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			Through the grimy windows of the Courtroom in Perianth Palace, the condemned woman looked out at the ruined town below. Only one week ago, fierce fighting had raged in the streets. The long and brutal war against the Malevolents had finally ended with an Arylian victory, but for the Wintrish people left in Perianth, there would be no celebration. 

			Smoke was still rising from what was left of the Wintrish Quarter. The fires that had destroyed her small house, and the homes of her family and friends, hadn’t been caused by invading Malevolents. It was angry Arylians who had marched through the Wintrish Quarter two nights ago, hurling cries of ‘Traitors!’ and bolts of deadly white fire. The violent riot had erupted just when everyone believed that peace had finally arrived, after so many years of war. The memory of that fleeting feeling of safety made her want to weep. 

			The Courtroom was huge but it was now so tightly packed with Wintrish women and men that it was impossible to move. The doors and windows were all locked and the room was unbearably hot. Some of the older people had already fainted in the crush and were being propped up by those around them. 

			Countless days of her life had been spent cleaning and polishing this room. She knew every inch of it, every one of its secrets – so she knew there was no way to escape. Others knew it too. The air was thick with fear and the sound of panicked breathing. It was like being surrounded by drowning souls, gasping their final breaths. 

			The Wintrish woman gazed at the piles of rubble where her home had been, only turning when an imperious voice rang out through the overcrowded room. 

			‘Wintrish servants of Perianth! You have been found guilty of the crime of Talisman theft. You are all hereby sentenced to the Greying Curse.’ The speaker paused and then added, ‘Effective immediately.’

			Screams and cries, of terror and fury, filled the room. 

			Those closest to the doors surged, in a desperate attempt to escape. A man tried to smash through a window. But it was impossible – both the doors and the windows had been sealed with Marvellance. 

			She had not known that a curse could be visible but now she saw it: a grey mist, drifting through the room, stalking and enveloping its prey. The screams of the Wintrish grew hysterical as the first victims succumbed to the curse. Their hair turned grey and their faces became eerily expressionless, as though all thoughts and feelings had been erased. Some of the grey-haired ones lay where they had fallen, others remained standing, vacantly waiting for orders. 

			A short distance away, a mother was clutching her grown son, screaming his name over and over again – but it was already too late. The Greying Curse had taken him. He stared blankly at his mother, who wept until the curse took her too. She fell silent and stood passively. Her arms, which moments ago had been wrapped tightly around her beloved son, now hung limply at her sides. 

			The grey mist moved on, floating through the room at head height. The Wintrish woman felt a chill on her scalp and, trembling, dropped to her knees, where the air was still clear. Then she began to crawl over fallen bodies, towards the desk at the back of the room. She kept her gaze fixed on what lay on top of the desk: a small, open book, the ink of freshly written words still glistening on a half-filled page. 

			Someone reached up and grabbed her, imploring for help. With tears in her eyes, she shook the hand off and kept going. She couldn’t save anyone, not even herself. There was only one last meaningful thing she could do with the scarce time she had left. 

			She made it to the desk. Hoping desperately that she wouldn’t be seen, she reached up and scrabbled over the desk’s surface until she found the book. As she pulled it down, a lock of her hair fell across her face. It was tinged with grey. 

			Sheer terror was flooding her now. Her hands trembled violently and her tears began to fall faster, blurring her vision. Summoning the last of her courage, she completed what she knew would be her final act of free will. Then she crawled away from the desk, getting as far from it as she could, until there was nowhere left to go. 

			As the cries of the Wintrish abated, the room began to fall silent. 

			She was shivering, barely able to breathe. All around her was horror. She could barely recognise people that she had known and loved her entire life. All of them now had grey hair and gruesomely blank faces.

			The mist was moving relentlessly towards her. Within moments, the cold touch of the Greying Curse slithered over her skin. 

			Her world began to dissolve. Struggling to keep control of her mind, she saw someone coming towards her, stepping over bodies with unhurried movements. The person reached her and looked down with a pitiless expression. There was a flash of bright silver. The Wintrish woman shielded her eyes as a voice spoke softly. 

			‘This is only what your kind deserves.’ 

			The Wintrish woman barely heard the words, for as the grey mist pressed in closer around her, the voice grew fainter. She was still fighting the curse but the end was near, she could feel it. There was a cold, dark place waiting to claim her and she knew she would never be able to escape from it. 

			Like a cobweb billowing in a long-abandoned room, the woman whispered along to the last remnants of her dying memory. It was a song she used to sing to someone but she couldn’t remember who …

			‘Dry your eyes, my brave Wintrish maid

			Rise up, though you’re cold and afraid

			Follow the red star, when you’re all alone

			That’s how you’ll find your way home.’ 

			Then the Greying Curse took her and her voice fell silent. 
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			In the Schoolroom of Perianth Palace, a very dull history lesson was underway. There were only two students in the class. One had golden hair that had been elaborately styled and was held in place with jewelled hairpins. She wore a silk gown and shoes with silver buckles and was paying careful attention to what the Professor was saying. 

			The other student had untidy short grey hair and eyes that kept changing colour from blue to grey to green. She was wearing loose black trousers, a patched black shirt and a pair of very worn shoes, and her textbook lay closed on the dark purple desk in front of her. She was chewing the end of her quill and paying absolutely no attention to what the Professor was saying. 

			There were three reasons for Penn’s lack of concentration. The first was the very distracting sight of the Huggle Beast, Ned. For the past half-hour the small bundle of golden fur had been mounting a protest at not being allowed into the Schoolroom. He had flattened himself in a spread-eagled position against the outside of the windows and was sliding slowly and squeakily down, staring mournfully at Penn all the while. Every time he reached the window ledge he’d climb back up and do it again. Ned was no closer to being allowed in but, on the positive side, the Schoolroom windows had never looked cleaner. 

			The second reason was that Penn’s Knot-Sister, the Princess Seraphine, had been ignoring her for weeks now and Penn had no idea why. Naturally, Penn had started ignoring her back, but it was odd how much more you thought about someone when you were trying to pretend they didn’t exist.

			The third and final reason Penn couldn’t concentrate was the simple fact that she had far more interesting things to think about than Arylian history. In three days’ time the Inquisitor would arrive to launch an investigation into the mysterious and sinister events that had taken place a few weeks earlier. Penn had been at the heart of all of it, which meant—

			‘Penthea!’

			A piece of chalk hit Penn in the head, jolting her back to attention. As usual, Professor Thripp was glaring at her through his spectacles. This ought to have been impossible, as the Professor had turned his back to her after hurling the chalk and was now writing on the blackboard. However, like many teachers in Arylia, Professor Thripp’s Talisman was a pair of Marvellous eyeglasses, which had actual eyes in them and were worn on the back of his head. If it wasn’t for the secret drawers in their desks that they used to pass notes, Penn and Seraphine would never have got away with anything in class. 

			Professor Thripp spoke again, without turning around. ‘I said, open your textbook to the chapter titled The Arylians: Gracious in Victory! and read aloud from the beginning. And you’ve just earnt yourself extra homework!’ Penn began to protest but the Professor cut her off, his chalk still squeaking across the blackboard’s surface. ‘I want two pages on the difference between the words “no”, as in “No, I won’t put up with daydreaming in my classroom” and “know”, as in “Penthea knows nothing”.’ He finally turned around and glared at her with his own eyes. ‘You’re lucky to even be here. You ought to be ashamed of yourself for wasting the Princess’s valuable lesson time!’

			Resentfully, Penn opened her copy of The Official History of the Empire of Arylia by Hildegard of Flurrier. Hildegard was an extremely dull Historian, which was probably why she had been chosen to update the authorised history of the empire. Unlike more exciting Historians, Hildegard never veered off into grim legends about ancient massacres, where the blood and bones of the victims had been used for fertiliser, or lurid stories of outcast settlers who had turned to cannibalism. Which was a pity, Penn had often thought, because bloodthirsty battles and gruesome tales were always the most interesting parts of history. 

			Penn found the right page, tried to ignore the squeaking of Ned’s latest journey down the windowpane and began to read aloud: 

			‘The Arylians: Gracious in Victory! For centuries, the Royal House of Arylia has ruled wisely and kindly over the six provinces that make up the Empire of Arylia. While Arylians are the only people in the empire who can use the wondrous power of Marvellance, they have always used their Marvellous Talismans for good.’ 

			Penn almost choked on this last part, recalling the countless times Marvellance had been used to unfairly punish her. Professor Thripp was still glaring at her though, so she continued. 

			‘However, some of the smaller and weaker provinces do have their own modest achievements of which they can be proud. For example, the Province of Candlemage has rich, fertile soil and green fields and is filled with prosp …’ Penn stumbled but sounded the word out. ‘Pros-per-ous farms.’

			‘Prosperous, meaning wealthy or successful,’ Professor Thripp said. ‘While it’s not surprising that a Wintrish servant girl, who will never be either of those things, is unfamiliar with this word, you are twelve years old now. You really ought to be able to pronounce three-syllable words fluently, Penthea.’

			Hating both Professor Thripp and history lessons, Penn continued. ‘It was Empress Soph … Sophon—’

			‘Soff-on-iss-ba! Empress Sophonisba is one of the most famous and important figures in the history of the Arylian royal family!’ Professor Thripp said impatiently. ‘How is it that you know so little about the noble family of which you are an insignificant part?’

			They’re not my real family, Penn thought furiously. I don’t want to know anything about them. Skipping over the empress’s name she went on. ‘It was the empress who brought into fashion the unusual cheeses, made from the milk of the famous Candlemagian cows—’

			‘You can stop there,’ Professor Thripp cut across her. ‘Absolutely no-one, apart from Candlemagians, has ever been interested in Candlemagian cheese or cows.’ 

			Seraphine raised her hand. ‘Professor? I think I’d like to learn more about Candlemagian cows. Is it true their milk comes in different colours?’

			Penn knew that Seraphine couldn’t care less about Candlemagian cows. She was playing a game they had made up ages ago. All the very dull tutors they’d had over the years had been terrified of contradicting the future Empress of Arylia, so according to the rules of the game, Seraphine won a point every time she made a tutor say the opposite of something they’d just said.

			‘Ahem!’ Looking nervous, Professor Thripp tapped a forefinger against his lips. ‘Candlemagian cows! Come to think of it, they are fascinating creatures. Let me think, it’s been so long since I read anything about them or Candlemage …’

			To Penn’s surprise, the hidden drawer in her desk popped open, hitting her in the stomach. She looked down to see a note:

			Seraphine 1  Penn 0

			Penn could now win a point by reminding the Professor he’d just said that no-one was interested in Candlemagian cows except Candlemagians. She was also entitled to bonus points if she got yelled at or given detention, which, like having chalk thrown at her head, were also things that never happened to Seraphine. 

			But Penn didn’t want to play the game today, because even if Seraphine had suddenly decided to be friendly again, Penn still didn’t want to have anything to do with her. She pressed the initials carved into her desk, activating the secret compartment mechanism. The drawer silently slid shut, sending Seraphine’s scorecard back to her, with no response. 

			While Professor Thripp warbled on about Candlemagian cows, Penn scowled as she yanked at the knotted golden binding on her right wrist, which could never be removed. Seraphine had one exactly the same on her left wrist. The bindings had been placed there when they were newborn babies, as part of an old ritual that bound the Wintrish girl and the Arylian Princess together for life as Knot-Sisters. They were stuck with each other forever, whether they liked one another or not – and right now, they most definitely did not. 

			Only a few weeks ago, Penn and her friends, Juniper and Arthur, had rescued Seraphine from the sinister castle of Malumest Tor, where she was being held prisoner. After that, Penn had thought that she and Seraphine might finally become close again, for the first time in ages. Then one morning, Penn had knocked on the huge doors of Seraphine’s quarters, intending to invite her to dinner at Juniper’s house. But the royal Handmaidens had refused to let her enter. Penn had protested loudly, but after the same thing happened three days in a row Penn realised the orders must be coming from Seraphine. Since then they had only seen each other when they had no choice – at official ceremonies in the Throne Room or during lessons – and an icy silence reigned between them. Even Penn’s binding, which normally emitted a sort of warm glow, had turned much colder. 

			Last week, on the day of their shared twelfth birthday, Penn’s binding had practically frozen. It was the first time the Knot-Sisters had spent their birthdays apart. She still couldn’t believe she hadn’t been invited to Seraphine’s lavish party at the palace. She hadn’t even seen Seraphine the entire day. 

			Penn had ended up having a lovely birthday dinner at Juniper’s house and it had been surprisingly nice to have the celebrations focused on her for once. But when it had come time to blow out the candles on the cake she had felt strangely alone. 

			Penn was too used to being treated with either indifference or outright hostility by Arylians to be completely shocked by Seraphine’s behaviour. So, while she did think that her Knot-Sister was a rude, ungrateful, stuck-up … she searched her vocabulary for a fitting insult and settled on Princess, it wasn’t a complete surprise that Seraphine had reverted back to her spoilt princess-y self. 

			Professor Thripp had come to the end of his scant knowledge about Candlemagian cows. ‘I’d like to now turn to the chapter on the Greying Curse. Princess, could you please read aloud for us?’ He smiled encouragingly at Seraphine as she found the correct page. ‘I must say, you are looking particularly elegant today in your new dress! Now, there are a few tricky words in this chapter, but I feel sure that anyone who looks so smart will have no trouble with it!’

			Penn very much wanted to tell Professor Thripp he should have to write two pages on the difference between ‘smart’ meaning ‘stylish’, and ‘smart’ meaning ‘clever’, because what Seraphine was wearing couldn’t possibly have anything to do with how well she read aloud. However, she’d already gotten in enough trouble over her inability to control Ned, so she stayed quiet. 

			‘To protect the Arylians’ Marvellous Talismans from theft or misuse, the Greying Curse was introduced,’ Seraphine read aloud. ‘Thus, if anyone other than the rightful owner tries to use a Talisman, they will be condemned to a living death as a Grey One. Their hair will be stripped of colour –’ Seraphine glanced at Penn’s short grey hair ‘– and their hearts emptied of emotion, while their minds will become incapable of independent thought. Blank-eyed and hollow, any victim of the Greying Curse will remain in this state forever.’

			‘Lovely pronunciation of the old-fashioned word “thus”, Princess,’ Professor Thripp said approvingly. 

			Penn wasn’t sure which was worse: getting told off for mispronouncing a three-syllable word or congratulated for pronouncing a one-syllable word correctly. They’d had some truly terrible tutors over the years, including an outdoorsy one who had almost killed them by insisting they go ice-swimming in the frozen lake, but Penn was starting to think she preferred even the death-by-freezing-water tutor to Professor Thripp. 

			‘Penthea, the next paragraph is rather a long one,’ Professor Thripp said. ‘Naturally, you will never reach the same level of accomplishment as the Princess but do try this time.’ 

			Penn glanced over at Seraphine, who looked away before their eyes could meet. Penn pushed down her hurt as she tried to focus on the words in front of her. 

			I don’t care that you’re being mean to me again, Penn thought. Because I know something you don’t. She knew she was being petty and childish but she couldn’t help herself. You’re the only person who can use any Talisman you want and the Greying Curse won’t affect you. You have this amazing power and you don’t even know it. 

			And I’m not going to tell you. 
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			Princess Seraphine looked away before her gaze could meet Penn’s. I know something you don’t, Seraphine thought wretchedly. And I have no idea what to do about it. 

			The knowledge had been eating her up from the inside for weeks. Her guilt and anxiety was now so bad that she could hardly even look at Penn anymore. Because the terrible, cold voice of the Malevolent at Malumest Tor kept playing in an endless loop in her head. The Malevolent had been talking about Penn and had said—

			She’s not Wintrish. 

			Which couldn’t possibly be true.

			Seraphine knew that Penn had been just a baby when she was taken away from her family in Midwinter and brought to Arylia—

			By whom? 

			—to become the Princess’s Knot-Sister, a traditional role that for centuries had been filled by poor Wintrish girls. So Penn was definitely from Midwinter and it was foolish to think otherwise—

			Because if Penn wasn’t from Midwinter, then where was she from?

			Penn couldn’t be from anywhere else. She had brown skin and grey hair like all the other Wintrish servants in Perianth—

			But all the other servants are adults. All of the Wintrish children living in Arylia were sent back to Midwinter during the War. And the adult servants only have grey hair because they were punished with the Greying Curse for trying to steal Talismans after the War ended. 

			It had never made sense that Penn had been cursed with grey hair too. She had only been a newborn baby at the time. Babies couldn’t steal Talismans.

			‘Princess?’

			Seraphine jumped as she realised both Penn and Professor Thripp were looking at her expectantly. 

			‘I’m sorry, what?’

			‘I said, would you be so kind as to take over the reading and save us from Penthea’s mangled attempts? We’re on page one hundred and thirty-seven.’ 

			As Seraphine quickly tried to find the right page she heard Penn mutter sarcastically, ‘No extra homework when she’s caught daydreaming?’ 

			Seraphine cleared her throat and then started to read aloud: 

			‘The terrible War against the Malevolents lasted for seven long years, ending with the Arylians’ extraordinary victory at the Battle for Malumest Tor.’ She raised her voice to drown out Ned’s latest squeaky trip down the windowpane. ‘The Arylians won the War but they paid a terrible price. The famous town of Perianth lay in ruins, the emperor and empress were –’ Seraphine faltered ‘– dead and the heir to the Arylian throne was a three-day-old infant.’ Her voice had grown gradually quieter so that by the time she finished, it was only just audible. 

			Professor Thripp was beaming at her. ‘You are the three-day-old infant Hildegard is talking about, Princess Seraphine!’ He added enviously, ‘You’re a very lucky girl. Most of us can only imagine what it must be like to be in an actual history book.’ 

			Seraphine stared at the Professor, incredulous. Lucky? Did he really expect her to be happy to be included in a book because her parents had died? 

			Her expression must have made him realise he’d been tactless, for the Professor quickly turned to Penn and bellowed, ‘You! Read!’

			Penn began to read a very boring passage about the post-war reconstruction of Perianth using Marvellance. She droned away in a monotone that somehow managed to convey her complete contempt for Professor Thripp, Hildegard of Flurrier and Seraphine. 

			Seraphine stared at her Knot-Sister, suddenly certain she had been driving herself crazy for no reason at all. Of course Penn was Wintrish. Thinking, even for a moment, that she might not be was ludicrous. Penn had to be Wintrish because …

			She’s always been treated badly, like the Wintrish servant she’s destined to be forever. 

			Seraphine’s cheeks turned hot with shame as she ended up once again at the terrible, inescapable conclusion. This was the reason she had been unable to face Penn. Seraphine hadn’t even invited her Knot-Sister to her birthday party. Although that had only ended up making her feel worse because she’d found out later that Penn couldn’t have cared less – she had been having fun at Juniper’s house while Seraphine had been utterly miserable at the extravagant feast at the palace. She’d had to sit at the head table with the Regent and the thirteen members of the ruling council who were known as the Eslit. She hadn’t had anyone her age to talk to. Watching a Marvellous cupcake made by the Royal Baker transform into a twelve-tier birthday cake ought to have been wonderful but Seraphine had felt so lonely all she’d wanted to do was cry. 

			Sending that note to Penn through the secret drawers had been a mistake. Professor Thripp had just been so horrible to Penn the whole lesson – putting her down and throwing chalk at her head – that Seraphine had felt sorry for her. 

			She bent her head and stared unseeingly at her history book as she recalled some of the unkinder treatments Penn had been subjected to over the years. What made it all infinitely worse was that when Seraphine had been kidnapped by a terrifying Night Hag, it had been Penn who had come to save her.

			Penn, of all people, had engineered Seraphine’s rescue from an infamous prison tower, from which no-one had ever escaped before, that had been swarming with Malevolents. Why had she risked her own life for Seraphine’s? 

			A frown puckered Seraphine’s brow. How had Penn done it? She’d had a Talisman that could create light and had the power of revelation, but even an entire battalion of Arylian Warriors would have thought twice about storming Malumest Tor. But Penn had just walked straight in. It only made sense if …

			She’s not Wintrish.

			But then, who was she? Where was she from? If only there was some way to find out …

			Seraphine raised her hand. ‘Professor?’ she said, interrupting Penn’s uninspired reading. ‘Is there any way to find out something that happened in the past that’s not in The Official History of the Empire of Arylia?’

			‘If it’s not in The Official History then it’s not worth knowing, Princess,’ Professor Thripp replied. ‘Penthea, if you don’t start reading with more enthusiasm I’m going to give you detention for the rest of the— Yes, Princess? You have another question?’ Seraphine was waving her hand in the air again. 

			‘I’d like to know more about the history of, er …’ Seraphine caught sight of Ned sliding down the window again, like the empire’s glummest sponge. ‘Huggle Beasts.’

			‘Oh. Well, to the best of my knowledge there has never been any research into Huggle Beasts, Princess. They’re quite basic creatures, you see. They hug and provide comfort. That’s it.’

			‘But if I did want to find out more about them … or anything that’s not in our history books, where would I start?’ Seraphine felt her Knot-Sister binding tighten with suspicion. Penn knew something was going on. 

			‘Well, I suppose you could always try to find the Lost History of Huggle Beasts,’ Professor Thripp said with a small chuckle. 

			‘What’s that?’

			‘My dear girl, it was a joke! There’s no such thing as the Lost History of Huggle Beasts.’ 

			Penn’s head shot up. For the first time in the lesson she looked interested. ‘But Lost Histories do exist. I heard Portentia say something about them once. She said there were more of them than we could ever count.’ 

			‘It doesn’t surprise me in the least that you prefer to get your education from that absurd excuse of an Augur, Penthea.’ Professor Thripp sniffed. ‘A Lost History is the name we use to refer to a missing or hidden historical tale. An untold story, if you will.’

			‘How do you find them?’ Seraphine asked. 

			‘You don’t. They’re a complete waste of time.’

			‘But why? Wouldn’t it be interesting to find some of the stories that we know are missing?’ She tried not to sound eager, aware that Penn was watching her, trying to work out what she was up to. ‘Like … like, well, Penn’s history, for example.’ 

			‘Mine?’ Penn said in surprise.

			‘There’s a lot we don’t know about her story,’ Seraphine said, directing her gaze and words at Professor Thripp. ‘We don’t know who brought Penn to Perianth or why her hair is grey or even what her real name is.’

			‘Penthea’s name was given to her by the Regent and the Eslit,’ Professor Thripp replied. ‘Which makes it the only name she’ll ever need!’ He took a deep breath. ‘Your kindness towards your lowly Knot-Sister is to be commended, Princess, but I am certain that no Lost History exists for Penthea, for I can’t imagine any writer who’d be a big enough fool to waste their time writing down a single word about a Wintrish servant girl.’ He strode to the window and banged on it, trying to dislodge Ned. The Huggle Beast somehow managed to pause, mid-slide, and stay perfectly still, staring unblinkingly at Professor Thripp until the Professor backed away nervously. 

			‘My point,’ Professor Thripp boomed, striding around the room and clearly trying to reassert his authority, ‘is that even if there was a historical document about Penthea, there is a very simple reason why it would have immediately disappeared from the official historical record and become a Lost History.’ He took off his Talisman glasses and huffed on them, before pulling out a clean handkerchief. 

			As he carefully polished them, the extra set of eyeballs rolled around, making Seraphine feel queasy. To distract herself, she quickly asked, ‘What’s the reason?’ 

			‘Her story is unimportant,’ Professor Thripp said simply as he resettled his Talisman on the back of his head. ‘All stories that end up as Lost Histories are, by their very nature, insignificant. Therefore, if a story has become lost in the mists of time, it is no great loss, Princess.’ 

			Disappointment washed over Seraphine. ‘So, there’s really no way of finding out about something that happened that’s not in The Official History?’

			Professor Thripp looked at her as though she was an adorably foolish child who he would have patted on the head if she hadn’t been royalty. ‘The Official History has been compiled over centuries by the wisest scholars Arylia has ever known. Their great minds sifted carefully through the events of the past so that we can focus our learning on the important ideas and deeds of the powerful, the brave and the extraordinary.’ He smiled at her. ‘Memorise the list of dates I gave you and read your Hildegard of Flurrier textbook, Princess,’ he advised. ‘That will teach you everything you’ll ever need to know about history.’ 

			‘But—’

			Professor Thripp spoke over the top of her. ‘Now, for homework! You will both be writing essays this week. Seraphine, I believe in encouraging students’ natural interests, so your essay will be on the history of Candlemagian cows. Penthea, you will write an essay on the history of the Arylian royal family. You live in their magnificent palace, which makes your ignorance about them an act of disgraceful ingratitude. I want a minimum of three pages from each of you and the essays are to be handed in by next week at the latest.’ 

			‘Three pages?’ Penn said in dismay. ‘But I already have to do two pages on the difference between “no” and “know” and I have four Quintessence potions to make, plus the Regent said I have to finish polishing all the golden chairs in the Throne Room before the Inquisitor arrives, and they take ages. There’s no way I can get all that finished in time!’

			‘No, I don’t think you can,’ Professor Thripp agreed, in a falsely regretful tone. ‘In fact, I’d go so far as to make a little bet that if you do both manage to get all your homework in on time, I’ll resign as your tutor and go back to teaching at the Scholarium.’ He chuckled. ‘Don’t forget that the usual punishments will apply to you, Penthea, if your assignments are handed in late.’

			‘But that is completely unfair! And how—’ 

			BANG! 

			A huge iron trapdoor suddenly appeared in the Schoolroom floor. It flew open, crashing loudly against the flagstones. Professor Thripp jumped in fright and his Talisman eyeglasses clattered to the floor. Ned leapt from the windowpane with a yowl. Seraphine scrambled back in alarm, her heart pounding. 

			But Penn moved closer and peered at the trapdoor. ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘It’s just the Vaulting Vault.’ 
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			Built to store Perianth’s most valuable secrets and treasures, the Vaulting Vault had the ability to move around at will, making it much harder for would-be thieves to find. Unfortunately, ever since the Vault had discovered the other meaning of ‘vault’, it had taken great delight in leaping around for no reason at all, appearing with an enormous bang in walls, ceilings and floors and frightening the life out of anyone nearby. 

			‘Penn? Are you there? Vault, if you’ve taken me to the wrong place, I swear I’ll …’ The voice floating through the open trapdoor belonged to Endora Willoughby, an older girl who had worn an expression of perpetual disappointment since the last Talisman Ceremony, when she had received the signet ring Talisman of a Treasure-Keeper, rather than the Augur’s staff she had been sure was her destiny. 

			Endora climbed out of the Vault, caught sight of Seraphine and dropped into a curtsy. ‘Sorry to interrupt, Princess Seraphine and Professor Thripp, but I need Penn. Official Treasure Guild business.’

			Professor Thripp waved his hand. ‘Take her for as long as you need. Longer even.’

			‘Thank you, Professor. Penn, follow me.’ 

			Penn hung back. ‘Endora, I’m not allowed in the Vaulting Vault! No Wintrish are.’ 

			Endora snorted. ‘There are Wintrish servants in there all the time. Do you really think us Treasure-Keepers waste our valuable time polishing the jewels or feeding the weapons?’ She shoved Penn towards the trapdoor, which promptly disappeared. 

			‘Oh, Abraxas!’ Endora cursed furiously. 

			‘Endora!’ Professor Thripp sounded scandalised. ‘You are in the presence of royalty!’ 

			‘I beg your pardon, Princess.’ But Penn heard Endora mutter, ‘Stupid vault! I hate being a Treasure-Keeper!’

			‘Where did it go?’ Seraphine asked. 

			‘Penn doesn’t have access and she got too close, so it vanished,’ Endora grumbled. ‘It’s a security measure. Here, put this on.’ She pulled a ring out of her pocket and thrust it at Penn. ‘It’s a visitor’s ring. It’ll give you access for forty-eight hours. Right hand, second finger.’

			The ring had a blue star-shaped gem set in a circle of silver. Penn pushed it onto her finger. She felt a small shock and then heat spread over her right hand, as though she was holding it too close to a fire. The ring started to glow with a faint silvery-blue light. 

			‘Good. Now, copy me.’

			Watching Endora closely, Penn raised her right hand. With the finger wearing the ring she drew a circle in the air and then a star in the centre. 

			BANG!

			The Vaulting Vault reappeared in the middle of a wall. The trapdoor had gone and the entrance was now a gigantic set of fanged, open jaws. 

			‘It won’t hurt you,’ Endora said, seeing the alarmed look on Penn’s face. ‘Thinks it’s funny,’ she added bitterly. ‘Last week, the entrance was above a high bar and we had to pole-vault in. Half the Treasure-Keepers are still off with broken bones and concussions.’ Before Penn could say anything, Endora jumped nimbly through the fanged entrance, pulling Penn after her. 

			The jaws slammed closed with an ominous snap, and Seraphine, Professor Thripp and the Schoolroom vanished from sight. For a moment there was nothing but pitch black and the unpleasantly warm breath-like atmosphere of the Vault. 

			Endora commanded a Spark to light. Instantly, the Vault lit up with strange streaks of blue fire. Penn saw that they were standing in a rather horrible arched entrance, whose ceiling was ribbed with pink, like the inside of a mouth. Long strands of drool dripped from the ceiling, and it was hard to get her balance on the repulsive, squashy tongue-like floor. 

			‘The Vault is huge,’ Endora said. ‘So keep close. I don’t have time to waste finding you if you get lost.’ She strode off into the blue-streaked darkness.

			Penn stood there, uncertain. Another long strand of saliva fell from the ceiling, just missing Penn’s shoulder. That did it. Penn hurried after Endora. Whatever was going on, a drooling mouth was no place to stop and discuss it. 
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			Penn followed Endora down the dimly lit passageway. Eventually, it became a narrow, arched hall carved from highly polished black marble, with glowing blue symbols etched into the walls. 

			Endora stopped in front of a symbol of a star enclosed by a circle. It was the same as the one on Penn’s ring. ‘This is my key,’ Endora informed Penn. ‘It will take us through to the Troves I have access to. Trove is the name for an individual treasure chamber,’ she added patronisingly. ‘All of the Troves hold different treasures. There are Royal Troves and State Troves but the one we’re going to is a personal Trove.’ Endora may have been devastated to be made a Treasure-Keeper rather than an Augur, but Penn could tell she was quite enjoying showing off what she had learnt.

			Endora pressed her Talisman to the symbol and the wall opened. Penn followed her through it to find a passageway, exactly the same as the last one, except that this one was brightly lit by floating chandeliers and the marble was a dazzling scarlet instead of shiny black. It hurt Penn’s eyes to look at it. 

			‘Endora? What did you mean when you said the Wintrish servants have to feed the weapons?’ Penn asked curiously. 

			‘Exactly that,’ Endora said, moving purposefully through the scarlet hall, her footsteps clattering on the polished floor. ‘The weapons kept in the Vault are the most valuable in the empire. They need to be fed a drop or two of blood or they’ll lose their bloodthirstiness and be no good to anyone.’

			‘But … but they’re not fed human blood, are they?’ Penn faltered.

			Endora looked blank. ‘No idea. I’ve never asked. It’s probably Smungle blood though. Or dragon blood. Dragon blood is very powerful. People say there are vats of it still in storage somewhere. Come on. We have to go this way.’ She pressed her ring to a second symbol and another opening appeared. This time it was rather small and low. 

			‘Very funny,’ Endora muttered. She gathered up her skirt, bent down and then crammed herself inelegantly through the small doorway. Penn followed her, managing much better in her black trousers. 

			‘Thank Callidora all this will end soon,’ Endora said, invoking the name of her favourite Augur as she straightened up on the other side. This corridor was a vivid shade of violet. ‘As soon as the Inquisitor works out what went wrong with the Talisman Ceremony, we can hold a new one and then I’ll get my real Talisman and become an Augur and I’ll never have to set foot in this awful Vault ever again.’ The Vault evidently took offence at this, instantly turning the floor into a sloping ramp and sending Endora sprawling. 

			With a face like thunder, Endora got to her feet. Without a word she pressed her Talisman ring to another symbol. Two enormous iron doors appeared and swung open. The inky darkness beyond was broken only by a faint gleam emanating from a tiny bead of golden light. 

			‘Glister,’ Endora said clearly. The room’s Spark immediately brightened, giving Penn her first glimpse of one of the Vault’s famous treasure Troves. 

			Endora turned anxiously towards Penn. ‘Well? What do you think? What is it?’

			The Trove was entirely filled with a mass of green vines, studded with small star-shaped white flowers.

			‘The Regent ordered me to clear all of this away immediately but I don’t know how!’ Endora complained. ‘I tried cutting it back but it just grew back, thicker than ever.’

			So, you need me to do your job for you, Penn thought crossly. 

			‘You know about plants and potions,’ Endora continued, ‘so I thought you might know what to do. Do you know what it is?’ 

			Penn knew exactly what it was, but she stepped forward and caught one leaf between her thumb and forefinger, rubbing it to make sure. She felt a slight chill on her fingers and a crisp, fresh scent, like cold morning air, rose up from the leaf. 

			‘It’s Mirus Weed,’ she informed Endora. 

			‘It’s just a weed? Are you sure?’

			‘Positive. The Iliastar fields are full of Mirus Weed.’ 

			‘But why is it growing in a Trove? What’s special about it?’

			‘Nothing. It’s just a weed.’ Seeing that Endora was not going to be satisfied with this, Penn dredged her memory for facts. ‘It’s, um, native to Midwinter. It grows very quickly and chokes the Iliastar, which is why the Sowers are always clearing it from the fields. Its common name is –’ she forced out the nasty slur many Arylians used for Wintrish people ‘– Slumweed.’

			Endora had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘But what’s it doing here?’ she demanded again. 

			Penn shrugged. ‘Maybe it was an accident. It’s a very hardy plant; it doesn’t even need soil or light. If even just one seed somehow got in here that would be enough to have created all this.’ She looked closer. ‘Endora, can you hold up these vines? I think there’s something under there.’

			‘I’m not touching that horrible stuff!’ 

			‘It can’t hurt you. It’s not poisonous!’

			‘Slumweed gives you dirt stains if you touch it, I know that much. The stains will never wash off, no matter what you do.’

			Wrong Slumweed, Penn thought wearily. That’s not what they say about the plants, that’s what they say about us.

			‘Right then,’ Endora said briskly. ‘I’ll leave you to get on with clearing it all out.’ 

			‘This isn’t my job, it’s yours!’ Penn retorted. The way Endora – the way almost all Arylians – rudely ordered her about infuriated Penn. It never occurred to them to use words like ‘Please’ or ‘Thank you’ when speaking to the Wintrish. 

			Penn wondered what Endora would say if she knew that only a few weeks ago Penn had owned a powerful Talisman from the Weapons Guild and had commanded a dragon using the Dead Language, which was a form of Old Marvellance that didn’t even need a Talisman. On top of all that, Penn had also performed Divisibility, one of the most difficult of the Eminent Marvels. Divisibility was such a rare form of Marvellance that most people considered it to be extinct. And Penn had done it with no training at all. 

			Admittedly, Penn hadn’t been able to do anything Marvellous since. She’d lost her Talisman, the dragon Ajax had disappeared, and she hadn’t learnt any more of the Dead Language. The loss of her Talisman, which was named Sparkle, hurt the most. Penn felt a pall of gloom descend. Getting bossed around by Endora was a bleak reminder of how far she had fallen back down. 

			Endora looked furious. ‘You’re a servant, so it’s your job if I say it is! When you’re done, use your ring finger to draw the circle with the star in the middle again and an exit will appear.’ She paused and then added, ‘One last thing. If you get caught here you can’t say anything about me letting you in. And make sure you return that ring to me, no-one else. Understood?’ Endora’s cheeks were scarlet and she wouldn’t meet Penn’s gaze. 

			I understand perfectly, Penn thought. You’re getting me to do an important task that you’re going to take all the credit for. But she merely nodded and then gazed around, trying to calculate how long this new task would take her. Her to-do list was starting to sound like a stressful version of the backwards counting song young Arylian children liked to sing: Four potions to make, three chairs to polish, two essays to write and a Treasure Trove of weeds to clear out …

			As Endora reached the doorway, something occurred to Penn. ‘Endora?’ she called out. ‘You said this was a personal Trove. Whose is it?’

			Endora looked around apprehensively, as though she was afraid she might be overheard. ‘The Inquisitor’s,’ she whispered. Then she slammed the iron doors shut behind her. 

			The Inquisitor’s personal Trove? Penn’s heart sank. If she was caught in here, she’d get in serious trouble again, for something that wasn’t her fault. 

			She needed to deal with the Mirus Weed and get out as fast as possible. Penn knew there was no point trying to cut it back like Endora had done. Unless whatever you used to cut it had powerful Marvellance, the vines would fight back by growing even bigger. 

