her collar, most uncommon on a witch’s familiar. Whoever put that collar on your boobook has been using her magic and is still—at least to some degree—using it. Her life has nearly been exhausted. You must have seen she was under strain, even if you didn’t notice she was losing her magical feathers.’

 Luna shook her head. ‘I didn’t see’—and here she choked on the word—‘anything.’

‘Bad Magic of this nature is almost impossible to undo,’ said Etta Oh. ‘And judging by the condition of your boobook, you may be too late.’

‘Too late?’ whispered Luna.

Etta Oh nodded. ‘I don’t know what Bad Magic spell has been used, but I do know that unless you can find a way to undo it, your boobook won’t survive.’

It was as if Luna’s heart had been pierced through.

‘But she can’t die,’ stammered Luna. She couldn’t imagine being without Silver now.

‘I can give you an elixir,’ said Etta Oh gently. ‘It will help for a time. But not forever.’ She passed over a small vial filled with amber liquid. ‘Three drops a day,’ she said.

‘But what else can I do?’ cried Luna. ‘There’s got to be something else I can do!’

Etta Oh sighed. ‘If only there were. Bad Magic is still being practised despite all we know of the harm it causes, and despite the fact that witches know it should never be touched. But I’ve never seen a case as desperate as this.’

‘But I’ve got to save her, don’t you understand?’

Etta Oh looked pained. ‘Even if you did manage to undo the Bad Magic, it might not return her to her former health. And she would need a very particular kind of recovery.’ 

‘What sort of recovery?’ asked Luna.

‘She would need to return to her birthplace,’ said Etta Oh. ‘We all need a place to return to, and owls are no different.’

‘I’ll take her!’ cried Luna. ‘I’ll find where it is, and I’ll—I’ll take her there!’

The great horned owl was ringing a bell clutched in its talons.

Clang-clang! Clang-clang!

‘Come,’ said Etta Oh. ‘The parliament starts, and the owls must be left alone.’

She led Luna back into the hallway.

‘It is possible that your owl is the reason they are meeting. But that is a secret likely to remain among the owls.’

At the front door, Etta Oh hesitated. ‘I hope I’m wrong about your boobook,’ she said. ‘I’ve been wrong once before. Many years ago, I rescued a baby owl that had fallen from its nest and been set upon by a group of larger birds. It was so close to death that I thought it couldn’t survive.’

‘What happened to it?’ asked Luna.

Etta Oh nodded in the direction of the parliament. The great horned owl had donned a pair of thick black spectacles and was shuffling papers in its great talons. ‘It became my familiar,’ she said. 

Luna swallowed. Silver was tough. She would survive too.
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A wintry wind was blowing. Luna stood on the doorstep of the Owl Society of Paris, uncertain what to do next. Eventually she sat on her broom, but it stubbornly refused to budge. She didn’t blame it one bit. She was in no mood for flying either.

She walked, carrying the broom over her shoulder, with Silver resting in the shawl across her chest.

Her aunts had vanished, and now Silver seemed to be vanishing too.

And if she lost them all, she’d be completely alone. As alone as she had been beneath the silvery pine all those years ago.

Almost without realising it, Luna found herself heading towards the canal. Even from a distance, she could see how changed it was. The water had turned an ominous grey, and it was swirling restlessly around boats that tugged at their moorings. Clouds huddled nervously overhead. 

Emmanuelle, the old witch who sold tea at the canal, stood in her boat. She was as steady as a beacon, her long hair flying in the wind. In her outstretched hands was a cup of tea.

‘I haven’t seen you for some time, Luna,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you sit.’

Luna was about to explain that she couldn’t possibly stop for tea at a time like this, with her aunts vanished and Silver so unwell, but her legs buckled beneath her and she found herself sitting. Emmanuelle passed her a familiar cup with a broom-shaped handle. It was warm and comforting in her hands.

‘I don’t know where my aunts are,’ Luna said, bowing her head.

Emmanuelle needed no explanation. ‘I’ve known your aunts for a very long time, Luna. Since they arrived in this neighbourhood, in fact. They can take care of themselves.’

‘Do you really think so?’ Luna looked up at Emmanuelle, hoping but not quite believing that it could be true.

Emmanuelle nodded. ‘I do.’ She pointed to the shawl around Luna’s neck that held Silver. ‘What do you carry?’

 Before Luna could answer, she smiled. ‘Don’t worry. I don’t expect you to tell me your secrets.’

Luna felt a fresh wave of misery. She wasn’t privy to her own secrets. You, Luna Wood, are the daughter of nobody! Even the wind sweeping across the water couldn’t drown out Madame Valadon’s haunting voice in her head.

Emmanuelle put the teapot down. ‘Do you know why your aunts called you Luna?’

Luna shook her head.

Emmanuelle’s eyes glimmered. ‘I imagine it was because you were a moonlike child.’

‘Moonlike?’

‘Yes, you were a moonlike child, I saw it for myself,’ said Emmanuelle with a nod. ‘But I expect that wasn’t the only reason they called you Luna. Let me tell you a secret about the moon.’

Luna waited.

Emmanuelle pointed one long finger to the sky. ‘There are some parts of the moon that are always in shadow.’

And Luna realised in that moment that if the shadows of her past couldn’t be drawn into the light, then she would have to face them in the darkness.

‘I know you’re searching for answers.’ Emmanuelle tapped Luna’s heart. ‘Don’t look here last.’

 Luna stood up. ‘I’ve got to go now. Thanks, Emmanuelle.’

‘Off you go!’ cried Emmanuelle, waving a tea-towel in the air.

Luna grabbed her broom and took off over the arched bridge and up the hill to 9 Rue Impossible. She landed in the front garden. As she passed through the gate, she felt the day darken further. She glanced up at the gathering clouds. She hoped they didn’t mean what she thought they meant.

The house was quiet. Luna would have done anything to hear her aunts’ chatter. (She would have even settled for their squabbling!) It no longer felt like home without them. But Emmanuelle had said they could look after themselves, and Luna had never known Emmanuelle to be wrong.

‘Sorry, aunts,’ she said to the empty house. ‘But you’re going to have to wait.’

It was Silver who needed her most right now. She checked Aunt Jessie’s shawl. ‘My aunts have each other. I’m all you’ve got,’ she told the small boobook nestled inside.

‘Quite so,’ said a muffled voice in Luna’s pocket.

‘Who said that?’ yelped Luna.

‘Inside the pocket mirror! Hurry up!’ came the same muffled voice.

 Luna dug into her cloak and pulled out the pocket mirror. Even though the voice was muffled, it sounded awfully like…

‘Aunt Jessie!’ she cried.

And sure enough, there in the pitted glass was a very faint, decidedly pale version of her aunt.

‘It’s you!’ cried Luna. ‘It’s really you!’

‘I can’t believe this worked!’ cried Aunt Jessie. ‘Quickly, Luna, I won’t be able to manage this for long. I remembered something from the night we found you.’

‘Aunt Jessie, where are you?’ cried Luna.

But Aunt Jessie was already vanishing before Luna’s eyes.

‘Find your baby things!’ Aunt Jessie called as her face faded. ‘It’s important!’

And then she was gone again, and Luna found herself staring at her own puzzled reflection.

She closed the mirror.

Silver uttered a low cry as if to say, Well, what are you waiting for? Do what Aunt Jessie says and find your baby things.

As Luna headed for the stairs, she heard a low rumble and saw what looked suspiciously like a little grey storm cloud vanish around the corner at the top of the landing.

‘Oh no you don’t,’ said Luna. She took the stairs two at a time, her fury mounting with each step. She would have tackled that little grey cloud to the ground if a lightning bolt hadn’t shot down the stairs and nearly wiped her out. 

She fell to her knees and covered her head.

The twelfth and final storm of the year was not to be outdone by the eleventh, or by any other for that matter.

When Luna uncovered her head, a torrent of rain poured down on her. The rain came and came, hammering her from every angle. She retreated, found a raincoat, hat and gumboots, and tried to climb the stairs once more. Mud had appeared now, oozing down the steps and covering the banister, making it impossible to grip.

‘Where are you getting the mud from?’ she roared at the storm.

She gritted her teeth and slipped and sloshed her way to the top of the stairs, dodging more lightning on the way. A large crack had appeared in the ceiling, and water was pouring down from the attic.

Great, she thought, another bedroom ruined.

She found her way to Aunt Agnes’s bedroom. The wardrobe was musty, but it was at least dry. She took shelter inside, drying her face on Aunt Agnes’s dressing gown. Between the many pairs of spare boots, spare spare boots, spare spare spare boots and spare spare spare spare boots that Aunt Agnes refused to throw away, Luna rummaged for the box of her baby things. 

Lightning illuminated the wardrobe as Luna found the box. She opened it on her knees.

First she took out her folded baby blanket.

Next came a little pink hat.

And then a little pink cardigan.

‘I wonder what Aunt Jessie wanted me to find?’ she muttered.

She unfolded the cardigan. It was hard to believe that someone could have left her alone when she was so tiny. There was more lightning, and something fluttered to the bottom of the wardrobe.

Luna groped for it in the darkness. Her fingers touched something small and soft. Lightning lit up the wardrobe once more, and Luna saw she was holding a small downy feather.

She waited impatiently for lightning to strike once more.

And then, in a startling flash of light, Luna saw that the feather was silver.

‘Boo-book.’

Silver’s cry was weak but insistent.

‘This is what Aunt Jessie wanted me to find, isn’t it?’ she said to Silver.

 And then, as if she half knew the answer already, she felt in her pocket for the miniature volume of The Little Book of the Boobook encased in its silver locket. She took it out. Hunched against Aunt Agnes’s coats and holding the book up to the magnifying glass, Luna flipped to the index and then the section on Owlets.

‘Boobook owlets,’ she read aloud, her voice strong over the thunder, ‘may be tiny and adorable, but don’t be fooled by their cuteness. From six days of age, they begin to form pacts with witches. Their strongest pacts are formed before they are fully fledged.’

Luna balanced the miniature book on her knee. She gazed at the silver feather in her hand. Was it possible? And as soon as she asked herself the question, she felt the ground shift beneath her, and a slow rumble rose from somewhere deep inside her.