			Penn took a deep breath and then gently exhaled. The leaves closest to her fluttered and then the vines parted. She stepped into the space that had opened and stood with her arms outstretched, her palms facing up. Patiently, she waited for the Mirus Weed to come to her. 

			After a few minutes, one of the white star-shaped flowers detached from its vine and drifted upwards through the air. Gradually, more followed. The flowers slowly swirled together until Penn was entirely surrounded by a mass of small, white stars. 

			Then the flower storm vanished. Penn stood in the middle of a patch of bare flagstones. Lying in her palm was a small, white, star-shaped seed. The Mirus Weed vine had reverted to its original form: the seed that had been taken from Midwinter. 

			Like her, all it wanted was to return to where it had come from. 
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			An hour later Penn was still working away. Her pockets were filled with the star-shaped seeds and she could now clearly see something underneath the vines. Gently lifting the last of the Mirus Weed covering the object, she saw that it was a small, black silk pouch. She picked it up and turned it upside down. 

			A silver heart-shaped locket fell into her hands. The initials T&N were engraved on the front. Penn opened it. Inside, there were two compartments for pictures. The one on the right was empty. The space on the left contained a picture of a little girl with long dark braids, wearing a white dress. 

			Realising she was snooping, Penn hastily closed the locket and put it back in the pouch. She thrust it back under the vines as far as she could and turned away. 

			It was then that she heard the sound. A strange, whispering sound. The skin on the back of her neck prickled. She couldn’t understand the language but she was sure she recognised the tone. 

			It was Malevolent. 

			The sinister whispers grew louder, seemingly coming from everywhere. It was the vines, Penn realised in horror. They were regrowing at speed, rapidly creeping across the space she had just painstakingly cleared and flowing towards her …

			Penn tried to run towards the doors, but it was too late. Trapping her in a corner, the vines began to snake up her legs and arms. Within moments, Penn was imprisoned by the cold, slithery grip of the Mirus Weed. 

			The sinister whispers stopped abruptly as the iron doors to the Trove swung open. Although she could still see, Penn was unable to cry out for help, as one of the vines was covering her mouth. But Penn wouldn’t have asked for help anyway. For it wasn’t Endora who had entered the Trove. 

			Gertrude, the Regent and ruler of the Arylian Empire until Princess Seraphine came of age, swept into the Trove in her usual imperious manner. As always, she wore a dark-coloured gown with a full skirt and her lavender-coloured wig was elaborately styled into a high pile of curls. Woven throughout the wig was Gertrude’s Talisman: a collection of small keys that endlessly turned and twisted in their silver locks. With these keys Gertrude could control practically everything in the palace. Following in Gertrude’s wake was Eslit Hortense, the Head of the Lore Guild. 

			The Regent came to a halt just inside the Trove. She looked at the mass of Mirus Weed and pursed her lips. Penn knew that look and almost felt sorry for Endora. She knew from personal experience that when the Regent’s commands weren’t obeyed, the consequences were always very unpleasant. 

			‘How did Slumweed get in here?’ Eslit Hortense asked in astonishment, staring at the Mirus Weed. Penn desperately hoped she couldn’t be seen.

			‘It’s a weed, it can get in anywhere,’ the Regent said curtly. ‘I gave instructions for it to be cleared away. I want this Trove properly searched before the Inquisitor arrives.’ 

			‘It was searched thoroughly at the time,’ Eslit Hortense said hesitantly. ‘No trace was ever found. And it’s been missing for over ten years which means—’

			‘It’s now a Lost History!’ Gertrude said sharply. ‘I’m well aware of that fact, Eslit Hortense!’

			‘It’s just … well, everyone knows that Lost Histories are impossible to recover,’ Eslit Hortense said. 

			‘I dislike the word impossible. Lost Histories are difficult to reclaim but it has been done before. I want the Lost History of the Grey Ones found.’

			Penn’s heart skipped a beat. The Lost History of the Grey Ones? The Grey Ones was another name for the cursed Wintrish. 

			‘I think it’s unlikely to be here,’ Eslit Hortense said cautiously. ‘But there’s no way of searching the place where it is most likely to be. None of us can set foot on Unhallowed Ground.’ 

			‘Thank you for the lesson on Arylian Lore, Eslit Hortense,’ the Regent said sarcastically. ‘I’m so fortunate to have you constantly reminding me of things I am in no danger of forgetting.’

			Penn wondered what had upset the Regent. Her manner was always cutting but she seemed to be in a particularly awful mood today. 

			Eslit Hortense persisted. ‘The Inquisitor swears she was not responsible for what happened that day and has very little memory of it.’ She hesitated. ‘What if she’s been telling the truth all this time?’ 

			‘I don’t know what happened that day,’ the Regent said in a dangerous tone. ‘But now that the Inquisitor is coming back to the palace, I intend to find out.’ The Regent paused. ‘She went quietly, although unwillingly, into exile last time. I suspect it won’t be as easy to get her to leave again.’

			‘We have no choice but to bring her back from exile.’ Eslit Hortense sounded worried. ‘Lex Talionis is the only remaining Inquisitor. The Lore says that in cases such as this—’

			‘An Inquisitor must be brought in to investigate,’ Gertrude finished coldly. 

			‘I do have some good news,’ Eslit Hortense said hastily. ‘The Inquisitor’s Talisman was Confiscated as you … but of course you know, you ordered it,’ she added, flustered. ‘We will have to return it so that she can carry out her investigation but Eslit Jorde has … fixed … it. She no longer has the power of Separation, the ability to sever someone from their Talisman. We have nothing to fear.’

			‘I’m not afraid of her!’ Gertrude snapped. 

			‘Of course not. I simply meant—’

			The Regent cut her off. ‘While she’s here, I want her watched closely and she is not to interrogate anyone alone. And I want the Lost History of the Grey Ones found.’

			‘Yes, Regent. I’ll go and pass on your instructions now.’ Clearly relieved to be making her escape, Eslit Hortense turned towards the doors. The Regent’s voice made her turn back. 

			‘I have one final command. The Inquisitor is to be kept well away from all of the Slumweeds. Particularly the Princess’s Knot-Sister. Lex is to have no contact with the girl unless I am present.’

			Penn frowned. Why didn’t the Regent want the Inquisitor to talk privately to her, specifically? 

			Eslit Hortense nodded and departed. The Regent swept one last piercing look around the vine-covered room and then stalked out of the Trove. 

			A few minutes later, to Penn’s immense relief, the vines holding her prisoner slackened their grip and dropped to the floor. 

			Questions were swirling in Penn’s head. Questions about whispering vines, the exiled Inquisitor and what Unhallowed Ground was but, above all else, questions about the Lost History of the Grey Ones. 

			Luckily, Penn knew exactly who would be able to help her find answers. She raised her right hand. The ring Endora had given her was still glowing with silvery-blue light. She drew the circle-and-star symbol in the air. A seemingly bottomless pit appeared at her feet, but Penn didn’t hesitate. 

			Taking a deep breath, she leapt feet first into the dark. 
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			As she ran through Bodkin Forest, Penn passed the elderly Wintrish man whose job was to collect firewood for the Wintrish Quarter. 

			‘Hello,’ Penn said breathlessly. Even though she knew there was no point, Penn always tried to greet the Wintrish. She couldn’t just ignore them the way all the Arylians did. The stooped old man looked at her dully, then wordlessly went back to piling more kindling into his bundle. 

			Pushing down the twinge of unhappiness that followed every one-sided interaction with her cursed kinsfolk, Penn continued on. She finally arrived, out of breath, at the turn-off that led to a lopsided gate. Opening it, she stepped into a garden brimming with flowers. Bibliobibuli Cottage stood before her. 

			It was a small house made out of honey-coloured stone, with white-framed windows. Inside, the cottage exuded a cheerful air, thanks to brightly coloured paintings on the walls and the stacks of books that floated gently along the hallway, some of them still opened to the page where their reader had paused. Floating not-so-gently down the hall was the sound of voices raised in furious argument. 

			‘But it’s my book!’ 

			‘The Infinite Book of Secrecy isn’t yours, Juniper; it’s a priceless cultural treasure that belongs in the Great Library at Anamora!’

			Penn poked her head around the door of the sitting room. The room was usually cluttered, with patchwork cushions scattered on worn armchairs, and books stacked haphazardly on shelves, side tables, the floor and in the air. Today it appeared even messier than usual, however, as someone was clearly packing for a journey. Clothes, a medical pouch, a map and compass and – rather alarmingly – a sheathed hunting knife, had been laid out on the sofa next to a cloak bag. Beside that was a small, very beautiful book. Its title, The Infinite Book of Secrecy, was spelt out with glittering jewels on the front cover. 

			Juniper Sevenoaks was standing in the middle of the room, her dark hair pulled back into a messy bun and a pair of large green spectacles perched on her nose. Juniper’s Talisman, a pair of silver half-moon glasses, hung from a chain around her neck. Known as Occulorum, they gave Juniper the ability to see the true nature of things. Right now, however, the only thing Juniper appeared to be seeing was injustice. She quivered with indignation as she faced her parents, Edyth and Thaddeus. 

			‘I never said I was going to keep it! I just want to read it!’

			‘Nice try, Juniper,’ Edyth said drily, ‘but we all know the contents of that book are virtually endless, so it’s impossible to ever finish reading it. We’re taking it back to Anamora, where it belongs.’

			Penn was about to beat a hasty retreat when she saw Arthur wave frantically at her from across the room. He was sitting on a window ledge, his floppy blond hair falling into his eyes, with his beloved sword that he’d named Swordie by his side. Penn slipped through the doorway. Sticking close to the wall, she edged her way around to join Arthur. Juniper and her parents were so engrossed in their argument that they paid her no attention. 

			‘That book has the potential to be harmful,’ Thaddeus said. ‘We’re trying to protect you, Juniper.’

			‘I don’t need protecting! The Princess of Arylia gave me permission to read it but you say I can’t?’

			‘With all due respect to Princess Seraphine, she’s a child and so are you,’ Thaddeus replied. ‘Unlimited, unfiltered information without proper context or the means to understand it can be a very dangerous thing.’ 

			He sounded more tired than stern, Penn thought. She looked at Thaddeus and felt a wrinkle of worry. His right arm had been badly injured in a Scavenger attack a few weeks ago and was still in a sling. But he now had dark circles under his eyes as well, as though he hadn’t been sleeping, and he looked thinner than when she’d last seen him, just a few days ago. 

			‘They’ve been going on like this for about ten minutes,’ Arthur whispered to Penn. He looked puzzled. ‘It doesn’t make sense. They’re having a terrible family argument but they all just keep using their words. If we were in Candlemage, someone would have had cheese rubbed in their hair by now.’ 

			‘You always say the days when they used to ban books were a disgrace!’ Juniper shouted. ‘But now you’re banning this book from me!’ 

			‘There is a vast difference between a small body of people deciding that no-one should be allowed to read a certain book and parents making an informed decision that this particular book is not suitable for their child at this particular time,’ Edie said calmly. ‘And I’m certain you’re intelligent enough to understand that distinction, Juniper.’ 

			Juniper flushed but she refused to back down. ‘The book chose me! It unlocked for me! If the book trusts me, why won’t my own parents?’

			‘Maybe she has a point?’ Thaddeus said tentatively to Edyth. 

			Arthur winced. ‘It’s like there’s a Smungle trap right in front of him and he just chose to walk straight into it,’ he muttered. 

			Edyth shot Thaddeus a look that did not bode well for their next private conversation. Then she looked at Juniper, who was clearly trying not to cry, and her voice softened. ‘Juniper, your father and I used to be Talisman Seekers. We’ve seen firsthand the damage powerful Marvellous objects can wreak. We know how much you crave knowledge but you’re only eleven years old—’

			‘I’m almost twelve!’

			‘And it’s our duty as parents to protect you, especially when you can’t see the dangers for yourself.’

			‘But the book has security on it!’ Juniper pleaded. 

			‘What kind of security?’ Edyth asked sharply.

			‘Well, there was the time I asked it to give me a password so we could use a powerful weapon and it … never mind.’ 

			‘That Smungle trap is getting crowded,’ Arthur remarked. Penn nudged him to be quiet. 

			‘That’s exactly what we’re talking about, Juniper!’ Thaddeus said. He pointed to The Infinite Book of Secrecy. ‘This book was never intended to be used by children trying to access weapons or to … to …’ 

			‘Summon a scary Gargoth phantom?’ Arthur suggested helpfully. Realising his mistake, he quickly added, ‘We only did that once. It was an accident.’

			‘Thank you for proving our point, Arthur,’ Edyth said. ‘Which is that even with the best intentions, Juniper does not have control over this book. For that reason alone, it needs to go back to Anamora, where its use can be properly supervised.’ 

			‘We knew you would be upset so we went to Florilegium’s Bookstore and got you this as a replacement.’ Thaddeus looked nervous as he handed Juniper a parcel wrapped in brown paper. 

			Looking suspicious, Juniper unwrapped the parcel and then stared down in utter disgust. ‘What is this?’ 

			‘It’s The Arylian Children’s Almanac of Interesting, Fun and Age-Appropriate Facts!’ Arthur read aloud over her shoulder. ‘Why couldn’t you read that, Juniper? The font is so big. Wow, that’s a lot of pictures.’ 

			‘Don’t judge a book by the size of its font,’ Thaddeus said quickly. ‘It’s a very good book. I had a copy of the Almanac when I was young.’

			Before Juniper could explode, Edyth spoke in a warning tone. ‘Monsters, Juniper.’ Penn had no idea what this meant but it obviously made sense to Juniper, who swallowed whatever she’d been about to say. Edyth continued in a gentler voice. ‘You need to remember that looking up answers isn’t the same as learning to think for yourself. You’re a clever, resourceful girl and you managed without The Infinite Book of Secrecy before. You’ll be fine.’ She turned back to the piles of clothes and supplies laid out on the sofa and began to pack them neatly into the cloak bag. 

			With a face like thunder, Juniper held her new almanac at arm’s length and deposited it onto one of the floating stacks, sending it drifting away from her. 

			An awkward silence followed. Penn was dying to tell everyone what had just happened in the Vault but it definitely didn’t seem like the right time. 

			Thankfully, Arthur, who rarely lost his sunny disposition, was there to break the tension. He looked at Edyth’s cloak bag. ‘Where are you going again?’ 

			‘They’re going to look for the Great Healer, to get Dad’s arm fixed,’ Juniper said, still sounding moody. ‘How can you live here and have forgotten? It’s all we’ve been talking about!’

			Penn looked at Edyth in surprise. ‘But I thought you were treating him,’ she said. Edyth had once been the Commanding Meditrix for the Talisman Seekers. She was highly skilled in Emergency Cures. 

			‘The poison from the Scavenger bite has taken root too deeply in his arm,’ Edyth replied. ‘We wanted the Inquisitor to see the bite firsthand, as it’s solid evidence there were Scavengers in Anamora. But the poison is sinking in deeper every day. The wound needs immediate treatment from the Great Healer.’ 

			‘What will happen if you can’t find her?’ Juniper asked anxiously. 

			‘I’ll go rabid and turn into a Scavenger myself,’ Thaddeus said. 

			Juniper rolled her eyes and then stuck out her tongue at him. 

			A small, furry cannonball hurtled through the open window. It crashed straight into Arthur, knocking him to the floor, and then trampled over him in its eagerness to get to Penn. 

			Penn hugged Ned tightly as he nuzzled into her neck, rumbling with happiness. Arthur shot the Huggle Beast a baleful glance as he picked himself up. 

			‘What happened to him?’ Juniper asked, looking at Ned, whose normally golden fur was grey with dust. 

			‘He’s been cleaning windows,’ Penn said. 

			‘Good. He can do ours next,’ Edyth said as she checked the medical kit. ‘In the meantime, please don’t let Ned sit on the furniture until he’s had a bath. Penn, what are you even doing here? Shouldn’t you be in lessons with the Princess?’

			‘I was, but—’ Penn stopped. If she told Juniper’s parents she’d been attacked by vines and had overheard the Regent talking about how dangerous the Inquisitor was, they might not leave. And Edyth had said Thaddeus needed urgent treatment. 

			‘I was in a history lesson,’ Penn said quickly. ‘Professor Thripp made us read aloud from The Official History of the Empire of Arylia.’ 

			‘That’s the textbook by Hildegard of Flurrier, isn’t it?’ Thaddeus asked. 

			‘You made that name up,’ Arthur said accusingly.

			‘Says the person who named Ned Abednego,’ Juniper retorted. Hearing his full name, Ned scowled and shook himself, releasing a small dust storm that made Penn sneeze. ‘We have a copy of that book somewhere,’ Juniper continued. She went to a corner of the room, expertly scanned the shelves and found what she was looking for. She handed the book to Arthur and jabbed at the name on the front cover. ‘See? It is her real name.’

			‘Was,’ Thaddeus said sadly. ‘She survived the War and was the Scribe at the trial of the Wintrish. But the record of that trial ended up being the last thing she ever wrote. Terrible shame. Like her great-grandmother, Berenice, Hildegard was an excellent Historian.’

			‘Not that you’d know it from that book,’ Edyth remarked. ‘The Eslit has final say over what goes into the official histories of Arylia, so those textbooks always end up as dull as ditchwater. Still, be careful with that, please; it’s a signed edition.’

			Unlike Penn’s and Seraphine’s copies, which were much newer, this book was battered and had a picture of the author on the first page. Penn stared over Arthur’s shoulder at Hildegard of Flurrier, who was dressed very sensibly in a dark blouse and long skirt, had her hair scraped back in a severe, low bun and generally looked exactly how Penn would have expected a boring Historian to look, if she’d ever stopped to think about it. Beneath the picture was a faded inscription that read:

			I trust you will enjoy the chapter on the history of Iliastar!

			Don’t skip the footnotes!

			Best wishes

			HoF

			‘It is very boring,’ Penn said. ‘But we did talk about one interesting thing. Seraphine asked Professor Thripp how to find out about things that aren’t in The Official History. Like … well, my history, for example.’ 

			Edyth paused in her packing. ‘Juniper, you must have asked The Infinite Book about Penn’s family and home. What happened when you did?’

			‘It came up blank,’ Juniper said awkwardly. ‘Not Request Denied or Password needed or anything like that. Just … blank.’

			Penn could practically feel the sympathy radiating from Edyth and Thaddeus. She buried her face in Ned’s dusty fur. Everyone probably thought she was upset, but what she really felt was ashamed. She couldn’t help feeling like it was her fault somehow that she had no idea who her family was. She’d give anything to know even just her parents’ names. Was that really too much to ask? Ned rubbed his nose against her cheek, trying to comfort her. 

			Edyth spoke in a very kind voice. ‘Once we’ve seen the Great Healer we’re going to Anamora to return The Infinite Book. There might be something in the Library that can help you find your family. Don’t lose hope, Penn.’ 

			Penn lifted her dusty face and gave Edyth a small smile. 

			‘I still think The Infinite Book of Secrecy doesn’t work properly,’ Arthur said to Juniper. 

			‘You’re just mad about its answer to “Who is Arthur Bunyon?”’ Juniper said. 

			‘What did it say?’ Thaddeus asked. 

			‘He’s nobody, stop asking stupid questions.’ 

			‘Thaddeus, get your Talisman,’ Edyth said. ‘We need to go now.’

			‘You’ll be careful, won’t you?’ Juniper asked in a slightly wobbly voice.

			‘Don’t worry about me, Juniper Juice,’ Thaddeus said, handing his Mask Talisman to Edyth, who stowed it safely in the bag. ‘I’ve got your mother to protect me from all those wild animals and armed assailants.’

			‘Thaddeus, stop it!’ Edyth scolded. ‘Juniper, there’s not the slightest need to look alarmed. The closest we’ll probably get to a wild creature is a Smungle.’

			‘What about the armed assailants?’ Penn asked.

			Edyth snorted. ‘That’s Thaddeus’s wishful thinking. He still misses the old days when we fought Malevolents on a daily basis. Now, listen, we’re hoping the Great Healer will be at her favourite camp, which is only a few hours north of Perianth, near Edlin’s Waterleap.’ 

			‘What’s a waterleap?’ Arthur asked. 

			‘It’s like a waterfall, only the water flows up rather than down.’ Arthur’s face lit up and Edyth swiftly carried on. ‘No, Arthur, you can’t come with us to see it. Juniper, we’ll only be gone a couple of days at the most. We’ll definitely be back before the Inquisitor arrives.’ 

			‘We’re not going to be put on trial again, are we?’ Arthur asked anxiously. ‘The trial part was quite interesting, but I didn’t like the bit at the end when they tried to make us drink poison.’ 

			‘Of course you’re not going to be put on trial again,’ Edyth reassured him. ‘The Inquisitor is coming to investigate what happened when the Princess was kidnapped and how and why the Malevolents are back. Anyway, Inquisitors can’t question children alone, so Thaddeus and I will be right there with you. We’ll be doing most of the talking, I promise.’ 

			‘We’ve got everything under control, Arthur,’ Thaddeus said. ‘Edie and I made sure we got all the evidence that was still hanging around the palace.’ He winked at Edyth, who shot him an exasperated look in return. 

			‘Now, remember, if there’s an emergency that you can’t deal with yourself, ask Portentia for help,’ Edyth said. 

			‘Or you could run up to the palace and ask Princess Seraphine for help,’ Thaddeus suggested. ‘In fact, why don’t you ask if you can stay there while we’re away? I’m sure the Princess would be happy to have you sleep over, now you’re all best friends. Or you could invite her to stay here.’ 

			Penn scowled. Seraphine wouldn’t help them. 

			Juniper had turned crimson. ‘Dad! Will you please stop saying that! We are not best friends with Princess Seraphine! And there is no way the Princess of Arylia is ever going to come to our house!’

			‘I’m sure she’d be happy to have you stay at the palace,’ Thaddeus said stubbornly. ‘She’d probably love the company.’

			‘Arthur can’t stay at the palace in case anyone finds out he’s from Candlemage,’ Juniper said. ‘And if I’m at the palace that means Arthur will be here. Alone,’ she finished pointedly. 

			Her mother and father watched as a floating book hit Arthur in the head. He promptly drew his sword, spun around, and slashed the curtains. Edyth winced and Thaddeus closed his eyes. The combination of Swordie’s razor-sharp blade and Arthur’s inexpert swordplay had not been kind to the furnishings of Bibliobibuli Cottage.

			‘Sorry,’ Arthur said sheepishly. ‘But I have to practise or I’ll be no good the next time we face Malevolents.’

			‘You’re not going to be facing Malevolents ever again,’ Edyth said firmly. ‘You were incredibly lucky you got away last time. You’re all going to be sensible and safe and stay put while we’re gone. Is that understood?’

			‘But what if we need to go beyond the Shroud?’ Juniper asked tentatively. The immense barrier of shimmering light around Perianth was meant to be impassable, although Penn and her friends had managed to get past it twice now. ‘Shouldn’t I know how to work your secret exit? Just in case?’

			‘Nice try,’ Thaddeus said with a grin. ‘But we’ve put extra security on the exit. It’s password protected now too, so you’re not going anywhere.’ 

			‘We know your intentions are always good but you’re all still a long way from being trusted with serious Marvellance,’ Edyth said. ‘Which is why we’ll be putting all three of you to sleep with Drowse Dust before we leave. Just for five minutes, so we can leave without any of you seeing how we do it.’

			‘I’m not sure it’s ethical to use Drowse Dust on children,’ Juniper said with dignity. 

			‘We did tell you first, which is more than we ever did for the Malevolents we used it on in our old Talisman Seeker days,’ Thaddeus offered. Juniper looked unimpressed. 

			‘I thought you weren’t allowed to use anything with Marvellance in it on Wintrish people?’ Arthur said. ‘So won’t Penn have to stay awake?’

			There was an uncomfortable silence. 

			‘They can,’ Penn said, feeling embarrassed for Juniper’s parents, ‘because it’s not helping me. The Lore says that anything harmful to Wintrish is allowed.’

			‘They actually wrote that into the Lore?’ Arthur said, disgusted. 

			Edyth rested a hand on Penn’s shoulder. ‘You know we’re doing this to protect you all, don’t you?’

			Penn nodded. 

			Thaddeus cleared his throat and turned to Edyth. ‘Final check. Are all the extra safeguards on the cottage in place?’ 

			‘It has full protection against intruders, flood, fire, plague and avalanches,’ Edyth confirmed. 

			‘Avalanches?’ Penn asked doubtfully. They were at least a hundred miles away from the nearest mountains. 

			Edyth glanced at Arthur. ‘One can never be too careful.’ She closed the cloak bag with a snap. ‘Time to go.’

			With difficulty, Thaddeus pulled on his travelling cloak. He smiled down at Juniper as she helped him tie it around his neck. 

			Juniper glanced at her father’s swollen arm. ‘I hope the Great Healer can fix you, Dad.’

			‘I’m sure she’ll be able to, Juniper Juice. People say she once brought the Thrice-Dead back to life. I don’t think my arm will give her much trouble.’

			Juniper hugged her father and Edyth joined in the embrace. Arthur put down Swordie, then flung himself enthusiastically into the family hug. Penn stood back, shyly, until Edyth reached out an arm and drew her in too. 

			‘Don’t worry about a thing,’ Arthur said reassuringly as they broke apart. ‘I’ll take good care of Juniper Juice.’

			Thaddeus spoke hastily, presumably before Juniper could wreak vengeance on Arthur. ‘Sit down, all of you.’

			Once they were seated, Edyth took a smidgeon of Drowse Dust from a jar. Then she gently pressed the purple powder against their foreheads, one by one. There was a strong smell of lavender and Penn felt her eyelids growing heavy. Arthur and Juniper had already closed their eyes and seemed to be fast asleep.

			Penn’s eyes closed. She felt as though she was way down deep, trying to swim up towards the surface through strangely thick water. She tried to open her eyes, but her eyelids were too heavy to lift. 

			‘Are you sure they’ll be okay?’ she heard Thaddeus ask. His voice sounded indistinct and far away.

			‘Positive,’ Edyth said. ‘Drowse Dust is extremely safe and I only gave them a quarter dose. They’ll be awake in five minutes exactly. And Ned knows to fetch Portentia in the very unlikely event anything goes amiss.’ Penn heard Edyth’s voice soften. ‘Thaddeus, we have to go. With the return of the Malevolents, we may be needed as Talisman Seekers again soon.’ 

			Penn heard footsteps heading towards the kitchen and then the sound of the back door closing. She was so tired …

			A familiar weight landed in Penn’s lap. Forcing her eyes open, she looked down at Ned. The Huggle Beast jumped up, putting his front paws on her chest. 

			‘I’ll play with you in a minute, Ned,’ she said sleepily. ‘Just let me have a little nap— ow!’ She rubbed her chin where Ned had headbutted her. ‘What did you do that for?’

			Ned leapt down and ran towards the window. He jumped onto the windowsill and then turned to Penn, clearly wanting her to follow. 

			Looking blearily around, Penn saw that Juniper and Arthur were sleeping peacefully. Penn struggled to make her fuzzy mind work. Why hadn’t the Drowse Dust worked properly on her? 

			She got up and staggered to the window to join Ned. Together they watched as Juniper’s parents crossed the garden and disappeared into the large greenhouse. 

			‘Bye,’ Penn said with a yawn. She sank into an armchair. Ned nuzzled her anxiously, but it was no use. Penn closed her eyes and finally fell asleep, her faithful Huggle Beast beside her. 

			She woke up to find Juniper and Arthur already stretching and rubbing their eyes. Apparently satisfied that Penn was unharmed, Ned stalked off into the kitchen on mysterious Huggle Beast business. Penn looked around. The house felt oddly empty without Thaddeus and Edyth. 

			‘What should we do now?’ Arthur asked. 

			‘There’s nothing to do,’ Juniper said. ‘Apart from look after Monty.’

			‘What’s wrong with Monty?’ Penn asked. Monty was the Sevenoaks family Bundler, one of the knee-high, six-legged, blue-haired creatures used for deliveries. He was growing too old to carry packages now and preferred to spend most of his time in Bodkin Forest, only returning to Bibliobibuli Cottage when the weather turned cold or he wanted something different to eat. Juniper was very fond of him. 

			‘He turned up this morning with an injured leg,’ Juniper said. ‘Mum patched him up and put socks on him to keep him warm. He’s asleep in the kitchen now. Mum thought someone had deliberately hurt him,’ Juniper went on, her expression darkening. ‘But Dad said only a monster would hurt a defenceless creature on purpose.’

			This reminded Penn of something. ‘What was that thing your mum said about monsters?’ she asked Juniper. 

			‘Oh, that. It’s shorthand for “Here Be Monsters”. It’s what they used to write on old maps to show uncharted places, meaning if you go beyond that point you’ll be in dangerous territory. Dad loves double meanings, so when my parents say “Monsters” to me, it means I’m turning into a monster and I’d better immediately stop whatever it is I’m doing or I’ll end up somewhere I really don’t want to be.’

			‘Like playing sport,’ Arthur said knowledgeably. 

			Juniper glared at him. ‘Like in terrible trouble! It’s just one of those silly things that you have to be family to understand, you know what I mea—’ She broke off, her cheeks flushing scarlet. 

			‘I do know what you mean,’ Arthur said, kindly rescuing Juniper from her embarrassment at forgetting that neither Penn nor he had much experience of family bonding. ‘My family used to call me “The Curse”. No-one else ever called me that, it was just a family nickname.’

			‘Arthur, that’s horrible!’ Penn said.

			He looked at her in surprise. ‘You should have heard the names people not in my family called me. It’s one of the reasons I like living in Arylia,’ he continued on cheerfully. ‘Everyone here knows me as either Arthur or Norman, and they’re both nice names. I’ve actually been wondering if I should combine them and change my name to Northuramarn. What do you think?’

			‘I think “The Curse” is suddenly sounding a lot better,’ Juniper said. She began to select books from the stacks floating past. ‘I’m glad we have a few quiet days before the inquisition starts,’ she added. ‘It will give me more time for reading.’

			‘And I promised your mum I’d weed the vegetable patch,’ Arthur said.

			The word ‘weed’ reminded Penn of the Inquisitor’s Trove. ‘There’s something I have to tell you,’ she said. Quickly, she recounted everything that had happened in the Vaulting Vault. ‘And the Regent is trying to find something called the Lost History of the Grey Ones,’ she finished. ‘I want to find it before she does.’ 

			It was only as the words tumbled out of her mouth that Penn realised this thought had been swirling, unformed, through her mind since she’d first heard the Regent mention it. 

			Juniper and Arthur were staring at her, open-mouthed. 

			‘Did you say you got attacked by vines?’ Arthur finally managed. 

			Penn nodded. ‘They sort of strangled … well, all of me, if you know what I mean.’

			‘You were strangled by vines and put to sleep by Juniper’s parents, all in the last few hours?’ Arthur looked concerned. ‘Maybe go back to bed, Penn, and start looking for the Lost History tomorrow. I don’t think today likes you.’

			‘I want to start looking for it now because …’ Penn faltered and then her words came out in a rush. ‘I’m sort of a Grey One. Only no-one has ever been able to explain how or why a bit of the curse caught me. What if the Lost History of the Grey Ones has something about me in it? If the Regent finds it first, I’ll never know.’ 

			‘Why didn’t you mention any of this to my parents?’ Juniper asked. ‘They might have been able to help.’

			‘I didn’t want to worry them,’ Penn said. ‘And I didn’t want them to try to stop me.’ 

			Juniper glared at the Almanac that was still floating, unwanted and forlorn, around the room. ‘Good thinking. They were definitely in a stopping kind of mood. Okay. Do you have a plan? Where should we look first?’

			‘Eslit Hortense said the Lost History is most likely to be on Unhallowed Ground. But I don’t know what that means.’

			Juniper looked spooked. ‘Unhallowed Ground is the old way of referring to a cursed place.’

			‘Of course it is,’ Arthur said gloomily. ‘If it’s something we’re looking for, it could never just be somewhere normal, like a library.’

			‘The last time we went looking for something in a library we almost got eaten by Scavengers,’ Juniper pointed out. 

			Arthur brightened. ‘True. Okay, maybe it will be a nice cursed place. Where do you think it might be?’

			Juniper swapped her glasses for her Occulorum. The lenses misted over as she concentrated. ‘There’s probably more than one cursed place in Perianth,’ she said. ‘But there might be a map that shows the Unhallowed Ground locations. Perhaps we should try the museum or the library?’ 

			Penn shook her head and then jumped to her feet. Ned immediately shot back into the room and sprang onto her shoulder. ‘I have a better idea. Come on. Let’s find Portentia.’
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			Penn, Juniper and Arthur made their way through the rustling trees of Bodkin Forest towards Portentia’s cottage. Penn led the way, with Ned snuggled around her neck. 

			‘I wonder why the Drowse Dust didn’t work as quickly on me?’ Penn said, pushing Ned’s tail out of her face. 

			‘Maybe Mum gave you a smaller dose?’ Juniper suggested. ‘Whatever the reason, I’m glad because now we know where their secret exit past the Shroud is,’ she said gleefully. ‘I would never have looked in the greenhouse. I’ve never even been in there.’

			‘You’ve never been in your own family’s greenhouse?’ Arthur asked in amazement. 

			‘There are no books in a greenhouse,’ Juniper said. ‘I never saw the point of going in.’ 

			A few minutes later, they reached the avenue of elder trees that marked the path to the Augur’s home. The branches arched over the path, twisting together to create a living tunnel. It was as dark as night under the tree canopy and almost soundless and Penn had the eerie feeling she was being watched. Even Ned cowered down until they emerged into the bright sunshine of the clearing where Portentia’s cottage stood. 

			The Augur’s home was shaped like a beehive. Rather than having a painted exterior that constantly changed colour like the elegant terrace houses of Perianth, the outside of Portentia’s cottage was decorated with things that constantly changed. The last time Penn had visited, the house’s exterior had been entirely covered in clocks. Today, the cottage looked like it had been made out of bits of haphazardly hammered-together armour. Although it was a lovely sunny day, the front door and the window shutters were all closed. 

			Juniper lifted the heavy brass doorknocker and banged it twice. It made no noise, but moments later what sounded like a huge tower bell tolled inside. The clanging was so shatteringly loud it made them jump. When the echoes died away there was silence once more. 

			Not wanting to try the thunderous doorknocker again, Penn called out instead. ‘Portentia? Are you in there?’ 

			The door flew open. Looking wild-eyed, with her hair on end, the Augur pulled them in and then slammed and bolted the door shut behind them. It was dark inside, with the only light coming from a floating lamp whose flame had been turned right down. They blinked as their eyes adjusted. There was only one room in the cottage, which, Penn knew, could change into a sitting room, kitchen, bathroom or jousting practice room according to Portentia’s needs. Currently it was a bedroom, with an unlit fireplace and a large four-poster bed in the middle of the round room. 

			‘Portentia? What’s the matter?’ Penn asked. ‘Why didn’t you answer when we knocked?’

			‘I thought you were my staff banging on the door,’ Portentia said hoarsely, sagging against the wall. 

			Penn took a closer look at the distressed Augur. ‘Here, come and sit down.’ They helped Portentia to the edge of the bed and then sat down on the squashy lilac sofa that had considerately appeared. 

			‘Can I turn the lamp up a bit?’ Juniper asked. ‘It’s very dark in here.’ 

			‘Absolutely not!’ Portentia didn’t sound like her usual carefree self at all. Ned looked at her appraisingly, then jumped into her lap and rumbled in a comforting way. With the Huggle Beast snuggled up to her, Portentia seemed to relax a little. But her eyes kept darting anxiously towards the windows and doors of the cottage, and Penn noticed that the chimney had been blocked up with floating stacks of books.

			‘Are you okay? You look –’ Terrified, Penn thought ‘– unwell,’ she finished, trying to be diplomatic. 

			‘And scared,’ Arthur added. ‘Completely, pants-wettingly petrified.’

			Penn and Juniper glared at him. 

			‘What?’ Arthur asked. ‘There’s nothing to be ashamed of. You just have to wash your pants out afterwards. That’s what I had to do one time back in Candlemage, when the ghost of Old Mim threw me into a freshly dug grave.’

			There was a sudden loud CRACK! on the roof. They all jumped and looked up. A few clouds of dust drifted down.

			‘It’s my Talisman,’ Portentia said in a broken whisper. ‘It’s trying to break in to attack me. It hates me.’

			They stared at her. Like all Augurs, Portentia’s Talisman was a tall wooden staff. Portentia’s was a particularly nice one, with a jumping rabbit carved into the top. Arthur had named the staff Binky, after the twisting leaps the rabbits in Candlemage performed when they were happy. To Portentia’s great annoyance, the name had stuck. 

			‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Juniper said briskly. ‘I’m sure Binky doesn’t ha—’

			CRASH!

			This time it sounded as though someone was trying to break through the wall. Portentia shrieked. She flung Ned off her lap and dived under the bed. 

			‘I think maybe it does hate her,’ Arthur said, looking anxious. ‘Portentia, will Binky attack us too or is it only you it wants to kill?’ 

			Juniper elbowed him. ‘Stop making things worse! She never said it wanted to kill her!’ 

			A thunderous bolt hit the cottage. They threw themselves down face-first onto the floor. 

			There was silence. 

			Penn lifted her head. ‘I think it’s gone,’ she whispered.

			Portentia crawled out from under the bed. ‘For now,’ she said. ‘That last one will have tired it out, but it’ll be back.’

			‘Why would your own Talisman want to hurt you?’ Juniper asked, looking shocked. 

			Portentia sighed as she sat back down on the bed. ‘It thinks I’m a Malevolent,’ she said. 

			‘But why would it think that?’ Penn asked.

			Arthur’s eyes widened. ‘You don’t suppose Binky’s really after Ned, do you?’ he whispered. ‘I’ve often thought he might be a Malevolent. One time I woke up in the middle of the night and he was sitting on my pillow just staring at me.’

			Ned emitted what was quite obviously a snicker.

			‘This has nothing to do with Ned!’ Portentia snapped. ‘I spent years at Malumest Tor, which meant that I was covered with Malevolence by the time we escaped. That’s why I got straight into a nice, hot bath for several days when we got home. I was trying to wash the Malevolence off. You’ve probably forgotten.’

			‘Oh no. I distinctly remember how you left us to face a Night Hag alone while you had a bath,’ Juniper said acidly. 

			‘Your tendency to hold a grudge is most unbecoming, Juniper. As it turns out, my bath was only a temporary solution, which means my staff is going to keep attacking me until we’re back in harmony.’

			‘Won’t the Malevolence wear off eventually?’ Penn asked. 

			‘Probably. But the racket has already frightened away all of my birds. It’s like having Talisman Separation Disorder, which is a terrible condition, only I haven’t lost my memory. People who have been officially Separated from their Talismans often lose their memories, you know.’ 

			‘If it’s like an illness, why don’t you ask the Great Healer for help too?’ Arthur suggested. 

			Portentia snorted. ‘That quack? The last time I went to see the Great Healer about a sore throat, she gave me a bag of Witch-hazel lozenges and told me I’d be fine in a day or so. My throat was sore because I was being strangled by a Python giganticus. It was still wrapped around my neck when I saw her. Wanted to charge me extra to remove it,’ she added bitterly. ‘No, there’s only one thing that’s going to get me and my Talisman working together again. We need to go back to Malumest Tor.’

			‘You’re going back?’ Penn said in disbelief. Even Ned looked flabbergasted. ‘But we only just escaped from there!’ 

			Portentia waved a hand airily. ‘It’s not like I’m going to be a prisoner. More like a … returning guest, that no-one will know is there. Once my staff has had a bit of exposure to some high-level Malevolence, we’ll be in perfect harmony again.’ 

			‘How are you going to get there?’ Arthur asked.

			‘I’m sure it’s getting tired, so when it comes back I’ll wrangle it to the ground and Hie there.’ Augurs could instantly transport themselves anywhere in the empire when they Hied, but they needed their Talismans to do so. 

			‘Going back to Malumest Tor is really dangerous,’ Juniper said. ‘Isn’t there any other way of fixing your staff?’ 

			‘I thought about lighting a bonfire,’ Portentia said. ‘Like most wooden things, my staff is terrified of fire. But I’m not sure that I can scare it into obedience.’ She suddenly looked sad and gave a loud sniff. ‘If there was another Augur around, they would help me, but they’re all long gone. I’m the only Augur left, so it’s up to me to fix it.’ 

			Arthur kindly offered her his handkerchief. Portentia dabbed at her eyes, blew her nose loudly and then handed it back to him. 

			‘Portentia, before you leave, we need your help,’ Penn said. Swiftly, she filled the Augur in on what had happened in the Vault and then asked, ‘What do you think is going on?’ 

			‘Many Botanists have praised the merits of talking to plants to help them grow but I must confess I am unfamiliar with plants that talk back,’ Portentia replied. ‘Any idea what the Mirus Weed was whispering to you?’

			Penn shook her head. 

			‘The lack of attention paid to languages in modern education is disgraceful,’ Portentia grumbled. ‘In a few years your generation will all just be grunting and pointing at each other.’ 

			THWACK!

			The noise had come from the back door this time. Ned stood his ground, baring his teeth as he prepared to defend Penn. The rest of them held their breath, but no further attacks came. 

			‘Portentia, forget the vines. What about the Lost History?’ Penn said, when she judged it was safe to speak again. ‘Professor Thripp said that only stories that are unimportant end up as Lost Histories. But if that’s true then why would the Regent be looking for a Lost History?’ 

			‘A very good point, Penn. How can something be unimportant and important at the same time?’ Portentia looked at them expectantly. 

			The ensuing silence stretched into awkwardness. 

			‘You don’t know either?’ Portentia eventually enquired, sounding disappointed. 

			‘Of course we don’t know!’ Juniper retorted. ‘We were waiting for you to tell us!’

			Portentia looked surprised. ‘I don’t have a clue what the answer is. It took me three tries to pass Advanced Paradoxes in the final Augur exam. Dreadful subject.’ 

			Portentia went to the back door, pressed an ear up against it and listened for any incoming attacks from her errant staff. Apparently hearing nothing, she turned back to them. ‘All sorts of stories have gone missing over the years,’ she said. ‘Which Lost History are you interested in? The fabled dagger of Emperor Edryd? The lost library of Orison? The striped socks of the Augur Portentia?’

			‘Your socks are not a Lost History,’ Juniper said sternly. 

			Portentia looked sulky. ‘Well, they are lost and I am an important historical figure. Mark my words, one day, the Aeonian will restore my socks to their rightful place in the chronicles of history.’ 

			‘They’re socks,’ Juniper said. ‘They’d be lucky to get a footnote.’ She turned pale. ‘Did I just make a dad pun?’

			‘What’s an Ee-oh-nee-un?’ Arthur asked. 

			‘He’s a sort of keeper of history, I suppose you’d call him,’ Portentia said. ‘When a Lost History is restored, the Aeonian becomes its guardian, to ensure that it will never be forgotten, buried or lost again.’ 

			‘Portentia, the Aeonian is a myth!’ Juniper said, exasperated. ‘He doesn’t really exist!’

			‘Well, I think I know better than you, Juniper, considering I had afternoon tea with him once. We shared a very nice plate of meringues.’

			‘Meringues? Do you honestly expect us to believe you ate meringues with a myth?’

			‘Is it just me or do you get the feeling it’s the meringue part she finds hardest to believe?’ Arthur whispered to Penn. 

			‘Whether you believe it or not doesn’t change the fact that it happened, Juniper. And while the Aeonian is one of those ancient, enigmatic dwells-in-the-mists-of-time types, he’s most definitely real.’ The Augur looked thoughtful. ‘Have you ever noticed that dwellers are always a bit mysterious? They’re always cave-dwellers or forest-dwellers. I’m yet to meet a three-bedroom-cottage-with-a-nice-bathroom-dweller.’

			‘If someone wanted to find a Lost History that was on Unhallowed Ground, how would they go about it?’ Penn asked, trying to steer the conversation back to the point. ‘And do you know if there are any Unhallowed Ground sites in Perianth?’

			Portentia gave her a shrewd look. ‘Someone would have a much safer life if she took up knitting, instead of seeking out adventures all the time. And the whole of Perianth is probably Unhallowed Ground in my opinion. Terrible things have always happened here.’ She thought and then added, ‘Nice things have happened too, of course. The Feast of Odell was delightful. Everyone wore lovely hats in those days.’ 

			Ned gave Portentia a very hard stare. 

			‘Penn, please tell your Huggle Beast to stop glaring at me like that!’ Portentia said fretfully. ‘It’s most unnerving and anyway, I really can’t tell you much about Unhallowed Ground sites. I do know that they always have a nasty spot called a Shiver, where all the bad memories are sort of concentrated. Best not to stand in a Shiver if you can avoid it – I’ve heard it’s a harrowing experience.’ She shuddered. ‘Unhallowed Ground can supposedly be made safe again if it’s purified but—’

			‘How do you do that?’ Penn interrupted. 

			‘You have to perform two acts of Marvellance that are opposite in nature, at the same time.’

			‘Like what?’ Arthur asked. 

			‘No idea. I don’t think it’s ever been done. Anyway, I’m the last person you should ask. When I was a child I once tried to rub my tummy and pat my head at the same time. I got so confused I ended up walking backwards for a week.’ Portentia cocked her head, listening for Binky, but all was quiet outside. 

			‘As for reclaiming Lost Histories,’ she continued, ‘like most Marvellous things it all sounds simple to begin with. That’s why so many people have been tempted to go on quests to find them. But searching for a Lost History is a highly dangerous pursuit. Numerous people have been murdered in the attempt.’ 

			‘Murdered?’ Juniper said, startled. ‘Why?’

			‘Because while some people go looking for Lost Histories, other people would prefer that those same stories stay buried,’ Portentia said grimly. ‘And if the stakes are high enough, they’re willing to bury the story hunters alongside the stories.’ 

			Penn was sure Portentia was being overly dramatic as usual, but she had no desire to continue a conversation that might end up with having to promise to not go looking for the Lost History. ‘I think we’re in more danger from the Inquisitor,’ Penn said, swiftly changing the subject. ‘We can’t properly explain any of what happened without getting into more trouble. Like how Arthur got through the Shroud from Candlemage into Arylia or—’ 

			‘Do you need to explain that?’ Portentia asked in surprise. ‘That ridiculous Shroud clearly leaks like a sieve. You found a way through it. So did a Night Hag carrying the Princess.’ 

			‘And Juniper’s parents have their own not-so-secret exit through the Shroud,’ Arthur said. ‘It used to just be called the secret exit but we know where it is now.’

			‘My dad told me there was a rumour a few years ago about a private Treasure Guild dinner party where they served Candlemagian cheese and wine from Q’Saarh,’ Juniper said. ‘He was sure smugglers had found a route through the Shroud too.’ 

			‘Wouldn’t surprise me in the least,’ Portentia said. ‘Creating that Shroud was an utter waste of time. I have no doubt that five minutes after the first wall was built, the first ladder was invented.’

			‘But none of that’s going to help us. We can’t mention any of those things,’ Penn said. ‘So when we get called in for questioning by the Inquisitor, what do you think we should do?’

			‘Run and hide,’ Portentia said without hesitation. 

			‘Run and hide?’ Juniper repeated in disbelief. 

			Portentia nodded vigorously. ‘Always the best option if you ask me. Gave the same advice to Bertram Squashed-Underfoot the night before the Battle for Malumest Tor, but did he listen?’

			‘I’m going to guess no,’ Arthur said after a short pause. 

			‘That’s terrible advice,’ Penn said flatly.

			‘My dear girl, what else can you do? Apart from Thaddeus and Edie, who do you think is going to take your side? The Regent? The Eslit? Have you forgotten they tried to poison you a few weeks ago?’

			‘If you stay, we’d have you on our side too,’ Arthur said. 

			‘I’m not sure how much use I’d be,’ Portentia said thoughtfully. ‘I find that people in authority tend to dislike Augurs. I think it’s because we’re always more interested in people than politics.’ 

			‘We’ll be fine,’ Juniper said defiantly. ‘Princess Seraphine is going to be the next empress and we have her on our side.’ 

			I wouldn’t count on it, Penn thought. 

			‘We’ll be under her protection,’ Juniper continued. ‘Nothing bad is going to happen.’

			‘Snap!’ Portentia exclaimed, delighted. ‘Those are the exact words Bertram Squashed-Underfoot uttered right before he was … never mind. Rather a grisly story.’

			‘Well, it’s not like we don’t know!’ Juniper said, annoyed. ‘He was obviously squashed underfoot!’

			‘Whatever gave you that idea?’ Portentia asked, looking surprised. ‘No, no. During the Battle for Malumest Tor, Bertram Squashed-Underfoot was carried away by a dragon and dropped from a great height.’

			‘And then he was squashed underfoot?’ Arthur asked with interest. 

			‘What, in the name of King Clovis, is wrong with you all?’ Portentia demanded. ‘One’s last name doesn’t have to have a literal meaning, Arthur Bunyon! A bunion, for example, is an irritating, inconvenient … ah. Yes, I take your point.’ 

			‘Can’t you do anything to help us?’ Penn asked in despair. 

			‘I’ll be far more use to you if I get my Talisman fixed,’ Portentia said firmly. ‘The Inquisitor, the Regent and the Eslit are all much more likely to listen to me if I have my full array of Augur powers. Also, if my staff and I don’t get back on friendly terms I’m going to be too busy getting a boat and learning how to sail to help anyone.’ 

			‘Why would you need a boat?’ Arthur asked, puzzled. 

			Portentia pointed glumly to the window that overlooked the back garden. Penn prised open the shutter and looked out, with Juniper and Arthur peering over her shoulders. 

			Portentia’s back garden was now a small lake, its surface a frothy, roiling mass of wind-whipped waves.

			‘With the smallest amount of water, my staff can summon anything from a nice little rain cloud for watering the tomatoes, to a tidal wave,’ Portentia said. ‘It’s very useful when I’m gardening. Unfortunately, I made the mistake of leaving half a glass of water out while it was in this mood and that is the result.’

			‘I’m not sure Binky could summon a tidal wave,’ Juniper said sceptically. 

			Portentia glared at her. ‘Can you swim in deep water, Juniper? No, don’t tell me now; when my staff and I are reconciled, I’ll summon a tidal wave and find out then.’ As if to refute that this reconciliation was ever going to take place, Portentia’s staff chose this moment to launch another attack. 

			Smash!

			‘It’s definitely getting weaker,’ Portentia said with satisfaction as they all retook their seats. ‘Now, what were we talking about?’ 

			‘Utter rubbish,’ Juniper retorted. ‘When what we should have been talking about is the Inquisitor. What do you know about her, Portentia? I only know she hasn’t been seen since the end of the War.’ 

			‘I heard the Regent say she was sent into exile,’ Penn said. 

			‘I’m not entirely sure what happened,’ Portentia said. ‘I was a prisoner in Malumest Tor when all that was going on, don’t forget. But from the gossip I’ve heard in town, the Inquisitor turned into one of those mopey types. By all accounts, she hasn’t been herself since she put the Greying Curse on the Wintrish.’ 

			Penn looked at Portentia in shock. ‘The Inquisitor put the Greying Curse on the Wintrish?’

			‘What is that Professor Drip teaching you?’ Portentia asked, annoyed. ‘Haven’t you read Hair-Raising Histories by Arabella Gothard?’

			‘Portentia, those are very academically unsound books,’ Juniper said. 

			‘They are excellent books, Juniper, and they’re far more entertaining than anything written by that bore Hildegard of Flurrier.’

			‘What does Hair-Raising Histories say about the Inquisitor?’ Arthur asked. 

			‘That her name is Lex Talionis and she’s a fearsome giant with a terrifying Talisman known as the Rod of Justice. Through the rod she commands three creatures: Rack, Drowner and Inferno. They’re all trained to extract confessions. Rack pulls at the accused’s limbs, stretching them until their bones pop and snap. Drowner conjures rushing waters that sweep the victim away to terrible places, and Inferno means a trial by fire.’ 

			‘So we’re going to be interrogated by a depressed recluse with a history of savage punishments,’ Arthur said in a hollow tone. ‘Excellent.’

			From outside came a feeble thump on the wall. 

			‘That sounded like a walking stick trying to start a fight,’ Portentia said, sounding relieved. ‘I think I’ll be able to leave soon.’

			Her tone turned brisk. ‘Now, Juniper, I believe your mother has put extra protections on your home to keep you safe. Formidable woman, Edie. I strongly advise all of you to run to Bibliobibuli Cottage and stay hidden there until Edyth and Thaddeus return. However, if you choose not to take my sage advice, I can only wish you well for the long journey ahead and remind you that packing an extra pair of socks is always an excellent idea. I have mine right here.’ She pulled a pair of very colourful long socks out of her pocket and triumphantly waved them around. 

			‘But we’re not going on a long journey,’ Penn said.

			Portentia blinked. ‘No, no, of course you’re not.’ She added cryptically, ‘Unless you are. That would change things.’ 

			Some half-hearted thumps came from the front door. 

			‘I think it’s time I took back control of my Talisman.’ Portentia shoved her socks into her pocket and strode towards the front door. 

			Arthur dived under the bed. ‘I’m just checking you didn’t drop anything under here,’ he called out. 

			Penn and Juniper took several steps backwards, away from the doorway. 

			‘On the count of three, then,’ Portentia called out. ‘One, two, two and a half …’ She threw open the door and Penn saw a blur of motion whirl through the doorway. Portentia flung herself upon her staff and wrestled it to the ground. ‘You … never … did … understand … fractions,’ Penn heard Portentia gasp as she tried to keep the staff down with both hands and a knee. ‘Now, we are going to Hie together, you good-for-nothing twig, whether you like it or not!’

			Binky started to emit sparks and green smoke that made Penn’s eyes water. She had the horrible feeling Portentia was about to lose this fight, but before she could go to the Augur’s aid there was a loud—

			CRACK!

			Portentia and Binky vanished. 
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			Being a princess was the worst.

			Seraphine knew that from the outside her current situation appeared wonderful. It was the day after the boring history lesson and she was standing on the royal dais in the Ballroom of Perianth Palace. A small orchestra was playing a stirring tune and the famous Arylian Sword Dancers were performing. They had formed two perilously high human ladders in the middle of the room by standing on one another’s shoulders. As the small audience watched with bated breath, the two topmost dancers somersaulted up high, had a sword fight in mid-air and then landed triumphantly on the shoulders of the opposite ladder. Everyone watching, with the exception of Princess Seraphine, gasped and burst into applause.

			Arylian Sword Dancing was a very dangerous art form, from which only highly trained performers emerged unscathed. But Seraphine was so uncomfortable she couldn’t concentrate on the daring spectacle. Her ceremonial gown and cloak were making her hot, her tiara was digging painfully into her skull and her new shoes were uncomfortably tight. 

			She had also been ordered to stand during this ceremony, which annoyed her, as the Regent and the Eslit were all sitting down. But Seraphine knew from experience that such commands usually had something to with teaching her Humility or Duty, and as her royal title was Seraphine the Dutiful, she had no choice but to stand there and smile. 

			Seraphine had no idea what today’s ceremony was even about. It was odd that the type of grand show associated with very special occasions was being put on but no members of the public had been invited. It must be just another one of those pointless, boring rituals that the Eslit and the Regent insisted on, for the sake of her royal training. Because that’s the only thing a princess is good for, Seraphine thought crossly. Standing and smiling during stupid, endless ceremonies.

			‘… so now you know, Princess, that an Arylian Dancing Sword can always be identified by its distinctive red hilt!’

			Seraphine jolted to attention to find that the troupe leader, who had been giving her a running commentary for the last twenty minutes, was looking at her, clearly expecting a reply. 

			‘Oh. Yes, of course,’ Seraphine stammered, aware that the Regent, who was seated next to her, was giving her a hard stare. Seraphine quickly repeated the last part of what he’d said, which was the only part she’d heard. ‘A red hilt means it’s an Arylian Dancing Sword. Thank you for explaining it to me.’

			‘Would you like a closer look?’ The troupe leader held out his own sword to her. 

			Seraphine gingerly took the sword and admired it, knowing that he was bestowing a rare honour upon her. The sword was his Talisman and while it was against the Lore to use another person’s Talisman, touching, holding or looking after someone else’s Talisman were all permitted. However, people tended not to do so unless the owner gave them permission, which didn’t often happen. 

			Seraphine handed the sword back and forced a smile as the dancers began another routine. 

			‘See how Michla is holding her sword with both hands and pointing it at Dorian?’ the troupe leader continued. ‘This is where things get very exciting! Watch what happens next.’

			As Seraphine dutifully watched, the sword flew out of Michla’s hands and made a beeline for Dorian. The sword began to dance around Dorian’s feet, forcing him to spin and jump to avoid getting slashed or sliced. 

			It ought to have been very exciting, but the dancers had been performing for a very long time now and Seraphine couldn’t help thinking that even death-defying acts grew dull when you were reasonably sure death would be defied. 

			The Princess was not the only one growing restless. Seraphine could see the Regent tapping her fingers impatiently on the arms of her chair. 

			Seraphine’s gaze drifted to the Casket of Fate, which was resting on a nearby table. During the last Talisman Ceremony it had split in two, but over the past few weeks it had been painstakingly restored by Treasure Guild Artisans. It was now ready to be used in the next Talisman Ceremony, which would take place as soon as the Inquisitor concluded her investigation. The thought filled Seraphine with dread. 

			Seraphine didn’t know why, but members of the Royal House of Arylia never received Talismans of their own, which seemed horribly unfair. Even worse, during the last Talisman Ceremony, the stupid Casket of Fate hadn’t even given her the Sceptre and Orb – the symbols of royal power. They weren’t Talismans, but they would have been better than nothing. Instead, the Casket had given her something that had looked like the Royal Sceptre but wasn’t. It had proven to be very useful at exploding Malevolent glass prisons but beyond that nobody had been able to work out what it did. The Eslit had taken it away ‘for further research and her own safety’ and Seraphine hadn’t seen it since. 

			A chorus of applause broke out and Seraphine realised the Sword Dancers had finally finished and were taking their bows. Snapping back to the present, she smiled and clapped as the dancers and musicians left the Ballroom. Then Gertrude made a signal and the Warriors and Handmaidens, who always accompanied Seraphine everywhere, also left the room, so that only Seraphine, the Regent and the Eslit remained. Startled, Seraphine looked around, wondering what was going on. 

			The Head of the Lore Guild stood up. She unrolled her Talisman: a scroll of blank parchment which filled up with the section of the Lore she needed to refer to. ‘Now we come to the official part of today’s ceremony,’ Eslit Hortense announced. ‘The reason we have gathered here; the solemn, dignified purpose that melds our traditions with ensuring the future peace and prosperity of not just our beloved province but the whole of the noble Empire of Arylia …’

			Seraphine groaned inwardly. When making speeches, Eslit Hortense never used ten words if she could use eighty. Seraphine was going to have to stand there for a while longer and her shoes were so tight – but her gown was floor-length. She might be able to slip her shoes off without anyone noticing …

			Seraphine managed to get her right shoe off, attracting only one glare from the Regent, who noticed her fidgeting. But her left shoe proved more troublesome. Immersed in trying to discreetly remove it, Seraphine almost toppled over when the Regent snapped at her. 

			‘Princess!’

			‘Wha— uh?’ Seraphine quickly stood up straight. 

			‘As I said,’ Eslit Hortense huffed, ‘you are the sole child of Emperor Ranulf and Empress Ianthe. As the last direct blood heir to the throne of the Empire of Arylia, today you become the Guardian of Marvellance for all of the Six Provinces.’ She dropped into a deep curtsy as her scroll rolled itself up. ‘All of the Talismans are yours to command.’

			Seraphine forgot all her royal training. Her mouth dropped open. ‘What?’ 

			‘You are able to use any Talisman you choose, Princess.’

			Seraphine stood there, stunned. All of the Eslit were either looking away or had grim expressions, but Seraphine was still too shocked to wonder why. 

			‘You mean, I can use anyone’s Talisman … and it will work for me?’ Seraphine asked. ‘I won’t be affected by the Greying Curse?’ 

			‘That’s correct, Your Highness,’ Eslit Hortense said, looking uncomfortable. ‘Although using is different from controlling. There’s a reason Arylian children spend years studying how to control their Talismans.’

			‘Is this why the ruler doesn’t get a Talisman of their own?’ Seraphine asked, still dazed. 

			‘Yes,’ the Regent said abruptly. ‘There is one final thing you must know. Of necessity, this has always remained a secret between the Arylian royal family and their most trusted advisors. Therefore, only the people in this room can ever know.’

			‘But what happens if I want – or need – to borrow someone’s Talisman?’ Seraphine asked, confused.

			‘Oh, dear me, no, we strongly advise that you don’t ever do that,’ said Eslit Jorde, the Head of the Treasure Guild, shaking his head. Seraphine hated the way Eslit Jorde always spoke slowly to her, as though she was a very young child or a bit stupid. ‘Using someone else’s Talisman could cause a serious incident.’ 

			‘So I can’t use anyone else’s Talisman?’ 

			‘You can,’ elderly Eslit Genever quavered. ‘The question is whether you should.’ Seeing the confusion on Seraphine’s face, she tried to explain. ‘Your family’s power over all the Talismans has always been a closely guarded secret, Princess. It’s for your own safety.’

			‘My safety?’

			‘Talismans are highly personal and very special to their owners,’ Eslit Arva said quietly. ‘People take great pride in knowing that they have particular gifts in a certain area. For one person to be able to wield great power in every field of endeavour …’ 

			‘We don’t think your subjects will be pleased,’ Eslit Xandra said bluntly. ‘They’re far more likely to be angry and to resent you.’

			Seraphine simply couldn’t equate the adoring, cheering crowds she’d known all her life with this vision of a hostile, jealous populace. She thought for a moment. ‘Did my parents ever use this power?’ 

			There was an uncomfortable silence.

			‘Only once that we know of,’ Gertrude said finally. 

			‘What happened? Was it my mother or father? What Talisman did they use?’

			‘Professor Thripp is in charge of your history lessons, Princess. It would be better if you reserved your questions for him.’

			‘History lessons? I’m asking questions about my parents!’

			‘Who were royalty, which means such questions are of a historical nature and are therefore more appropriate for your tutor,’ Gertrude said smoothly. 

			‘But you just said no-one outside this room can know about the royal power over all the Talismans! How can I ask the Professor if he’s not meant to know about it?’

			‘A very good point. You will have to frame your questions in such a way as to extract the information you want without giving your secret away,’ Gertrude said crisply. ‘I believe you study Conversational Stealth as part of your royal training, so it will be excellent practice for you.’

			Seraphine couldn’t believe what was happening. They had just given her the most exciting gift of her entire life, and were now immediately taking it away. Well, she was a Princess of the Royal House of Arylia. She wasn’t going down without a fight. 

			Seraphine turned to Eslit Hortense. ‘Could I borrow your parchment for a moment, Eslit Hortense? I just want to see if I really can use it.’

			‘My Talisman?’ Eslit Hortense looked aghast. ‘Oh, dear me. It doesn’t seem to want to unroll right now, Princess. Perhaps later.’

			Seraphine turned to Eslit Jorde. ‘Could I borrow your eyeglass Talisman, Eslit Jorde? I’d just use it once and then I’d give it straight back—’ 

			Members of the Eslit were suddenly vanishing at speed, until only the Regent and Seraphine remained in the Ballroom. Seraphine looked speculatively at Gertrude’s Talisman. 

			‘Never,’ Gertrude said. The two syllables dripped ice. 

			Before Seraphine could respond, there was a commotion at the exit. One door flew open and Seraphine saw two Warriors holding back someone who was trying to enter. 

			‘Is that Corin?’ the Regent snapped. ‘Very well, let him in.’

			Corin, the Regent’s son, entered the Ballroom. He was a tall boy who was always quick to take offence or to trade on his mother’s powerful position. As usual, he was accompanied by Angus, a hulking brute of a boy whose favourite pastimes included kicking defenceless creatures and stealing weapons from the Armoury. Snaked around Angus’s right arm was his Talisman: a length of golden rope that marked him as a future Executioner. 

			The Regent did not look very pleased to see her son. ‘I’m in the middle of something important, Corin. This had better not be about that sword again.’ 

			Corin’s cheeks flushed. ‘Well, it is about my sword but—’

			‘Corin, you may have taken the Sword of Destiny out of the Casket of Fate but you were barely able to lift it!’ the Regent said impatiently. ‘Princess Seraphine discovered that it was a Relic, not a Talisman, so she was well within her rights to gift it to another. The matter is closed.’

			‘But, Mother, I—’

			Gertrude grabbed Corin by the arm and hauled him a few steps away. Seraphine tried to keep her attention fixed on the ceiling frescoes but Gertrude’s furious whispers carried in the empty Ballroom. 

			‘The Princess gave that sword to an absolute nobody, who is nonetheless capable of wielding it! Whatever value that noble sword once had is gone, after only days in your possession. You’ve embarrassed both me and yourself. Do not make things worse.’ 

			‘But, Mother, Angus heard—’

			Gertrude cut him off. ‘Do you have the slightest inkling of what I’m dealing with right now? There were supposedly Scavengers on the loose in the Great Library at Anamora. For the first time ever in Arylian history, we have to hold the Talisman Ceremony again because it went so badly wrong we can’t be sure everyone got their rightful Talismans. The Inquisitor is coming to investigate reports that powerful Malevolents are back. And you’re wasting my time whining about a sword that you couldn’t even lift! Talismans must be earnt, Corin. If you are not ready for one, that is not my problem – it’s yours!’ 

			Corin tried to respond but Gertrude wasn’t finished. ‘Your father would be ashamed of you,’ she said. 

			Seraphine almost gasped. She risked a glance at Corin, who looked as though he’d been struck. He was gazing at his mother in shock but Gertrude stared him down. After a moment, Corin hung his head. 

			Seraphine looked away. Corin was a bully, and she didn’t like him, but what Gertrude had said was horrible. 

			The Regent turned on her heel and left.

			‘We didn’t even get to tell her about the spy from Candlemage,’ Angus said, disappointed. 

			Seraphine swung around to look at him. ‘The what?’

			‘I was in Bodkin Forest yesterday morning,’ Angus said. ‘There was a stupid Bundler I was trying to hit with my slingshot. I ended up near that annoying Juniper girl’s cottage and that idiot cousin of hers was in the front garden. He was using the Sword of Destiny – Corin’s sword – to slash weeds.’

			‘He can do whatever he wants with it,’ Seraphine said. ‘It’s his sword now.’ 

			‘But that’s not the important bit.’

			‘Angus, shut up,’ Corin said. 

			‘I’d like to hear the rest,’ Seraphine said, using her most regal tone. Angus looked uncertainly at Corin, but as Seraphine outranked Corin, he went on. ‘I heard him singing.’ 

			Seraphine stared at Angus, baffled. 

			Angus gave an unpleasant smile and then started to sing in a tuneless voice: 

			‘Oh Candlemage!

			Ho Candlemage!

			Land of cows that are old 

			And stinky cheeses of mould …

			I forget the rest.’

			Seraphine’s mind raced. She was one of the few people who knew that the boy everyone believed was Juniper’s cousin Norman was really Arthur, who had somehow stumbled through a border crossing from Candlemage into Arylia.

			‘That’s the Candlemagian anthem,’ Seraphine said slowly, trying to buy some time to work out how to respond. 

			‘Exactly,’ Corin said. ‘So why is he singing it? Why would anyone not from that pathetic province bother learning it?’

			Words tumbled out of Angus in triumph. ‘We think he’s a spy from Candlemage!’

			Seraphine tried to sound sceptical. ‘How could he have got through the Shroud?’

			‘That’s what we wanted to ask Corin’s mum.’ 

			‘Your Slumweed Knot-Sister is friends with that Juniper girl and her cousin,’ Corin said, looking at Seraphine through narrowed eyes. ‘Do you know anything about him?’ 

			‘I don’t talk to any of them.’

			‘Good. You’re a princess. Slumweeds and morons and bookworms shouldn’t be your friends.’ 

			Seraphine almost wanted to laugh. How suitable her friends were definitely wasn’t a problem. She didn’t have any. 

			Corin was looking vindictive. ‘If there has been a spy from Candlemage under my mother’s nose this whole time and we’re the ones who discovered him, she’ll be humiliated.’ He punched Angus on the arm. ‘Come on. I have an idea.’ Corin took a few steps and then turned back to Seraphine. ‘I know you won’t say anything to anyone about this, Princess.’ His tone was polite but Seraphine couldn’t help feeling it masked a threat. Then they left, slamming the huge doors behind them. 

			Seraphine stood alone in the Ballroom, the echoes of the slammed doors gradually fading. She realised that she was teeth-gritted, fist-clenched furious. 

			She was furious with Corin for threatening her. She was furious with the Arylian Sword Dancers for going on for so long. She was furious with Penn for always being with Juniper and Arthur. And she was furious with the Eslit and the Regent for refusing to let her borrow their Talismans. How dare they? She was the Princess of Arylia! When she turned sixteen and became empress, everyone would do exactly as she said or … well, she wasn’t sure what punishments she would mete out, but they would be so terrible no-one would ever risk making her furious again. 

			Giving in to her temper, Seraphine picked up her skirts and then kicked the shoe she’d taken off, sending it skidding across the floor. Then she yanked off her left shoe and hurled it after the first one. It made a satisfying clatter as it bounced across the polished floor. 

			Her fury subsided as quickly as it had come and Seraphine spun around guiltily to check whether anyone had witnessed her bad behaviour. Thankfully, she was still alone. 

			As Seraphine went to retrieve her shoes, it occurred to her that the Regent and the Eslit might be making things as difficult as possible for her but the fact remained: she, Princess Seraphine the Dutiful, Guardian of Marvellance, was the only remaining heir to the Arylian throne. She alone had the power to wield all the Talismans in the empire.

			A rush of glee flooded through Seraphine and she threw her arms out wide and spun around the empty Ballroom. 

			Being a princess was the best.
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			Penn, Juniper, Arthur and Ned stood in front of the forbidding, bolted doors of the Old Courtroom. While everything else in Perianth Palace gleamed and shone from regular polishing, this hallway, and everything in it, was covered in dust. No-one had come near this part of the palace for a very long time. 

			Juniper looked scared. ‘We shouldn’t be here.’

			‘It’s okay,’ Penn said. ‘The Regent and the Eslit had some sort of ceremony in the Ballroom this morning and since then they’ve all been locked away in the Council Chambers. We’re not going to get caught.’

			‘Even so, we can’t go in there, Penn. Nobody has been in there since …’ Juniper’s voice trailed off, but Penn knew what she had been going to say. Beyond these doors lay the room where the Inquisitor had cursed the Wintrish, transforming them into the Grey Ones. Penn must have been in there too when it happened, for a bit of the curse had caught her, turning her hair grey. 

			Ned’s hackles were up, which always happened when he sensed danger. Pushing away her unease, Penn looked at her friends. ‘Eslit Hortense said the Lost History of the Grey Ones is most likely to be on Unhallowed Ground. But the Regent still thought it was worth searching the Inquisitor’s Trove for it. So the Lost History of the Grey Ones must have something to do with the Inquisitor. Portentia told us that the Inquisitor is the one who put the Greying Curse on the Wintrish. All of which makes me think that this –’ she nodded at the Courtroom ‘– must be the cursed place we’re looking for.’ 

			Juniper took a few steps back. ‘This courtroom would definitely qualify as Unhallowed Ground. A curse powerful enough to permanently transform that many people, all at the same time, would have seeped into the floor, the walls, everywhere.’ 

			‘But even if it’s a cursed place couldn’t the Regent get in there with one of the keys from her Talisman?’ Arthur asked. 

			‘It’s not getting in that’s the problem,’ Juniper said. ‘I read up on Unhallowed Ground this morning. If anyone sets foot in there, they won’t ever be able to leave.’

			Arthur turned pale. ‘Oh. That doesn’t sound like a nice cursed place to me.’

			‘Juniper, what about this?’ Penn held up her right hand. Endora’s ring was still softly glowing. ‘I have temporary access to the Vaulting Vault,’ Penn said, starting to feel excited. ‘I could go into the Courtroom, look for the Lost History and then leave via the Vault!’

			Juniper looked horrified. ‘Penn, a Treasure Guild visitor’s ring isn’t going to help you. The book I read said there’s no Talisman that can give protection against Unhallowed Ground and that’s not even a Talisman!’

			Penn felt her hopes crash down. As usual, Juniper’s logic made sense.

			‘Come on, Penn,’ Arthur said kindly. ‘We’ll think of something else.’

			Ned nudged Penn but she stayed where she was, staring stubbornly at the huge doors. The Lost History of the Grey Ones was in there, she was sure of it. It might contain information about her own history, but even if it didn’t, it was a story about the Grey Ones that was missing from the public record. Perhaps it had been lost by accident – but what if it had been deliberately hidden? What was it about the Grey Ones that someone hadn’t wanted anyone else to know? 

			Penn bit her bottom lip as she thought. Portentia said that to purify Unhallowed Ground you had to perform two opposing acts of Marvellance at the same time. But Penn had absolutely no idea what that could mean. 