And then, as it reached the surface and the wardrobe flooded with rainwater, she realised what the rare feather meant.

A familiar chooses her witch, Etta Oh had said.

Luna found she was crying. The silver feather was proof that Silver had chosen to be her familiar a long time ago.

The next thing she knew, the storm had passed and she was sitting in a puddle of water in Aunt Agnes’s room. She tucked the small silver feather into the pages of The Little Book of the Boobook and returned the book to the silver locket. The stairs, though muddy, showed signs of drying out already. Downstairs, she fixed herself a snack of a very stale madeleine and an overripe clementine. She fed a piece to Silver. 

‘You don’t belong to Madame Valadon,’ she told the small owl. She felt suddenly very close to understanding everything. ‘Madame Valadon must have somehow used Bad Magic to take you—before she was a ghost, I mean. Thanks to you, she could go on using magic once she became a ghost.

‘It’s your rare and powerful magic she’s been using, Silver. And that explains why she’s so desperate to get you back.’

Luna took out her pocket mirror and snapped it open.

‘Look alive!’ she cried.

Her reflection looked back at her wearily, with dark half-moons beneath her eyes.

‘Well,’ Luna said to her reflection, ‘what are you going to do now?’

‘If I were you—’ said her reflection.

‘You are me,’ interrupted Luna.

‘Yes, well, it’s a lot to get my—I mean our—head around, isn’t it. Anyway, if I were you, and it turns out I am you, then I would be thinking about trying to undo Madame Valadon’s Bad Magic on Silver.’ 

‘Etta Oh said that Bad Magic is almost impossible to undo,’ Luna pointed out.

‘Almost impossible,’ said her reflection, ‘is another way of saying a bit possible.’

A flicker of hope passed between Luna and her reflection.

‘All I need to do is undo Madame Valadon’s Bad Magic,’ said Luna.

‘And if you undo it—’ began her reflection slowly.

‘Then Madame Valadon won’t be able to use magic. She’ll just be a regular old ghost,’ Luna finished.

‘I like the sound of that,’ said her reflection. ‘And Silver and your aunts?’

‘I won’t have to choose between them,’ said Luna, her voice rising. ‘If I undo the spell, I can save them all.’

Her reflection had one more piece of advice. ‘And while you’re at it, you might just have a go at saving yourself.’
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‘Ah, Luna!’ Madame Pin beamed at Luna. ‘No doubt you’re here to return your overdue copy of The Little Book of the Boobook. How is the boobook project coming along, by the way?’

‘It’s at a critical point,’ gasped Luna, still out of breath from her flight to the library. ‘I might need the book a little longer.’ With her thoughts full of Silver, she added urgently, ‘I need a Bad Magic spell book.’

Madame Pin fell backwards in a faint. Her fall was broken by a passing ghost, but the effect was hardly cushioning. The ghost drifted away, muttering something about the curse of librarians in libraries.

Luna grabbed a giant cardboard cut-out from the borrowing desk that said Books Are Magic Too! and began to fan Madame Pin.

‘Madame Pin, are you okay?’ she said.

 Madame Pin opened her eyes. She squinted. ‘Ah, Luna! No doubt you’re here to return your overdue copy of The Little Book of the Boobook.’

‘No, Madame Pin, I’m here to borrow a book about magic,’ explained Luna, helping the librarian to her feet.

‘An excellent idea! But I’m afraid we must narrow it down a little. The library is full to the brim with books about magic.’

Luna thought it best to avoid saying Bad Magic again. ‘I need something about B-A-D magic.’

Madame Pin swayed dangerously. She stepped into a small wastepaper basket and looked certain to collide with a lamp. Luna caught her arm just in time and steered her in the other direction.

‘Dear me, I must have misheard you,’ said Madame Pin. ‘You couldn’t possibly have said what I think you said, for it sounded like Bad Magic.’ Her eyes began to close.

‘Madame Pin!’ Luna snapped her fingers. ‘Wake up! I need you to listen!’

Madame Pin’s eyes flickered open. ‘Thank you, dear. Even the merest mention of that branch of magic brings on a fainting episode.’

She gripped Luna’s arm. ‘The Grimoire, as it is known, is a very bad manuscript indeed, a most dangerous one! Perhaps the most dangerous manuscript in existence!’ 

‘That’s the one I need,’ said Luna.

Madame Pin ushered Luna to a set of cosy armchairs. ‘Witches are absolutely forbidden from practising any magic found in The Grimoire! Perhaps it would be wise, Luna dear, if you spoke to the school counsellor about your direction. Witches-in-training must take care not to make poor choices.’

‘But I don’t want to do any, uh, magic from The Grimoire,’ explained Luna.

A voice behind her said, ‘I expect she wants to undo some magic from The Grimoire.’

Luna spun around.

‘Saffie!’ she exclaimed. Luna had never been more relieved to see her.

Saffie hugged her. ‘I’ve been searching for you everywhere. The library was the last place I thought to check.’ She glanced up at Madame Pin. ‘I was going to ask you what happened, but I’m guessing that if you’re after a book on—’

‘Don’t say it!’ yelped Luna.

‘The Grimoire,’ supplied Madame Pin. ‘That’s a safer title, a little less likely to send me into an immediate faint. And it’s not really a book by the way. A jumble of parchment would be a more accurate description. And, in answer to your question, we don’t keep it here at Grim’s Library.’ 

‘Do you know where I could find it?’ asked Luna.

‘There’s only one copy, as far as I know,’ said Madame Pin, ‘and I’m afraid that I can’t reveal its location. It would be terribly irresponsible of me to—’

‘You’ll find it in the Alchemy Collection at the Museum of Magic,’ said a passing ghost.

‘Thank you,’ muttered Madame Pin. ‘Most helpful.’

The ghost winked at Luna, who had a sudden feeling that perhaps the ghosts were on her side.

‘That information will be of no help to you, however,’ said Madame Pin. ‘The Alchemy Collection is closed to the public. It’s considered far too dangerous for general display. And The Grimoire is kept under close dragon guard because it has been known to disappear and then reappear. It was lost for an entire century at one point, only to turn up in a very unassuming witch’s linen cupboard about seventy years ago. It was terribly mouse-eaten (and no doubt it was a very foolish mouse who dared to eat such a dangerous manuscript), but the witch recognised its importance at once because of its distinctive midnight-blue and gold cover.’

‘And what about the cipher?’ said Saffie.

‘Ah, yes, thank you Saffie. Even if you were to get into the closed collection and fend off the dragon, you would have no hope of understanding The Grimoire anyway. It’s written in cipher.’ 

‘Oh,’ said Luna. She had to admit that the obstacles were mounting.

‘I expect I could decipher it,’ said Saffie. ‘I read a very detailed book about ciphers last summer and I know how they’re created. Some letters are substituted for others, along with a variety of symbols.’

‘Ah, but it would be better if you did not!’ said Madame Pin. ‘That’s a cipher best left undeciphered!’ She wiped her brow. ‘Now, I insist we change the subject. How are your curse assignments coming along?’

Luna’s wasn’t coming along at all. And from the way Saffie clamped one hand over her mouth to stop herself blabbering, she hadn’t managed to break her curse either.

‘I see,’ said Madame Pin, understanding at once. ‘Perhaps you should take some time to browse the Curses section today. We have some very interesting titles—the range of curses these days is quite extraordinary. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a pile of books to shelve.’

Once Madame Pin was gone, Saffie turned to Luna with a face full of questions.

 Luna had so much to tell her, but somehow she found herself not saying the thing she most needed to say—which was that she must find out how to undo Madame Valadon’s Bad Magic or Silver would die—but instead giving a very long and wildly confusing account of her aunts’ disappearance, Silver’s sickness and her visit to the Owl Society. When she at last got to the end of the story and explained that Etta Oh thought Silver wouldn’t survive, Saffie’s face was full of dazed and confused expressions.

‘I hope you’re not plotting without me,’ came a voice from behind them.

Marielle was standing in the doorway to the reading room. Rose was hanging upside-down from one finger, fast asleep.

Luna had no idea how long Marielle had been there, but she was glad to see her. ‘We need your help,’ she said at once.

‘Of course you do, if you’re planning to get The Grimoire,’ said Marielle.

Saffie looked from Luna to Marielle and then back to Luna again. Luna wished she’d had a chance to tell Saffie that Marielle was now her friend.

Scamp had crawled from his usual hiding place at the back of Saffie’s neck and was considering Rose thoughtfully, his little nose twitching.

 ‘I think my familiar likes yours,’ Saffie said to Marielle.

Saffie could always be relied on to work things out, thought Luna.

‘Her name is Rose,’ said Marielle. ‘She’s shy to start with, but I’m sure she’d like your familiar too.’

And Luna was relieved. She could see they were already on the way to being friends.

‘The question is, how are you going to sneak into the Museum of Magic to get The Grimoire?’ said Marielle, turning the topic back to Bad Magic.

They all looked at each other.

‘We could…’ began Saffie, ‘No, forget it. That wouldn’t work.’

‘There must be a way,’ said Luna, looking hopefully at her friends.

‘Thistle!’ exclaimed Saffie.

Luna looked at her friend sympathetically. She must have been studying too hard again.

‘Yes, thistle!’ Saffie was having a hard time containing her excitement, along with the volume of her voice.

Madame Pin glanced over from a stack of books and made a shhh face.

Saffie lowered her voice. ‘I just remembered that the Museum of Magic is hosting a series of Encounters with the Past talks, and there’s one tonight called, “Imaginative Uses of the Thistle Throughout the History of French Witchcraft”.’ 

‘That’s great, Saff, but we’re trying to find a way to sneak into the museum, remember?’ said Luna impatiently.

‘That’s my point,’ said Saffie. ‘We won’t need to sneak into the museum if we’re already in it.’

‘Great idea!’ said Marielle. ‘We’ll pretend we want to listen to the lecture, and then we can slip away into the Alchemy Collection.’

‘Uh yeah, pretend,’ said Saffie. ‘I already have my ticket, by the way.’

‘Are you forgetting something?’ asked Luna. ‘What about the dragon?’

‘Leave the dragon to me,’ said Marielle.

‘Have you dealt with dragons before?’ asked Luna hopefully.

‘I once looked after an orphaned dragon for a month,’ said Marielle with a shrug. ‘It chewed through three pairs of boots and started at least six fires, and my mum still didn’t find out. I know a thing or two about how to keep a dragon quiet.’

Luna was impressed. ‘Okay, we’re agreed then. We’ll meet at the thistle thing.’

‘“Imaginative Uses of the Thistle Throughout the History of French Witchcraft”,’ corrected Saffie. ‘Six o’clock sharp. Don’t be late.’ 
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Luna arrived beneath the shadowy outline of a new moon.

She could already hear the hum of the crowd inside the Museum of Magic. Once she had bought her ticket and had her broom labelled and stowed, she headed for the lecture hall.

‘Excuse me,’ she whispered, gathering up her cloak and trying to squeeze past a row of stern-faced witches.

‘You know they have cloaking facilities here, don’t you? And you’re supposed to be blending in,’ hissed Saffie.

‘I’m trying,’ said Luna, slipping into her seat. She tugged self-consciously at her cloaked dungarees.

‘You look like you’re about to dig up a grave,’ said Marielle.

‘It’s all I had,’ said Luna.

And it was. She hadn’t done the laundry at 9 Rue Impossible since her aunts vanished, and the only thing she could find that was clean and vaguely the right size were the cloaked dungarees.

As it turned out, the cloaked dungarees weren’t so bad. At least Silver fitted comfortably into the sturdy pocket over her chest. 

Marielle seemed to agree. ‘I didn’t say I don’t like them,’ she said.

Luna sniffed the air. ‘What smells like boiled eggs?’

‘Boiled eggs,’ replied Marielle.

‘What?’

‘Boiled eggs smell like boiled eggs. Next question.’

Luna stared at her.

‘They’re in my sleeves, okay?’ And as if that explained the matter fully, Marielle hissed, ‘Shhh,’ and pointed to the stage.

Somebody behind the curtain was whispering, ‘Don’t be afraid, my darling gingerbread!’ and making lots of kissing noises.

‘I don’t think she knows her microphone is on,’ said Saffie.

Marielle started cackling. ‘It’s amazing what witches say to their familiars when they think nobody is listening.’

A witch stepped onto the stage wearing a crumpled cloak and a faintly puzzled expression, as though she didn’t expect to find herself in front of an audience. In her hands she held a very frightened-looking ginger cat.

‘Welcome to an extraordinary evening,’ she said, removing the crumpled cloak to reveal a second crumpled cloak underneath. ‘My name is Dr Ines Forget, and tonight’s lecture is about the history of the thistle. Once we delve into the subject, I’m sure you’ll agree that there’s nothing more fascinating than this prickly little species.’ 

Dr Forget was unstoppable once she got going. Two hours in, she had barely made a dent in the thistle’s long history. Luna tried to listen, but her mind kept wandering. What if they couldn’t get away from the lecture? What if Marielle was no match for the dragon? What if they couldn’t find The Grimoire or decipher it? And what if the lecture never ended? She glanced over at Saffie and saw that she was not only hanging off every word, but also taking notes.

When intermission was called, Marielle gave Luna a meaningful look. They filed out of the hall with the rest of the audience, but then slipped through the noisy crowds and made their way to the marble stairs connecting all the museum floors above and the underground archives below.

Luna gave a little nod, and they headed downstairs into eerie darkness.

When they reached the bottom, a torchlight flickered on. Luna let out a small cry thinking they had been discovered already, followed by an embarrassed ‘Oh!’ when she realised it was the torch on Saffie’s wand.

‘If you go around shouting like that, someone’s going to find us,’ said Saffie. She swept the wand light over the walls, revealing a long corridor lined on each side with arched wooden doors. 

From somewhere above them came the tinkle of glasses and conversation. But as they crept on through the vast corridors and deeper into the archives, the sound died away and was replaced by silence along with the unnerving drip-drip of a leaky pipe.

‘How are we going to know which door leads to the Alchemy Collection?’ asked Marielle.

‘I don’t know,’ admitted Saffie. ‘The museum doesn’t exactly provide a guide map of its closed collections. We’ll just have to hope we find it.’

Luna grabbed Marielle’s arm. ‘Did you hear that?’

She could have sworn she heard something snuffle behind a door.

‘I didn’t hear anything,’ said Marielle.

Something snuffled again.

‘Oh that,’ said Marielle. ‘By the sounds of it I’d say it’s a juvenile.’

‘A juvenile what?’ asked Luna.

‘A juvenile dragon, of course,’ said Marielle impatiently. ‘And since there’s no way the museum would entrust its most dangerous and significant collection to a dragon that isn’t toilet-trained, I suggest we keep moving.’

 They kept moving.

The doors became less frequent. Long stretches of the corridor held nothing but silence and darkness.

‘What are we going to do when we find The Grimoire?’ asked Marielle. ‘You know we can’t take it, right? Just imagine the punishment if we were caught stealing it.’

Luna shook her head. ‘I don’t want to take it. I just need to look inside. And Saffie can hopefully decipher the spells.’

Saffie, who was a few steps ahead, suddenly turned around and whispered excitedly, ‘Found it!’ She hovered her wand light over a final door set in the stone wall of the corridor.

Luna noticed a vast array of stickers that said, ‘Authorised access only!’, ‘Do Not Enter Unless Authorised!’, ‘Danger Within!’ and ‘Thinking of entering? Think again!’ The last sticker said, ‘Protected by Dragon Security Services. Call 1800-SCALY BEAST’.

They crowded around the door. Sure enough, half-concealed beneath one of the warnings was a small plaque that said, ‘Alchemy Collection’.

Luna had a sudden desire to be back listening to Dr Ines Forget’s lecture on the thistle. In fact, she would have preferred to be almost anywhere except standing in front of the door leading to the Alchemy Collection. But she could feel Silver tucked up in her front pocket, and she could also feel Marielle poking her between the shoulder blades. 

‘You focus on finding The Grimoire, and leave the dragon to me,’ said Marielle.

Luna took a deep breath and pushed the handle. ‘It’s locked,’ she whispered.

‘Not anymore,’ said Saffie, waving her wand over it.

The door clicked open.

Something stirred within the dark room. There was a low rumble—the sort of rumble that a dragon might be expected to make when its sleep has just been disturbed. And then Luna heard its claws on the floor.

Sparks flew, and an enormous scaly beast lumbered towards them, its wings outstretched, its mouth open in a roar.

Marielle immediately dropped to her knees and began speaking in a soft voice. In her outstretched hand she held a boiled egg.

And to Luna’s utter amazement, the dragon sat down like a dog and began eating from Marielle’s hand.

‘Come on,’ whispered Saffie. She found a lamp and switched it on. ‘I’ll get started on this drawer of alchemy manuscripts. You start on that one.’

Luna took a deep breath and began checking methodically through the manuscripts. She found she was sweating. How many boiled eggs did Marielle have? And what would happen when she ran out? 

‘Um, Luna, that’s not what you’re looking for, is it?’

Marielle was pointing to the dragon’s nest in the far corner. The beast was using a pile of ancient treasures for its bed, including, to Luna’s horror, a large, mouse-eaten manuscript with a distinctive midnight-blue and gold cover.

‘Uh-oh,’ she whispered.

What witch would be foolish enough to disturb a dragon’s nest?

Saffie groaned. ‘I do not want to die tonight, thank you very much.’

‘We’re not going to die,’ said Luna. ‘We just need to think of a way to get The Grimoire out of the dragon’s nest, without, you know, dying.’

‘I was hoping I wasn’t going to have to do this,’ said Marielle with a sigh, ‘but it’s time for Plan B.’ She pulled Rose from her pocket. ‘Wake up, Rose. I’ve got something to show you.’

Rose took one look at the dragon and let out a blood-curdling bat shriek.

The dragon took one look at Rose and let out a blood-curdling dragon shriek.

They both bolted through the open door.

 ‘Dragons are terrified of bats, and bats are terrified of dragons,’ Marielle explained. ‘I discovered that when I was looking after the orphaned dragon. Rose is going to be so cross with me when this is over. Come on, we need to be quick. Dragons with flames leaping out of their mouths tend to draw attention to themselves.’

Luna grabbed The Grimoire from the dragon’s nest. The moment her hands touched the ancient manuscript, she felt something sinister pass through her fingers. She dropped it.

It can’t hurt you unless you let it, she told herself sternly.

She knelt on the floor and opened the manuscript.

‘That cipher looks way more complicated than I expected,’ said Saffie nervously over her shoulder. ‘I don’t think I’m going to be able to decipher that in a hurry.’

‘You don’t need to,’ said Luna.

Because as she turned the pages, something astonishing began to happen. Word by word, line by line, The Grimoire was unravelling before her. Somehow, without knowing exactly how, she was deciphering its words.

She turned to a page that had an illustration of a black python wrapped around a broomstick, and an ornate title, bordered by ravens and ghostly shadows, that said, Nighttime Spell to Steal a Familiar. 

‘This must be it,’ she said softly. Taking a deep breath, she read, ‘A spell favoured by a witch who finds herself close to death. If cast correctly, it allows a witch to keep using magic once she becomes a ghost.

‘The spell needs little preparation, but it does call for a singularly important ingredient: a very magical familiar. A witch may find it necessary to scour the globe for such a familiar, paying special attention to magic concentrations in plumage, tails, eyes, paws and claws.’

Luna’s voice wobbled as she ran her finger over the lines of text. ‘To cast the spell, hold the familiar firmly while fastening a collar around its throat and repeating these lines:


A familiar chooses her witch, they say,

and no doubt it is true.

But in this nighttime spell of mine,

this witch has chosen you.



Luna finished reading and looked up at Saffie. ‘I was right,’ she said. ‘Silver definitely isn’t Madame Valadon’s familiar, and never has been. She’s just under Madame Valadon’s Bad Magic spell.’

‘Reversal!’ cried Marielle from the door. ‘How do you reverse it?’

 Luna quickly read on. ‘Once the spell is cast, it can’t be undone. The stolen familiar’s magic may be used until’—and here Luna had to stop reading to take a deep breath—‘whichever wears out first, its magic or its life.’ Luna’s voice caught in her throat. ‘Oh, Silver.’