			A sudden commotion from outside made them all jump. With Ned in the lead, Penn ran down the hallway to a set of heavy doors, Juniper and Arthur following close behind. Penn pushed open one door and stepped out onto a wide balcony that overlooked the palace courtyard. 

			Crowds of people had gathered there. They were all looking up and pointing, with puzzled expressions on their faces. Before Penn had a chance to see what they were pointing at, something floated gently down past her face and landed at her feet. 

			It was a long, thick, white ribbon. Ned sniffed it suspiciously and then backed away, growling. Penn looked up. 

			The sky was filled with swirling white ribbons. They might have been beautiful but for the fact there were so many of them; together they formed an eddying, threatening mass that churned up the sky. 

			‘What’s happening?’ Arthur asked nervously. 

			‘I don’t know,’ Juniper said. She put on her Occulorum and they promptly clouded over. Impatiently, she took them off again so she could see properly. ‘I’ve never seen anything like this before.’

			The ribbons continued to drift down, swirling together before coming to rest in the centre of the courtyard. They were forming something that looked like a nest, Penn thought. 

			The crowd formed a hushed circle around the strange bone-white nest. It was tall now – twice the height of the large Warrior who was standing closest to it – and egg-shaped. One last ribbon drifted silently into place, right at the very top. Everyone held their breath, waiting to see what would happen next. 

			The nest burst into bright white flames. 

			The crowd gasped and stepped back. It wasn’t a nest at all, Penn realised. It was a pyre. 

			The white flames blazed ever higher. Several people were standing dangerously close to the strange fire but it was as though everyone was hypnotised and unable to move. 

			Then a tall figure, enveloped in a white cloak, stepped gracefully from the centre of the blazing bonfire. 

			The Inquisitor had arrived. 
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			‘That’s Lex Talionis?’ Arthur said.

			Penn stared down at the Inquisitor, sharing in Arthur’s surprise. Lex Talionis was the most beautiful woman Penn had ever seen. She had huge green eyes, high cheekbones and full red lips, and while she was tall, she wasn’t a giant like Hair-Raising Histories had said she was. There was no sign of her terrifying creatures either. 

			The Inquisitor waved one gloved hand and smiled warmly at the crowd. A few people tentatively applauded. She made no attempt to move from where she stood and Penn suspected she was waiting for the Regent and the Eslit, who were all looking rattled, to come to her. 

			Eventually, Gertrude stiffly made her way over, the Eslit falling into line behind her. After some brief greetings, Lex Talionis was led away. The official party disappeared into Perianth Palace and the doors shut firmly behind them. 

			As the crowd started to disperse, awed comments about the exquisite beauty of the Inquisitor floated up to the balcony. 

			‘Well, that’s a relief!’ Arthur said, beaming. ‘She seems friendly.’

			‘She didn’t look scary at all,’ Penn agreed, letting Ned scamper onto her shoulder. 

			Juniper snorted. ‘Did you two eat Smungle brains for breakfast? This is much worse than we thought.’

			‘What? Why?’ 

			‘Because if Lex Talionis isn’t frightening to look at, that means she got her reputation because of what she does or how she does it. And that’s a lot worse than a scary-looking giant.’ 

			‘Or perhaps the rumours about her aren’t true,’ Arthur said.

			‘Maybe. But she did just arrive two days early.’ 

			‘So what?’ Penn asked.

			‘So, did you see the Regent’s and the Eslit’s faces? They were completely flustered. She’s got them on the back foot already and all she’s done is show up.’ Juniper looked anxious. ‘Penn, I think we need to forget about the Lost History for now. We should go over what we’re going to say to the Inquisitor.’

			Penn was feeling the opposite to Juniper – she had been so sure Lex Talionis would be another Gertrude, someone harsh and forbidding, that the Inquisitor’s appearance and friendliness had made her feel much better. ‘Okay. But don’t look so nervous, Juniper. We don’t have anything to worry about.’
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			‘We have so much to worry about,’ Arthur said wretchedly. 

			They were sitting on the floor of Penn’s bedroom, in the Princess’s wing of the palace. Ned was on the bed, basking in the warmth of the late afternoon sunshine that poured through the open windows. 

			Juniper picked up the list she’d written out. Penn and Arthur peered over Juniper’s shoulders to read it.

			Summary of our defence for interviews with the Inquisitor

			Witnesses who will testify on our behalf: 

			
					Mum and Dad (absent)

					Portentia (absent, possibly imprisoned again)

					Princess Seraphine (not talking to Penn)

					Bunty the Librarian (still no word from Anamora)

			

			Supporting evidence to back up our stories:

			
					Ajax the dragon (can’t mention, also he’s disappeared)

					Scavenger bite on Dad’s arm (will be healed by the time he returns) 

					Penn’s Talisman, Sparkle (lost in Betwixt and Between)

					The Book of Infinite Secrecy (can’t mention because I stole it and it’s on the way back to Anamora anyway)

					Ned (can’t prove he came from Anamora)

					The ART portal painting of Malumest Tor

			

			‘At least the painting is right here in the palace,’ Arthur said, looking on the bright side as always. 

			‘Has anyone actually seen the painting recently?’ Juniper asked suddenly. 

			Without a word, Penn shot out of the room, Ned hurtling after her. They returned within a short time, both of them out of breath.

			‘It’s gone,’ Penn panted. 

			‘Gone?’

			‘The last time I saw it, it was hanging in the little room next to the Throne Room. It’s not there anymore. There’s a terrible portrait of King Clovis in its place.’ 

			‘But … but no-one knew it was a portal to Malumest Tor except Portentia and us!’ 

			‘And your mum and dad,’ Arthur reminded her. 

			Something clicked into place in Penn’s mind. ‘Juniper? Do you remember your dad saying he gathered evidence from the palace that was still hanging around?’ 

			Juniper groaned. ‘He must have been talking about the painting.’

			Arthur looked awed. ‘Do you think he just sits there making terrible puns all the time that no-one else gets?’ He added in a heartfelt voice, ‘I don’t ever want to get old.’ 

			‘At least that means Mum and Dad have the painting hidden away safely somewhere,’ Juniper said. ‘We have one thing to prove that we’re telling the truth.’

			It wasn’t much, but it was something. Ned jumped onto Penn’s shoulder and rumbled comfortingly, adding to her feeling of reassurance. The inquisition wasn’t due to start for another two days, and Thaddeus and Edie would be back before then. Everything would be fine. 

			Which meant she could go back to concentrating on finding a way to get safely in and out of the Old Courtroom. Because ever since Penn had overheard the conversation between the Regent and Eslit Hortense, a feeling had been growing ever stronger inside her. 

			The Lost History of the Grey Ones was the key to unlocking her past, Penn was certain of it. 
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			Telling her Handmaidens she was tired and wished to rest, Seraphine closed her bedroom door firmly, shutting them out. She curled up in her favourite pink armchair and sank into thought. 

			Seraphine had been dreading the Inquisitor’s arrival because as soon as the inquisition concluded, a new Talisman Ceremony would be held and she’d have to go through the public humiliation of being the only one not to receive a Talisman. Again.

			Only now Seraphine found that she didn’t care about the Ceremony. Or about receiving the Royal Sceptre and Orb, the symbols of royal power. She could use any Talisman she wanted. 

			Seraphine had always wanted to know what it felt like to wield a Talisman. It was the most ordinary thing in Arylia and yet, for her, it had always felt impossibly out of reach. 

			But now she knew that she was more powerful than anyone. Everyone else was confined to one Talisman. She could use them all. A shiver went down Seraphine’s back. The thought of so much power was thrilling. 

			But it was also a bit frightening. 

			A small scroll suddenly flew out of the unlit fireplace. Startled, Seraphine took a step back as the Epistle unrolled. 

			This is an Inquisitorial Summons.

			You are to present yourself immediately at the New Courtroom.

			It would be wise to bring with you a willingness to tell the truth and a respect for obedience.

			Seraphine felt an unexpected twinge of fear. The inquisition was starting already? The Inquisitor had only just arrived. The Epistle hung in the air as though it was glaring at her to make sure she obeyed. 

			‘I’m coming now,’ Seraphine said. She saw her words form on the parchment, underneath the original message. Then the Epistle rolled up and flew back up the chimney. 

			Seraphine decided to change into one of her best dresses to meet the Inquisitor. She wanted to make a good impression, but she also wanted to wear something that matched her newfound status. 

			For she was not just Princess Seraphine the Dutiful, the sole remaining heir to the throne and future Empress of Arylia. She was also the Guardian of Marvellance, the only person with the ability to use all of the Talismans.

			Seraphine had nothing to fear from a mere Inquisitor. The Inquisitor should be afraid of her; she’d just rudely summoned the most powerful person in the empire. 

			Seraphine felt almost sorry for her. 
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			Seraphine had never been in the New Courtroom before. By Perianth Palace’s standards it was a medium-size room and very plain, with no paintings, tapestries or ornaments. There were only dark wooden chairs and tables, and instead of a floating chandelier there was a simple black iron candelabra. 

			The Inquisitor had taken off her white cloak. Seraphine had expected the Inquisitor to be dressed in a severe, dark gown, like the sort the Regent always wore, but to her surprise Lex Talionis was wearing a pair of wide-legged pants and a silk blouse with long, puffed sleeves that was the exact shade of bright green as her eyes. 

			Also in the Courtroom were the Regent, the Eslit and Professor Pinwhistle, who taught history at the Scholarium. He was seated at a small table. A pile of blank parchment was stacked in front of him and he was holding an odd-looking quill. 

			Seraphine felt the Inquisitor’s gaze on her as she entered, preceded as always by Warriors and followed by her Handmaidens. She smiled at the Inquisitor as she approached— and was given a look of utter contempt in return. Seraphine was so startled by this that she stumbled. Instantly, two Warriors and three Handmaidens rushed to her side. Seraphine brushed them off, laughing, even as her cheeks burned. She risked another look at the Inquisitor but the contempt she thought she’d glimpsed had vanished, leaving her wondering if she’d really seen it in the first place. 

			‘Princess, this is the Inquisitor, Lex Talionis,’ the Regent said, in a tone that conveyed her annoyance at Seraphine’s clumsy entrance. 

			The Inquisitor merely nodded at Seraphine. Lex Talionis didn’t curtsy and then promptly made the serious blunder of turning her back on the Princess as she walked away, conferring with the Regent. She had been away from Perianth for so long she had forgotten basic court manners, Seraphine thought. She waited for someone to point out the etiquette breach to the Inquisitor but when no-one did, she moved to take her seat. She felt both offended and petty for caring at the same time. 

			‘I gave orders that you were to be shown to your rooms and offered refreshment, Inquisitor,’ Seraphine heard the Regent say. ‘We do not expect you to begin work at once.’

			‘Yes, they told me.’ The Inquisitor’s voice was low and musical. ‘Very thoughtful of you, Regent. Although one wonders if getting off to a slow start is quite the right tone to set?’ 

			The Regent was so unaccustomed to being spoken to in this manner that it appeared to take her several moments to realise what had just happened. Before she could reply, the Inquisitor turned to Eslit Hortense. 

			‘If I am to fulfil the role of Inquisitor, I will need my Talisman,’ she said coolly. 

			Eslit Hortense jumped. ‘Yes. Of course.’ She beckoned to Eslit Jorde, who stepped forward holding a narrow, shallow box. The Inquisitor opened it and took out a long rod carved from bone, with a blood-red stone set into the top. 

			‘As you can see, Inquisitor, we have kept the Rod of Justice safe for you all these years.’ 

			Seraphine thought Eslit Jorde sounded nervous, which was odd because Eslit Jorde was the powerful Head of the Treasure Guild. 

			‘So kind of you,’ the Inquisitor murmured. She turned the rod over in her hands. Then she held it in one hand and rapped the end on the floor three times in quick succession. Instantly, there was a surge of intense heat and a tall creature appeared, enveloped in a cloak of fire. It was human-shaped but its skin seemed to be made of crumbling ash. Seraphine stared at it in horror.

			‘Inferno,’ the Inquisitor said in a loving voice. ‘It has been such a long time, my faithful friend.’

			Inferno took a step towards Eslit Jorde, who shrank back in fear, shielding his face from the heat. 

			‘No, my pet,’ the Inquisitor said soothingly. ‘This was just a test. Your time will come, I promise.’ She pressed the blood-red stone and Inferno disappeared. 

			‘Was that really necessary?’ Eslit Jorde demanded, his face bright red. Seraphine wasn’t sure if it was from the heat of Inferno or embarrassment. 

			‘Yes,’ the Inquisitor said simply. ‘I had to be sure my Talisman was in good working order. I can tell you’ve meddled with it.’ 

			Eslit Jorde looked mortified but the Inquisitor’s attention had already moved on. Her gaze filled with displeasure as she looked at Professor Pinwhistle. He was holding his quill but it seemed to be moving by itself, words flowing effortlessly onto the page. 

			‘As the Lore dictates, a Historian must act as a Scribe at all Inquisitorial trials to record everything that happens,’ the Inquisitor said sharply. 

			Seraphine started. Trial? Who was on trial?

			‘However, proceedings have not yet officially started. I will tell you when to begin recording, Professor. Until then, please put down your Talisman.’ 

			Professor Pinwhistle looked to the Regent for guidance. When Gertrude nodded tersely, he meekly put down his quill. 

			The Inquisitor turned towards the Regent. ‘I was grieved to hear of the catastrophes that have befallen Perianth of late,’ the Inquisitor said. 

			‘I don’t think I would call them catastrophes,’ the Regent snapped. 

			‘Would you not? Perhaps they are not so serious as I thought,’ the Inquisitor said agreeably. ‘Eslit Hortense, would you kindly read aloud the Epistle you sent me? Professor Pinwhistle, you may now start to record the proceedings.’ 

			Eslit Hortense adjusted her glasses and began to read. 

			‘To Lex Talionis, Inquisitor of Perianth 

			As mandated by Lore, we would be grateful for your assistance to investigate the following matters: 

			1. How a Night Hag was able to breach our defences and abduct the Princess. 

			2. How and why a Wintrish servant girl was given a Talisman—’ 

			‘You may remove that item from the list, Inquisitor,’ the Regent said quickly. ‘That matter has been resolved.’

			Eslit Hortense looked surprised, but Seraphine knew why the Regent didn’t want it investigated. During the last Talisman Ceremony, the Regent had used Penn to try to obtain a Talisman that had never been meant for Penn. The Regent had committed a Heinous Crime by interfering with the Talisman Ceremony, so she definitely wouldn’t want anyone digging into that chain of events. The Inquisitor gave the Regent a suspicious look but gestured for Eslit Hortense to continue. 

			‘Ahem! 

			3. How Scavengers were able to enter the Great Library at Anamora. 

			4. Why Princess Seraphine did not receive the Royal Orb or Sceptre but was given a different sceptre, which no-one has been able to identify.

			5. If Malevolents have truly returned to—’ 

			Lex Talionis held up a hand. ‘Thank you, Eslit Hortense, that will do for now. You were quite right, Regent. Malevolents on the loose and a kidnapped Princess are mere annoyances, not catastrophes.’ Her tone hardened. ‘The loss of control is really quite shocking. One can’t help but wonder what you’ve all been focusing on, instead of your responsibilities.’

			The Eslit shifted uncomfortably, while Gertrude glared at the Inquisitor. 

			‘Professor Pinwhistle, if you would be so kind as to swear the witness in,’ the Inquisitor continued.

			Professor Pinwhistle bustled towards Seraphine. ‘You need to hold the quill and say the words of the Witness Oath exactly as I say them,’ he said. ‘Ready?’

			Seraphine almost rolled her eyes. Of course she was ready. Her chief Handmaiden, who prepared Seraphine for all official ceremonies, had made her memorise the Witness Oath days ago. She knew it off by heart. She took the Professor’s Talisman from him. 

			‘Repeat after me, please, Princess,’ Professor Pinwhistle said. ‘I bore witness …’

			‘I bore witness,’ Seraphine said obediently.

			‘To these events …’

			‘To these events.’

			‘And I swear that the testimony I give is the truth.’

			Seraphine finished the oath. Immediately, she felt as though a sheer veil, that she hadn’t even known was between her and the world, had been stripped away. 

			‘You’re bound by the Witness Oath now,’ Professor Pinwhistle said. ‘It’s not possible to lie while giving your testimony.’ He took his Talisman from her and returned to his desk. 

			‘Thank you, Professor. Princess, I’ll begin with item four in Eslit Hortense’s Epistle.’ The Inquisitor clicked her fingers and a Warrior handed her the sceptre Seraphine had received during the Talisman Ceremony. ‘I am unfamiliar with this item,’ the Inquisitor said. ‘What are its powers?’

			‘It … glowed,’ Seraphine said. ‘When I was imprisoned in the Malevolent glass coffin, it glowed white-hot, only it didn’t burn me. And then it shattered the glass. It wasn’t normal glass, it was unbreakable, so I know it’s really powerful.’ There was something about the Inquisitor’s presence that made her explanation sound silly. It hadn’t seemed silly at all when it happened. It had been extraordinary.

			The Inquisitor was still examining the sceptre intently. ‘And you’re certain it was this object that freed you?’ 

			‘Of course,’ Seraphine said in surprise. ‘What else could have done it?’

			The Inquisitor shrugged. ‘Many things. Perhaps someone who was in the Throne Room that night helped you. I believe there were many people with powerful Talismans present.’ 

			‘I know it was the sceptre,’ Seraphine said. 

			‘But it’s not the Royal Sceptre, is it? And it’s definitely not the sceptre of your mother, the Loreful heir, Empress Ianthe the Shimmering.’ 

			Seraphine had never heard anyone refer to her mother as the ‘Loreful heir’ before. ‘We already know that,’ Seraphine said. It came out a little sharper than she’d intended. The Inquisitor wasn’t looking directly at Seraphine when she spoke to her, which was starting to annoy the Princess. ‘Even Eslit Jorde doesn’t know exactly what it is. He said he’d never seen anything like it before.’

			The Inquisitor handed Seraphine’s sceptre back to the Warrior. ‘Interesting. Regent, please be so good as to make a note that I will also need to question Eslit Jorde.’ Gertrude looked furious at being spoken to like an assistant but the Inquisitor moved on before she could object. 

			‘Princess, you said you were trapped in a Malevolent … coffin, was it? How very gruesome.’

			Seraphine was baffled. Was the Inquisitor mocking her? ‘It wasn’t a coffin, exactly. The Night Hag took me to Malumest Tor and a Malevolent imprisoned me in an unbreakable glass box—’

			‘That later broke,’ the Inquisitor interjected. 

			‘Yes, but …’ Seraphine hesitated, flustered. ‘Anyway, the whole time I was at Malumest Tor I was in the glass box, in a sort of deep sleep. Penn, my Knot-Sister, came to find me and—’

			The Inquisitor waved a hand, indicating that Seraphine should stop talking. ‘I have already read the rest of this fantastical tale in Eslit Hortense’s Epistle. I don’t believe a word of it. Your loyalty to your Knot-Sister is admirable, Princess. But it is misplaced.’

			‘I remember what happened,’ Seraphine said shortly. 

			‘You remember what happened while you were asleep?’ Lex Talionis raised one eyebrow. ‘How very … remarkable.’

			‘I’m not explaining it properly, but I know what happened!’

			‘I believe you think you know what happened,’ the Inquisitor said. ‘But you went through a terrible experience, Princess. I know from my work what exposure to powerful Malevolence can do to a victim’s memory.’

			‘My memory is working perfectly!’ Seraphine snapped. 

			‘Perhaps. However, what you think you know is not necessarily the truth. The truth is something that I will decide.’

			‘Penn saved me,’ Seraphine said hotly. ‘When I was in danger, she came to help me!’

			‘Dear me, it sounds as though you believe you owe some sort of debt to a Slumweed.’ The Inquisitor turned to the Eslit. ‘Would a true Princess of Arylia believe such a thing?’ 

			Evidently unsure whether they were meant to answer, the Eslit stayed silent. The only noise that could be heard was the scratching of Professor Pinwhistle’s quill on the parchment. 

			Lex Talionis turned back to Seraphine. ‘Now, returning to the Royal Orb and Sceptre. You should have received both during the recent Talisman Ceremony. However, the only thing that you received from the Casket of Fate was this unknown sceptre. Do I have that correct?’ 

			‘You do,’ Seraphine said. ‘It is common knowledge, so why do you ask?’

			At last, the Inquisitor looked directly at her. Seraphine had been wanting this, but now that she was pinned underneath that hostile gaze all she wanted was to disappear. 

			‘Because the new ruler of Arylia has always received the Royal Sceptre and Orb during the Talisman Ceremony. They must receive them or …’ She paused. ‘Eslit Hortense, what does the Lore say about the legitimacy of a ruler who has not taken the symbols of royal power out of the Casket of Fate?’ 

			Seraphine started. Dead silence greeted the Inquisitor’s words. 

			Lex Talionis looked around in surprise. All the members of the Eslit were staring at each other, bewildered. Even Professor Pinwhistle looked up in shock, although his quill continued to fill the parchment. Only the Regent’s face was impassive, but her steely-eyed gaze never left the Inquisitor’s face.

			‘What – has no-one checked?’ the Inquisitor asked incredulously. ‘Dear me, there seems to be a severe dereliction of duty going on here.’ 

			‘We had many difficult things to deal with at that time,’ Gertrude said crisply. ‘Uncovering the traitor in our midst was my highest priority.’ 

			The Inquisitor gave a thin smile. ‘Yes, yes, of course, Regent,’ she said in a mollifying tone. ‘I quite understand. You are the ruler of Arylia until Princess Seraphine is crowned empress, isn’t that so? I can see the advantages of maintaining the current situation.’

			Gertrude’s gaze turned to ice, but before she could reply the Inquisitor swept around to Eslit Hortense. ‘As Head of the Lore Guild, I need you to command all of the Scribes to commence an urgent search of every single Lore scroll.’ 

			‘Search the entire Lore? For what?’ Eslit Hortense asked, confused.

			‘For guidance on what to do when there is no Loreful heir to the throne of Arylia, of course. With luck there will be a historical precedent to guide us through this difficult time.’

			Her words were filtering through to Seraphine but they weren’t making sense. No Loreful heir …

			The Inquisitor was still speaking into the stunned silence. ‘The Princess did not receive the symbols of royal power during the Talisman Ceremony, which means she is relying solely on her birthright to support her claim to the throne. But I seem to recall that her official birth records are also missing.’ 

			‘The Princess was born three days before the War ended!’ Eslit Hortense said in a shocked tone. ‘You were here, you know we were fighting for our lives then. No-one was keeping records!’

			‘Which is why you now need to search the Lore, Eslit Hortense,’ the Inquisitor said softly. When she turned her gaze back on Seraphine, it was no longer hostile. ‘Try not to worry,’ the Inquisitor said. ‘I am sure all will be well, Seraphine.’

			Utterly dazed, Seraphine was still able to notice two things. The first was that the Inquisitor had not called her Princess. 

			The second was that the Inquisitor was looking almost sorry for her.
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			Juniper’s summons arrived at Bibliobibuli Cottage in the late afternoon. Penn and Juniper were sprawled on the floor of the sitting room, surrounded by books, trying to glean knowledge about Unhallowed Ground and Lost Histories. Arthur was in the kitchen, making a sandwich. Penn wasn’t sure where Ned was but she’d caught him earlier trying to pull Monty’s socks off while the Bundler slept. She suspected he might be trying again. 

			Arthur came back into the sitting room, eating a cucumber sandwich. He stopped, mid-munch, when he saw the Inquisitor’s Epistle. 

			‘But … but I can’t be questioned alone,’ Juniper stammered, her eyes wide with fright behind her green spectacles. ‘My parents are meant to come with me.’

			The Epistle hung in the air, unyielding as it waited for the right answer.

			‘I’m coming,’ Juniper whispered. 

			Her message formed on the parchment and then the Epistle rolled up and flew away. Looking dazed, Juniper began to put on her shoes. 

			Arthur swallowed his bite of sandwich. ‘Don’t worry, Juniper,’ he said staunchly. ‘You’re the smartest person we know. It’s going to be okay.’ 

			‘We’ll come up to the palace with you,’ Penn said, trying not to sound as worried as she felt. 

			‘No. You and Arthur should stay here. Keep looking for information. Try this book.’ Juniper pulled a book from a floating stack and handed it to Penn. ‘And this one. And maybe these.’ 

			‘Are you sure you don’t want us to come with you?’ Penn asked, adjusting the pile of books in her arms. 

			Juniper shook her head. ‘The Inquisitor isn’t playing by the rules again,’ she said shrewdly. ‘But I have my Occulorum. Maybe when I look at her through my Talisman I’ll be able to work out what she’s up to.’ 

			‘Be careful,’ Arthur said in an anxious tone. ‘Portentia said the Inquisitor has a really powerful Talisman that can summon three horrible creatures.’ 

			A ghost of a smile appeared on Juniper’s face. ‘My Talisman is powerful too, Arthur. I just have to remember something my parents always say.’ She took her green spectacles off and tucked them into her pocket. 

			‘What’s that?’ Penn asked.

			‘Knowledge is power.’ 

			With that, Juniper settled her Occulorum firmly into place on the bridge of her nose. Armed with nothing more than her brains and a pair of Marvellous spectacles, she set off to face the Inquisitor. 
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			Several hours later, Penn and Arthur were still working through the books Juniper had picked out. Ned had fallen asleep on the sofa, his head resting on one of the socks he had managed to wrest from Monty. 

			Penn was immersed in a book called Secrets of Perianth Palace by Hildegard of Flurrier, which was proving far less dull than The Official History of the Empire of Arylia. Penn had been looking for information about Unhallowed Ground but had got distracted by a mention of Eminent Marvels. 

			As the name suggests, Need-to-Knows are secret rooms that may only be accessed by those who know of their existence. Nobody knows exactly how many Need-to-Knows are in Perianth Palace, but one we do know of is the Room of Eminent Marvels. In times past, there were a fortunate few whose powerful Talismans permitted them to perform the rarer of the Eminent Marvels, such as Divisibility and Duress. This particular Need-to-Know was where they could practise and perfect these extraordinary Marvels, hidden away from prying and jealous eyes. Sadly, the room’s location is lost to us, as the rare Eminent Marvels are now extinct. 

			Only they aren’t, Penn thought. She had used Divisibility just weeks ago and without any practice at all. She still wasn’t sure how, but she knew it had something to do with Sparkle. Thinking of her lost Talisman sent a sharp pang through Penn’s heart. She had lost Sparkle in the strange shadow world known as Betwixt and Between and was certain she would never see it again. 

			Feeling guilty, Penn checked to make sure Arthur couldn’t see what she was reading. Neither Juniper nor Arthur knew that Penn had used Divisibility or that she’d Dominated a dragon, which in turn had unlocked the Dead Language for her. Portentia had advised Penn not to discuss it with anyone and given that she could no longer use any of those powers she hadn’t wanted to talk about it anyway. 

			Penn hastily closed the book as the front door of the cottage banged and Juniper returned, looking ashen-faced. 

			‘What happened?’ Penn asked anxiously. 

			Juniper slumped into an armchair. ‘It was awful. It was just me and the Inquisitor.’

			‘What did she say?’ Arthur asked.

			‘She started off by asking about my parents. Who they were, what they did … I was so nervous she was going to ask where they were I think it made her even more suspicious. Then she started asking questions about Penn.’

			‘About me?’

			Juniper nodded. ‘She asked what your duties were, how we became friends, if you and Seraphine were close. And she asked about Sparkle.’

			‘Sparkle?’

			‘She asked if I thought it was odd that you received the exact Talisman we needed to reveal the Night Hag’s true identity,’ Juniper said. 

			This had never even crossed Penn’s mind. ‘Seraphine got exactly what she needed too,’ she said slowly. ‘If she hadn’t got that sceptre, she’d still be trapped in that glass box.’

			‘Did the Inquisitor ask about me?’ Arthur asked nervously. 

			‘I don’t know,’ Juniper said. ‘I don’t think so.’ 

			‘How can you not know?’ Penn demanded.

			‘It’s the way she talks!’ Juniper said in frustration. ‘She said things and I agreed with them but then I realised it wasn’t what I’d meant at all. But because I’d already said it, if I tried to take it back I ended up sounding like a liar.’ 

			Penn’s heart sank. If Juniper hadn’t been able to hold her own against Lex Talionis, Penn didn’t stand a chance.

			‘Also … I heard one of her creatures. I think it was Rack.’ Juniper shuddered. ‘There was this awful noise … like bones cracking …’ She recited softly, ‘Rack, Drowner and Inferno. She told me her creatures symbolise her role as Inquisitor. Do you notice what the names all have in common?’ 

			‘They’re all terrible,’ Arthur said promptly. ‘I would have called them Florence, Opal and Hoppy.’

			Juniper shook her head. ‘Don’t you see? The rack, trial by fire, drowning … they’re all linked to punishments.’ Juniper took off her Occulorum and polished them. Penn saw with a shock that Juniper’s hands were trembling. ‘As soon as I realised that, I saw a truth about the Inquisitor through my Occulorum.’ Juniper took a deep breath. ‘She doesn’t care about the things she’s been brought here to investigate. She’s here for some kind of revenge.’ 
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			Penn was awakened in the middle of the night by an aggressive Epistle hitting her on the head. The Epistle then had to dodge out of Ned’s reach, as the Huggle Beast had been curled up next to Penn and was furious at having his sleep disturbed. With foreboding, Penn read the summons. Then she got dressed and went to break the news to Juniper and Arthur. 

			‘You have to go now?’ Juniper said incredulously, rubbing her eyes. ‘It’s after midnight!’ 

			Penn handed Ned to Juniper. ‘Stay here, Ned,’ she told him. ‘Please. I don’t want you to get into trouble too.’ 

			The Huggle Beast gazed at her mournfully. 

			Juniper, Arthur and Ned all followed Penn down the stairs and watched as she pulled on her boots and cloak. 

			‘What should I do if the Inquisitor asks something I can’t answer without getting someone else into trouble?’ Penn asked anxiously. ‘Like Juniper’s parents having a secret exit through the Shroud. Should I lie?’

			‘Doesn’t lying usually make things worse?’ Arthur asked. 

			‘You don’t have to lie,’ Juniper said firmly. ‘You just have to prevaricate.’

			‘Pre— what?’ Arthur asked.

			‘Hedge. Quibble. Beat around the bush. Whatever you do, just try to avoid yes and no answers, Penn. If you do that, I’m sure you’ll be fine.’ 

			Penn nodded and pulled up her hood. But as she slipped through the front gate of the cottage and into Bodkin Forest, the dread creeping over her seemed to say she wasn’t going to be fine at all. 
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			Penn waited in the dimly lit Throne Room for the Inquisitor to arrive, her stomach in knots. The room was usually ablaze with lights from several floating chandeliers but tonight it was cloaked in shadow. Penn couldn’t even see the sleeping Panthera at the foot of the throne. It only now occurred to her that it was odd she’d been summoned here and not to the New Courtroom, as Juniper had been. 

			As Penn took off her cloak, the old Clock Immemorial sputtered awake, its irregular ticking sounding unnaturally loud in the silent room. ‘Killing Time,’ the Clock wheezed.

			‘I’m not killing time, I’m waiting for someone,’ Penn hissed. A horrible thought occurred to her. The Clock couldn’t actually have meant …

			Footsteps behind her made Penn jump. She swung around to find herself face to face with the person who had placed the Greying Curse on the Wintrish. 

			‘You must be Penn, Princess Seraphine’s Knot-Sister.’ After what Juniper had said, the Inquisitor’s tone was unexpectedly warm and friendly. 

			Penn swallowed hard. ‘Yes.’ 

			The Inquisitor smiled at her. ‘You look as though I’m about to eat you, child! Here, let’s sit and then we can have a comfortable chat.’ She strode over to the Eslit’s golden chairs and sat down on one of them. Holding the Rod of Justice in one hand, she patted the seat of the chair next to her with the other, indicating where Penn should sit. 

			Penn hung back. ‘Those chairs are for the Eslit,’ she said. ‘No-one else is allowed to sit on them.’ Especially not me, she thought. 

			‘And especially not a Wintrish girl, I’ll bet,’ the Inquisitor said drily, seemingly reading Penn’s thoughts. ‘Never mind, I have a better idea. We can talk as we walk. Come with me.’ She strode out of the room, her Talisman in one hand. After a moment’s hesitation, Penn followed. 

			Together they made their way through the quiet and dark palace corridors, the Inquisitor’s high heels tapping on the polished floor. 

			‘The way your eyes constantly change colour is very unusual,’ the Inquisitor said. ‘Although I expect you get tired of people commenting on your eyes and hair.’ 

			‘It’s okay,’ Penn mumbled.

			‘And you are responsible for Quintessence, is that correct?’ the Inquisitor asked, turning down a little-used hallway. Penn was too busy trying to keep up with her long strides to wonder where they were going. 

			‘Yes,’ Penn replied, realising she was doing the exact opposite of what Juniper had told her to do by answering directly. But this didn’t feel like an interrogation. 

			‘Do you like it?’

			Penn thought for a moment. ‘Yes,’ she answered honestly. ‘I didn’t used to but now I do.’

			The Inquisitor looked down at her and raised an eyebrow. ‘You enjoy being a servant?’ There was warm disbelief in her tone and Penn found herself smiling as she considered how ridiculous it must sound. 

			‘I don’t like being a servant,’ she clarified. ‘But Quintessence is interesting.’

			‘Ah, so you can smile,’ the Inquisitor teased. ‘For a moment I was worried that your Knot-Sister and your friend Juniper had told you such terrible things about me, you might refuse to help me. Were they very scared of me?’

			Penn came to a dead stop. The Inquisitor turned to look at her with twinkling green eyes. 

			‘You … you didn’t mean to scare them?’ Penn stammered. 

			‘Oh, I did. I had to, you see. I have a reputation to uphold.’ Her expression turned serious. ‘I need the Regent and the Eslit and, well, everyone, to believe that I’m still the terrifying Inquisitor they remember.’ She paused. ‘It’s the only way I can accomplish what I really came here to do.’

			Juniper’s warning rang in Penn’s ears. ‘She’s here for some kind of revenge.’ 

			‘I thought you were here to investigate all the strange things that happened,’ Penn said carefully. 

			The Inquisitor started to walk again. ‘That’s the reason the Regent brought me back from exile. But now that I’m here, this is my chance to do something I’ve been wanting to do for a very long time.’ She came to a halt outside a set of large, dusty doors. 

			It was the entrance to the Old Courtroom. 

			‘We’ve spoken of what I know about you,’ the Inquisitor said. ‘Now I want to guess what you’ve heard about me.’ 

			Penn looked down. 

			‘I think you’ve been told that I’m the monster responsible for transforming your kinsfolk into Grey Ones.’ The Inquisitor paused and then said softly, ‘It’s not true.’

			Penn’s head shot up. 

			‘I was the Inquisitor in charge of the trial of the Wintrish. It was a complex case, due to the severity of the charge and the huge number of defendants. Making everything worse was the terrible anger of Perianth’s citizens.’

			‘Why were they angry?’ Penn asked. 

			‘The War had just ended with the Battle for Malumest Tor. News began to trickle back from the battlefield that scores of Wintrish had been discovered fighting on the Malevolents’ side. The Arylians in Perianth were furious with the Wintrish traitors but they couldn’t get to them. So they took their anger out on the innocent Wintrish still living in Perianth.’ Penn could hear the outrage in her voice. ‘An angry mob set fire to the Wintrish Quarter. I saw it burn with my own eyes.’ The Inquisitor took a deep breath. ‘I didn’t curse the Wintrish, Penn. You must believe me.’

			‘But … but then who did?’

			‘I don’t know. I only caught a glimpse of a shadowy figure. Then the grey mist came down and I was surrounded by bodies with terrible blank faces …’ The Inquisitor shuddered. 

			Penn’s thoughts were so chaotic she wasn’t even sure where she was anymore. But before she could form a question, the Inquisitor spoke again in a very soft voice. 

			‘There is one other thing I remember.’ She paused. ‘You.’

			‘Me?’

			‘You were the tiniest little thing,’ the Inquisitor said, smiling. ‘A newborn babe with big eyes and a shock of dark brown hair.’

			Penn felt dizzy. One hand went to her cropped grey hair. ‘You saw me before the curse?’ she asked hoarsely. 

			The Inquisitor nodded. ‘There’s something else you need to know. There was someone holding you that day, Penn.’ She gazed at Penn with compassion. ‘Your mother.’