A fiery explosion sounded in the distance, followed by shouts and screams.

‘Rose!’ cried Saffie at once.

‘Time to go,’ said Marielle.

Luna put The Grimoire back into the dragon’s nest and raced after Marielle and Saffie through the door. Saffie had thought ahead, as usual, and they found their brooms waiting for them at the top of the stairs. They departed via the roof with the rest of the audience.

‘A thrilling conclusion to my lecture,’ said Dr Ines Forget, as she dropped over the edge of the museum on her broom. ‘I only wish I could always create such a buzz!’

‘It’s a pity Dr Forget didn’t get to finish her lecture,’ said Saffie. ‘The history of the thistle really is fascinating.’

As they flew away, Luna saw a Dragon Security Services van pulling up to the front doors of the museum with a large net tied to the roof.

‘Do you think they’ll know someone has been in the Alchemy Collection?’ she asked anxiously.

 ‘Might do,’ said Marielle. ‘But they’ll have a hard time working out it was us. And the important thing is that we didn’t take anything. Everything should be just as we found it, apart from the dragon.’

As they flew over the Hotel Fortune, Rose emerged from a tree with her little nose stuck in the air. Marielle sighed. ‘I’m in trouble.’

‘So am I,’ said Luna gloomily. ‘The Grimoire said that Madame Valadon’s Bad Magic can’t be undone.’

She couldn’t believe that they’d managed to get The Grimoire only to find out that it was of no use at all.

‘But think about how long ago The Grimoire was written,’ said Saffie. ‘Just because there was no known way to undo the spell then, it doesn’t mean there isn’t one now. Magic is developing all the time. Think about how your Aunt Jessie is always discovering new monsters. Now that we know what the spell is, we can find out if someone has worked out how to reverse it.’

Luna gasped. ‘Saff, you might just about know everything.’

‘Says the witch who just deciphered the most dangerous book of spells in the world,’ said Saffie. She gave Luna a pointed look. ‘I couldn’t do that. I definitely don’t know everything.’

And then she broke into a smile. ‘Wow, it feels good to say that.’

 Saffie flew the rest of the way home with no hands, weaving between the streetlamps and trees.

Funnily enough, the curse of the blabbery never bothered her again.
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Strictly speaking, Grim’s Library wasn’t open to students on Saturdays. But, as Saffie pointed out, if the school really didn’t want students stopping by on weekends, they might have done a better job of sealing the secret underground passageway that led straight into the library’s basement via the toilets. And besides, Luna could hardly wait until Monday to find out if there was a way to undo Madame Valadon’s Bad Magic.

‘I can always squeeze in,’ said Marielle, demonstrating how this was done. ‘I come here some weekends.’

‘You come on weekends?’ said Luna. She hopped off the basin and shut the mirrored cabinet she had just crawled through. She couldn’t keep the astonishment from her voice. She was discovering new things about Marielle all the time.

 ‘What if I do?’ demanded Marielle. Her temper still flared sometimes, but nowhere near as often as it used to. She took off her balaclava and softened. ‘I spend as much time in the library as I can—you know that.’

They made for the large reading room, setting up at one of the long wooden tables lined with forest-green lamps. With only a couple of curious ghosts watching on in their pyjamas, Luna, Saffie and Marielle set to work pulling down the largest and heaviest magic books in the library and poring over the pages looking for any mentions of Bad Magic. Saffie had brought a thermos of her mum’s warming brew, as well as a packet of Dare Not Crisps, and they shared the tea and munched on crisps as they worked.

Every so often, Luna checked the front pocket of her cloaked dungarees, where Silver was nestled in Aunt Jessie’s shawl.

‘You’ve lost more of your silver feathers, Silver,’ muttered Luna. She fed the small owl a few drops of Etta Oh’s elixir.

Silver looked up at her with mournful eyes.

‘I’m working on it,’ Luna promised.

She got back to the books.

Soon, the pile of volumes on the table had grown so high that Luna, Saffie and Marielle were barely visible behind them.

 ‘Ahem.’

Luna froze in place at the table, a moth-eaten page half-turned in her hands.

Marielle froze with her mouth full of crisps. Saffie sank down behind an enormous magic book.

‘Good morning, girls.’

It was Luna who found her voice first. ‘Good morning, Professor Claire.’

Professor Claire stood in the doorway with her arms folded. She looked exactly as she looked during the week, save for the pair of fluffy black slippers on her feet.

‘As much as I like to encourage my students’ inquisitive, studious natures, the library is closed to students on Saturdays unless you have special permission.’

Luna swallowed.

‘May I ask what occupies you here when most witches-in-training are out on their brooms in the fresh air?’

Luna looked at Saffie and Marielle in quiet despair. ‘Nothing,’ she mumbled.

Professor Claire let out a heavy sigh, and Luna immediately wished she’d just told the truth. She tried to explain. ‘We-ll,’ she began, but couldn’t seem to get any further.

‘Luna, I will see you in my office. Saffie and Marielle, you may put the books away while you wait.’ 

‘Yes, Professor Claire,’ chorused Saffie and Marielle.

Luna followed Professor Claire to her office.

Heloise was asleep on her chair, and Professor Claire shooed her away lightly. Heloise bristled and slunk beneath a large fern.

Professor Claire took a sip of strong black coffee. She had an untouched croissant on her desk, which she pushed towards Luna. ‘You look hungry.’

Luna’s appetite had suddenly vanished, but she nibbled the moon-shaped pastry out of politeness.

‘I happen to believe,’ began Professor Claire, in her matter-of-fact way, ‘that the universe is a magical place.’ She looked directly at Luna. ‘I think you do too.’

Luna found herself nodding.

‘But there are all kinds of magic, and it did not escape my attention that you were just now reading a volume called Bed Toads & Other Bad Magic.’

Luna swallowed. If Madame Pin didn’t approve of her interest in Bad Magic, then neither would Professor Claire.

‘I must object,’ said Professor Claire sternly.

Luna hung her head.

‘For one thing, that book is outdated,’ said Professor Claire. ‘And for another, it’s unlikely to provide you with much practical advice. A more useful choice would have been my book, Magic for Good: Undoing Bad Magic in the 21st Century. It was published only last year, and it contains the most up-to-date survey of Bad Magic and how to undo it.’ 

Luna lifted her head. She felt as though she had thistles stuck in her brain. ‘What did you say?’

‘It may never have occurred to you to wonder what my craft is,’ said Professor Claire, ‘but it’s counteracting harmful magic. I have dedicated my entire life to the study of Bad Magic, as well as teaching, of course. Minor curses fall at one end of that spectrum, Bad Magic the other. I teach the one but not the other. My interest in Bad Magic has not always been welcomed.’

Luna frowned. ‘You don’t teach students about Bad Magic?’

‘I would prefer that students know as much about it as possible, but as you know, Grim’s School for the Education of Young Witches is the last of its kind left in Paris. The Magic Council of Paris sets the curriculum. It decides what the next generation of witches learns.’

Professor Claire was looking at Luna intently, as if willing her to understand.

‘The only school for witches in Paris doesn’t let its students learn about the most dangerous form of magic,’ said Luna. She paused. She thought about it carefully. ‘Which means none of us will know how to deal with it.’ 

‘Including you,’ said Professor Claire with a nod. ‘Of course, there are a handful of books in the library, and I applaud you for finding at least one of them, even if it is rather a silly volume. But as you’ve given up your Saturday morning to research Bad Magic, it strikes me that you’re not doing this in an idle moment of curiosity. So tell me, Luna, what Bad Magic do you need to undo?’ She was looking at Luna even more intently, and Luna could see that she wanted to know how far Luna had searched, and what she had discovered.

And Luna knew it was time to tell her everything.

‘The Nighttime Spell to Steal a Familiar,’ she said quietly.

Professor Claire made a tutting noise and spoke softly to Heloise. ‘It’s as we thought. That’s why the Magic Council of Paris is so opposed to my research.’ To Luna, she said, ‘Then you’re in luck, for I happen to have worked for some time on the remedy for that particular Bad Magic. My interest began many years ago—thirteen years ago, to be exact—when I found myself in the company of a witch who had a striking new familiar. Can you think of such a witch, Luna?’

‘Yes, Professor Claire,’ muttered Luna.

 Professor Claire nodded sharply. ‘I thought you might. And I discovered, by some rather complicated magical means that I needn’t go into now, that she was in fact a ghost. I asked myself, “But how can a ghost use magic?” After much research, I concluded that the answer must lie in Bad Magic and The Nighttime Spell to Steal a Familiar.’

Luna was silent.

‘And now, to the reversal,’ said Professor Claire. ‘It is simple enough, or at least the theory behind it is simple enough. To undo the Nighttime Spell to Steal a Familiar, you must return the witch to her grave.’

Luna’s mind was spinning. If Madame Valadon was a ghost, then of course she must have a grave. Why hadn’t she realised this sooner? It seemed obvious now.

‘But how can I return Madame Valadon to her grave?’ she asked.

It was the first time she had spoken Madame Valadon’s name. Professor Claire clasped her fingers so tightly that they lost their colour, but her face showed no sign of surprise.

‘You won’t have to face her alone.’ Professor Claire glanced up at the closed door and then she closed the window. She stood abruptly and began to pace. ‘I have been working—in total secrecy—towards the same aim, though my reasons differ. I cannot reveal anything else, but the fact is that Madame Valadon’s harmful magic threatens not only the future of the Magic Council of Paris, but also our future as witches.’ 

‘Our future as witches?’ Luna’s voice wavered.

‘Our future,’ repeated Professor Claire. She placed one hand on Luna’s shoulder. ‘I know you ask yourself if you’re enough, Luna, but you don’t need to. And though it doesn’t always feel like it, you belong.’

Luna felt Silver stir encouragingly in her pocket. ‘Belong where?’ she whispered.

‘Right here,’ said Professor Claire gently.

Luna let the feeling settle over her like magic dust.

‘You may go,’ said Professor Claire. ‘But remember what I said, Luna. You won’t be alone.’

Luna left Professor Claire’s office feeling just like herself but a fraction taller.
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That night, Luna hopped onto her broom and took off along the canal snaking out of the Witches Quarter.

The ghosts of Grim’s Library hadn’t needed much prodding from Marielle to reveal where Madame Valadon was buried. They were only too delighted to tell Luna everything they knew, and one particularly enthusiastic ghost even rustled up a map.

And now Luna had a plan.

 Tonight she would find Madame Valadon’s grave. Meanwhile, Saffie and Marielle were busy gathering supplies from Emmanuelle. And tomorrow night, they would all face Madame Valadon together.

‘We’ll return her to her grave and break her Bad Magic for good, Silver,’ Luna whispered.

She rounded a bend in the canal, taking care to stick to the shadows. It wasn’t altogether surprising that Madame Valadon had chosen to be buried outside the Witches Quarter where her grave wouldn’t be spotted by witches. And it wasn’t altogether surprising that she couldn’t bring herself to be buried somewhere obscure either. Of course the best witch in Paris would want to be buried in the most famous cemetery in Paris.

The ominous gates of Père Lachaise Cemetery appeared in the distance.

The cemetery was already closed, but Luna sailed over the gates and landed behind the walls, hiding her broom in a tangle of ivy.

The November wind was cold, and if there was ever an hour or weather when ghosts might be afoot, it was now. Luna shivered. Somehow the idea of encountering a ghost here seemed far more frightening than running into one in Grim’s Library.

She stopped to check her map.

‘It’s this way,’ she whispered to Silver.

 She followed the cobblestone path that led through the headstones and up a set of stone steps. When she reached a fork in the path, she drew close to a green street sign with white lettering. She squinted in the darkness.

‘The Dragon Way,’ she whispered. ‘This is it.’

Then she saw, rising into the night sky, a grand tomb shaped like a house with gargoyles huddled on the roof and a stone python coiled above the door. It was, thought Luna dispiritedly, just the sort of thing Madame Valadon would go in for. The tomb and its private garden were enclosed by a stone wall and a wrought-iron gate with an intricate pattern of…miniature pythons. What else, thought Luna.

Luna moved towards the gate as if in a nightmare. And just as it would in a nightmare, the gate creaked open.

The epitaph, which was engraved below the python, had almost rubbed away. She could just make out the first part, which read:

MADAME B. VALADON
EXCEPTIONAL IN EVERY WAY
DIED OPTOMBER THE ZEVENTEENTH 18—,
BROKEN-HEARTED

The next part of the inscription had worn away entirely.

 Luna rolled her eyes at Exceptional in Every Way. No surprises there, she thought. And it was no surprise that Madame Valadon didn’t want to include the real date of her death either. But broken-hearted left her puzzling for some moments. It seemed questionable, but perhaps Madame Valadon did have something resembling a heart in there.

Luna gazed around the tomb and its garden. Odd, she thought, that it had been kept in such good order. The tombs around it were covered in ivy and weeds, but Madame Valadon’s was neat, almost fastidiously so.

Silver suddenly gave a low warning call from Luna’s front pocket.

‘What is it, Silver?’ whispered Luna.

Someone was coming down the Dragon Way.

Luna took cover in the garden. She felt a cold terror descend over her. Surely Madame Valadon hadn’t followed her here. Surely Madame Valadon wouldn’t want to be anywhere near her own grave.

The footsteps were drawing closer. The gate creaked open. A pair of burgundy shoes stopped dangerously close to Luna’s own. She didn’t dare breathe.

A shadowy figure now walked towards Madame Valadon’s tomb. Luna could feel Silver quivering. She put one hand protectively over her front pocket.

 The figure, hard to distinguish in the darkness, was efficient. It arranged flowers that looked like chrysanthemums into a cauldron-shaped pot near the tomb door, and then, lighting a lamp, took out a whisk broom and began to sweep the garden. The figure didn’t turn towards her, but now there could be no mistaking its odd, stiff movements, or the ridiculous suit that it wore.

The question was, what was Monsieur Albert Noir, secretary of the Magic Council of Paris, doing? What business did he have tending the tomb of Madame Valadon?

He worked methodically, occasionally crouching down to remove a tiny weed from between the stones, polishing the epitaph plaque, and checking the hinges on what looked to be a python door set into the stone. When he was finished, he hurried through the gate and back up the Dragon Way.

Luna couldn’t make sense of what she had just seen.

Aunt Agnes had told her that Monsieur Noir didn’t know any magic, and that’s why he was flown around in a cauldron. But Luna couldn’t help feeling there was some magic at work here. He must, she thought, know that Madame Valadon was a ghost. He must know that she was using Bad Magic. He should be telling the Magic Council of Paris what was going on, but instead he was keeping her secret. Why? 

Luna couldn’t wait to tell Saffie and Marielle what she’d seen. She crept out of the garden and headed for the gate.

But before she could step back onto the Dragon Way, she heard a long, slow hiss behind her. The hiss was followed by a cold-blooded voice she knew all too well.

‘Good evening, Luna.’

Silver shrank in alarm, drawing her feathers tightly around herself in Luna’s pocket.

Luna turned back with trembling knees and pounding heart.

Madame Valadon stood in the shadow of her tomb with Titou draped around her shoulders.

‘You needn’t look so surprised to find me here,’ she said stonily. ‘A witch seldom minds her manners, but she always minds her grave.’

Madame Valadon stepped out of the shadows towards Luna, and Luna suddenly felt very alone.

‘And now,’ said Madame Valadon, ‘you are going to give me the boobook.’
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‘You took my familiar a long time ago,’ said Luna, her voice wavering. ‘I won’t let you take her again.’

Madame Valadon sneered. ‘You worked it out at last, did you? You’re not quite as stupid as I thought, then. But you’re no match for me! I am the best witch in Paris, after all!’

‘You are a ghost,’ said Luna.

Madame Valadon tossed her head petulantly. ‘Well, if you want to be fanatical about the facts, then it’s true, I’m a bit of a ghost. But I’m a ghost who can use magic, thanks to that boobook!’

‘And that’s why you stole her from me,’ said Luna.

‘There you were, lying in that basket beneath the casting tree,’ crowed Madame Valadon. ‘You looked up at me with your putrid rosy cheeks and disgusting wide eyes. You were perfectly helpless then, just as you are now!’ 

Luna suddenly saw Madame Valadon standing over her all those years ago. And she heard Marielle saying, ‘When it comes to the past, shadows are often dangerous…’

Of course the shadow in her past belonged to Madame Valadon.

‘I knocked your little pink hat to the ground first!’ cried Madame Valadon. ‘And then I kicked off your blanket. And there it was, nestled in your cardigan: the boobook owlet with the silver feathers.’ Madame Valadon looked full of glee. ‘What a find! I took her from your pudgy hands and made her mine.’

‘And what about your own familiar?’ said Luna.

‘What about Titou?’ asked Madame Valadon sharply.

‘He’s a ghost too, isn’t he?’ said Luna.

Madame Valadon shivered. ‘Dearest Titou,’ she whispered, almost as though she were consoling herself. ‘He may be a ghost, but you’d never know it! Come, my little raspberry.’ Madame Valadon picked Titou off her shoulders and tucked him into her furry coat.

Luna’s eyes had fallen on the tomb door behind Madame Valadon. Her mind was working quickly. She had planned on having Marielle and Saffie’s help, but the plan might still work without them. It had to work without them. 

‘And what about me, Madame Valadon?’ said Luna. ‘A baby left without her familiar. A baby left all alone.’

With her eyes on the door and its lock, she imagined a large key with its teeth glimmering in the moonlight…

‘Your fate was already decided,’ said Madame Valadon with an indifferent wave of her hand. ‘The night air was brisk. Your hat and blanket were on the ground. You would not live.’

‘But I did live, Madame Valadon.’ Magic was for the living, thought Luna. And she had lived.

A key appeared behind Madame Valadon, hovering in the air above the tomb door.

It glimmered in the moonlight.

‘Well, I could hardly have guessed those foolish sisters would find you,’ said Madame Valadon. ‘I should have vanished them years ago.’

Luna wanted to strike Madame Valadon with every bit of magic she possessed, but she knew she mustn’t. Not yet. Her brow furrowed, and the key floated towards the lock.

‘What about Monsieur Noir? I know he isn’t what he says he is,’ said Luna.

Madame Valadon cackled. ‘One of the benefits of being dead—the only benefit, I daresay, is that I finally have an extra set of hands.’ 

Luna had no idea what she was talking about. But at this point she wouldn’t have been surprised if Madame Valadon revealed a set of tentacles.

‘In addition to being the secretary of the Magic Council of Paris, Monsieur Noir also happens to be a ghost’s servant,’ said Madame Valadon.

‘A ghost’s servant?’ Luna’s attention momentarily wandered from the key, and it dropped sharply. She quickly recovered her focus and the key rose sharply upwards, slipping into the lock.

‘Yes, he’s entirely made of clay, and only comes to life when I need him. Isn’t that delightful? And why shouldn’t I relax, while he tends to all those bits and pieces that need doing around my little tomb, and a few other odd jobs besides.’

‘And by odd jobs I guess you mean burning down my aunts’ shop,’ said Luna. ‘And making them vanish.’ ‘Exactly,’ beamed Madame Valadon. ‘Now you’re getting the idea.’

Luna shook her head. A ghost’s servant! There was no doubt about it—Monsieur Noir was the right nincompoop for the job.

‘But this is where our pleasant tête-à-tête ends,’ said Madame Valadon. ‘You have the boobook. I need the boobook. So get on with returning her or I shall get on with permanently vanishing your aunts.’ 

The key turned silently in the lock, and the tomb door eased open.

‘You mean that if I don’t give you Silver, I’ll never see my aunts again,’ said Luna.

‘Precisely.’

‘Haven’t you done enough? Silver’s life has nearly been exhausted.’

‘Such a pity,’ said Madame Valadon. ‘I was almost fond of her, though Titou never warmed to her, did you, Titou darling?’

Titou let out a low, angry hiss from the depths of Madame Valadon’s coat.

‘But for now, I still have a use for her,’ said Madame Valadon.

She wobbled slightly on her feet, and Luna saw that although Madame Valadon was trying to appear powerful, she was growing weaker without Silver by her side.