			Penn stared at her in shock. ‘But that means …’ Penn staggered and almost fell, but the Inquisitor caught her. ‘She’s here,’ Penn whispered. ‘My mother is here.’ Emotions cascaded through her like a raging torrent: joy, bewilderment … anger. ‘I thought my family was in Midwinter! Knot-Siblings are always taken away from their families at three days old and brought to Arylia! That’s the tradition, that’s what they taught me. No-one ever told me my mother was right here!’

			‘That is the tradition, but during the War many things happened differently, Penn. Also, they may have decided not to tell you out of kindness, not cruelty,’ the Inquisitor said. ‘Perhaps they thought it better that you didn’t have to see your mother …’ She didn’t finish the sentence but Penn knew what she meant. Voiceless. Completely subservient. Unable to laugh or cry or to feel anything. Unable to think. 

			Penn wouldn’t have cared. She would have given anything just to sit quietly with her mother, to hold her hand, to recognise her when she passed by in the street. She fought back tears. ‘What about my father?’ 

			‘I’m sorry, Penn, I don’t know anything about your father. There were so many Wintrish in the room that day. I only remember you and your mother because you were the only child there.’ She paused. ‘And because I rescued you.’

			Penn’s heart was beating so wildly in her chest it felt as though it might explode. 

			‘Whoever I saw summoned the Greying Curse. Then the screaming started.’ The Inquisitor was no longer looking at Penn, but into the distance. ‘There was so much screaming … but then I heard a different kind of cry. I turned and saw you. Your mother was already cursed. So I picked you up and ran.’ Her gaze shifted back to Penn. ‘By the time we made it to this corridor, your hair had turned grey.’ 

			The Inquisitor took a deep breath. ‘Of course, no-one believed me about the mysterious figure I’d seen. The Regent and the Eslit accused me of breaking the Lore. They said I’d carried out the punishment without a proper trial, that I’d taken sides, rather than pursued the truth. They couldn’t prove it but they still managed to force me into exile. And I was so broken that …’ She faltered. ‘I just went.’ 

			The Inquisitor’s voice turned urgent. ‘You know the truth about what happened in the past now, Penn. But here, in the present, I need your help and we don’t have much time. I’m not meant to have any contact with you alone. Do you know why the Regent ordered that I be kept away from you?’ 

			Penn shook her head. 

			‘Because she’s afraid.’

			‘Of what?’ 

			‘She’s afraid that I’ll tell you there’s a way to lift the Greying Curse.’

			Penn stared at her. ‘The Greying Curse is permanent. Everyone knows that.’

			‘That’s what you’re all told because that’s what they want you to believe. There is a way to reverse it, Penn, but I need your help to do it.’

			Penn felt frozen to the spot. It was impossible. She’d be a fool to believe it but … wild, exhilarating hope exploded inside her, so fierce it almost hurt. 

			Somehow, Penn found her voice. ‘How—’ she croaked. She cleared her throat and tried again. ‘How do we lift the curse?’

			‘First, we have to find proof of what really happened that day. There was a Scribe writing down everything during the trial. Those pages are the official trial transcript. And I’m certain that transcript is still in there.’ She nodded towards the doors of the Old Courtroom. 

			Everything suddenly made sense. Penn looked up at the Inquisitor. ‘The Lost History of the Grey Ones … it’s the trial transcript.’

			The Inquisitor looked surprised and Penn quickly tried to explain. ‘That’s what the Regent called it.’ Her cheeks grew hot. ‘I overheard her talking about it. She’s trying to find it.’

			‘I suppose it would be a Lost History now,’ the Inquisitor mused. ‘Living alone in exile, it’s easy to forget how many years have passed.’ 

			‘Do you know why the Regent wants to find it?’

			‘Yes, I think I do. I believe she knows – she’s always known – that I was telling the truth about someone else being in the Courtroom that day. I think she knows who really cursed the Wintrish and she’s trying to protect them.’

			‘Why would she do that?’

			‘That I don’t know. But so much about that trial was unusual, Penn; it was a closed trial, which means no members of the public were allowed in to watch. The Eslit and the Regent insisted upon it. They said it would be safer, given the recent attack on the Wintrish Quarter. Also, Talisman theft is a Heinous Crime, which means the Regent and the Eslit should have been present at the trial. But they said they were too busy creating the Shroud and that I was more than capable of handling it alone.’ She gave a bitter smile. ‘It seemed odd but we’d just come out of a war, so I did my duty. It wasn’t until they accused me of breaking the Lore that I began to wonder if I’d been set up.’

			Penn was trying hard to follow all of this. ‘So if the Regent finds The Lost History—’

			‘She’ll destroy it. Which is why you need to get to it first.’

			‘Me?’

			The Inquisitor slid back the bolt on the doors. Gently, she pushed one door. It swung open without a sound and Penn felt a draught of cold air. Involuntarily, she took several steps back. ‘You’re right to be cautious,’ the Inquisitor said. ‘The Greying Curse left its mark on this place. This is Unhallowed Ground now, which is extraordinarily dangerous.’

			‘I know,’ Penn said. ‘Juniper said that anyone who goes in there can never leave.’ 

			‘Clever Juniper is right. Only I don’t think it applies to everyone. Unhallowed Ground only traps those who could, in any way, be held responsible for whatever terrible acts took place there. Should they return to the scene of their crime, they’ll be trapped there forever. That’s why no Arylian can enter the Old Courtroom. It was our system of Lore that condemned the Wintrish. But I believe there’s one person who can enter this room without coming to any harm, who couldn’t possibly be considered responsible for what happened here.’ Her gaze lingered on Penn’s short grey hair. ‘Because you were almost one of the Greying Curse’s victims.’

			Penn looked at her in disbelief. 

			The Inquisitor smiled ruefully. ‘I told you I needed your help. But I promise you, Penn, if you retrieve The Lost History of the Grey Ones from that room and bring it to me, we’ll be able to remove the curse.’

			‘Why would you do this?’ Penn asked suddenly. ‘You’re Arylian. Why do you want to help the Wintrish?’

			‘Your friend Juniper is Arylian, isn’t she? And I believe you’re also close to her parents. So you know that not all Arylians are enemies of the Wintrish.’

			She grabbed Penn’s hand and held it tight. Her hand was warm. ‘I know I’m asking you to take a tremendous risk. But finding that Lost History might be the only way we can finally right this terrible wrong.’ She released Penn’s hand and let her own drop to her side. ‘But it’s your choice, Penn.’ 

			Penn knew it wasn’t really a choice at all. If there was any chance, no matter how slim, to reverse the Greying Curse, to finally meet her mother, she had to take it. 

			She swallowed hard. ‘Tell me what to do.’

			‘Brave girl!’ The Inquisitor clasped her hand again and gave it a brief squeeze. ‘All you have to do is enter the Courtroom and search for a small leatherbound book. Now, listen carefully. There’s strong Marvellance protecting the entrance to this room so once you cross the threshold, I will not be able to see or hear you. I cannot go with you but I can send one of my creatures with you. Should you get into trouble, my creature will do their best to pull you out of the room.’ 

			The Inquisitor raised the Rod of Justice. ‘Which of my creatures shall I call?’ she mused. ‘Perhaps Drowner. Yes, Drowner will do very well.’ She tapped the Rod of Justice twice on the ground. 

			For a moment all was silent. Then Penn heard something behind her. A slow dripping noise. When she turned around, she had to stop herself from screaming. 

			Standing before her was a creature of the deep, watery realms, where light never reaches. Its wrinkled skin was pearl-white and translucent, showing slimy blue veins. It was sodden and dripping, and dark water streamed from its unblinking eyes. 

			Seeing Penn’s fright, the Inquisitor spoke gently. ‘The tools that help an Inquisitor perform their duties have always had to be a little … unsettling. A measure of fear does wonders for getting to the truth.’

			The sinister creature took a step towards Penn, its flabby arms outstretched. Penn shrank back. 

			‘Drowner, you are not to touch Penn unless it’s an emergency,’ the Inquisitor said sternly. Drowner’s arms dropped to its sides. It stood passively but kept its gaze on Penn. 

			‘Poor Drowner is very much misunderstood,’ the Inquisitor said sadly. ‘It’s really a remarkable creature, with a particular talent for revealing a heart’s true desire.’

			‘How … how does that help you?’

			‘Drowner can conjure rushing waters that sweep you away to wherever you truly wish to be. This might sound pleasant, but it can have very unfortunate consequences if a truth you wish to keep hidden is revealed.’ She smiled fondly at her creature. ‘I remember Drowner using its talents on a notorious thief once. She led Drowner straight to the cave where she had hidden all the valuable items she had stolen.’ Lex looked back at Penn. ‘I think it’s time. Are you ready?’

			Dry-mouthed, Penn nodded. 

			The Inquisitor looked Penn straight in the eyes. ‘Bring me The Lost History of the Grey Ones and together we’ll save the Wintrish.’ Her voice cracked. ‘I think I rescued you that day for a reason, Penn. You’re the only one who can do this.’ 

			With Drowner a few steps behind her, Penn moved towards the open door. She faltered as she drew closer and felt the chill seeping out of the room. 

			Penn put one hand against the doorframe and was about to take her first step into the room when a harsh voice rang out. 

			‘Stop right there!’

			Penn spun around to see the Regent striding down the corridor towards them, followed closely by Seraphine, the Eslit and a handful of Warriors and Handmaidens. The Regent and the Eslit had all thrown cloaks on over their night attire, while Seraphine was wearing an embroidered silk dressing gown and matching slippers. 

			Penn and Seraphine locked eyes. Penn’s Knot-Sister binding fizzed with a sharp shock. 

			‘Penn, no!’ Seraphine screamed.

			Seraphine and the Warriors broke into a run. 

			Penn threw herself over the threshold. Abruptly, all sound cut off and Penn found herself standing on the Unhallowed Ground of the Old Courtroom. 
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			Penn stood in the Old Courtroom, her heart pounding. Her Knot-Sister binding was taut with fear, which told her Seraphine was afraid for her too. Drowner was a short distance away, ceaselessly dripping water, still watching her with its horrible unblinking eyes. 

			Penn glanced back at the doorway but it was as though a curtain of black gauze had dropped over it. She glimpsed shadowy shapes beyond but no sound penetrated the heavy silence of the moonlit room. 

			Penn looked around. She had expected to see visible signs of the horror that had taken place here. Some clear signifier of terror. 

			But it was just a large, musty room. The only thing that felt different to anywhere else in the palace was the unnatural cold. 

			And then she walked into the centre of the room. Instantly, Penn felt goosebumps rise on her skin. All of her felt cold, not just her outsides but her insides too. Her blood seemed to run a little slower and colder as she realised it was pure horror lingering in the trapped air. This must be the Shiver Portentia had spoken of, the place where all the bad memories were concentrated. 

			Somehow she made herself take a step forward. Then another and another, until she had passed through the Shiver. Still shaking, Penn made her way to the huge windows that took up an entire wall and paused there to look out, rubbing her arms to warm up. 

			In the moonlight, she could see the Wintrish Quarter, which had been shoddily rebuilt after the War. The small houses were crammed together and leant at odd angles. A lump rose in Penn’s throat as she realised that her mother must live in one of those houses. She turned away and gazed around the Courtroom, filled with even fiercer determination to find The Lost History. 

			To her left was a raised platform with a grand desk and carved wooden chair. This must have been where the Inquisitor had sat during the trial. At the back of the room was another, much smaller desk. 

			Penn searched the larger desk first, even crawling underneath it, but she found nothing. With Drowner still watching her every move, she headed towards the smaller desk, taking care to avoid the Shiver in the centre of the room.

			The second desk was dark purple and must have been where the court Scribe had sat, recording the trial. Penn crawled underneath and checked its underside. Nothing again. Feeling defeated, she slumped into the Scribe’s chair, unsure what to do next. Then she sat up straight as something caught her eye. They were faded and barely visible – but there were definitely letters etched into the desk. Which, now Penn looked at it properly, was exactly the same colour and style as the desks in the Schoolroom …

			She ran her fingers over the carved initials: PM. Then she pressed down hard. Penn heard the familiar click as a secret drawer slid open. Her heart started to beat faster, for inside was a small leatherbound book. 

			Penn reached in and lifted the book out. The lettering on the cover was so faint she could barely read it.

			… an Account … Closed Trial … Win…

			She had found The Lost History of the Grey Ones. 

			Penn sat, trembling, as she held the book that was the key to freeing her mother and so many others. Finally, she tried to open it. 

			The book wouldn’t open. Penn turned The Lost History on its side and saw that its pages appeared uncut. The book was sealed. For a moment she felt dismay but then she shook it off. She had done her part. The Inquisitor would know what to do next.

			Penn stood and made her way back towards the exit. She stopped when she caught sight of the shapes on the other side of the doorway. One of them had to be the Regent – and she wanted to destroy the truth that Penn was holding in her hands. 

			Penn shoved the book down the small of her back, checking that it was safely held by the waistband of her black pants and covered by her shirt. Once she was sure it was perfectly secure, she looked up. 

			Drowner was standing right in front of her. The ghastly creature blocked her way, its flaccid arms reaching for her. Penn took a step back. Drowner shook its arms again, more insistently, and let out a horrible keening sound. 

			‘I can’t give you the book!’ Penn hissed. She knew the others couldn’t see or hear her but it still felt odd, knowing they were only on the other side of the open door. ‘If the Regent sees it, she’ll destroy it. I’m going to give it to the Inquisitor, I swear. I want to give it to her. I just have to keep it hidden right now. Do you understand?’

			The creature stared at her, dark water coursing from its unblinking eyes. Then Drowner sprang forward, its wrinkled hands reaching eagerly for Penn. One ice-cold, clammy hand grabbed Penn by the wrist with surprising strength. Terrified, Penn met the creature’s uncanny gaze. Drowner’s other hand pressed against her heart. 

			And, just like that, she was gone. 
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			Penn was swept off her feet by a wall of icy rushing water and sent spinning under. She kicked out, looking around wildly, unable to tell which way was up. She tried to swim through the murky depths, her lungs bursting. But it was no use. A vortex of black water was sucking her down …

			Abruptly, Penn fell through the bottom of the vortex, landing on her hands and knees, gasping for air. Somehow, she was completely dry. The black, icy water had entirely disappeared and in its place was thick, glutinous mud.

			Noise hit her like a physical blow. Howls and screams and the clash of weapons. Instinctively, Penn crouched down lower and then gazed around in horror. 

			She was in the middle of a battlefield. All around her fighting raged; she could see Gargoths, Implings and gigantic Hybrids fighting viciously against Talisman-wielding Arylians in mud-spattered armour. 

			A ghastly scream tore through the sky. Penn looked up and saw the enormous shape of a dragon circling overhead, its jaws spewing fire. Behind the dragon loomed a sinister castle that she immediately recognised. Penn’s heart stopped. The castle wasn’t the only thing she’d seen before. She’d seen all of this before, rendered in dark-coloured swirls in the painting that was a portal to this terrible place.

			She was in the centre of the Battle for Malumest Tor. 

			There was no more time to think. Thundering hooves were charging straight towards her. Penn tried to throw herself out of the way— but it was too late. She screamed as the Tantivy knocked her to the ground and trampled her, then lay gasping as the huge, antlered beast sped onwards. She had felt only a shock of cold impact, like having freezing water thrown at her. She sat up, bewildered. Was this a ghost world?

			To her left, a Hybrid shrieked as an Arylian Warrior plunged her sword in deeper, making sure that her foe could not survive. 

			And it was then Penn realised the truth. 

			The battle was real. 

			She was the ghost. 

			Penn ran, stumbling through the mud. She knew no-one could see her, but she still tried to duck and weave; the ice-cold sensation as they passed through her just as terrifying as seeing violence and death at close range. 

			She tripped and fell, landing again on her hands and knees. A Warrior loomed above her, mounted on a huge black Tantivy. He raised his sword high and then swung it down in a shining arc. The head of a Gargoth fell at her feet, its foul-smelling white blood spraying out in all directions. 

			Shaking with fright, Penn looked up. The Warrior’s dark blue eyes stared straight into hers. 

			He could see her. 

			The Warrior took off his helmet and dismounted, still staring at Penn. He opened his mouth to speak, but then looked down in alarm. 

			Dark crimson vines had coiled around his ankles. They rapidly snaked their way up over his limbs, his torso, his head. Within seconds he was covered, and the vines began to pull him down, as though they wanted to bury him alive in the churned-up mud. 

			‘No!’ Penn screamed. 

			Frantically, she tried to dig him free, tearing and pulling at the vines, but it was like trying to break iron. Penn yanked on one of the vines, but she felt it resist; the other end was tethered to something …

			Penn looked up. 

			The vines were pouring from the fingertips of a woman with dark brown skin and long silver hair. 

			The woman was focused on the vines, watching intently as they carried out their gruesome work. The noise of the battle was still shrieking in Penn’s ears, but even so she could hear the woman murmuring a string of words over and over in a language that felt strangely familiar. Penn wasn’t even sure she was hearing the woman’s voice; it was as though the words were her own thoughts, but spoken in that eerie voice Penn had heard before. The voice that had said they were family …

			Acennan. Weaxan. Acwellan. Acennan. Weaxan. Acwellan. 

			Hypnotised, Penn began to say the words too. Their meaning started to take shape in her mind. Acennan: bring forth. Weaxan: grow. Acwellan—

			As though Penn had shouted, the silver-haired woman’s gaze suddenly locked on Penn. Seconds later, a tide of Malevolence hurled Penn viciously into the air and then slammed her back into the mud. Terrified, Penn struggled to stand up, but she couldn’t pull herself free. The thick mud was everywhere and it was dragging her down. Hopelessness overwhelmed her. She couldn’t fight any longer, she was going to die here …

			Get up. 

			The sounds of war vanished. 

			With a gasp, Penn’s eyes flew open. She looked around wildly. The battlefield had disappeared and there wasn’t a speck of mud anywhere on her. She was huddled on the floor of the palace corridor, outside the Old Courtroom. Everyone was looking down at her in shock, including the Inquisitor.

			Seraphine tried to run to her but the Regent grabbed her. ‘Stay back!’ she ordered. 

			The Inquisitor bent over Penn. Drowner stood between them and the others, blocking them from view. 

			‘Did you find it?’ the Inquisitor whispered. 

			Penn couldn’t answer. She was frozen with fright. It had felt so real; she could still see the fighting and smell the mud and hear that voice inside her head—

			‘Let me go!’ Seraphine said furiously. She ran to Penn and knelt beside her. ‘Penn, what’s wrong? What happened?’

			Penn began shivering uncontrollably. She wasn’t sure what was real and what wasn’t. She tried to speak but couldn’t form words. 

			Seraphine swung around to face the Inquisitor. ‘What did your creature do to her?’

			‘What it is trained to do,’ the Inquisitor said in a bored voice, standing up straight again. Drowner moved back, falling into place behind her. ‘The foolish girl was intent on trespassing on Unhallowed Ground. She’s extremely fortunate that Drowner and I were passing by. If I hadn’t immediately told Drowner to follow her and take her to her heart’s desire, she would never have escaped from that room.’

			Gertrude’s gaze was like flint. ‘The Slumweed has lived in this palace all her life but all of a sudden she decided to go into that particular room in the middle of the night? I find that very unlikely, Lex.’ 

			The Inquisitor shrugged. ‘You may be familiar with how Slumweeds behave, Gertrude. I am thankful to say that I am not.’ 

			‘She went to her heart’s desire?’ Seraphine looked back at Penn. Her expression cleared. ‘That’s why she’s shivering! She must have gone to Midwinter. It’s always freezing there, isn’t it?’ 

			The Regent drew closer to Penn. ‘The Inquisitor’s creature will reveal the truth, even if you don’t,’ she said to Penn, her expression unreadable. ‘Tell me where you went.’ 

			Penn couldn’t have come up with a lie, even if she’d wanted to. ‘Malumest Tor,’ she croaked. 

			The Regent started and the Eslit gasped. Someone whispered, ‘But … that means her heart belongs to the Malevolents!’ 

			‘Look at her!’ Seraphine said impatiently. ‘She clearly doesn’t know what she’s saying! Penn would never want to go to Malumest Tor!’ 

			‘Inquisitor, does your creature confirm this?’ the Regent demanded. 

			Drowner nodded. 

			‘Then we are left with no choice.’ The Regent snapped her fingers at one of the Warriors. ‘Take the Slumweed to a cell and stand guard outside. No-one but myself is to enter her cell or have contact with her, is that understood?’

			‘Penn’s a prisoner?’ Seraphine said in disbelief. ‘But she hasn’t done anything!’

			‘The girl just admitted that her heart’s desire led her to the Malevolents’ former stronghold!’ Eslit Hortense said, visibly disturbed. ‘For the safety of us all, she needs to be locked up, Princess.’

			‘I will personally accompany our honoured guest back to her quarters before I go to the prison cells to question the Slumweed,’ the Regent said. ‘Princess, please return to bed. I advise the rest of you to do the same.’

			Still shivering, Penn looked up at the Inquisitor. But with Seraphine by her side and the Regent waiting to escort Lex to her room, there was no chance for any further whispered conversation. Lex pressed the blood-red stone set into the Rod of Justice and Drowner disappeared. With Gertrude sticking close beside her, Lex made her way back down the hallway. Casting uneasy looks at Penn, the Eslit followed. 

			Two Warriors approached, to take Penn away. Seraphine looked down at her Knot-Sister helplessly. ‘What should I do?’ 

			‘Juniper,’ Penn managed to whisper. 

			Then the guards led Penn away. 

		

	
		
			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Still wearing her dressing gown and slippers, Princess Seraphine waited outside Bibliobibuli Cottage, holding a lantern in one hand and Ned in her other arm. She had just banged on a door for the first time in her life. 

			The front door flew open. Light spilled out, illuminating Juniper and Arthur’s anxious faces. ‘It’s Penn,’ Seraphine said urgently. ‘She’s in danger.’

			Wordlessly, Juniper ushered her inside. Seraphine followed Juniper and Arthur into the sitting room. Ned immediately jumped out of her arms and streaked out of the nearest open window. 

			‘He’s probably gone to look for Penn,’ Juniper said. ‘Er, how did you find my house?’ Juniper seemed almost as shocked at the sight of the Princess of Arylia in her family’s sitting room as she had been at hearing Penn was in danger. 

			Seraphine put her lantern down on a table and then sat down in an armchair. She looked around curiously at the worn but comfortable furniture, the floating books and general clutter of family life. She had never visited a normal Arylian home before. ‘Ned came to find Penn,’ she said. ‘He couldn’t get to her so he found me instead. He led me here.’

			‘Lucky for you,’ Arthur said. ‘Juniper’s mum put all sorts of protections on the cottage. If you weren’t with Ned, you might have been hit by an avalanche. At least, I think that’s what she said would happen.’ 

			‘Where is Penn?’ Juniper asked. ‘Is she still being interrogated?’

			‘She’s in the palace prison.’

			‘What? Why?’ 

			Seraphine hastily told them as much as she knew. ‘Then Penn said she went to Malumest Tor. So they’ve locked her up and the Regent is going to question her,’ she said, reaching the end. Juniper and Arthur were looking horrified. ‘What should we do?’

			‘Can’t you do something?’ Juniper asked with desperation. 

			‘Me?’ Seraphine laughed bitterly. ‘They’re more likely to listen to you! I’m just the Princess of Arylia!’ And I might not even be that soon. 

			Arthur was thinking hard. ‘What about the Loopholes in the palace? Maybe Penn could use one of those?’ 

			‘There are no Loopholes in the prison cells,’ Seraphine said flatly. ‘They were the only place in the palace Penn and I never found one. The Regent has posted a guard outside her cell and everyone is forbidden from having any contact with her, even me.’ 

			‘Can we get a message to your mum and dad somehow?’ Arthur asked Juniper.

			‘Even if the Epistle found them, it would take too long,’ Juniper said. ‘Mum and Dad said that in an emergency we should ask Portentia for help, but she’s gone too.’ 

			Arthur looked down, defeated, and Juniper was silent.

			‘So that’s it?’ Seraphine asked in dismay. ‘We can’t do anything to help her?’

			‘There’s one thing we can do,’ Juniper said. With a determined look on her face, Juniper started to pluck books from the piles floating around the room. 

			‘That’s your solution for everything,’ Arthur said in exasperation. ‘But, Juniper, I really don’t think this is the right time for reading!’ 

			‘To help Penn we need information,’ Juniper said, rapidly turning pages. ‘Which means this is exactly the right time for reading. Oh, if only I still had The Infinite Book of Secrecy!’

			‘What happened to it?’ Seraphine asked in alarm. 

			‘My parents confiscated it,’ Juniper said. ‘Don’t worry, it’s safe. They’re taking it back to Anamora.’ She kept scanning and turning pages, seemingly taking in information at great speed. 

			‘Should we read too?’ Arthur asked. He picked a book at random off a floating pile. ‘What are we looking for?’

			‘Anything about the Inquisitor and her creatures, especially Drowner. If Drowner did something to Penn, maybe we can find proof that whatever happened with Malumest Tor was the creature’s fault, not Penn’s.’

			Seraphine looked at Juniper, impressed. ‘You’re really smart.’

			Juniper’s cheeks turned red. 

			‘She is,’ Arthur said generously. He added, ‘So is Ned. It was clever of him to bring you to us. When the Inquisitor’s summons came for Penn, none of us thought of asking you for help.’ 

			Seraphine felt a wave of shame wash over her. None of them had thought to ask her for help because, despite everything they’d done for her, she’d been awful to Penn and had avoided all of them for the past few weeks. She wanted to say sorry, but she didn’t know how to explain her bad behaviour without mentioning what the Malevolent at Malumest Tor had said about Penn not being Wintrish. And this was no time to be bringing that up. 

			Wanting to make amends in some way, Seraphine realised there was one thing she could tell them. ‘Arthur, I need to warn you about something. Corin and Angus know you’re from Candlemage. Well, they suspect it. Angus heard you singing the Candlemagian anthem in Juniper’s front garden.’

			‘What was Angus doing all the way out here?’ Juniper asked in surprise. 

			‘He said he’d followed a Bundler. He was trying to hit it with his slingshot.’

			Juniper’s face darkened in fury. ‘It was Angus who hurt Monty!’

			‘What should I do about Corin and Angus?’ Arthur asked anxiously. 

			‘I don’t know,’ Juniper said. ‘But I think our biggest worry right now is Penn being locked up, so let’s try to deal with that first.’ Juniper looked at Seraphine. ‘There’s one thing I don’t understand. How did you and the Regent and everyone else even know where Penn was?’ 

			Seraphine held up her left wrist, with its golden Knot-Sister binding. ‘My binding woke me up. It was sort of crackling and … sparking like crazy.’

			‘And you knew that meant Penn was in trouble?’ Juniper asked. 

			Seraphine nodded, unwilling to discuss it further. 

			Because that had been the strangest part. The energy from her binding hadn’t felt like Penn was in danger or scared at all. 

			It had felt to Seraphine like hope had exploded inside Penn, a hope so wild and exhilarating that it only made sense if one of the greatest wishes of Penn’s life was about to come true. 
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			In the depths of Perianth Palace, Penn sat huddled on a hard bench in a small, stone cell with an iron door. Still shaken after what had happened, one question kept circling through her mind. 

			Drowner took people to their heart’s desire. But why would Malumest Tor, the notorious stronghold of the Malevolents, be her heart’s desire? When Penn and her friends had gone to Malumest Tor, it had been utterly terrifying and they’d been incredibly lucky to escape. She never wanted to go anywhere near it ever again. 

			Penn leant back against the cold stone wall and then jumped as she felt something pressing against the base of her spine. It was The Lost History, still hidden under her shirt. Penn was certain she’d be asked about it when the Regent came to question her. The Regent might even have her searched. 

			There was nowhere to hide The Lost History and no way to escape. Even the miserable sputtering Spark, which was the only light in the cell, was hovering near the door, as though it too wanted to escape. Tiredly, Penn rubbed her eyes. Then she sat bolt upright. 

			The Spark wasn’t the only light. 

			Slowly, she raised her right hand. A faint silvery-blue light shone from the ring on her second finger. Holding her breath, Penn drew a circle in the air, then a star over the top. 

			BANG!

			The Vaulting Vault exploded into the ceiling. A rope ladder uncoiled from its open trapdoor. Penn grabbed the ladder with both hands and began to scramble up. Seconds later, the cell door flew open and a guard burst in. For a moment he simply stood, gaping in astonishment, but then he lunged at the ladder and began to haul himself after her. 

			The rope ladder swung dangerously and Penn almost lost her grip. The guard’s hand grabbed her ankle. She kicked it off furiously and kept climbing as fast as she could. 

			Penn reached the entrance, pulled herself up and dived into the darkness of the Vault. She heard a shriek from the guard as the Vault denied him access and the trapdoor clanged shut. Penn rolled onto her back, her chest heaving. 

			As she recovered her breath, Penn tried to work out what to do next. She needed to get The Lost History to the Inquisitor, but there would be Warriors all over the palace looking for her and the Regent might still be with Lex. 

			She would go to Bibliobibuli Cottage, she decided. Perhaps she could give The Lost History to Juniper and Arthur and they could get it safely to the Inquisitor. 

			Penn stood up and was about to draw the symbol again, to produce an exit, when she heard footsteps approaching. She turned and ran down a side corridor but as she rounded a corner, she crashed straight into someone. 

			It was a Grey One. The woman wore a drab dress and tattered apron and her long, curly grey hair was held back by a faded blue kerchief. Instinctively, Penn searched the woman’s face for a resemblance to her own. She seemed younger than how Penn had always imagined her mother – but it might be her. Penn suddenly wanted to weep with frustration. Until the curse was lifted, she had no way of knowing. 

			The Wintrish woman looked blankly at Penn. In her left hand she carried a small vial of crimson liquid. Her right hand had been roughly bandaged; a little blood had seeped through. 

			Penn looked from the blood-soaked bandage to the vial and felt sick. She remembered what Endora had said about the bloodthirsty weapons in the Vault that needed to be fed. Penn was now certain that they weren’t fed Smungle blood. Or dragon blood. But the woman didn’t appear distressed. She just stood there, holding the vial. 

			Penn felt a lump rise in her throat. She swallowed hard. ‘My name is Penn,’ she said quietly. ‘I’m Wintrish, just like you.’

			The woman’s vacant expression didn’t change. 

			Rummaging in her pocket, Penn took out a few of the Mirus Weed seeds she had collected from the Inquisitor’s Trove. She crushed the seeds in her fist, releasing the sweet-smelling oil contained within. ‘Give me your hand,’ Penn whispered. Gently, she unwrapped the bandage and carefully rubbed the Mirus Weed oil into the cut. 

			‘Mirus Weed is used for protection but it’s good for healing too,’ Penn said. ‘I’m sorry it’s not much but it’s all I have.’ She rewrapped the bandage and then looked up at the woman. ‘Just hold on a little longer. We’re going to free you. All of you.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I promise.’

			The Grey One didn’t move. She simply stood there, waiting for a command. 

			Penn knew she needed to keep running. But she held the Wintrish woman’s wounded hand for a few more moments. Then she gently let go and went on, leaving the silent Wintrish woman behind. 

			Penn had taught herself a long time ago to shut down her feelings, to block out the anger and grief she felt about the pitiful state of her kinsfolk. For years now, the most she had ever felt when she saw or thought about the Grey Ones was a twinge of sadness. 

			But now Penn felt something shifting inside her. She thought about the fragment of Wintrish voices raised in song that she’d once heard in the Imperial Museum, voices that had been permanently silenced in Perianth. She thought about Wintrish blood being used to feed Arylian weapons in the darkness of the Vault and the horror that lingered in the Old Courtroom, where hundreds of people’s lives had been stolen. 

			Lodged deep in Penn’s heart was a flickering flame of rage she had kept subdued for years. Now it hardened into a diamond-bright shard of resolve. She had found The Lost History of the Grey Ones. She was going to keep the promise she’d just made. 

			After twelve long years, the Grey Ones were finally going to be set free. 
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			In the sitting room of Bibliobibuli Cottage, Seraphine looked anxiously out the window. A few minutes ago she’d thought she’d heard faint cries for help, but she must have been mistaken, as the only noise she’d heard since had been the sound of Ned returning. The Huggle Beast had clearly not been able to find Penn, as he had immediately curled up on the window ledge, looking gloomy. 

			‘I think I’ve found something!’ Arthur said with excitement. 

			Seraphine turned back to the room and saw Arthur triumphantly brandishing The Arylian Children’s Almanac of Interesting, Fun and Age-Appropriate Facts! 

			‘There’s a section in here called Historical Heroes! and there’s an entry about the Inquisitor.’ Arthur began to read aloud. ‘At the Battle for Malumest Tor, it was discovered that many Wintrish were fighting on the side of the Malevolents.’ Arthur held the book up to show Juniper and Seraphine an illustration of an Arylian Warrior with a frowny face fighting a very young-looking grey-haired Wintrish man. 

			Juniper looked at the picture in disgust. ‘That makes no sense. The Wintrish who fought at Malumest Tor weren’t the ones who were cursed, so he shouldn’t even have grey hair. And why are they fighting with rolled-up towels?’

			‘They’re not towels, they’re swords,’ Seraphine said with resignation. ‘I have that book too. The publisher decided not to show sharp, cutting edges so that children reading the book wouldn’t get scared.’ 

			‘I haven’t got to the good bit yet,’ Arthur said. ‘Listen. After the War ended, there were many Wintrish workers still living in Perianth. But everyone now knew they were Malevolent spies. Remember, children, it’s bad to be a Malevolent spy.’

			‘Who writes this rubbish?’ Juniper asked in despair. 

			‘Shh!’ Arthur went on: ‘The Wintrish traitors then attempted to steal Talismans. They were tried by the noble Inquisitor, Lex Talionis, who found them guilty and punished them with the Greying Curse. Carrying out this heavy sentence on so many people at once took a terrible toll on the Inquisitor. This means she became very sad.’

			‘It took a terrible toll on her?’ Juniper said, outraged. ‘What about the people who were actually cursed?’

			Arthur ignored her and kept reading. ‘After the trial, Lex Talionis retreated to a secret and remote location in Bodkin Forest, where no-one would ever find her. She has not been seen since. Huzzah for the brave Inquisitor!’ He looked up. ‘That’s pretty much it, except for a picture of everyone in Perianth cheering and carrying the Inquisitor on their shoulders through Bodkin Forest to the secret and remote location where no-one will ever find her. I’m not going to show it to you because I’m pretty sure it’s historically inaccurate and will make Juniper mad. Also, they’ve suggested we might like to colour it in.’ 

			The expression on Juniper’s face was terrifying and Arthur hastily stashed the Almanac into a small bag lying nearby, presumably to get it out of Juniper’s sight. Seraphine was about to say something when the front door banged open and Penn flew into the sitting room. Ned hurled himself at her with a yowl of happiness. 

			‘Penn!’ Arthur cried. ‘Are you okay? Princess Seraphine told us Drowner sent you to Malumest Tor!’

			‘Yes. No. Maybe. I don’t know exactly what happened. But forget that. I’ve got The Lost History of the Grey Ones!’ Penn put Ned down, pulled a book out from under her shirt and waved it in Juniper’s startled face. ‘I found it!’

			‘How?’ Juniper asked, at the same time as Seraphine said, ‘The what?’

			‘It’s the official transcript from when the Wintrish were put on trial for Talisman theft,’ Penn explained hurriedly. ‘It was in the Old Courtroom. And there’s more. The Inquisitor told me everything. She’s not awful at all. She’s just pretending. It wasn’t even her who put the Greying Curse on the Wintrish, someone else did. She wants to help the Wintrish.’ Penn took a deep breath. ‘And she knows a way to reverse the Greying Curse.’

			There was silence. Then Arthur looked at Penn kindly. ‘Penn, you’ve been through a lot and I think maybe you’re not feeling well. Come and sit down.’

			‘I don’t want to sit down! I didn’t believe it at first either but it’s true! All I have to do is get The Lost History of the Grey Ones to the Inquisitor and then she’ll reverse the curse.’

			No-one spoke. Penn looked around. ‘What’s the matter with all of you?’ she demanded. ‘Didn’t you hear what I just said?’

			Juniper looked uncomfortable. ‘Penn, I don’t think you should trust anything the Inquisitor says.’

			‘I agree,’ Seraphine said. ‘She’s horrible.’

			‘She wasn’t horrible to me,’ Penn shot back. ‘And she told me she was only mean to you and Juniper so that the Regent and the Eslit wouldn’t find out she’s secretly trying to help the Wintrish.’

			‘Penn, she threatened to take away my right to become the next empress!’

			‘She was only pretending, Seraphine! You’re afraid of her because she wanted you to be.’