The door to Madame Valadon’s tomb was now open wide enough, and Madame Valadon was exactly where Luna needed her. With one push she would tumble backwards and into the tomb where she belonged.

Luna took a step forward.

One push, she thought.

 At that moment, Madame Valadon called out sharply, ‘Noir! There you are!’

Luna turned to see Monsieur Noir leaping over the gate with surprising agility.

‘I am, as always, at your service,’ said Monsieur Noir, bowing to Madame Valadon.

There was no time for Luna to change her plan. She took her chance and lunged at Madame Valadon.

All at once, she felt a terrible blow on her shoulder that sent her falling forwards. Madame Valadon stepped aside, and Luna stumbled through the open door of the tomb. She caught herself on the doorway before she fell down the steps.

Monsieur Noir was far stronger than he looked.

‘Did you really think you could return me to my grave?’ cried Madame Valadon, blocking the way out. She gave Luna another push.

Luna made a desperate attempt to grab on to Madame Valadon’s cloak, but she couldn’t get a grip.

She tumbled backwards into the tomb.
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Luna heard a low cry. It was some moments before she realised the cry was her own. One side of her face stung. There was a sharp ache in her elbow, which she had banged first on the tomb door, then again on several steps on the way down, and then finally against something hard and hollow at the bottom. 

She staggered to her feet. The tomb was spinning. She closed her eyes and told her head sternly to straighten things out at once. When she opened her eyes again, the ground felt more stable. She saw the solid thing her elbow had struck: a black coffin. She shivered.

Monsieur Noir landed behind her with a grunt, and the tomb door swung shut above them. The only light now came from his dim lamp.

‘Mademoiselle Wood, you can see for yourself that escape is impossible,’ said Monsieur Noir, dusting off his burgundy velvet collar. ‘I suggest you give me the boobook without any more fuss.’

Luna was reeling. This was not the plan. Madame Valadon was the one who should be in the tomb. She, Luna Wood, should not be in the tomb. Saffie and Marielle weren’t here to help, and neither were her vanished aunts.

She felt Silver shift in her pocket. I’m not alone, she reminded herself.

Monsieur Noir was moving ominously towards her. Luna stepped backwards, into a large wicker basket. She could just make out a plaque on the basket that said Beloved Titou, and as she ducked beneath Monsieur Noir’s swinging arm, she had a sudden realisation. 

Titou must have died before Madame Valadon. That was why Madame Valadon’s epitaph said she died broken-hearted.

‘Watch out for the—’ called Monsieur Noir.

Luna suddenly found herself hanging upside-down, bat-like, by her boots.

‘—booby trap,’ finished Monsieur Noir maliciously. ‘One of my own creations, no magic needed, I can assure you, though it does require a rather complicated mechanism to catch both feet at once.’

Luna looked up—or was it down?—at the rope tied tightly around her boots, and wondered how she could have fallen for a trap laid by such a nincompoop.

‘I must persuade Madame Valadon to come down here one of these days,’ murmured Monsieur Noir. ‘She would take such delight in my booby traps.’

Luna was thinking, if not on her feet, at least on her head. ‘I know how you could get Madame Valadon to come,’ she said.

‘So kind, but I don’t need advice from you,’ said Monsieur Noir.

But you’d like it, all the same, thought Luna. ‘I was just thinking,’ she said, ‘that if Titou came down into the tomb, Madame Valadon might come too.’

 Her eyes were slowly adjusting to the darkness. Like an owl in fading light, she was beginning to see things more clearly. Because she knew a thing or two about familiars now. She would do anything for Silver, and while she couldn’t imagine why anyone would want a python for a familiar, she knew Madame Valadon would do anything for Titou.

And she could also see that, although Monsieur Noir was pretending to check his teeth in the polished surface of the coffin, he was listening intently. ‘That ungrateful beast,’ he muttered. ‘I built him a python door, but still he doesn’t come.’

‘I expect he would come if you called him,’ murmured Luna. ‘But I suppose you couldn’t call him. After all, you don’t know any magic, Monsieur Noir.’

Monsieur Noir’s head jerked up and he snapped, ‘I don’t need magic to call Titou!’ He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small whistle.

Luna held her breath. Was her plan going to work?

Monsieur Noir put the whistle to his mouth and blew with all his might.

The python door swung open, and Titou slithered down the stone steps.

This was followed by a colossal crash above as Madame Valadon flung the tomb door open.

She burst into the tomb, sweeping down the stone steps like a furious wind. And then she rose high above them with a wail that could wake the dead (and probably did). 

‘Madame Valadon!’ Monsieur Noir began to exclaim. ‘What a charming surprise! I wanted to show you—’

He didn’t get any further.

‘You fool!’ she screamed, and with a wave of her hand sent Monsieur Noir flying across the tomb. He struck the stone wall, and in that instant transformed into a small clay figurine. Madame Valadon barely seemed to notice.

‘My darling grapefruit, my sweet persimmon!’ Madame Valadon cooed as she swept Titou into her arms. ‘They have tricked you, my little lychee, oh but they have tricked you! You should not have come down here! We must leave at once. You will be nothing but a ghost if you stay!’

And you will be nothing but a ghost too, thought Luna.

Madame Valadon turned on Luna. ‘You have disobeyed me one too many times! Give that boobook to me now!’ she demanded.

‘I will never give you my boobook!’ cried Luna. ‘She’s somewhere safe, and you will never find her!’

Madame Valadon snarled at Luna, but her snarl curled upwards into a smile as a single silver feather slipped from the front pocket of Luna’s cloaked dungarees. 

Luna watched it drift with agonising slowness to the ground.

‘Well, now,’ said Madame Valadon, taking a step towards Luna, ‘what do we have here?’

Luna’s heart leapt into her mouth. ‘If you come any closer, I’ll tie your python into a thousand knots!’

Madame Valadon laughed. ‘It seems to me that you’re the one tied in knots, hanging there by your boots. You can’t hide the boobook from me now.’

Hold tight, Luna begged Silver silently. Whatever you do, don’t let her get hold of you.

Luna felt Silver stirring in her pocket. ‘Don’t do it, Silver!’ she gasped and she clutched her pocket, but Silver burst out in a blur of chestnut feathers, her wings beating the air.

‘Silver, no!’ screamed Luna.

Silver flew at Madame Valadon, talons out, scratching at her again and again.

Madame Valadon swiped her away again and again.

But then she reached out a withered arm and grabbed her. ‘I’ve got you!’ cackled Madame Valadon, wrapping her large hands around the small owl, pinning her wings to her sides. ‘I’ve got you, and now I will be powerful again!’ 

Madame Valadon swelled. Her face lost its ashen colour and sunken cheeks, and she stood large in the dark tomb. Her whole being was renewed by Silver’s magic.

Silver was making a pitiful sound. She was crying.

Silver, what can I do? Luna thought desperately.

Madame Valadon turned away with a cackle. Luna glanced at the ground and saw Silver’s fallen feather before her. It glimmered gently, and Luna suddenly remembered a useful spell.

‘Fall like a feather,’ she whispered to herself.

Her boots, like any good witch’s boots, unlaced themselves without any fuss. They loosened around her ankles and Luna backflipped and dropped barefoot, as lightly as a feather, to the ground.

Luna crept towards Madame Valadon, who was so preoccupied with Silver that she’d all but forgotten Luna.

But then she heard a loud hiss and Titou’s head emerged from beneath Madame Valadon’s coat.

Madame Valadon whirled around. ‘You can’t stop me now. Nobody can!’ she cried.

Through the darkness, Luna saw the outline of Titou slithering towards her.

Her voice couldn’t find its way out of her body, but she mouthed Silver’s name. 

In response, she heard a very faint cry, ‘Boo-book’.

Suddenly Luna saw Titou raising himself to strike her.

‘Luna Wood, are you a witch or not?’ The voice came out of nowhere, but it was loud and strong, and it was her own—of that she was sure. And suddenly she knew what to do.

She put her hand into the pocket of her cloaked dungarees and her fingers closed around the cursed stone.

She took a deep breath and hurled it into the darkness.

(At that moment, in the Witches Quarter of Paris, Professor Claire lifted her head from her desk and smiled.)

The stone hit something hollow. And then the ground suddenly shifted, and a trapdoor opened, swallowing Titou.

Madame Valadon gasped. ‘Titou!’ she shrieked. ‘My little prune!’

One of Monsieur Noir’s traps, thought Luna dimly.

‘What have you done to my Titou?’ screamed Madame Valadon.

‘Your Titou got exactly what he deserved,’ said Luna. ‘And now you will too.’

Luna summoned all the magic she’d ever learned from her aunts, from Saffie and Marielle, from Professor Claire and Emmanuelle, from the witches of Paris and Melbourne, and from Silver. The tomb was suddenly full of jagged light. Luna stood at the centre of her own storm and thought, This is the anger of a witch. 

‘You dared to tell me I wasn’t a witch. You dared to forbid me from using magic,’ said Luna, ‘and all along, it was you who shouldn’t be using magic. All along, it was you who should not call herself a witch. You even called yourself the best witch in Paris, but really you were no witch at all.’

The light was broken and ferocious, and when it struck Madame Valadon, she fell to her knees and held one hand to her face.

‘You don’t understand!’ she cried, her face as pale as a ghost. ‘I don’t belong here.’

‘This is exactly where you belong, Madame Valadon,’ said Luna.

Luna reached down and took her boobook from Madame Valadon’s hands.

Clutching Silver to her chest, Luna ran to the stone steps.

She raced up and out and into the moonlight.

She was dragging the stone door shut when she realised Madame Valadon was right behind her pushing the door open—pushing with all her new-found strength. 

But just as Madame Valadon pinned the door open, something whizzed up the steps behind her at furious speed and clocked her on the back of the head.

A witch’s boot fell to the ground at Luna’s feet.

Luna’s boot.

Madame Valadon, looking dazed, teetered on the top step.

Just as she looked to be regaining her balance, Luna’s second boot came whizzing up the steps behind the first and clocked her again.

Madame Valadon stumbled backwards and Luna slammed the tomb door shut.

The key turned itself in the lock, and the latch clicked into place.

I’ve done it, thought Luna.