			Seraphine wasn’t convinced. The Inquisitor’s threats had felt all too real. ‘I’m not afraid of her,’ she said defiantly. ‘I know that I’m more powerful than her because … because I can use any Talisman I want!’ The words flew out of Seraphine’s mouth before she could stop them. But there were none of the gasps or looks of astonishment and awe that she would have expected. Instead, Arthur shrugged. 

			‘We’ve known that for ages,’ he said apologetically. 

			‘What?’

			‘Portentia told us,’ Penn admitted. ‘She said we weren’t allowed to tell you. You had to find out in some stupid ceremony or something.’

			‘You all knew?’

			They nodded. Seraphine felt an intense fury … coupled with something else. Something like loneliness, the feeling she most hated. It used to be just Penn and her, and even when they didn’t get along Seraphine always knew her Knot-Sister was there. Now Penn, Juniper and Arthur were best friends and not only was she left out, they’d all been keeping a secret about her. 

			Penn had already turned back to Juniper and was holding out The Lost History. ‘I can’t go back to the palace now. Do you think you and Arthur could find a way to get The Lost History to the Inquisitor? Please, Juniper. I know you don’t trust her, but I do.’

			‘Penn, I want to believe there’s a way to help the Wintrish, I really do,’ Juniper said hesitantly, not taking the book. ‘It’s just that I don’t see how—’

			‘She knew all about me, Juniper! She remembered me from when I was a baby. She even saved my life! She carried me out of the Courtroom before the curse could completely get me.’ 

			Seraphine was so taken aback by this revelation that her fury subsided for a moment. Arthur was looking stunned too. But Juniper still looked sceptical. 

			‘We don’t know that she’s telling you the truth,’ Juniper insisted.

			‘But it all makes sense! It explains why my hair is grey but the curse didn’t affect me in other ways. And if she is truly awful then why did she send Drowner with me into the Courtroom to protect me? Or what about the fact that your Occulorum showed you she’d come back for revenge? I think she wants revenge against the Regent and the Eslit for falsely accusing her and sending her into exile. She wants to prove her innocence.’

			Juniper looked at Penn. ‘Do you really believe she can reverse the Greying Curse?’

			Penn nodded. 

			‘Okay then.’ Juniper carefully took the book. ‘Maybe if I say I remembered some crucial information to do with her investigation, they’ll let me in to see her.’ She tried to open the book and frowned. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

			Arthur watched her with interest. ‘First The Infinite Book of Secrecy was blank and now you can’t get The Lost History to open,’ he said. ‘Have you ever wondered if maybe books don’t like you as much as you like them, Juniper?’ 

			‘It was sealed shut like that when I found it,’ Penn said. ‘But I’m sure the Inquisitor will know how to open it.’

			No-one was talking to Seraphine or including her. It was as if she wasn’t even there. 

			Ned gently nudged her leg, trying to comfort her, but Seraphine ignored him. ‘Before I go, I want to tell you all a secret that I know,’ Seraphine said, in a voice that was so nasty she barely recognised it as her own. They all swung around and looked at her in surprise. She glared at Penn. ‘You shouldn’t even care what happens to the Wintrish. They have nothing to do with you.’ 

			‘What are you talking about?’ Penn asked impatiently.

			‘You’re not Wintrish.’

			Once again, Penn’s reaction was nothing like what Seraphine had imagined. Penn laughed. ‘Um, okay. Sure.’ 

			‘It’s true!’ Seraphine practically shouted. ‘When I was at Malumest Tor I heard a Malevolent say it.’

			‘Oh,’ Juniper said. ‘Well, if a Malevolent said it, it’s probably not true.’

			‘She’s just making it up,’ Penn said dismissively. 

			Seraphine was so angry she felt as though she might cry. ‘I’m not making it up!’ 

			‘Then why did you wait until now to tell me?’ Penn waited for Seraphine to answer but she couldn’t. ‘Exactly,’ Penn said. ‘You just came up with this to get back at me for not telling you about your power over all the Talismans.’

			‘I know it’s true!’ 

			‘Really? So you’re sure the Inquisitor is evil but you’re perfectly happy to believe something stupid a Malevolent said about me?’ 

			Penn and Seraphine stood glowering at one another, their fists clenched as their Knot-Sister bindings snapped and sparked. 

			Juniper cleared her throat loudly. ‘Arthur, if we’re going up to the palace, we’d better get changed.’ 

			‘Can’t we just put coats over our pyjam— oh.’ Arthur encountered a meaningful glare from Juniper. ‘I get it.’

			Juniper and Arthur’s departure from the room was followed by an uncomfortable silence. Ned looked at Penn and Seraphine and then jumped up onto an armchair and buried his head between his paws. 

			‘You should go,’ Penn said abruptly. ‘The guard knows I escaped and I’m sure this will be the next place they look. You shouldn’t be found here.’ She hesitated and then added, ‘You won’t say anything to the Regent or the Eslit, will you? About The Lost History and how we’re going to free the Wintrish?’ 

			Seraphine looked at Penn, incredulous. ‘Do you really think I’d do that?’

			‘I just meant—’ 

			But something inside Seraphine exploded. It felt like no-one knew who she really was anymore, not even Penn. ‘I don’t even know why you care!’ Seraphine said furiously. ‘I keep telling you – there was a Malevolent with silver hair and I heard her say you’re not Wintrish!’

			Penn looked as though Seraphine had hit her. ‘Silver hair?’ Penn repeated.

			‘Yes.’ Seraphine looked at her more closely. ‘What’s wrong?’

			‘I … nothing. You should go.’ Penn’s voice sounded strange. 

			‘Not until you listen to me! If you’re not from Midwinter then the Wintrish aren’t your responsibility!’ 

			Penn’s eyes blazed with fury. ‘I am Wintrish, but even if I wasn’t, why can’t I care about what happens to them? Why can’t you? You’re going to be ruler of the whole empire one day, so even if they’re not my responsibility, they’re yours!’ 

			Seraphine flinched. Her Knot-Sister binding was burning with the rage that was consuming Penn. 

			Ned whimpered but neither of them looked at him. Shaken, Seraphine headed towards the door. The sound of Penn’s voice made her pause. 

			‘Thank you,’ Penn said begrudgingly. 

			Seraphine swung around, confused. ‘For what?’

			‘For not telling on us.’ Penn grimaced. ‘I guess … thank you for doing nothing.’

			Angry and upset, Seraphine ran out of Bibliobibuli Cottage and re-entered the moonlit forest. Too late, she realised she’d left her lantern behind. I’m useless, she thought wretchedly. She wasn’t capable of doing anything for herself. She tried to turn back but found to her horror that she was already surrounded by giant trees and had no idea where the path back to the cottage was. The only thing she could do was go on. 

			Seraphine was terrified of being alone in the dark forest, but somehow even that didn’t seem as bad as what Penn had just said. 

			‘Thank you for doing nothing.’

			It felt like nothing was all she ever did. Juniper and Arthur would soon be on their way to the Inquisitor to reverse the Greying Curse and Penn was fighting for her freedom, while Seraphine was … what exactly? Going back to bed? 

			Feeling desperately lonely, Seraphine started to run through the forest, as though she might be able to outrun her problems. Tears streamed down her face and she wished, not for the first time, that her parents were still alive, that she could go to them, ask them for help—

			In the darkness, Seraphine tripped and slammed hard into a tree. Staggering back, she swayed, staring around at the shadows and the towering, rustling trees. Then she crumpled to the ground and lost consciousness. 
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			Seraphine had only been gone a few minutes when Penn realised with exasperation that her Knot-Sister had left without her lantern or probably any idea of how to find her way back. 

			‘Ned, can you please go after Seraphine?’ Penn asked. ‘She doesn’t know Bodkin Forest like we do. Take her to where she can see the palace. Then hurry back.’ The Huggle Beast rubbed his face against her cheek, then bounded out through the nearest window. 

			Juniper and Arthur came clattering back into the sitting room, Arthur hopping as he finished tying the laces on his boots. 

			‘Okay,’ Juniper said, looking nervous but determined. She was holding on tightly to The Lost History. ‘We’ll take this to the Inquisitor now. Should we—’ 

			An Epistle zoomed through the open window and unrolled in front of Penn.

			Penn 

			Drowner told me you found The Lost History of the Grey Ones. Clever girl! I assume you’ve gone to Juniper’s house so I’m sending one of my other creatures to fetch it. Please remember that my creatures only understand simple orders. But if you give The Lost History to Rack immediately, he won’t hurt you. Rack looks frightening but there’s nothing to be afraid of, I promise.

			The Epistle was signed with the Inquisitor’s sigil, which was an image of the Rod of Justice. Underneath was a postscript.

			p.s. I meant you don’t need to be afraid of Rack. But you might want to hide from the troop of Warriors heading your way. 

			‘One of the Inquisitor’s creatures is on the way here now?’ Arthur said, looking scared. 

			‘A troop of Warriors is coming too?’ Juniper said, looking equally frightened. 

			Penn felt a flutter of panic but she tried to stay calm. ‘The Inquisitor is on our side, remember?’ she said. ‘She specifically said that Rack won’t hurt us. This saves you both from going up to the palace. As for the Warriors, don’t forget your mum put all those protections on the cottage, Juniper. I don’t think they’ll be able to get in.’

			‘Penn, they’re Warriors with powerful Talismans! I don’t know if Mum’s protections will stop them. I don’t think you’re safe here.’

			Penn thought desperately. ‘The greenhouse!’ she said suddenly. ‘If I can work out how to open your parents’ exit through the Shroud, I can go through and then I’ll be beyond their reach. I’ll go to Anamora and stay with Bunty until your mum and dad get there.’

			‘That doesn’t sound like a very good plan,’ Arthur said, worried. ‘But I can’t think of a better one.’

			‘Me neither,’ Juniper said. ‘Okay, you two go ahead and try to work out how to open the exit. I’m going to pack.’ 

			‘Pack?’ Arthur said in disbelief. ‘I don’t think we have time for packing, Juniper.’ 

			‘It won’t take long,’ Juniper said. ‘And the last time we had an adventure we were hopelessly unprepared. Arthur, you have Swordie, but Penn and I will need some sort of weapons. What else?’

			‘Food,’ Arthur said. ‘I almost starved last time.’

			‘Wait, what are you both talking about?’ Penn asked. 

			‘We’re coming with you to Anamora,’ Juniper said calmly. ‘Aren’t we, Arthur?’

			‘Of course we are.’

			‘No,’ Penn said firmly. ‘I can’t let you do this.’ 

			Juniper snorted. ‘As if we would ever let you go by yourself. What should we do with The Lost History?’

			Seeing that they were determined to come and not wanting to waste any more time, Penn gave in. ‘If Rack gets here first we can give it to him,’ she said. ‘But if the Warriors get here first we’ll have to take The Lost History with us. If we hide it here the Warriors might find it and take it to the Regent and she’ll destroy it.’ 

			‘Okay. I’ll hold onto it for now then. Arthur, you get the food, and then everyone meet in the greenhouse.’ Juniper disappeared back up the stairs. Arthur vanished into the kitchen. 

			Penn stood for a minute, thinking. They needed to work out how to open the secret exit. A stack of books floated past, giving Penn an idea. She jumped onto the sofa so she could read the titles as they drifted by. When she saw the book she wanted, she grabbed it with both hands and then raced through the kitchen, heading for the greenhouse.

			‘Hey!’ Arthur yelled. ‘Wait for me!’

			Moments later, in the darkness of the greenhouse, Penn whispered the word to light a small floating Spark. ‘Glister.’ Several lamps immediately cast a warm glow. 

			The greenhouse was a large space with a high glass ceiling. It was cluttered with things Penn had expected to see: a spade and rake, buckets, old boots and gardening gloves. Sitting on an old wooden table were a lot of potted herbs Penn recognised and could name. There was also something she had not expected to see. 

			The entire back wall consisted of shelves that were completely filled up with books. A rolling ladder, which provided access to the topmost shelves, leant up against it. 

			The greenhouse door banged open and Arthur came running in with a small food sack in his hand and Swordie buckled around his waist. He came to an abrupt halt. ‘What kind of people keep books in a greenhouse?’ he demanded, staring at the back wall. 

			‘Juniper’s parents,’ Penn replied. 

			‘True. Do you think the exit is through the bookcase? Or did they put the bookcase there because they knew we’d think that and that’s what they wanted us to think?’ He frowned. ‘But maybe they knew we’d think that too, so perhaps the secret exit is through the bookcase?’

			‘Arthur, please concentrate,’ Penn begged. ‘We don’t have much time.’ 

			‘That was me concentrating,’ Arthur said in surprise, putting the food sack on the table.

			Penn handed him the book she’d brought from the house. ‘Here. See if there’s anything in there that will help us, while I look for the exit.’

			‘The Complete History of Escapistry,’ Arthur read aloud. ‘I know this book! It’s the one Juniper is always chasing around.’ He started to turn the pages, reading aloud the chapter headings. ‘How to Escape from a Boring Conversation. How to Escape from Cannibals. Wow, that escalated quickly.’

			Penn began pulling at the spines of random books, in the hope that one of them would open a secret doorway. ‘Use the index!’ she called over her shoulder. ‘Look up Bibliobibuli Cottage.’

			There was the sound of pages being turned even as Arthur said, ‘There’s no way— oh, wait.’ He read aloud: ‘How to Escape from Arylia through the Shroud, Using the Secret Exit in Bibliobibuli Cottage. The clue is: Don’t trust stairs. They’re always up to something.’

			‘What does that mean?’ Penn asked, bewildered, turning around to look at him. 

			Arthur shrugged. ‘Maybe there’s a hidden staircase somewhere?’

			The greenhouse door banged open again. They jumped, but it was only Juniper. She had put on her cloak and boots and was holding Arthur’s navy coat and another cloak for Penn. A bag was slung over her shoulder. 

			Juniper came to a dead stop when she saw the bookcase. ‘Mum and Dad keep books in here?’ she gasped. 

			‘You really haven’t been in here before, have you?’ Arthur said.

			‘You haven’t either!’ Juniper seemed unable to drag her eyes away from the hundreds of tomes. She thrust the navy coat and the cloak at Arthur and went to examine the titles. 

			‘We found a clue in The Complete History of Escapistry,’ Penn said. Arthur handed the book to Juniper, opened at the right page. ‘We think there might be a hidden staircase somewhere.’

			Juniper swapped her green spectacles for her Occulorum. ‘Don’t trust stairs. They’re always up to something,’ she read aloud. The lenses of her Talisman clouded over as she thought. Then they cleared. ‘I don’t think there’s a staircase,’ she said confidently. She started to scan the bookshelves, with more urgency this time. ‘We need to find a book about puns!’

			‘I don’t get it,’ Arthur said. He threw the cloak to Penn and then pulled his coat on. 

			‘It’s a pun! Don’t trust stairs. They’re always up to something. Get it?’

			Arthur’s face filled with sudden comprehension. ‘Oh, I get it now. That is terrible.’

			‘Exactly. And who likes terrible puns more than anyone?’ 

			‘Your dad,’ Penn said, starting to feel excited. 

			‘I think if we find a book about puns or with a pun in the title, we’ll be able to open the exit. Look for anything with a play on words about journeys or secret exits.’ Juniper let go of The Complete History of Escapistry and it immediately drifted off. Starting at the lowest shelf, Juniper began to read the titles. 

			Penn quickly put the cloak on and then climbed the ladder and started to read aloud titles from the upper shelves. ‘Whither or Thither? Henceforth to Yonder. Away! Away! Away! Juniper, they all have titles about journeys!’

			‘Is it just me or do your parents have awful taste in books?’ Arthur asked Juniper. 

			‘They’ve obviously stacked the shelves this way on purpose, to make it harder!’ Juniper said crossly.

			A slim tome bound in dark blue leather caught Penn’s eye. Its title was printed on the spine in golden letters. ‘Shrouded in Mystery: A Rite of Passage,’ she read aloud. 

			‘Penn, I think that’s it!’ Juniper said with excitement. ‘Instead of R-I-T-E of passage, it could mean R-I-G-H-T of passage! Meaning you’re allowed to pass through somewhere. And it even has “Shroud” in the title.’

			Penn tried to pull the book off the shelf but it wouldn’t move. Then from outside they heard a loud commotion. They all started as Ned flew through the door, his eyes wild and his golden fur on end. 

			Juniper ran to the window. ‘I think some of the Warriors just got caught in one of Mum’s traps,’ she said anxiously. ‘Try again, Penn, quickly!’

			Penn pulled again on the spine of the book. This time it moved down, like a lever, but nothing else happened. From up on the ladder, she looked at Juniper and Arthur. ‘It’s definitely a handle of some sort but I think it needs something else to activate it,’ she said in despair. ‘But I don’t know what.’

			The noise from outside grew louder. They could clearly make out one of the sounds now. It was a horrible cracking noise. 

			‘That’s Rack,’ Juniper said, her face pale. The lenses of her Occulorum were cloudy, a sure sign that Juniper was thinking furiously. ‘Dad said the exit was password protected,’ Juniper said suddenly. Her Occulorum cleared. ‘I think I’ve got it! Penn, I’m going to count to three. On three, pull the spine down again. Okay?’

			Penn nodded as she glanced over her shoulder nervously. The revolting cracking sound was very close now. 

			‘One, two, three –’ 

			Penn pulled down hard on the book’s spine. 

			‘– I HATE PASSWORDS!’

			Instantly, a doorway opened up in the bookcase, to the right of the ladder. Light poured out of it, as though inviting them to step through. Penn scrambled down the ladder and joined Juniper and Arthur in front of the doorway. She couldn’t see anything except the bright, shining light.

			The greenhouse door burst open behind them. 

			Bent in half and peering through the entrance was the Inquisitor’s creature Rack. He pushed his head and shoulders through and then the rest of him followed. Rack straightened up and grinned, the top of his head almost brushing the very high ceiling. They stared up at him. He was an unnaturally tall, spindly creature, with strangely elongated arms and legs and swollen joints. Rack cracked his neck and then his long fingers. Still with that unnerving grin on his face, he strode directly towards Penn, like a stilt walker. Ned immediately leapt between them, baring his teeth and hissing at the creature.

			‘Juniper, give him The Lost History!’ Penn yelled.

			But Juniper had frozen in terror. 

			Trying to gain some time, Penn sprinted around the wooden table. Keeping his gaze fixed on Penn, Rack followed. 

			‘Juniper, the book! Take it out NOW!’ Penn screamed. 

			Juniper snapped out of her trance and rummaged through her bag. 

			Rack’s unnaturally long arms stretched out towards Penn. With a horrible popping sound, his disjointed fingers reached for her throat …

			Ned launched himself at Rack. The grin was wiped from Rack’s face as he stumbled under the assault, giving Penn time to get away.

			‘Hey!’ Juniper yelled, waving The Lost History around wildly. ‘This is what you want! Over here!’

			But Rack was in a frenzied rage now. Unable to catch hold of Ned, who was darting and weaving between his legs, the creature roared and lashed out with his long limbs. He upended the wooden table and the potted herbs went flying, smashing on the ground. Then he stopped abruptly, as something small and hard hit him in the chest. Rack looked down. 

			Lying at his feet was a cucumber. 

			The creature looked up again, straight at Arthur, who was holding the food sack in one hand and another cucumber in the other. 

			‘I just wanted to get your attention,’ Arthur said nervously. ‘Look – Juniper has what you want, just ta—’

			Rack let out a shriek of fury. With two long strides, he crossed the room, arms outstretched towards Arthur. 

			Juniper screamed and clutched at Arthur. He dropped the food sack as he stepped backwards. Fumbling for Swordie’s hilt, Arthur took another step back – and lost his balance. He fell backwards through the open doorway, taking Juniper with him. 

			Rack stood in front of the portal, his back to Penn, his stance wide. He stooped down and tilted his head, as though trying to work out where they had gone. 

			Penn swiftly judged the distance. Then she ran, scooping up Ned on the way. Clutching Ned to her chest with one hand, she dropped to the floor and slid straight between Rack’s long legs. 

			Twisting in mid-air as she fell, Penn saw Rack preparing to jump after her. But then something whacked the creature hard in the head. It was The Complete History of Escapistry. Rack’s head skewed sideways, just for a moment, but it was enough. 

			The last thing Penn saw was Rack’s stunned face. Then the doorway vanished. 
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			Penn woke with a start and sat bolt upright. The sun was low in the bright blue sky and she was in the middle of a field of the greenest, most velvety grass she had ever seen. 

			Juniper and Arthur were nearby, both fast asleep. Penn leant over and shook them. ‘Wake up!’ 

			Blearily, they opened their eyes and looked at her in confusion. 

			‘I think going through the secret exit did something strange to us.’ Penn pointed to the sun. ‘It looks like it’s late afternoon.’

			‘But that means we’ve been asleep almost the whole day,’ Arthur said, still lying on his back and squinting at the sun. 

			Penn gazed around. ‘Where do you think we are?’ 

			Juniper sat up and let out a small shriek. ‘What is that?’ She was pointing at something behind Penn. 

			Penn spun around. Behind her was a very large beast, with curved horns and a long, shaggy mauve coat. The creature lifted its head from the grass and paused in its chewing to consider them. After a long moment, the animal turned and walked away in a slow and stately manner. 

			‘What is what?’ Arthur asked, struggling to a sitting position. He caught sight of the departing beast and then his head whipped around as he took in their surroundings. An expression of dread came over his face and a strangled cry burst from his throat. 

			‘Arthur, what’s wrong?’ Penn asked, alarmed. 

			For a moment Arthur couldn’t speak. ‘We’re not in Arylia anymore,’ he finally managed, his voice hoarse. ‘We’re in Candlemage.’
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			Penn and Juniper stared at Arthur. Then Juniper shook her head. ‘That’s impossible. If Mum and Dad could have brought you home they would have done it weeks ago!’ 

			‘I don’t know how it happened but it is possible because we are definitely in Candlemage!’ 

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘Juniper, I’m from Candlemage, and that –’ he pointed at the shaggy beast ‘– is a Candlemagian cow! Of course I’m sure!’ 

			Penn believed him. She’d never seen a cow of that size or colour before. The country air smelled fresher and sweeter than she was used to, and in the distance was an unfamiliar town. 

			‘This is definitely Candlemage.’ Arthur’s face was a picture of misery. ‘I’m back.’ 

			Juniper put on her Occulorum. They grew cloudy as she worked her way through the mystery. ‘Arthur, you were the first one through the exit. I wonder if the fact you’re from Candlemage had something to do with us ending up here. Were you thinking about Candlemage when we fell through the portal?’

			‘Of course I was thinking about Candlemage! I was thinking about how I didn’t want to end up here!’

			The lenses of Juniper’s Occulorum cleared. ‘Well, I think that explains how we got here,’ Juniper said, taking them off and putting her green glasses back on. 

			Penn looked around, suddenly frantic. ‘We might be in Candlemage,’ she said. ‘But where’s Ned?’
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			They searched the long grass and called for Ned for what felt like an hour but there was no sign of the little Huggle Beast. 

			‘I’m sure he’s fine,’ Arthur said, trying to comfort Penn. ‘Almost all Candlemagians like animals and are kind to them. Even Tristan, who was horrible to me, likes keeping pets.’ 

			‘We have to find Ned and get back to Perianth so we can give The Lost History to the Inquisitor,’ Penn said anxiously. She froze. ‘Juniper, you do still have The Lost History, don’t you? You were holding it when you fell through the portal.’ 

			‘It was right beside me when I woke up,’ Juniper said. ‘I put it back in my bag.’ She fiddled with the clasp on her bag, looking bothered. ‘I think the clasp broke.’ She withdrew The Lost History from her bag and held it up so Penn could see. ‘It’s safe. Unopenable and unreadable, but safe. I think it’s going to take really strong Marvellance to unseal it.’

			‘Well, you’re not going to find any Marvellance in Candlemage,’ Arthur said gloomily. ‘Arylia got all the Marvellance in the empire. Candlemage got cows.’

			‘Let’s not worry about that now. We need to focus on finding Ned and working out a way to get back to Perianth,’ Penn said. ‘Arthur, what should we do?’ Both she and Juniper turned to Arthur, who looked alarmed. 

			‘Why are you asking me? I’m never in charge!’

			‘Yes, but you’re from Candlemage,’ Juniper said. ‘You have local knowledge.’

			‘What good is that going to do us?’ Arthur asked. ‘It’s not like you want a tour of where we make the cheese. Although, that is very interesting.’ He thought for a moment. ‘Is this where we come up with one of our terrible plans? You know, the ones we never really stick to and that almost never work? Actually, we did sort of stick to our plan when we came through the not-so-secret exit.’ 

			‘Arthur, our plan was to give The Lost History to Rack and for us to hide out in Anamora. Instead, you threw cucumbers at Rack and we’ve ended up in Candlemage! How is that, in any way, sticking to the plan?’ Juniper demanded. 

			‘Can we please concentrate?’ Penn begged. ‘Because Arthur’s right – we do need a plan, even if it’s a terrible one.’ She thought. ‘Arthur, before you somehow fell out of Candlemage and ended up in in Arylia, where, exactly, were you?’

			‘I was at Butterchurn Pond. I’d gone there to practise my Whingling.’ 

			Juniper winced at the mention of Arthur’s invented musical form, which combined whistling with singing. 

			‘One minute I was Whingling,’ Arthur continued, ‘and the next there was a loud noise and somehow I was falling. I landed in the pond, only instead of falling in and getting wet, I sort of fell through and ended up in Arylia.’

			‘The pond must be some sort of hidden border crossing,’ Juniper said. ‘Let’s head there. If we can work out how Arthur did it, maybe we can get back to Arylia.’

			‘What about Ned?’ Penn asked. 

			‘He always finds you,’ Juniper said reassuringly. ‘But whatever happens, we won’t leave without him. I think we should try to find a way home now and then we’ll be able to leave as soon as we have Ned.’

			‘We have to go through the town to get to Butterchurn Pond,’ Arthur said. ‘Keep your cloaks on and your hoods up. Especially you, Penn. No-one here has seen hair like yours on a girl before and in Candlemage …’ He cleared his throat and then continued bleakly, ‘It’s better not to be different.’ 

			They set off in the late afternoon sunshine and within a short time reached the outskirts of the town. Arthur, who was clearly miserable, kept his head down. But after taking Arthur’s advice and covering her grey hair, Penn looked around curiously. She was scouting for Ned but it was also interesting to see Candlemage. 

			The simple cottages were nothing like the elegant terrace houses in Perianth that constantly changed colour. These homes were all painted white and looked exactly the same, from their matching yellow front doors to their red thatched roofs. With the sunny blue sky above and the vibrant green fields beyond, it made for a very pretty scene. 

			The inhabitants of Candlemage also dressed quite differently from Arylians. Penn was used to seeing colourful buckled shoes and shining silk dresses, fine linen shirts and satin breeches, all embellished with gold buttons and embroidery. The Candlemagians wore much simpler clothes: plain shirts, dresses and trousers made from coarse-looking fabric in drab colours like brown or grey. They were shod in sturdy boots, and many of the women wore plain white kerchiefs over their hair. 

			‘What’s the name of this place?’ Juniper asked Arthur quietly. 

			‘Tallow’s End.’

			‘This is Tallow’s End?’ Juniper sounded astonished. Penn was just as surprised. She knew the name of the capital of Candlemage, of course, but she had never spent much time thinking about it. If she had, she would have pictured something like Perianth, full of grand buildings and shop-lined boulevards, with a huge museum and elegant public gardens. Tallow’s End was more like the large country towns Penn had seen in books, with its unpaved roads and makeshift stalls that all seemed to be selling wheels or wedges of colourful cheese. Penn had never realised just how wealthy the Province of Arylia was compared with its neighbours. 

			There was something else that was very different, but it took Penn longer to work out what it was. Then she realised: there were no Grey Ones going silently about their tasks for their masters. 

			The wide dirt road grew more crowded as they moved closer to the centre of the town. A woman came out of one of the cottages and stood on the doorstep, ringing a large handbell. ‘Enlist here!’ she cried out. ‘Sign up to fight on the side of Mage Myrtleberry in the War of the Curdles! Young and old, all welcome.’ 

			‘Wasn’t the War of the Curdles centuries ago?’ Juniper asked. 

			‘It started centuries ago,’ Arthur said. ‘But they never signed a peace treaty so technically the war never ended. Most of the time it’s quiet but occasionally either the Cheesemaker’s or Mage Myrtleberry’s side starts another fight and then everyone has to go home and lock their doors until it’s safe to come out again.’ 

			The woman was wearing a dark blue sash, pinned at the shoulder. Looking around, Penn saw a number of other Candlemagians wearing the same thing. 

			‘What do those sashes mean?’ Penn asked. 

			Arthur turned pale. ‘Anyone wearing one of those is a member of the Magi’s Guard. Don’t get in their way and, whatever you do, don’t give them any reason to notice you.’

			Before Penn could ask why not, Arthur pulled her and Juniper to one side of the road. Everyone else was clearing the road too, making way for a cow with a shaggy pink coat. It was ambling freely, accompanied by a man who was gently coaxing it along using nothing but words. In Arylia, the herder for a beast as large as this would have had a rope around its neck and a sharp prod in their hand, Penn thought. She was beginning to think Candlemage was much nicer than Arylia, with its colourful cows and pretty green fields and people who didn’t look down on you as you passed. 

			‘The cows provide the milk for the famous Candlemagian cheese,’ Arthur said, with a hint of pride. 

			‘Come along, Edwina, there’s a good girl,’ the man said affectionately to the cow, who let out a peculiar bleat in response.

			Arthur scanned the cow with a professional eye. He sniffed. ‘Doesn’t look like an Edwina to me. Looks more like a Wilhelmina.’ 

			‘Can we go now?’ Juniper asked impatiently. 

			Arthur shook his head. ‘Cows have right of way. We have to wait.’

			Penn gazed around as Edwina continued to slowly make her way down the main street. They reached the town square. The small Town Hall, which was a sunny shade of yellow, was on one side of the square. Opposite it was a long path that led towards a collection of large, thatched buildings set among more green fields dotted with coloured cows. The largest of these buildings had a high roof with multiple chimneys that were emitting puffs of brightly coloured smoke in every shade of the rainbow. A huge wooden archway stood at the path’s entrance. It had probably once looked quite grand but was now very weather-beaten and chipped. Faded lettering on the archway proclaimed: 

			The Whey Station!

			Proud Home of Candlemage’s Empire-Famous Cheese

			The last building on the square was quite different from all the others they’d seen so far. It looked more like something from Perianth, Penn thought. It was a large, handsome house painted dark blue. An ornate letter ‘M’ was affixed to the tall iron gates. 

			Arthur saw her looking at the house. ‘That’s the Magi’s mansion,’ he said. ‘They’re the rulers of Candlemage.’

			A stage had been set up to the left of the iron gates. On it stood three rather grand, empty chairs and a simple wooden stand with a thick, leatherbound book lying open on it. A small crowd of people was gathered by the stage, listening intently to a man reading aloud from the book. Some of the listeners were carrying posies of wildflowers and a few seemed to be quietly shedding tears. Penn noticed that everyone who passed by the stage paused, removed their hats and listened. The reader had a rich, deep voice but Penn thought he sounded tired. She tried to catch what he was saying. 

			‘… Bessie Curmins, twenty-six years of age. Bessie had a fine singing voice and liked swimming in cold water. Her favourite dress had white pockets; she sewed it all herself. Selwyn Drumner, fifty-eight years of age. Selwyn liked baking cakes and being alone. His favourite time of day was the early morning when it was just him and his cows in the field, with the light turning golden. Fred Mogley, thirty-four years of age …’

			Penn nudged Arthur. ‘What’s that all about?’

			‘That’s the war memorial,’ Arthur replied. ‘Every weekday, Hector reads out the names of Candlemagian Warriors who died fighting during the War against the Malevolents. Their families wrote down the things they don’t want forgotten in the book of remembrance. It’s very sad but kind of nice at the same time.’

			Juniper was looking utterly bemused. ‘What, in the name of King Clovis, are you talking about? The War was fought by Arylian Warriors. Candlemagians never fought in our war!’ 

			Penn looked again at Hector, who was still reeling off names and details. ‘He does this every day?’

			‘Every weekday,’ Arthur confirmed. ‘It takes him about six months to get through the whole book and then he goes back to the start and does it all over again.’

			‘Arthur, if that many Warriors from Candlemage had died they would have been half the army!’ Juniper said. ‘And they weren’t even in our army!’

			Arthur sighed. ‘I tried to tell you about this once before and you didn’t believe me then either. I can take you to the graveyard to see where they’re all buried if you still don’t believe it’s true.’

			‘We don’t need to go to a graveyard. I can prove you’re wrong, right here.’ Juniper rummaged in her bag. She pulled out The Arylian Children’s Almanac of Interesting, Fun and Age-Appropriate Facts! and looked at it, repulsed. ‘How did that get in there?’

			‘You brought the bag I’d already put it in,’ Arthur said. ‘Now hide it or you’ll get us all in trouble!’ He pulled Juniper behind a nearby wagon and Penn followed. 

			‘Why would we get in trouble for reading a book?’ Juniper demanded. 

			‘I’ll explain later. Just look up what you wanted and then put it back in the bag.’ 

			Juniper handed Penn her bag. She looked at the brightly coloured almanac with contempt and then grudgingly flicked to the index. ‘Huh,’ she said in surprise. ‘There actually is something in here about Candlemagians fighting in the War.’

			‘Told you,’ Arthur said. 

			Juniper turned to the right page and read aloud: ‘Many people believe that during the Battle for Malumest Tor, two Candlemagians fought on the Arylian side, using the only weapons they had.’

			‘Two?’ Arthur said, outraged. 

			‘However, it has been proven that the victory against the Malevolents was solely due to the bravery of the heroic Arylian Warriors and the emperor,’ Juniper went on. ‘The other provinces will forever owe Arylia a debt that they can never repay. Huzzah for Arylia! Then there’s a picture of two Candlemagians throwing cheese at Malevolents, with the caption: Not a true event,’ Juniper finished. 

			‘Well, your book is wrong,’ Arthur said flatly. 

			Juniper looked mortally offended. ‘Don’t EVER call this my book.’ 

			A heated voice from nearby made them all jump. ‘I’m telling you, I saw a girl reading a book!’ 

			‘Hide!’ Arthur hissed. He scrambled under the wagon and Penn dived after him. But Juniper was too slow. 

			Peeking out from underneath the wagon, Penn realised with horror that Juniper was surrounded by people wearing the dark blue sashes of the Magi’s Guard. 

			A teenage girl was pointing at Juniper. ‘It was her!’ 

			One of the guards spoke in a slow, rumbling voice. ‘I need a proper accusation, Flo, you know that.’

			‘Sorry, Dad. I saw that girl pull a book out of a bag!’

			‘And?’ Flo’s dad prompted with weary patience.

			‘And … and I hereby accuse her of being bookish with intent to learn.’

			‘Very good, Flo. We’ll take it from here. Tell Mum I might be late home.’

			Flo nodded. With one last indignant look at Juniper, she departed. 

			‘Hand that thing over,’ Flo’s dad said. 

			‘It’s called a book,’ Juniper said, handing the Almanac to the nearest guard. 

			The guard held it at arm’s length and warily flicked through it, as though it might poison him. ‘It’s a book all right, Captain,’ he informed Flo’s dad. Several of the guards drew their weapons. 

			‘We’ll be taking this from you,’ the Captain announced. 

			‘That’s very kind of you,’ Juniper said. ‘Are you going to burn it? I’d be happy to light the match.’ 

			The Captain looked confused. ‘We can’t burn it now. Not while it’s evidence.’

			‘Evidence of what?’ Juniper asked. She looked around at them all. ‘You’re not actually serious about this, are you? Being bookish isn’t a crime.’

			The guards gasped and Penn felt Arthur wince. 

			‘Of course it’s a crime!’ the Captain snapped. ‘And you just committed another one!’

			‘You contradicted the law,’ another guard said solemnly. ‘We all heard you. That was an attempt to undermine society, that was. Now we have to charge you with Hearsay too.’

			‘That doesn’t even make sense!’ Juniper protested.

			‘It’s against the law to be bookish, you said it wasn’t,’ the Captain said. ‘Open and shut case of Hearsay.’ He placed the Almanac carefully on the ground. 

			‘Why are you putting it there?’ Juniper asked.

			‘Dennis, our official book-catcher, has to collect it. Dennis doesn’t get to do much book-catching,’ he added. ‘This’ll cheer him up, no end.’

			‘Maybe we should hide it,’ one of the other guards volunteered. ‘Make it harder for Dennis to find. Bit more fun, like.’

			‘That’s evidence tampering,’ the Captain said severely. ‘You oughta be ashamed of yourself, young Nigel.’

			And with that, the company of blue-sashed guards marched poor Juniper away. Penn and Arthur waited until the coast was clear and then crawled out. Arthur looked as shocked as Penn felt. 

			‘What just happened?’ Penn whispered, picking up the Almanac and stowing it safely in Juniper’s bag. 

			‘Candlemage has a lot of laws. I mean, a lot. It’s impossible to keep track of them all. Almost everyone accidentally breaks the law and gets dragged before the Magi at some point. Don’t worry. Everything is always fine as long as …’ Arthur went pale. 

			‘As long as what?’ 

			He gulped. ‘As long as you don’t argue or talk back.’

			Penn went very still. ‘So, what you’re saying is Juniper will be fine as long as she doesn’t argue and try to prove she’s right the way she always does?’

			Arthur nodded miserably. 

			Penn groaned. ‘What’s going to happen to her if she’s found guilty?’ 

			Before Arthur could reply, they heard a sudden commotion. They ran back around the wagon to see what was going on. Everywhere they looked, people were getting to their knees and bowing their heads. 

			Penn looked around, bewildered. ‘What’s happening?’

			Arthur had already dropped to his knees. He pulled her down roughly. ‘Get down! Quickly, before they see you!’

			‘Who?’

			The answer came in reverent whispers from all around. ‘The Magi! The Magi are coming!’

			The iron gates to the large blue house were opening. A troop of Magi’s Guards marched out slowly, followed by three gloved servants. Last of all was an elegant blue carriage drawn by four immense, pure-white shaggy cows. The grand procession travelled the very short distance from the house to the now-deserted wooden stage. The cows stood patiently as a small stepladder was placed next to the carriage. 

			The door flew open and as the occupants carefully descended, Penn got her first look at the famed Magi of Candlemage. There were three of them and they were all men. Unlike the ordinary citizens of Candlemage, the Magi were dressed in satin breeches and velvet coats. They wore heavy rings on their fingers and huge ruffs at their necks, possibly to cover up a distressing sight. 

			For none of them appeared to have a head. 

			As they made their way onto the stage, Penn realised that the Magi did in fact have heads – they were holding them under their arms. She watched in horrified fascination as they handed their heads to the glove-wearing servants, who carefully carried the heads up onto the stage and attached them to polished wooden poles. As the Magi’s bodies sat down on the three grand chairs, the servants raised the poles into the air.

			Penn stared at the Magi’s heads. They all appeared very old but the skin on their faces was smooth and puffy. Two of the heads wore elaborate curly and powdered wigs, while the third had long dark hair, tied back. The heads swivelled in all directions atop the poles and Penn quickly shrank down as their gazes pierced every corner of the crowd. 

			The first Magus, whose wig was the tallest and curliest, spoke in a high, tremulous voice. ‘All rise and let the Daily Assembly begin!’ Everyone scrambled to their feet. ‘Today’s decrees: Henceforth, it is forbidden to die with your day’s work unfinished. Anyone caught breaking this law shall be severely punished.’

			‘But if someone is already dead,’ Penn whispered to Arthur, confused, ‘how can they be punished?’

			‘Shhh!’

			The second Magus’s voice was unexpectedly deep. ‘There is now an official list of approved names for Candlemagian cows. It is forbidden to give a cow any name not on this list.’ A guard promptly unrolled a long list and displayed it. The Magus’s eyes coldly scanned the crowd. ‘This includes nicknames.’

			The herder accompanying the shaggy pink cow named Edwina timidly put up his hand. ‘Your Wisdom, may I seek clarity?’

			‘Our decrees are always as clear as the water of Butterchurn Pond, but you may speak.’

			‘What of the cows who already have names? Must we change them?’

			The Magus’s glittering eyes froze him to the spot. Several guards instantly ran and took the man away. The pink cow watched him dolefully as he was dragged off screaming, ‘Edwina! Somebody please look after Edwina!’

			The second Magus nodded at the guard with the list, who held it up high so the Magus could read. He scanned it and then spoke. ‘Edwina is on the list. A pity.’ 

			The guard took away the list and then the last Magus spoke. ‘Is there any other business today?’ He sounded bored.

			The Captain of the Magi’s Guards pushed Juniper forward. ‘There is, Your Wisdoms. We have a young girl who’s been caught reading. She is hereby accused of being bookish with intent to learn. She also stands accused of the crime of Hearsay.’ 

			The Magi’s bodies all sat up a bit straighter and their heads swivelled around to look at Juniper. The third Magus finally appeared interested in what was going on. 

			‘Where is the book?’ the first Magus demanded. 

			A panicked voice called out from behind the wagon. ‘I’ll have it any moment now!’ 

			‘Dennis’ll have it any moment now,’ the Captain confirmed.

			‘Very well. We will deal with the crime of bookishness first,’ the second Magus said. ‘Citizens of Candlemage, explain to this wayward child why reading anything other than sanctioned texts such as The War of the Curdles in Verse or The Happy Herbivore Handbook is outlawed.’ 

			The crowd obediently spoke as one. ‘Books contain ideas and ideas are dangerous. We have no need or want for dangerous ideas in our peaceful society.’

			‘Very good. We have only to look to our neighbours to see the damage books have wrought.’ The second Magus’s bewigged head shook sadly atop its wooden pole. ‘The once mighty Province of Arylia is now a wasteland, overrun by savage and radical readers. There, law-abiding citizens have been forced to live underground, emerging only under the cover of darkness to seek what scarce food they can find!’

			Penn saw a young child listening intently, his face filled with fear. 

			‘Ideas and knowledge are dangerous for all minds, but particularly young ones,’ the first Magus said. ‘That is why we Magi sacrifice our own happiness and spend our lives controlling the flow of knowledge. By doing this we keep the peace, maintaining comfortable, happy lives for all Candlemagians!’

			The crowd erupted into cheers and the Magi’s heads nodded as they accepted the adulation. 

			‘We can forgive one instance of curiosity in a child, as long as you admit fault and plead forgiveness,’ the second Magus said graciously to Juniper.

			Penn held her breath. Maybe, just this once, Juniper would—

			‘What a load of rubbish!’

			Arthur buried his face in his hands. 

			‘Books and ideas aren’t dangerous; banning them is what’s dangerous!’ Juniper said furiously. ‘Also, the crime you’re charging me with should be heresy not hearsay! You’re using the wrong word, which you would know if any of you ever READ A BOOK!’

			In the silence that followed, Penn could hear Arthur muttering, ‘Juniper, shut up, shut up, shut up!’

			‘Put her in the Ruminating Byre and keep her there overnight,’ the first Magus commanded in a chilling voice. ‘We will sentence her tomorrow.’

			A member of the Magi’s Guard bound Juniper’s wrists with what looked like blue wool and took her away. Then the crowd knelt again, heads bowed, as the Magi got into their carriage and travelled the short distance back to their mansion. The iron gates clanged shut, and only then did the bustle and hum of ordinary life return as everyone started to go about their business once more. 

			‘We should go before we get caught doing something wrong,’ Arthur said in a low voice. ‘New laws have probably been brought in since I’ve been gone, so we might break the law without knowing it. If we get caught we won’t be able to help Juniper.’

			‘We can’t just leave her!’

			‘We can come back once we’ve figured out a plan. They’ve taken her to the Ruminating Byre so we know where she is. Nothing else will happen to her until tomorrow; she’s safe-ish for now. Penn, please!’

			Penn slung Juniper’s bag more securely across her body and then unwillingly followed Arthur. They stuck to one side of the town square, away from the crowd, darting behind stalls and taking cover wherever they could, until they were clear of the main town. As they walked, the white cottages with the red thatched roofs grew fewer and farther apart until there was nothing but bright green fields dotted with herds of the coloured cows. The only interruption in the pastures of green was something that looked like an immense field of stones in the distance. 

			‘What was all that about Arylia being a wasteland and people living underground?’ Penn demanded as soon as they were alone. 

			‘I’m not sure,’ Arthur replied. ‘The Magi have always gone on about how horrible the other provinces are compared to Candlemage, but that was new.’ 

			‘How did they even get to be the rulers when they just speak rubbish?’

			Arthur hushed her as he looked around furtively, even though they were entirely alone. ‘It’s against Candlemagian law to speak ill of the Magi.’

			‘I’m just saying the truth! Why do you all put up with them?’

			‘It’s also against the law to question their rule, so no-one really talks about it,’ Arthur said. ‘But they’re the only ones in Candlemage who have anything like Marvellance, you see. They’re alive and can still talk, even though their heads aren’t attached to their bodies. No-one knows how they do it but it’s so extraordinary I think everyone just assumed that they must be powerful and all-knowing and would make good rulers.’ Arthur heaved a sigh. ‘But I don’t know. When you hear some of the things they say … I’ve often wondered if removing their heads is the only thing they’re really good at.’ He glanced at the long shadows on the ground and looked worried. ‘It’s almost sunset. We don’t have any food and we’re going to need somewhere to sleep. It’s against the law for children to be out of doors after dark.’

			‘We can find a barn or something.’

			Arthur shook his head. ‘It’s against the law to sleep in barns. You’re only allowed to sleep in bedrooms or bathrooms. Providing you’re not a cow. Cows haven’t been allowed to sleep in bathrooms since that thing happened.’ 

			‘Well, where are we meant to sleep then? Standing up? Hanging upside down like Smungles?’ Penn asked, knowing that she sounded irritable but unable to help herself. She was both sick of Candlemage and its stupid laws and horribly anxious about Juniper and Ned.

			‘Pretty sure both of those are illegal too.’ Arthur thought for a moment and then sighed deeply. ‘There’s only one thing for it. We’ll have to go to my house.’ 
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			The bed Seraphine was lying in felt familiar. She thought she might be in her own bedroom in the palace. She would have opened her eyes to check but her head was aching and she wanted to go back to sleep. 

			‘What happened to her?’ It was the Regent’s voice. She sounded very close, as though she was standing right next to the bed. 

			‘You don’t take very good care of your royal ward, Gertrude.’ Seraphine recognised the Inquisitor’s voice, coming from a little further away. ‘Rack found her unconscious in Bodkin Forest, not far from a cottage that was swarming with your Warriors. He brought her back safely.’

			‘What was your creature doing out there?’ Gertrude asked sharply. 

			‘Dear Gertrude,’ the Inquisitor sighed. ‘Your Warriors are still out there searching so they mustn’t have told you yet.’ 

			‘Told me what?’ the Regent snapped. 

			‘The Princess’s Knot-Sister has disappeared.’

			Gertrude’s voice sounded thin with rage. ‘What did you do to her?’

			‘Me?’ the Inquisitor said in a surprised tone. ‘I believe it’s you the poor girl is afraid of, Gertrude.’ 

			‘I know you’re behind all of this,’ the Regent said in a deadly tone. ‘Just as you were responsible for what happened twelve years ago.’ 

			Seraphine really didn’t want to eavesdrop on an argument between the Regent and the Inquisitor, of all people, but now she stayed very still. She had thought Penn was wrong to trust the Inquisitor. It sounded like wherever this conversation was going would confirm it. 

			‘Now, now, Gertrude,’ the Inquisitor said. ‘Spreading rumours is such a nasty habit. Particularly when one has no proof.’ 

			‘You made sure there was none.’

			‘Someone made sure there was none,’ Lex corrected her. 

			‘Ah yes, the “mysterious shadowy figure”,’ the Regent said derisively. ‘I remember this story. It always struck me as somewhat convenient, blaming someone that no-one else ever saw.’ 

			‘If you and the Eslit had been there that day – as you should have been – you would have seen them too,’ the Inquisitor said. ‘But you weren’t. That strikes me as convenient, Gertrude.’

			‘We weren’t there because the War was barely over, the emperor and empress were dead and Perianth was in ruins!’ Gertrude said angrily. ‘We had riots on the streets, traitors in our midst … I gave you sole authority over that trial because you had always been meticulous and fair and I trusted you! But sentences as serious as the Greying Curse are never carried out immediately and you knew that! What happened with the Wintrish that day was a stain upon Arylian history!’ 

			‘Mmm. Yes, it was the kind of stain that needed covering up, wasn’t it, Gertrude?’ The Inquisitor’s voice dripped contempt. ‘That’s why you and the Eslit packed me off into exile and did precisely nothing to try to remove the curse.’

			‘Without the trial transcript it couldn’t be reversed,’ Gertrude said tersely. 

			Seraphine’s mind raced. The Regent clearly distrusted the Inquisitor – but it sounded like the Inquisitor had told Penn the truth. The Greying Curse really could be reversed. 

			‘What was done could not be undone,’ Gertrude went on. ‘What happened to the Wintrish was only one of many terrible things that occurred during that time, as you know better than most. We had an entire town to rebuild. We had to look to the future.’ 

			‘Yes, I’ve often wondered about that,’ the Inquisitor said, sounding thoughtful. ‘How very fortunate that you had all that obedient labour, in the form of the Grey Ones, to help you rebuild Perianth. It worked out quite well for you, didn’t it, Gertrude?’

			‘What exactly are you trying to say?’ Gertrude hissed. 

			‘Only that I saw someone in the Courtroom that day and I know that was who truly cursed the Wintrish. But as you quite rightly said, they can’t be identified. So it could have been anyone.’ Lex gave a small laugh. ‘Even you.’

			There was a short silence, during which all that could be heard was the soft clicking and whirring of Gertrude’s Talisman, the small keys spinning in their locks.

			‘So now you threaten me, as you have threatened the Princess,’ the Regent said softly. ‘It would seem that you wish to remove all obstacles between you and the throne. Or do I have that wrong?’

			Seraphine’s head ached as she tried to make sense of this. Did the Regent really think the Inquisitor wanted to become the next ruler of Arylia? But that could never happen. 

			‘At no stage have I threatened the Princess,’ Lex said. ‘I am merely an instrument of Arylian Lore. It must be applied equally to all, whether they be Sower or empress.’ 

			‘You have been almost insolent towards the Princess, Lex,’ the Regent said, dropping all formality. ‘I wonder how wise this is, given that she will –’ the Regent heavily emphasised the last word ‘– inherit the throne. She may not forget or forgive your current treatment of her.’ 

			‘You may be afraid of a spoilt child, Gertrude, but I am not.’ The Inquisitor’s voice sounded scornful. ‘I intend to put her in her rightful place and believe me, her place is not on the Arylian throne.’ 

			‘What you speak of is treason, Lex.’

			‘Treason? Oh dear, now we are in a difficult place. If you truly believe me to be a traitor, you have grounds to put me in a cell too. Which leaves me no choice but to do this.’

			There were three soft thuds against the carpet. Seraphine felt a wave of heat. Then came the sound of a scuffle, which ended when Gertrude let out a cry. Unable to bear it any longer, Seraphine opened her eyes and stifled a scream. 

			The Inquisitor had summoned Inferno. The twisted smile on Inferno’s face of crumbling ash was a hideous, shifting thing, and red sparks fell constantly from its fiery cloak. The horrible creature was holding Gertrude’s lavender wig. Somehow the wig wasn’t burning, but the small keys, which were usually in constant motion, had ground to a halt. The Regent’s appearance was a further shock to Seraphine. Without her towering wig the Regent looked so much smaller and … ordinary. She stood, rigid with rage, her skull bare and her fists clenched. 

			‘You dare to take my Talisman?’ the Regent hissed. 

			‘I did not wish to take it, Gertrude, but I simply can’t have you summoning Warriors to arrest me,’ the Inquisitor said calmly. ‘I have important plans to right many historic wrongs.’ 

			‘You no longer have the power to Separate any of us from our Talismans!’ the Regent said furiously. ‘We made sure of that before we gave your Talisman back!’ 

			‘I don’t need to do an official Separation,’ the Inquisitor said. ‘Separating you in the traditional, rather than the Marvellous sense, and preventing you from using your Talisman will be enough for now.’ 

			‘Do you really think you’re going to get away with this?’ the Regent asked venomously. 

			‘Yes, I do. Remember how easy you found it to banish me? Now it’s my turn. Seraphine!’

			Seraphine, who had been frozen in fear while she watched events spin wildly out of control, hastily squeezed her eyes shut. 

			‘I know you’re not asleep,’ the Inquisitor said. ‘Get up.’

			Trembling, Seraphine sat up and swung her legs out of bed. She risked a glance at the Regent, who shot her a meaningful look that Seraphine didn’t understand. 

			‘If either of you are thinking of calling for help, there’s no point,’ the Inquisitor said pleasantly. She was standing near the fireplace, watching the brightly burning flames. ‘Rack already took care of the Warriors stationed outside. Seraphine, I need to use your room’s Loophole so Inferno can leave the palace with Gertrude without being seen.’ 

			‘Then I … I need you to move,’ Seraphine stammered. ‘The fireplace is the Loophole.’

			Lex’s eyes narrowed but she moved slightly away from the fire. ‘No games, Seraphine,’ she warned. Inferno blew Seraphine a kiss, which sent black ash swirling straight towards her. 

			Staying as far away from Inferno as she could, Seraphine made her way towards the fireplace. Perhaps she could escape as soon as the Loophole appeared …

			As though reading her mind, the Inquisitor said, ‘I should mention that if you decide to go through the Loophole first, I will unleash Inferno and this beautiful palace, built by your ancestors, will burn. Do you understand?’ 

			Seraphine nodded. Standing directly in front of the fire, she picked up the poker with both hands, raised it up high and then thrust it straight into the heart of the fire. With a puff of smoke, the flames went out and a doorway swung open at the back of the fireplace. 

			The Inquisitor smiled. ‘A very apt exit for Inferno.’ She spoke to her creature. ‘Take Gertrude to my home in Bodkin Forest and make sure she cannot leave. I will take care of her Talisman.’ The Inquisitor turned back to Gertrude. ‘You have given Arylia many faithful years of service, Gertrude. Enjoy your rest.’

			‘There is still one thing standing between you and the throne, Lex.’ Gertrude’s voice dripped with anger. ‘If The Lost History of the Grey Ones is found, I am certain you will never become ruler.’

			‘It has been found and I intend to destroy it,’ Lex said calmly. ‘Goodbye, Gertie.’ 

			Seething, the Regent made her way towards the fireplace. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ Seraphine whispered in agony, moving aside to let her pass.

			The Regent paused and looked down at her. With a swift movement, she pressed her hands hard into the sides of the Princess’s head, forcing Seraphine to look her in the eyes. ‘I don’t need you to be sorry, Seraphine,’ she said in her usual sharp tone. ‘I need you to hold on tight and think.’ Then she stooped down and went through the Loophole. Inferno followed. 

			The Loophole closed behind them and the logs burst into flames once again. Seraphine felt a fluttering above her left ear, as though a tiny insect was entangled in her curls. But then the Inquisitor spoke and all thoughts fled from Seraphine’s mind. 

			‘Sit down,’ the Inquisitor said. ‘You and I are going to have a little chat.’

			Seraphine sat. 

			‘This is a very beautiful room.’ The Inquisitor’s gaze roamed over the silk carpets, the floating chandeliers and the priceless paintings. ‘What a lucky girl you are, to live amid all this splendour, simply because of an accident of birth.’ She paused, then added, ‘How very sad it would be if it turned out it was an accident.’

			‘Are you saying I don’t belong here?’ Seraphine’s fear gave way to something more like anger. ‘Do you have any proof for your accusations?’ 

			‘I have an absence of proof, which amounts to the same thing. I’m not sure you understand how serious this is, Seraphine. A Loreful heir to the Arylian throne would have taken the Royal Sceptre and Orb out of the Casket of Fate. You did not.’ 

			Seraphine stared at her. There was that strange phrase again: Loreful heir. ‘I don’t understand. Do you honestly think …’ She couldn’t even finish the sentence out loud. That I’m not me? From somewhere deep inside she found a spark of defiance. ‘The Ceremony is going to be held again and I know I’ll get the Sceptre and Orb this time!’

			‘Sadly, I think it might be too late by then,’ the Inquisitor said regretfully. 

			Fear surged through Seraphine. ‘You’re in charge of the investigation into what went wrong at the Talisman Ceremony,’ she said slowly. ‘If you say I didn’t get the royal symbols because there’s something wrong with me … that’s what everyone will believe.’

			‘Professor Thripp told me you were a competent, if not especially bright, student, but I see he has misjudged you. Very astute, Seraphine.’

			The Princess stared into the Inquisitor’s huge green eyes. ‘You’ve gotten rid of the Regent,’ she whispered. ‘And now you want to get rid of me too.’ 

			‘What I want is whatever is in the best interests of Arylia.’

			Seraphine tried desperately to think. Perhaps she could get to the Eslit somehow, maybe they could help her … Almost as soon as this idea came, Seraphine abandoned it. How many times had she seen the Eslit stand silently by, taking cues from Gertrude for how to respond to difficult situations? They’d probably just start taking orders from the Inquisitor instead. 

			The Inquisitor tapped the Rod of Justice twice against the floor and the grotesque, dripping form of Drowner appeared. Seraphine shrank back in horror. 

			‘I’m going to ask you a few questions and I suggest you answer honestly. Drowner can sense when people are lying and this makes it very upset. Do you understand?’

			Seraphine nodded, keeping her gaze on the uncanny creature. 

			‘Very good. Now, I know that Penn retrieved The Lost History of the Grey Ones,’ the Inquisitor said. ‘I’d like to know where both Penn and The Lost History are.’

			Scrambling to answer without lying, Seraphine chose instead to ask a question of her own. ‘Why did you tell Penn you want to help the Wintrish? You told her you could reverse the Greying Curse.’

			The Inquisitor looked surprised. ‘Penn told you that? What a disappointment Professor Thripp is. He assured me that you girls were barely on speaking terms.’

			‘You lied to her.’

			‘No, the Greying Curse can be reversed. You heard the Regent say so yourself.’ She held Seraphine’s gaze steadily. 

			‘But you never wanted to reverse the curse. You want to destroy The Lost History and whatever secret it’s hiding about you so that you can take my place.’ 

			The Inquisitor smiled thinly. ‘I asked you a question, Seraphine. Please answer it before Drowner loses patience. Where is The Lost History of the Grey Ones?’

			‘I don’t know, but Penn said she was going to find a way to give it to you.’

			The Inquisitor looked at her through narrowed eyes, but Drowner stayed still. 

			‘Penn and her friends have all disappeared. Do you know where they went?’

			‘I have no idea where they are now,’ Seraphine said, choosing her words carefully. 

			The Inquisitor flicked a glance at Drowner. The creature remained impassive, black water streaming ceaselessly from its staring eyes. 

			‘Then you are of no further use to me.’ She turned to Drowner. ‘Take Seraphine for a swim in the dark waters from which you come, my pet. Just long enough to make sure she fully understands who’s in charge now.’ 

			Eagerly, Drowner stretched out its slimy, wrinkled hands. 

			Seraphine leapt up in fear, a jumble of half-formed thoughts whirring through her mind. The whirring grew louder until Seraphine realised it was an actual sound. Something was moving in her hair, just above her left ear. She reached up. Buried in her curls was a tiny key, spinning ever faster in its lock. 

			Drowner took another step towards her. 

			Seraphine held on tight to the key and concentrated on one overriding, desperate thought—

			Escape. 

			A fierce shock shot through her. Then the room filled with a flash of burning bright light. She squeezed her eyes shut. 

			She heard Drowner emit a high-pitched squeal and the Inquisitor shout in anger. Seraphine felt a tremendous force yank at her entire body. When she opened her eyes, the Inquisitor, Drowner and her bedroom had all vanished, and the sky above had turned fiery red. 
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			Penn had never spent a great deal of time thinking about where Arthur had come from. When she and Juniper first met him in Thondir Forest, they had all become friends so quickly it had felt as though she’d known him all her life. Penn knew his parents were Graveyard Wardens, and that he had a brother and had been bullied by someone called Tristan. Beyond that, Arthur’s life in Candlemage was a mystery. 

			But now they were standing outside Arthur’s home, Penn was feeling extremely nervous as she remembered that what little she had heard about Arthur’s parents had sounded very unpleasant. 

			The house was a small, lopsided affair made of grey stone, situated smack bang in the middle of an enormous graveyard. A sign hung crookedly from the battered front door. 

			Screech Owl Cottage Hovel

			Arthur saw her looking at the vandalised sign. ‘That was Tristan and his friends,’ he said in a resigned tone. Embarrassed, Penn turned her gaze instead to the graveyard. Gravestones and tombs rose from the ground as far as the eye could see, sombre in the deepening twilight. 

			‘It’s a shame it’s too late to go for a walk,’ Arthur said. ‘It would be fun to show you my favourite graves.’ 

			‘You have favourite graves?’ Penn asked faintly. 

			Arthur nodded. ‘You know how you can tell you would have liked someone by how they’re described on their tombstone?’ he asked. 

			Penn shook her head. 

			‘Oh. Well, I can show you what I mean tomorrow. As long as you’re not afraid of ghosts. Our graveyard ghost, Old Mim, is mean. Tatsy refuses to go into the graveyard after dark since the night Mim shoved her into the Boothby family vault and locked her in.’ Arthur paused, then added, ‘I’ve quite liked Old Mim since then. Come on!’ 

			Before Penn could ask who Tatsy was, Arthur ran ahead, pushed open a side door and entered the house. 

			Immediately, a piercing scream filled the air. ‘I thought you were gone for good!’ 

			It was the first sign that something was very wrong indeed. Said in a relieved tone, these words could have signalled a joyous homecoming for a son who had gone missing. But when screamed like an accusation, they had quite a different meaning. Warily, Penn stepped over the threshold and into a cramped, dark kitchen, lit only by a smoky fire. 

			The kitchen seemed to be almost completely filled up by one gigantic man, who had huge arms, trunk-like legs and was wearing the most enormous pair of boots Penn had ever seen. 

			Penn didn’t even see the figure standing next to him at first. The woman was small and thin, with a wrinkled, spiteful face. Despite the intimidating size of the man, Penn was far more unnerved by his companion’s venomous gaze. 

			‘Penn, these are my parents. This is Tatsy –’ Arthur indicated the woman ‘– and Hob.’ The man stared at Arthur, as though he couldn’t believe his bad luck in seeing his son returned. ‘This is my friend, Penn.’

			‘You don’t have friends,’ Tatsy said accusingly. 

			Arthur stuck out his chin. ‘I do now. I went to Arylia and—’

			‘Liar!’ Tatsy screeched. ‘It’s against the law to lie! You’ll bring down the wrath of the Magi on my respectable, Magi-fearing house. Get out!’

			‘I can’t,’ Arthur said. ‘It’s against the law for children to be outdoors after sunset.’

			Tatsy spun around, looked out of the window at the darkening sky and screamed again. ‘Then go to your room! And take that horrible girl with you. Curses, the pair of you!’

			‘May we have something to eat?’ Arthur asked politely. ‘It’s just that it’s against the law to starve—’

			‘Children below the age of fourteen, yes, I know,’ Tatsy said bitterly. ‘I’m on the committee to get the starvation age lowered.’ She nodded at Hob, who lumbered towards the table. He cut several chunks of differently coloured cheeses, tipped them onto two chipped plates and then handed them silently to Penn and Arthur. Penn managed to mumble her thanks.

			Arthur beckoned Penn to follow him. They went down a short, low-ceilinged passageway to a tiny room at the back of the house. Inside was a narrow, dusty-looking bed and a collection of rocks laid out carefully in one corner. Some threadbare curtains with a very faded pattern of cow udders hung limply over the window. 

			Holding her plate of cheese, Penn looked around. The ceiling and walls of Arthur’s bedroom were entirely covered with barely legible, misspelt writing. Disbelief crept over her as she began to read. 

			Arthur is a stupid boye.

			Arthur is no goode at Mageball. 

			Arthur muste stop talking noncense all the tyme.

			Arthur shuld bee ashaymed of hisself.

			Arthur is a cowarde and a lyar.

			‘Arthur, who wrote these horrible things?’ Penn whispered, aghast.

			He glanced up. ‘Tatsy did most of it. Hob wrote the ones higher up and on the ceiling, where Tatsy couldn’t reach. They said it was to teach me a lesson but –’ for a moment he looked lost ‘– I’m still not sure what the lesson was.’ 

			Penn suddenly remembered something Arthur had said weeks ago, when they’d been locked in a cell in Perianth Palace. ‘I used to have nightmares about things that wanted to hurt me crawling out of my bedroom walls.’

			As Penn continued to read the hateful words, rage grew within her. She looked at Arthur, who was happily reuniting with his pet rock collection. Brave, kind Arthur, who had saved Juniper from the abyss in the Flawless Tower, befriended a terrifying Blood Hound and won the right to wield Swordie through his good-natured and selfless heart. 

			How Arthur had managed to stay so unfailingly cheerful in the face of this relentless criticism and cruelty, she had no idea. Penn herself had been treated with constant unkindness but – she looked again at the poisonous words – this was something else entirely. 

			Arthur held up a smooth, flat, black stone that glimmered like it had been polished. ‘This is Perdita. See?’ He turned the stone over and Penn saw the name carved into the surface. ‘I didn’t name her, I found her like this. She gave me the idea to name my other rocks. That’s when I realised I was good at naming things. It’s the only thing I’ve ever really been good at.’

			He slipped the stone into his pocket and then unbuckled his scabbard and laid Swordie on the bed. Then Arthur sat down, cross-legged, in the middle of the room, balancing his plate on his lap. Penn sat opposite him and took off Juniper’s bag. She looked down at her plate. She was hungry, but she wasn’t sure she could bring herself to eat any of the brightly coloured cheeses. They looked very odd.

			Arthur picked up a hunk of sky-blue cheese and took a large bite. A blissful expression came over his face. ‘Candlemagian cheese is the one thing I’ve missed,’ he mumbled through a full mouth. ‘Try it, Penn.’

			‘Why is it all such funny colours?’

			‘The colour of the cow’s coat determines the colour and flavour of the cheese.’

			Penn picked up a raspberry-coloured wedge. ‘What flavour is this?’ 

			‘It’s sort of hard to describe,’ Arthur said. ‘But that one usually tastes like bouncing to me.’

			The thought of eating raspberry cheese that tasted like bouncing made Penn feel both queasy and confused. 

			‘Just try it,’ Arthur said. ‘It’s really good, I promise.’ 

			Penn took the tiniest of nibbles from the cheese. To her surprise it was one of the most delicious things she’d ever tasted. It didn’t really taste like cheese. Or raspberries. It tasted like … happiness.

			Arthur grinned. ‘Told you. Save the green cheese for last. That’s my favourite.’

			Although Arthur had closed the bedroom door behind them, the cottage was so small they could clearly hear every word now being spoken in the kitchen. Tatsy was screeching again. ‘… should have left him where we found him!’

			Penn heard Hob speak for the first time, in a rumbling, deep voice. ‘Can’t leave the living in the house of the dead, Tatsy. Bad luck, that be.’

			‘Well, who says we have to look after him, forever and a day?’ Tatsy complained. 

			‘The Magi do, Tatsy, you know that.’ Hob recited, ‘Anyone who finds a human baby abandoned up a tree, in a cooking pot or in a grave must henceforth adopt and care for the baby until it’s full grown.’

			‘Closed my eyes every time I took a lid off a cooking pot since,’ Tatsy said sourly. ‘Did we ever find out what “henceforth” means?’

			‘No, I don’t reckon we did.’

			‘We should look into it. Might get us off the hook.’ There was a pause and then Tatsy wailed, ‘I thought we was finally rid of him! I’m not going to be able to show my face at the Morning Milking. I told Clarrie and Ida he was gone for good! What are we going to do, Hob?’

			‘He disappeared once. Maybe we’ll wake up one day and he’ll be gone again. Don’t lose hope, Tatsy.’ 

			Penn looked wide-eyed at Arthur, who was now eating a slice of navy cheese. ‘Arthur, why are they so horrible to you?’

			‘They’re not my real parents,’ he said between bites. ‘But I don’t think that has anything to do with it. Because of the War, there are a lot of orphans. Most of the families that took them in are nice and really love them. I think I just got unlucky.’ He looked wistful. ‘One of the girls in my class was adopted by a family who likes singing. I asked them once if they’d adopt me too, but they said no because I’m a Grave Grub.’

			‘What’s a Grave Grub?’

			‘That’s what everyone calls me because Tatsy and Hob found me when I was a baby, in a freshly dug grave.’

			‘You never told us that!’ 

			‘Is it interesting?’ Arthur asked in surprise. ‘I think there’s much more interesting things about me. Like my pet rock collection or how good I am at naming things.’

			‘But this is something we have in common! I don’t know who my real parents are either.’

			Arthur considered this for a moment, then shook his head. ‘It’s still not that interesting. We have much nicer things than that in common. Like how we both like Candlemagian cheese.’ He finished eating and put his plate down on the floor. Penn followed suit. 

			‘Do you think they gave Juniper something to eat?’ Penn asked, feeling guilty. 

			‘They can’t starve her,’ Arthur assured Penn. ‘She’s under fourteen so it’s against the law. They probably gave her the brown cheese though. No-one likes the brown cheese.’ He yawned. ‘I know it’s early but we were up so late last night. And going-through-a-secret-exit sleep mustn’t be proper sleep because I’m really tired still. Maybe we should try to have a nap now?’

			‘But we need to make a plan to rescue Juniper and find Ned.’

			‘Penn, I’m so tired my brain is all foggy,’ Arthur said. ‘We’ll think better after a sleep. You can take my bed. I’ll sleep on the floor.’

			‘I can’t let you sleep on the floor!’

			‘That’s where I’ve always slept. Candlemagian law says you have to provide your children with a bed but it doesn’t say anything about them sleeping in it, so Tatsy and Hob made me sleep on the floor, to save washing and changing the sheets.’ 

			Arthur was quiet for a moment and then his words tumbled out in a rush. ‘The first week I stayed at Juniper’s house, I didn’t realise I was allowed to sleep in the bed. Juniper’s mum came in one morning and found me on the floor. When I explained why, she got really angry. At first I thought she was angry with me but then I realised she was angry with Tatsy and Hob.’

			‘What happened after that?’ Penn asked.

			‘Oh.’ Arthur looked embarrassed. ‘Thaddeus came in and Edie told him everything. He kept hugging me and he got teary every time he looked at me for about three days, until Juniper’s mum said anyone would think he was the one who’d had to sleep on the floor. After that we all went back to normal.’

			‘Does Juniper know about this?’

			Arthur shook his head. ‘I asked them not to tell her. I didn’t want her feeling sorry for me. You don’t feel sorry for me, do you?’ he asked anxiously.

			‘No,’ Penn lied. 

			‘Juniper said if her parents knew their exit could go to Candlemage, they would have sent me back weeks ago,’ Arthur said quietly. ‘I don’t know if they could have sent me back. But after I told them about the bed thing and all this –’ he waved a hand at the cruel writing ‘– I don’t think they would have sent me back.’

			‘Do you think they could have sent me back to Midwinter, if they wanted?’ 

			Arthur shook his head. ‘That’s completely different. You want to go home. I’m sure they would have helped you if they knew a way.’

			Penn was silent. For her whole life, her greatest wish had been to go home to Midwinter. But now she knew her mother was in Perianth, all Penn wanted was to be back there so that she could find her. Penn knew that she should have told Juniper and Arthur about her mother. But there just hadn’t been the right time. A dart of misery shot through her. It felt like the secrets she was keeping from her best friends were starting to pile up. 

			Arthur looked around his room again. ‘I tried to be happy here. I had my rocks and my favourite graves, and I tried to keep busy with Whingling and other things. I just never … belonged.’

			‘I’ve never fit in either,’ Penn said. She tried to think of something to say, to make Arthur feel better. ‘You know how the Regent can use her Talisman to Oust people?’

			‘Is Ousting where she vanishes people and they reappear somewhere else in the palace?’

			‘Exactly. Well, she used to Oust me into the Sludgehog sty all the time.’ 

			Arthur looked aghast. ‘Penn, that’s awful!’

			‘I was okay,’ Penn reassured him.

			‘I meant it must have been awful for the Sludgehogs. They’re very sensitive creatures. They would have been terrified when you crash-landed in their sty.’ 

			This was such an Arthur-ish thing to say that Penn laughed. Then she looked at him. ‘I’m sorry Tatsy and Hob are so horrible to you,’ she said softly. 

			‘They are horrible, aren’t they? They’re not as mean to my brother, so sometimes I wondered if they were right and everything was all my fault.’

			‘Where is your brother?’

			Arthur shrugged. ‘Felix comes and goes as he likes. He pretty much does what he wants.’

			‘Is he older than you?’

			‘No, we’re the same age, but Tatsy and Hob are a lot – well, I wouldn’t say nicer to him – but they do leave him alone. Felix never had writing on his bedroom walls and ceiling.’ Arthur yawned widely. ‘I’m sorry, Penn. I’m so tired. I’m just going to lie down for a bit and then we can come up with a plan.’ He took a pillow from the bed and stretched out on the floor. Within minutes he was asleep. 