A high wail echoed across the cemetery, and a moment later Madame Valadon seemed to pass through the door and rise above Luna, a ghostly figure entwined with her ghostly python like a double-headed monster. She screamed and hissed at Luna, her teeth rattling and her eyes rolling back in her ghostly head.

And then she shrank back down and was sucked into the tomb.

Silver lay motionless in Luna’s arms, her one remaining silver feather glimmering above her closed eyes. Luna felt around her neck and the black velvet collar came away in her hands. 

Silver opened her eyes to look at Luna.

‘Were the boots your idea?’ asked Luna, dropping tears all over the small boobook.

Silver managed, in all her exhaustion, to puff out her chest just a little.

And Luna felt sure then that Silver was going to be okay. She wrapped her in Aunt Jessie’s shawl and tucked her back inside the front pocket of her cloaked dungarees.

‘But even though we’ve undone her Bad Magic, we’re not quite finished with Madame Valadon yet,’ Luna told the little boobook.

By the chrysanthemums, she noticed a small clay figurine wearing a burgundy suit, which she slipped into her pocket. She sat down to put her boots back on.

She had just laced up the second one when Saffie and Marielle arrived.

‘You came!’ cried Luna.

‘When you didn’t come back, we knew you were in trouble,’ gasped Marielle.

‘I was,’ admitted Luna. ‘But now there’s only one thing left to do. Did you bring it?’

‘We got everything you wanted from Emmanuelle,’ panted Saffie, handing Luna a large basket. 

Luna quickly unpacked Emmanuelle’s tea things on the stone wall of Madame Valadon’s tomb. Marielle poured some hot water from the thermos and Saffie threw three pinches of tea leaves into the pot. They made sure to rattle the cups and saucers so that they would be heard.

Luna had outrun a giant spider, banished demons, outwitted a ghost’s servant and battled the best witch in Paris—along with her python. And now here she was preparing tea in a cemetery, while before her stood a weary old ghost with an onyx python brooch pinned to her dress and something bordering on a benevolent expression on her face.

It wasn’t the ghosts’ tea hour, but Luna suspected that Madame Valadon would be in need of something restorative.

‘Madame Valadon,’ Luna said firmly, ‘I am inviting you to have tea with me. And you are not going to refuse.’

Indeed, she did not.
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Madame Valadon perched on the stone wall next to Luna. She took off her gloves and patted her collar.

‘Was I hovering just now?’ she asked Luna.

‘Almost,’ replied Luna, who had no wish to be discouraging. Not now. Not when she needed one last thing from Madame Valadon.

Madame Valadon, who seemed strangely at peace now that she was just a ghost, leaned forward and exclaimed, ‘Your arm is bleeding.’

‘Yes,’ said Luna, peering into the teapot to see if the tea was ready. It was. ‘It was you who did it to me.’ She poured two cups.

‘Did I?’ muttered Madame Valadon. She turned her hands over and examined them as though they belonged to a stranger. ‘I was once very magical, you know. But it is all lost now.’

 Wisps of steam rose from the teapot and drifted away through the cemetery. High above the tombs, the moon was full to bursting. Luna could feel Silver’s talons pressing lightly into her chest, as though she didn’t want to let go.

‘Sugar?’ she asked Madame Valadon.

‘All of it,’ replied Madame Valadon.

When Luna hesitated over the jar, Madame Valadon leaned forward and emptied it all in herself.

Saffie and Marielle had forgotten the teaspoons, but they made do with twigs instead. She could almost hear Aunt Henrietta now. ‘Exactly how tea ought to be stirred! Witches have used twigs for hundreds of years!’

Madame Valadon drank her tea greedily. ‘Being magnificent can be very draining,’ she informed Luna. ‘I must try not to exert myself so much in future.’

Luna agreed this was a sound idea.

Madame Valadon was now amusing herself by passing through the wall with a cackle.

That was the thing about ghosts, Luna thought. They seemed frightening until you sat down to tea with one. And then you saw straight through them, and they couldn’t haunt you again after that.

Luna interrupted her. ‘This is no place for a ghost, wouldn’t you agree?’

 ‘Definitely not,’ spoke up Saffie.

‘No way,’ said Marielle, folding her arms.

‘I couldn’t agree with you more,’ cried Madame Valadon, her frilly sleeve dragging through her tea. ‘Even my servant has vanished, and you should see the mess he left behind him! Not a single stone in place, and dust from the floor to the roof. It shall take me forever to clean up!’

Forever must mean something different to a ghost, thought Luna.

Marielle cleared her throat. ‘We know a place where you might be happier.’

Madame Valadon narrowed her eyes. ‘You do?’

Marielle had a mischievous glint in her eyes. ‘It’s always warm there, and you can live in the company of other ghosts.’

‘I like the sound of that,’ said Madame Valadon. ‘But is it tranquil? Dearest Titou needs peace and quiet.’ She patted her onyx python brooch.

‘It’s perfectly peaceful and quiet, as a rule,’ said Saffie.

This wasn’t strictly true, as the ghosts’ tea hour at Grim’s Library was neither peaceful nor quiet. But Luna supposed that Madame Valadon would soon be happily contributing to it. And Titou would probably find somewhere quiet to escape the noise, a catalogue drawer perhaps. 

‘We can take you there tonight,’ added Marielle.

Luna suspected the other ghosts wouldn’t object to Madame Valadon’s presence now that she was truly one of them. And it would suit them to keep Madame Valadon close by, where they could keep an eye on her.

‘Take me there at once!’ cried Madame Valadon.

‘Not so fast,’ said Saffie.

‘Eh?’ cried Madame Valadon. ‘Did you say not so fast to ME?’

Over tea, they came to an agreement.

‘My friends will take you to your new home once you tell me where to find her,’ said Luna.

‘Who?’ asked Madame Valadon, the slightest hint of a sly expression creeping into her ghostly face.

‘You know who,’ said Luna. Ghosts could be difficult, but she knew how to handle them now, thanks to Marielle. And she was determined to get the answer, because Silver’s recovery depended on it.

Madame Valadon drained the last of her tea and began to whisper loudly. ‘She thinks she can’t be found, reclusive and hidden as she is, but I know where to find her.’ She tapped the side of her nose, and her finger slid straight through her head. This business of being an ordinary ghost would obviously take some getting used to. ‘Yes, I know where to find her!’

 Luna swallowed. ‘Where?’

Madame Valadon demanded another cup of tea before continuing, but there was no more sugar and her mouth puckered as she drank.

At last she went on. ‘It’s a wild peninsula, half-forgotten and far from here. I have never been there myself, though perhaps I shall pay her a visit one of these days.’

Madame Valadon would have all the time in the world to do so now, thought Luna. ‘Does this wild place have a name?’ she asked.

Madame Valadon’s face took on a faraway expression. ‘It is known, I believe, as the Otago Peninsula. Now, this place I am to retire to. Tell me at once, will I be the best ghost there?’
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No wrong turns and no stops.

Before she departed, Luna left a message for her aunts on the fridge at 9 Rue Impossible: Meet me in Melbourne. She expected they would be reappearing any moment now that Madame Valadon’s Bad Magic had been undone. And then she flew on to the Owl Society of Paris, where Etta Oh answered the door in a dressing gown covered in owl print, and with a sleeping mask in the shape of owl eyes pushed high on her forehead. They spoke in low voices at the door. And then Etta Oh called for her familiar, the great horned owl. 

It wasn’t the first time the Parliament of Owls had undertaken such a journey, Etta Oh told her, but it was the first time they had guided a young witch.

They flew all night to get there, led by the great horned owl and surrounded on all sides by owls. It was a sight that would surely have stopped any witch on the streets of Paris—or anywhere else in the world for that matter.

Luna liked to think they were protecting Silver.

As they neared the end of their journey, Luna fare-welled the owls.

She flew on through driving mists, winding her way down mountains covered in pine trees and clusters of wild broom. As she neared the cliffs, the wind roared at her. She landed and let her broom fall to the ground, and then she walked the rest of the way, clutching Silver, towards an ocean wild and unforgiving.

There was a lonely red hut by the edge of the water, its paint faded and peeling.

And there she stood, in the open doorway. It was almost as if she had been waiting for Luna.

An albatross stood beside her.

‘My familiar,’ she said guardedly, gesturing to the great seabird as Luna neared. 

Luna held out Silver, still wrapped in Aunt Jessie’s shawl. ‘My familiar.’ She swallowed and said, ‘There are witches who find things, and then there are witches who steal them.’ It was a beginning as good as any, she thought.

The bird seller stood reluctantly to one side. ‘You had better come in, I suppose.’

Inside, the last of the fire was gone, apart from a few glowing embers. The bird seller’s home was warm and dry and she took care with what little she owned. A narrow bed pushed up against the far wall had a patchwork quilt made from what looked like sharks’ teeth stitched together. There was an ancient cauldron hanging by the stove, and a window onto the ocean. Seashells lined the windowsill.

The bird seller looked faded all over. Her long hair was sea-swept and there was the strong scent around her that Luna now recognised as a mix of kelp and seawater. She wore no gloves today, and Luna could see her weathered hands and bony fingers. She had been right to think her fragile.

And to think that she had once believed her visit to the Lost Forest was a wrong turn. It was no accident that she had turned up there; the bird seller had drawn her there to make sure she left carrying an antique birdcage with Silver inside. 

‘I’ve undone Madame Valadon’s Bad Magic,’ Luna told the bird seller. ‘She’s what she should be now—just a ghost.’

The bird seller’s eyes grew wide. And then she cried out, as though she couldn’t quite believe it, ‘You really did?’

Luna nodded. ‘And now I need you to tell me the truth.’

And when the bird seller shook her head rapidly and stammered, ‘I can’t! I can’t!’, Luna said to her, ‘Even if you don’t want to.’

The bird seller’s fragile hands shook. ‘It’s true!’ she burst out. ‘I’m the witch who stole the boobook back from Madame Valadon. I did it to right a very old wrong.’

Luna waited, her eyes never leaving the old bird seller.

‘I have long felt the regret of a mistake so big that it cast a shadow over my whole life,’ said the bird seller quietly. ‘I have not known peace, even here.’

‘You’re talking about me,’ said Luna.

The bird seller, looking frightened, nodded. ‘Must I go on?’

‘Yes,’ said Luna firmly.

The bird seller took a deep breath and muttered to herself, ‘Let it be now.’ To Luna, she said, ‘You were entrusted to my care when you were a baby.’ She poked the fire, and it showed signs of coming back to life. ‘By your mother. She wanted me to find somebody who could care for you.’ 

‘And you found Madame Valadon,’ said Luna, shaking her head slowly.

The bird seller nodded miserably. ‘When Madame Valadon offered to take you, I thought all would be well. I thought I had found somebody to love you.’

‘But she just wanted my familiar,’ said Luna.

The old bird seller looked at Luna with her haunted face. ‘I gather she had scoured the globe to find such a magical familiar. I discovered what she had done to you, though much too late of course. I was uneasy for many years, and then realised that I needed to try to fix things.’

‘So you took my familiar back from Madame Valadon,’ said Luna.

‘And I led you, by whatever magic I could muster—and I am an old witch, my hands as you see are weak—to the Lost Forest. It is a place where lost things are returned, and I thought that I could return your boobook without’—and here the bird seller stumbled, and her eyes dropped to her boots—‘without admitting my fault in the matter.’

 ‘I remember what you said to me that day,’ said Luna. ‘You said, She’s yours, young witch.’

‘And she is,’ said the bird seller. ‘But I didn’t realise there was Bad Magic involved.’

Luna’s eyes met the bird seller’s. ‘I need to know about my mum too.’

‘I can’t tell you much,’ said the bird seller ‘and that’s the truth. Your mother came to me late one night and asked for my help. I don’t know who she was or what happened to her. But I know that your familiar was a gift from her.’

‘A gift?’ The window was open, and Luna felt as though she had just become as large as the sky outside.

‘She found the boobook for you,’ said the bird seller. ‘She told me that your familiar would grow with you and keep watch over you as she couldn’t.’ The bird seller nodded. ‘She must have been a remarkable witch to find you such a familiar.’

‘My mum was a witch?’ said Luna.

The birdseller nodded again. ‘Oh yes, I can vouch for that.’

Luna suddenly felt as light as a feather. My mum was a witch. And I know that I’m a witch too.

Very faintly, from within the folds of Aunt Jessie’s shawl, Silver purred.

‘Do you know where my mum found my boobook?’ asked Luna. ‘I need to take her there to make her well again.’ 

The bird seller unrolled a map. Her finger travelled across the blue and landed on a squiggly landmass. ‘Do you know it?’

Luna nodded.

With any luck, her aunts would be waiting for her.
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When Luna arrived in Melbourne, flying low over the tram tracks to Fitzroy North, the sun was already high in the sky. She found a tree hollow in the garden and left Silver dozing there contentedly. ‘You dream of worms, and I’ll go find some in Aunt Jessie’s fridge,’ she said and she hurried inside.

She found Aunt Henrietta standing over the kitchen sink washing her mouth out.

‘Vanishing always leaves a bad taste in my mouth!’ she was muttering to herself.

She turned to see Luna. Her mouth opened and closed and then she leapt on her with a shout. Aunt Jessie arrived via a secret passageway and sprang on Luna too.

‘Is she here?’ Aunt Agnes sounded like she was ready to cry before she even entered the room. Luna heard a loud whoop and was then fairly crushed by all three aunts. 

They all tumbled to the floor.

A curse is never far from a witch’s lips, but neither is a cackle. It was Luna who cackled first. Her voice was high. It was loud. It was luminous. Her aunts joined in. Aunt Henrietta planted a kiss on her cheek, Aunt Agnes cried, ‘You came round about those cloaked dungarees!’ and Aunt Jessie could be heard to cry in a choked voice, ‘My wild sweet! My petite witchling!’

Luna’s cheeks glowed like full moons, but exhaustion hung over her like a heavy cloak.

Despite her best efforts, her eyes were just now beginning to close. Make no mistake, there was magic in them.
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‘Luna, get down here! You’ll never guess what just arrived from the Magic Council of Paris!’ called Aunt Jessie from downstairs.

‘Coming, Aunt Jessie!’ Luna leapt out of bed, startling Silver, who was perched at the end of the bed fluffing her feathers.

‘What do you think it could be, Silver?’ said Luna as she changed out of her black pyjamas.

Silver tilted her head quizzically.

‘You’re curious too,’ said Luna with a laugh. She wriggled into her black dress and glanced at her reflection in the mirror. ‘You know, now that Madame Valadon is gone, I wonder who the best witch in Paris is.’

Silver sneezed in response and went back to her primping.

 Luna smiled at the small boobook. After a few weeks in the backyards of Melbourne, Silver had managed to recover most of her silver feathers and, it must be said, her attitude. She was alert during the evenings now, had an owl-like appetite and had even shown a passing interest in magic again. (Well, that was what Luna liked to think. Silver had taken to perching on her copy of Basic Curse Removal, which Luna interpreted as a good sign.)

Luna would have stayed in Melbourne for longer, but Aunt Jessie insisted that she return to Paris to finish the term at Grim’s School. It was a welcome surprise to learn that Aunt Jessie was coming too. ‘I’ve been away far too long this year already,’ she told Luna. ‘But we’ll come back to Melbourne next holidays, and Silver can enjoy her old haunts again too. I for one don’t mind having two homes.’

‘Are you coming?’ Luna held out her index finger and, after only a moment’s hesitation, Silver swooped over and landed on her finger. Luna tucked the small boobook carefully into her pocket.

Downstairs Luna found Aunt Jessie holding a package in one hand and shooing a small blue monster out of the kitchen with her other. She turned to Luna with a bright smile.

‘Hurry up and open it!’ she cried.

 Luna opened the package and her wand slipped to the floor, followed by her witch’s hat. There was a note inside.


We’ll talk about the state of the wand later.
Prof. Claire



Aunt Jessie had tears in her eyes. ‘You’re officially allowed to use magic again, Luna. And you can call yourself a witch.’

Luna put on her witch’s hat and grabbed her broom.

Outside, she found Marielle sitting on the wall, kicking the stones with her boots.

‘Why does your gate say lentil?’ asked Marielle.

Luna shrugged. ‘No idea,’ she said as she joined Marielle on the wall.

There are some mysteries that need not be solved by two young witches on a fine winter morning.

‘How’s Silver?’ asked Marielle.

‘Nearly better,’ said Luna. ‘Etta Oh thought she’d be okay to come home. She still can’t be sure Silver will recover fully, but she thinks there’s every chance.’

‘Who do you think the new Head of the Magic Council of Paris is going to be?’ asked Marielle.

‘I don’t know,’ said Luna. She was just glad that the Magic Council of Paris had moved swiftly to remove all trace of Madame Valadon, and that Professor Claire would be running things until the Council elected a new leader. Surely, thought Luna, they couldn’t decide on someone worse than Madame Valadon. (They did, but that is a story for another time.) 

‘Did you ever find out what happened to Monsieur Noir?’ asked Marielle. ‘I can’t believe he just vanished.’

Luna smiled. She could believe it. In fact, Monsieur Noir had slipped from her pocket somewhere over the Tasman Sea. And, because he was made of clay, he had sunk quickly to the bottom. To Marielle, she said only, ‘I’m glad he’s gone.’

‘Do you think Professor Claire will go easier on us while she’s busy with the Magic Council?’ Marielle was waving her wand in the air, making small circles of light.

Luna grinned. ‘I don’t like our chances.’ She paused. ‘Hey, I wanted to say thanks, Marielle. You know, for everything.’

Marielle stopped drawing circles. ‘That’s okay. I wanted to help. And you did something for me too.’

‘Really?’ Luna couldn’t imagine what she could possibly have done for Marielle.

‘Yeah, you helped break my curse.’

‘Me?’ Luna slipped her hand into her pocket, but the stone was gone. The curse of doubt was well and truly broken. ‘But how? You never even told me what your curse was.’

 Marielle mumbled something.

‘What?’ said Luna.

‘PARDON-NOT-WHAT,’ boomed Aunt Henrietta as she passed carrying a large box of vintage treasures she was unloading from the Bijou.

Marielle mumbled something else. And then, in a rush, ‘Curse-of-loneliness.’

Luna stole a sideways glance at Marielle. Marielle was stealing one back. Luna gave her a sudden, fierce hug.

‘You nearly knocked me off the wall!’ cried Marielle, but she looked pleased.

‘You’ll never believe this,’ cackled Aunt Henrietta. She thrust a letter under Aunt Agnes’s nose.

Aunt Agnes stopped sifting through a basket of flea-market finds.

‘What is it?’ asked Luna.

‘Fossgren,’ said Aunt Agnes cackling as she read, ‘is going mad from all the silence and is begging us to re-open Bibi.’ She folded the letter in half. ‘Luckily for him, that’s our plan.’

Luna laughed too. She felt a dizzy sort of happiness. She had passed the term with what might be called flying colours, and before her stood all the possibilities of the school holidays. Christmas was coming, and no matter what witches might say, they always look forward to Christmas. (Though they are rather more likely to cast spells beneath their Christmas trees than most.) 

‘WATCH OUT!’

Saffie was hurtling down the hill towards them at a very low height on a broom. She pulled up at the last moment, narrowly missing them both. ‘A Grande!’ she cried, panting. ‘Just got it! Harder than it looks.’ She handed it to Luna. ‘Do you want to try it?’

Does a witch prefer black?

Of course Luna wanted to try it.

‘Good grief, Luna, put a helmet on beneath your witch’s hat!’ cried Aunt Agnes.

Luna rolled her eyes, but she went and dug one out all the same.

‘I remember when we used to swap brooms,’ said Aunt Henrietta to Aunt Agnes and Aunt Jessie, and they all cackled.

‘Ready?’ asked Saffie, who looked only too pleased to be on Professor Claire’s old broom.

‘Ready,’ said Marielle, her feet already lifting off the ground.

Luna checked her pocket one final time. Silver was fast asleep, wearing a mildly irritated expression.

Luna nodded. ‘Ready.’

Luna, Saffie and Marielle took off into the air, with Luna’s three aunts waving from below.
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