			Penn sat beside him, her knees pulled up to her chest, with her back against the iron bed frame. She needed something to distract her from anxious thoughts about Juniper and Ned, but the only thing to look at was the awful writing covering the walls and ceiling. 

			She knew that this kind of nastiness wasn’t Malevolence, but it felt as though it was linked in some way, like a signpost pointing to an ugly path you could choose to follow. 

			Penn wondered what could make a person treat someone else so viciously, especially someone like Arthur, who was so cheerful and kind. Perhaps Tatsy and Hob had been treated unkindly when they were young, so they thought this was normal. But Penn wasn’t sure that excused it. She knew what it was like to be treated badly and she was certain she could never deliberately hurt anyone. But she also knew there were people in the world who not only treated others cruelly, but seemed to like doing it.

			Penn suddenly wondered if the silver-haired Malevolent she’d met in Betwixt and Between had been the shadowy figure Lex had glimpsed in the Courtroom. Penn had no reason to think this, except that placing a mass curse on defenceless people seemed exactly like the sort of evil thing that Malevolent would have done. 

			Dread curdled in the pit of Penn’s stomach as she recalled the Malevolent’s eerie voice and violent nature. If what Seraphine had said was true, that Malevolent was the same one who had said Penn wasn’t Wintrish. 

			And she might know … because she had also told Penn they were family. 

			Penn pushed the thought away. She was definitely Wintrish. She had the same brown skin and grey hair as all of the Wintrish in Perianth. It was true that none of the other Wintrish had eyes that changed colour like hers did, but maybe that was a trait that was unique to her family.

			Restlessly, Penn got up and opened the window, allowing the cool night air to stream in. Staring out over the moonlit graveyard, she tried to think of something else, but the first thing that came into her mind was Malumest Tor. Her heart beat faster as she remembered the screams from the battlefield, the dragon swooping overhead, the shock in the Warrior’s eyes as he’d stared directly at her …

			Penn wrenched herself out of the memory. It still made no sense. Why would that horrible place be her heart’s desire? 

			She sat back down on the floor of Arthur’s room, thoughts and worries chasing each other through her mind until her eyelids grew heavy and her head nodded forward. As the moon climbed ever higher in the sky, she finally fell asleep. 
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			A loud thud jolted Penn awake. 

			She sat bolt upright, disoriented, trying to remember where she was. Bright moonlight shone through the open window, illuminating the room. Arthur stirred drowsily. 

			Something rolled across the floor, coming to a stop near Arthur’s head. It was small and round and was wrapped untidily in paper, with a string tied around it. 

			Penn darted to the window and stared out across the graveyard. But she couldn’t see anyone. She turned back to the room and picked up the mysterious object as Arthur sat up, rubbing his eyes.

			‘What’s going on?’ Arthur asked, yawning. 

			‘This just came through the window.’ Penn sat back beside Arthur and pulled at the string. As the paper fell away, Penn saw that it was a rock, wrapped in a message. She smoothed out the paper and they bent their heads over it to read. 

			I can help you rescue your friend. 

			Meet me at midnight. 

			Crofter Mabel Bottomley 

			‘Who’s Crofter Mabel Bottomley and why would she want to help us rescue Juniper?’ Penn asked. 

			‘I am positive Crofter Mabel Bottomley does not want to help us and we are definitely not going to meet her,’ Arthur said firmly. ‘I hope,’ he added. 

			‘Why wouldn’t we meet her?’

			‘Because Crofter Mabel Bottomley died two hundred years ago and was buried at the furthest end of the graveyard. I think her grave is the meeting place.’ 

			‘Who do you think sent it then?’ 

			‘No idea. Do you think we should go?’ 

			Penn chewed her lip. ‘We could do with some help. We don’t have a plan to rescue Juniper or find Ned. Our only plan is to try to escape from Candlemage through Butterchurn Pond and we don’t even know how to do that yet.’ 

			‘And what could possibly go wrong with meeting a stranger in a graveyard at midnight?’ Arthur sighed. ‘Okay, let me go check the time.’ He quietly stole out of the room, returning moments later. ‘It’s half past eleven, so we should go now. It’s a bit of a walk. We’re not meant to be out after dark so we need to be really quiet.’ He buckled Swordie’s scabbard around his waist. 

			‘Perhaps I should take a weapon too,’ Penn said. 

			‘Good idea. Hey, didn’t Juniper say something about packing weapons?’

			Penn emptied the contents of Juniper’s bag onto the floor. Together, they looked down at a water flask, a blank notebook, Juniper’s beloved Marvellous quill that never ran out of ink, a small black pouch, a pair of knee-high blue socks, and three books: The Lost History, the despised Almanac, and a third book Penn didn’t recognise, titled War Not Peace. ‘I think that might be Juniper’s idea of a weapon,’ she said with a grimace, pointing to the war book. 

			Arthur had opened the black pouch and was peering into it. ‘What do you think this is?’ He held it out to Penn. 

			She took one look and then quickly held it at arm’s length. ‘It’s Drowse Dust! Don’t get too close.’ Gingerly, she pulled the pouch’s drawstring tight. ‘I think I was unfair to Juniper. The Drowse Dust must be the weapon, not the book.’

			‘Well, we’re not completely defenceless then,’ Arthur said, looking more hopeful. ‘I have Swordie and now we have Drowse Dust too. Did you bring anything, Penn?’ 

			‘Only Ned. I have some Mirus Weed seeds in my pockets but they’re not much use. And I’m still wearing the ring Endora gave me. But that’s stopped working.’ The silvery-blue light from the ring had gone out. 

			‘Well, you can always throw one of Juniper’s books at someone’s head if you need to. People here are scared of books so it might work.’

			They stuffed everything back into the bag and then Penn slung it across her body. Arthur quickly climbed through the window, without a single backwards look. 

			Penn took one last look around the room, making sure they had everything they needed. Then, beyond glad to be leaving the hateful words behind, she followed Arthur out the window and into the silent graveyard. 
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			Penn looked around uneasily as she followed Arthur through the moonlit graveyard. They threaded their way past cracked and mossy headstones so old the carved inscriptions had almost worn away. As they skirted the dark bulk of a forbidding tomb, a screech owl flew past, letting out an eerie cry that made Penn jump out of her skin. 

			Arthur, on the other hand, had shed the gloom that had surrounded him since they’d arrived in Candlemage and was cheerfully pointing out his favourite graves as they made their way towards the meeting place. 

			‘See this one?’ Arthur indicated a lopsided tombstone. ‘That’s the resting place of Cecil Reginald Plunkett. With a name like that, he just had to have led an interesting life, don’t you think?’

			Penn nodded but her mind wasn’t really on Cecil Reginald Plunkett. She had heard something. She pulled Arthur down behind a large gravestone and put a finger over her lips. Then they peered out.

			It was Hob. He was still some distance away from them but he was so enormous he was impossible to miss. A huge sack that looked stuffed to the brim was slung over one of his brawny shoulders and he was singing in a low, deep voice.

			‘In the place of the shadows where the walls don’t stay still,

			Wait for the Byways and don’t lose your will. 

			Choose your thread and hold on strong!

			Choose where you want to go but don’t take long.

			Choose with your heart and your head my friend,

			For if the Byways choose for you, we’ll ne’er meet again!’

			The sound of Hob’s singing gradually faded as he disappeared behind a grand tomb. Penn and Arthur waited several more minutes until they were sure the coast was clear. 

			‘That wasn’t a body he had in that sack, was it?’ Penn whispered as she straightened up. 

			‘Of course it wasn’t. If someone had died today, we would have seen a Lowering of the Horns ceremony. Hob’s always out in the graveyard at night, I don’t know why. Come on. We have to go this way.’

			But something felt wrong. Penn could feel the hairs on the back of her neck rising. She spun around sharply – but nobody was there. 

			‘Are you okay?’ Arthur asked. 

			‘I thought … it felt like someone was behind us.’

			‘Maybe it was Hob again.’

			‘It couldn’t have been. He went in the other direction.’

			‘Then it’s probably Old Mim,’ Arthur said in a matter-of-fact voice. 

			‘Arthur, you don’t really think the graveyard is haunted, do you? Has anyone ever actually seen a ghost?’

			‘No. But lots of people have felt her,’ Arthur said ominously. Before Penn could ask what he meant, Arthur gestured for her to follow him up a little slope. At the top they looked out over a vast, sprawling field. Hundreds upon hundreds of white stone markers stretched out in the moonlight, as far as Penn could see. They appeared much newer than the headstones they’d seen up until now. 

			‘This is what I wanted Juniper to see,’ Arthur said quietly. ‘These are the graves of all the Candlemagian Warriors who died at the Battle for Malumest Tor.’ 

			Penn stared at the field of white stones, each one representing a life sacrificed to protect Candlemage and the rest of the empire from the Malevolents. They had died amid the horror of war, far from their homes and families. She thought of Bessie Curmins, who had liked swimming and singing, and felt a stab of grief for someone she’d never even known. 

			Something suddenly occurred to Penn. ‘Wait, these are their actual graves? I mean, their bodies are really under those headstones?’ 

			‘That’s usually how a graveyard works, yes.’ Arthur stopped. ‘Wow. I sounded exactly like Juniper then.’

			‘But the borders between the provinces were closed only days after the battle was over. These Warriors died at Malumest Tor in Arylia. How did they get so many bodies back here so quickly?’

			‘No-one really knows. But there’s always been rumours about a smuggler’s route between Arylia and Candlemage that stayed open,’ Arthur said. ‘Maybe they brought the bodies back that way. Candlemage used to be famous for smugglers,’ he went on proudly. ‘We even learnt about them at school. The entrances and exits to the smugglers’ routes were called Givums. It’s short for “Give ’em the slip”.’

			Penn clutched his arm. ‘Arthur, do you think that’s how you ended up in Arylia? Could you have accidentally used a smuggler’s route?’

			‘Maybe? But, Penn, it doesn’t make much difference if the pond is a Givum or an ordinary border crossing. We’re still going to have to work out how to use it. Come on, it must be almost midnight. Mabel’s grave is just over there. But be careful, it looks like Hob has been digging here recently. There’s probably open graves nearby.’

			Crofter Mabel Bottomley had been buried beneath a towering apple tree. As they drew closer, a tall, cloaked figure stepped out from behind its gnarled trunk into the bright moonlight. It was a boy, who looked a few years older than them.

			‘Hello, Grave Grub!’ 

			Arthur flinched violently. 

			‘Where have you been? Did you miss me?’ 

			‘Hello, Tristan,’ Arthur said unenthusiastically. ‘I’ve been … away.’

			So this was Tristan, Penn thought. The bully who had made Arthur’s school life just as miserable as his home life. 

			‘Away? Grave Grubs don’t take holidays! And who’s this?’ 

			With one quick movement Tristan stepped forward and pulled Penn’s hood down. He stumbled back in shock as her short grey hair was revealed. ‘By the looks of her hair, your crazy mother dug her up from a grave too,’ he said to Arthur. The insult didn’t quite land, as he sounded rattled. 

			‘That’s exactly where I came from,’ Penn said, staring straight into Tristan’s eyes. 

			Tristan took another step back. ‘You want to be nice to me,’ he said aggressively, ‘because I know where that annoying creature of yours is.’

			‘We know where Juniper is, we just don’t know how to rescue her,’ Arthur said. 

			Penn stared at Tristan. Creature? ‘Your note said you could help us rescue our friend,’ she said slowly. ‘But you weren’t talking about Juniper. You were talking about Ned.’

			‘Is that its name? Harmless-looking thing but actually quite vicious.’

			‘I still think he’s talking about Juniper,’ Arthur whispered. 

			‘He’s talking about Ned! Where is he?’ Penn demanded, raising her voice.

			‘Be quiet!’ Tristan snapped. ‘None of us are meant to be out after dark!’ He looked around, checking they were alone. ‘I’ve got it trapped in a cage. I was going to keep it as a pet but I don’t want it anymore. It’s savage.’ 

			‘How did you even know that Ned was with us?’ Penn asked. 

			‘I thought you were going to be as thick as the Grave Grub,’ Tristan said. ‘But you seem smarter, although that’s not much of an achievement.’ 

			Infuriated by Tristan’s nastiness, Penn glanced at Arthur to see if he was upset. But Arthur just looked resigned, as though he was used to it, which made Penn even angrier. 

			‘I found it lying asleep in a field so I took it to Old Marthe. She told me it was a Huggle Beast and that they’re only found in Arylia. When I saw the Grave Grub in the town square I realised it must be connected to him because that –’ he pointed to Swordie with a greedy expression ‘– has to be an Arylian sword.’

			Arthur clutched Swordie’s hilt tightly. 

			A gleeful look came over Tristan’s face. ‘I’m right, aren’t I? You can tell me where you stole it from once you’ve handed it over.’

			‘The sword doesn’t like anyone except Arthur,’ Penn said. ‘It won’t work for you.’

			‘What a load of rubbish. It’s just a sword. Now hurry up before I change my mind about doing a trade and just take it.’

			Corin, Penn thought. Angus. And now Tristan. Bullies were the same everywhere. Cruel and sometimes terrifying. But also predictable. Tristan was going to take by blackmail or force what he could never earn for himself. 

			Looking miserable, Arthur’s hands moved to unbuckle Swordie. 

			Penn pulled Arthur aside. ‘You can’t give Swordie to him!’ she hissed.

			‘How else are we going to get Ned back? We can’t leave him trapped in a cage again!’

			Penn looked at him helplessly, but she knew Arthur was right. They turned back to Tristan, who was leaning casually against the tree trunk, his arms crossed.

			Penn stepped forward. ‘Where is Ned? We need proof that you have him.’ She glared at Tristan and was surprised to see him jump. 

			‘Your eyes,’ he stuttered. ‘They were blue before and … and now they’re green!’

			‘You’re imagining things,’ Penn said hastily. ‘Now show us Ned or we’re not giving you anything.’ 

			Tristan hesitated but then, clearly unnerved, he disappeared behind the apple tree. He reappeared holding a small cage, lifting it high so they could see inside. 

			Penn caught a glimpse of something furry and golden. ‘Ned!’ 

			Tristan dumped the cage on the ground but Ned made no sound. 

			‘What have you done to him?’ Penn asked. Ned couldn’t possibly have slept through such a heavy landing. 

			‘It’s fine,’ Tristan said impatiently. ‘When it woke up, it kept trying to bite me and was making so much noise, I gave it something to go back to sleep.’ 

			‘Ned is a he, not an it!’ Penn said furiously. 

			‘I really don’t care. Right. There’s your stupid, vicious pet. Now, give me that sword.’ Tristan made a sudden lunge at Arthur. Caught off-guard, Arthur stumbled and fell. Penn flew at Tristan and tried to pull him away from Arthur. But he was bigger and stronger and with one shove he sent Penn tumbling backwards. 

			And then, something very odd happened. 

			Tristan’s cloak seemed to pick him up and spin him around in the air. Then he was sent soaring up high. He did a mid-air somersault before plummeting back down, landing in a nearby open grave. Penn heard him groan. 

			‘It’s Old Mim!’ Arthur shouted. ‘Run, Penn!’

			Penn grabbed Ned’s cage and they began to run. They dodged around gravestones and open graves, sprinting towards the town. But they weren’t fast enough. An invisible force picked Arthur up and sent him tumbling down a grassy slope. 

			Penn raced to help him, but she was hampered by the weight of Juniper’s bag and Ned’s cage. Just as she reached Arthur, she felt an odd sensation, as though something was gripping her, trying to fling her off her feet. 

			Penn knew this feeling. She had felt it before in Betwixt and Between, when she had been picked up and thrown around like a rag doll and a cruel voice had told her they were family …

			Penn closed her eyes and dug her feet in. She sensed the force’s surprise as it met her resistance. She pushed back harder. 

			NO!

			The air around her pulsed. Then the pressure vanished. Penn opened her eyes and ran to Arthur, who was looking shaken. 

			‘Now do you believe in ghosts?’ he demanded. 

			No, she thought. But I believe in Malevolence.

			In the distance, they heard a cry for help. They ran over and looked down. Tristan stared up at them from the open grave, a streak of mud on his face. He was trembling with fright and he started to shout when he saw Penn. ‘It was you! With your creepy eyes and hair! I don’t know how you did that but stay away from me!’

			‘We can’t leave you down there,’ Arthur said. 

			‘You can! Leave me alone! I don’t want to be anywhere near that girl.’

			Penn tugged on Arthur’s sleeve. ‘If we help him out, he’ll wake the whole town,’ she whispered. 

			Arthur looked down at Tristan, and Penn knew that his naturally kind heart hated to leave anyone in such a horrible situation. 

			Tristan looked daggers at Arthur. ‘When I tell the Magi about this, Grave Grub, you’re going to be—’

			‘You know something?’ Arthur interrupted. ‘You’re the one in a grave, so I’m pretty sure you’re the Grave Grub now, not me.’ He turned and walked away, leaving Tristan staring open-mouthed. 

			Penn knelt down, unbolted the door on Ned’s cage and gently lifted the unconscious Huggle Beast out. Holding him close, she ran to catch up with Arthur. ‘Someone will find him, won’t they?’ Penn asked. 

			‘Hob always does a final check of the entire graveyard before he goes to bed,’ Arthur replied. ‘He’ll find Tristan, which means we should hurry.’ He glanced around the graveyard but all was quiet. ‘We’ve got Ned back now and I still have Swordie. Come on, Penn. Let’s go rescue Juniper and find a way to get out of here.’ For the first time since arriving in Candlemage, Arthur gave Penn one of his familiar, sunny smiles. ‘I want to go back to where I belong.’ 
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			Holding Ned tightly, Penn crouched next to Arthur in the shadow of the Town Hall. The moon shone brightly as they gazed across the square at the Whey Station. Coloured smoke was still puffing from several chimneys of the main building. 

			‘The building with the high roof and chimneys is the workshop,’ Arthur whispered. ‘The Ruminating Byre, where Juniper is being held, is at the back.’

			‘Okay. We’ll skirt around the side and go straight there then.’ Penn started to stand up but Arthur yanked her down. 

			‘We have to go the long way, Penn. Through the front door and the workshop.’

			‘What? Why?’ 

			‘Because of those.’ Arthur pointed to half a dozen placid-looking cows munching grass outside the workshop. Their crimson coats gleamed in the moonlight. ‘They’re guard cows.’

			‘Guard cows? How are they going to stop us?’

			‘You don’t want to know,’ Arthur said darkly.

			‘No, I really do.’

			‘To make cheese you need curdled milk,’ Arthur explained hastily. ‘But guard cows don’t produce milk. They produce screams that can curdle blood. That’s why they’re known as Bloodcurdlers. If we upset them or get too close, they’ll let out the most terrifying screams you’ve ever heard and wake the whole of Tallow’s End.’

			Penn looked at the cows again. One of them paused for a moment. It flicked its tail. Then it went back to chewing. 

			‘If you say so,’ she said dubiously. 

			‘The good news is that entering through the front will be easy,’ Arthur said. ‘No-one ever locks doors unless the War of the Curdles has started up again. The bad news is the Magi are probably in there.’ 

			‘But it’s past midnight!’

			‘Headless people mustn’t need to sleep much,’ Arthur said. ‘They’re there most nights, coming up with new recipes. But they have a special room they use, which isn’t near where we’re going, so I think we’ll be okay. We just have to get in, get Juniper and get out again as quickly and quietly as we can.’ 

			Arthur looked around the silent, empty square and then darted across. With a horrible feeling of foreboding, Penn followed. 

			As Arthur had promised, the front doors to the Whey Station were unlocked. They lifted the heavy wooden latch and pushed open the oak doors. Arthur led Penn down a hallway and through a door on the left. They stepped into a spotlessly clean, spacious room filled with hooks and shelves bearing freshly washed aprons, neatly pressed stacks of white kerchiefs and dozens of pairs of polished boots. 

			‘This is the workers’ dressing room,’ Arthur whispered. ‘We have to go through here.’ He pushed open another door and Penn followed. 

			The next room was even larger. In the middle stood a huge wooden table, while floor to ceiling racks took up two walls and were filled with a vast array of tools. There were knives, slicers, scoops, corers, shovels and several huge rakes. Against another wall were more shelves and arranged neatly upon these were shiny metal pails, pouring jugs, glass vials, folded lengths of muslin, sheets of wax paper and what looked like huge copper cake tins with lids, which Penn guessed were cheese moulds. Everything was very organised and spoke of serious purpose and efficiency. 

			‘Arthur, wait a moment,’ Penn whispered. She put Ned into Arthur’s arms. Arthur froze, as the Huggle Beast never let Arthur hold him, but Ned merely stirred in his sleep and whimpered. 

			Penn took off her cloak and then ran over to where the muslin cloths were neatly stacked. She grabbed two and brought them back to the table, where she began to fashion a sling. 

			‘Tristan said he gave Ned something to sleep. Do you think he’s going to be okay?’ Penn asked. 

			Arthur peered closer at the sleeping Huggle Beast. ‘He has brown crumbs around his mouth,’ Arthur said grimly. ‘I think Tristan gave him a piece of brown cheese.’

			‘What does the brown cheese do?’ 

			‘It makes you really sleepy and gives you cheese dreams. Only they’re more like nightmares. Everybody hates the brown cheese. I don’t know why they still make it.’

			‘How long will the sleepiness and nightmares last?’ 

			‘It’s usually not long. Don’t worry, Penn, I’m sure he’ll be fine again soon.’ 

			Penn gently took Ned back from Arthur and placed him in the makeshift sling. Ned suddenly opened his eyes. They looked strangely cloudy and held an expression of terror. 

			‘It’s okay,’ Penn murmured, stroking his soft golden fur. ‘You’re safe now, Ned.’ The Huggle Beast shuddered, then closed his eyes again. 

			‘Tie the long ends tight around my neck and back,’ Penn instructed Arthur. 

			‘How did you know how to make this?’ Arthur asked as he tied the ends together. 

			‘Seraphine and I used to carry the palace Furflekins around like this all the time when we were little. Seraphine used to dress them up too. They hated it.’ Penn put her cloak back on and adjusted the strap of Juniper’s bag on her shoulder. ‘Okay, everything feels secure. Let’s go.’

			Arthur led the way into the next room, which was bigger again and filled with shelves crammed with thousands of labelled glass jars and bottles containing powders and liquids, coloured mists and small objects. 

			‘Arthur, what is this room?’ Penn whispered. 

			Arthur glanced around, as though trying to work out what Penn found so interesting. ‘It’s just the infusion room. It’s where the flavouring ingredients are stored.’

			The room reminded Penn of something, but she couldn’t think what. She stopped to read some of the labels. 

			Winter morning

			Perfect musical pitch

			Satisfying puddle-splash

			Penn suddenly realised what these bottles reminded her of. Her favourite room in the Imperial Museum in Perianth was the Ambitheatre, which contained hundreds of bottles just like these. When the bottles were opened they filled the air with sounds, smells and feelings captured from across the empire. But then that meant …

			Penn looked around for Arthur and realised she was alone. But a door at the far end of the room was slowly closing. He must have gone that way. 

			When Penn entered the next room she gasped and then simply stood, staring at the vast workshop. 

			Smoke of different hues and delicious smells arose from copper vats that were so huge they had ladders attached to either side. Rakes, skimmers and scoops hung neatly beside each vat, while temperature gauges ticked importantly as they performed complicated calculations. Milk of all different colours poured down one huge wall like a frothy rainbow waterfall. Penn watched as the colours separated into different streams and flowed down into the biggest and shiniest cauldrons she’d ever seen. 

			In another part of the workshop, massive trays were filled with wobbly, pudding-like cheese of every hue. Strange clockwork machines were slicing and stirring and whirling, every movement of their mechanical arms precise and oddly elegant. 

			It was clear that only a fraction of the workshop was still in use, as most of the enormous vats were covered with large white dust sheets. But the scene was still awe-inspiring. Penn thought of Professor Thripp’s scornful remarks about Candlemagians and their cows, and how Arylians always made jokes about their silly cheese. If they could see this, Penn was sure they wouldn’t laugh. This wasn’t silly at all. This was extraordinary. This was … Marvellous. 

			Juggling Juniper’s bag on her shoulder and Ned in the sling, Penn carefully climbed the ladder attached to one of the vats. It was full of bubbling golden milk and its smell made Penn think of a sunny day in Bodkin Forest. Penn now felt certain about what she’d suspected when she’d seen the jars in the infusion room. She saw Arthur coming back in search of her and called out to him as softly as she could, despite her excitement. 

			‘Arthur, this is Marvellance.’

			Arthur looked up at her. ‘What is?’

			Penn leant against the edge of the vat for balance and then flung her arms out wide. ‘All of this!’

			Arthur looked utterly confused. ‘Penn, you know Candlemage doesn’t have Talismans.’ 

			‘You might not have Talismans but I think you do have Marvellance. Only it’s Candlemagian Marvellance, not the Arylian kind.’

			‘I’ve lived here all my life and believe me, if there was Marvellance in Candlemage I would have found it!’ Arthur protested. 

			‘Arthur, that pink cheese tasted like happiness to me. And all the flavouring labels are things like “Satisfying puddle-splash”, which is an experience or … or a feeling … but somehow Candlemagians know how to turn it into a taste.’

			Sighing, Arthur climbed the ladder on the opposite side and then looked at her across the bubbling vat. ‘Penn, Marvellance is things like Talismans and Loopholes and the Casket of Fate! It’s not cheese!’

			‘Says who?’ Penn argued. ‘You know the taps in my bathroom? The ones that pour out bubble bath water or sea water?’ 

			Arthur nodded. 

			‘Well, I never realised that was Marvellance until I was about eight. It was all I’d ever known so I just thought that’s what bath taps did.’ She pointed at the waterfall of rainbow-coloured milk. ‘How is that milk separating itself into different coloured streams?’ 

			Arthur turned to look and then shrugged. ‘I don’t know! It just does.’

			‘Well, I think you’re all so used to your cows and your cheese that you can’t see that they’re Marvellous.’ 

			‘But, Penn, the cheese doesn’t do anything Marvellous!’ Arthur said, exasperated. ‘Apart from the Magi, no-one here is powerful or has special gifts like the Arylians do.’

			Penn thought furiously as she stroked Ned, who had started to whimper again. Candlemagian Marvellance was connected to the cheese, which was made from the milk of the cows … ‘Arthur, what can you tell me about the cows?’ 

			‘I don’t know – they’re just cows! They’re all different colours and they’re very old. Tatsy’s friend Ida has a cow named Leonard who’s belonged to her family for generations. Ida’s always boasting about how she thinks Leonard might even have been alive during ancient times, when dragons roamed the land. It drives Tatsy crazy.’ 

			‘So there might be cows, still living in Candlemage now, who were alive during the time of Old Marvellance, before there were Talismans?’ Penn said slowly.

			‘Maybe. Penn, I don’t understand why any of this matters!’

			Penn didn’t reply because she didn’t really understand either. But as the golden milk bubbled away in the vat beside her, she remembered staring into the golden eyes of a dragon, one of the oldest Wild Creatures still in existence. She could still hear Portentia saying, ‘Dragons command an extraordinary amount of Old Marvellance.’ 

			Arthur glanced around nervously. ‘We can talk about all this after we get Juniper. Come on.’ 

			Penn leant forward to take one last look at the golden milk. But as she did, she accidentally squeezed Ned between her and the vat. With a frightened yowl, the Huggle Beast jerked awake and began to thrash around in the sling. 

			As Ned sprang free, Penn almost lost her balance. She managed to grab hold of the ladder with her left hand, but as she swung around hard, Juniper’s bag started to slide off her right shoulder, towards the bubbling milk. 

			‘Penn, the bag!’ Arthur cried. 

			Penn flung her right arm up, hard and fast, hoping to throw the bag back onto her shoulder. 

			It worked—

			except for one item that flew out as the bag’s broken clasp gave way. 

			As though in slow motion, Penn and Arthur watched in horror as The Lost History of the Grey Ones performed a graceful arc in the air and then disappeared beneath the surface of the frothing golden milk. 

			‘No!’ Penn looked around frantically for something to scoop the book out with, but Arthur had already grabbed a skimmer on a long pole. He began to fish in the vat while Penn watched him, holding her breath. On the third try Arthur brought to the surface one very sodden book. 

			Penn climbed quickly down her ladder and met Arthur at the bottom. He handed the book to her and she shook it off. Golden milk drops spattered on the floor. Penn used the muslin from Ned’s sling to dry it off as best she could but her heart was sinking. The Lost History looked ruined. 

			‘There’s nothing we can do now, Penn,’ Arthur whispered. ‘We need to get to Juniper.’

			Penn knew he was right. Holding the dripping book in one hand, she scooped up a whimpering Ned with the other. 

			‘This way,’ Arthur whispered. ‘The Ruminating Byre is just through those doors.’ 

			They headed towards the Byre, then froze as a different door, not far away, started to open. Like lightning, Penn dived under the nearest dust-sheet-covered vat. Arthur scrambled after her, making it just in time. 

			‘No-one has come forth to claim the girl.’ 

			Hidden underneath the sheet, Penn and Arthur looked at one another with dread. The distinctive high voice of the first Magus was instantly recognisable. 

			‘Well, they wouldn’t, would they, Horace?’ It was the deep voice of the second Magus. ‘She’s a law-breaker and none of our cowardly subjects want to get on our bad side.’

			‘I don’t know who she belongs to,’ Horace said. ‘Children all look alike to me. So young.’ He spat the last word out as though it tasted unpleasant.

			The voices sounded as though the Magi were moving further into the room. Ignoring Arthur’s frantic gestures not to, Penn risked a peek from underneath the dust sheet. The three Magi had paused next to one of the bubbling vats. Their heads were all attached to their bodies now, and apart from the ridiculously high wigs two of them wore, they looked almost normal. 

			‘I wanted to check her name against the Town Hall records but she refused to tell me what it is,’ the second Magus said. 

			‘You sound as though you admire her, Boris.’ Horace’s voice had a dangerous edge. 

			‘Nothing of the sort! I’d merely forgotten what it was like to have someone oppose our will. It amused me.’

			‘You’re amused?’ The third Magus sounded frustrated. ‘Brother, the girl’s clothes, that superior manner of hers … she’s clearly Arylian!’

			Penn and Arthur both held their breath. But the other Magi merely sighed. 

			‘Here he goes again,’ Boris remarked sadly. 

			‘Clarence, we know you miss the excitement of your old, adventurous life but you need to stop making things up,’ Horace said sternly. ‘You’re forever trying to make life in Candlemage more unusual, more exotic.’

			‘I went to Arylia years ago and I am telling you, that girl—’

			‘We never went to Arylia, did we, Horace?’ Boris said, in a long-suffering tone. ‘We stayed home, refining our family’s cheese recipe to bring honour to our dear parents.’

			‘I keep telling you, there are odd things going on!’ Clarence said. ‘Take the Bunyon boy, for example.’ 

			Arthur shrank down even further, his face full of fear. 

			‘One of my most trusted informants claims the boy disappeared for several weeks and has now reappeared bearing an Arylian sword.’

			‘By informant, do you mean one of those children you use as spies, Clarence?’ Horace enquired.

			‘Children go everywhere and see everything!’ Clarence snapped. 

			‘Doesn’t the Bunyon boy belong to that half-witted gravedigger family?’ Boris asked. 

			‘One of the boys is apparently quite clever,’ Horace said.

			‘Is that the boy we’re talking about?’

			‘No,’ Clarence said reluctantly. ‘Tristan said it was the other one.’ He continued in an aggrieved tone, ‘There’s something else I haven’t told you. Someone, right here in Tallow’s End, has used Old Marvellance!’ 

			Penn jumped. Clarence had to be talking about her.

			Horace heaved a sigh. ‘Just because you went to Bloodwild once, Clarence, years ago, and thought you saw someone using Old Marvellance, which I still very much doubt—’

			‘I know what I saw! And I also know that Old Marvellance leaves a trace. You’d recognise it too if you hadn’t been such cowards and refused to come with me.’

			‘Your problem, Clarence,’ Boris said in an icy tone, ‘is that you always have to be different.’

			‘For the thousandth time, my name isn’t my fault!’ Clarence said furiously. ‘You know I was meant to be called Morris! It’s not my fault Mother insisted on calling me Clarence.’

			Boris sniggered. ‘Making you the only baby in six generations not to be named after a favourite cow. I would have died of shame if it was me.’

			‘Perhaps your name isn’t your fault,’ Horace conceded. ‘But Candlemage was never good enough for you, was it? You had to seek adventures. Remind me again, Boris, what was it our youngest sibling brought back from those exotic places he was so desperate to explore?’

			‘A curse, Horace,’ Boris said mournfully. ‘He brought back a terrible beheading curse and infected us with it. The shock killed our poor, beloved parents—’

			‘Shock?’ Clarence shouted. ‘They died of old age, years after I got home! And if it wasn’t for the curse we would never have become the Magi!’ 

			‘Which is why we treat you more kindly than you deserve, even though you continue to try our considerable patience. Wasn’t it only a few weeks ago you were sure someone was controlling the cows?’

			‘They were acting odd,’ Clarence mumbled. ‘Still are.’

			Risking another peek, Penn saw the Magi were standing beside the vat she had almost fallen into. Clearly visible on the floor, near the Magi’s buckled shoes, were drops of golden milk. If the Magi glanced down, the disjointed trail of golden drops would lead them directly to Penn and Arthur. 

			‘The cows seem perfectly fine to me,’ Boris said. ‘You need to relax, brother.’

			‘As for the idiot son of the Graveyard Wardens, he probably chased after a cow, got lost and made up a story so as to avoid a beating,’ Horace said. ‘If you’re determined to make it into a grand tale involving impossible border crossings and an Arylian sword then perhaps you should be excused from Magi duties, Clarence. You might be happier holding meetings with children like Tristan instead. Children are fond of bedtime stories, I’ve been told.’

			Horace and Boris laughed unkindly and then walked out of the workshop. Clarence followed sulkily. 

			As soon as the Magi had gone, Arthur spoke in an outraged whisper, ‘They’re not powerful and wise at all! They just got infected with a stupid curse. I knew the only thing they were good at was taking their heads off!’

			‘Don’t worry about them now,’ Penn whispered back. She quickly wrapped The Lost History in the muslin cloths she’d used for Ned’s sling and stowed it in Juniper’s bag. Then she picked up Ned. ‘Come on, let’s go.’ 

			Together they scrambled out and made a break for it, sprinting towards the doors to the Byre. They hurtled through and then came to an abrupt halt, as hundreds of brightly coloured bovine heads lifted and regarded them with interest. The immense cowshed was well-lit by several wall lanterns but they couldn’t see Juniper anywhere. 

			‘Stick together or we’ll never find each other again,’ Penn said, holding Ned closer. ‘Let’s try this way.’

			Penn and Arthur began to quietly duck and weave their way through the herd. The woolly cows smelled surprisingly nice. They were also very placid and didn’t seem bothered by Penn and Arthur, but it was difficult to manoeuvre around them and progress was slow. 

			‘We’ll never find her like this,’ Penn said in despair. ‘I think we have to call out.’

			Looking nervous, Arthur nodded. 

			‘Juniper!’ Penn hissed loudly. ‘It’s us!’

			There was no answer but several of the cows closest to Penn stopped chewing and looked interested. 

			Penn moved further in and tried again. ‘Juniper! Where are you?’

			There was another silence and then a faint voice replied, ‘Over here!’

			Penn and Arthur pushed their way through the herd and finally found Juniper sitting on the ground, looking tired and pale but otherwise unhurt. She was tied to one of the thick wooden posts that was supporting the high roof and there was a tin plate with a wedge of untouched brown cheese beside her. 

			‘You got Ned back!’ Juniper said with relief. ‘Is he all right?’ 

			‘He’s fine. Just sleepy. Are you okay?’

			‘They gave me brown cheese to eat, and they named this place the Ruminating Byre.’ Juniper sounded furious. ‘Ruminating means to think deeply about something but this is where they keep their cows, so I’m pretty sure they meant to call it the Ruminant’s Byre. If they let people read books they wouldn’t keep making stupid mistakes!’ 

			‘She’s fine,’ Arthur said. ‘Here, I’ll cut you loose.’ He stepped to the other side of the post and unsheathed Swordie. Holding the hilt with both hands, Arthur raised the shining blade high above his head. 

			Juniper twisted around to see what he was doing and let out a small shriek. ‘Penn, stop him! He’ll chop my hands off!’

			Penn grabbed Arthur’s arm. ‘You don’t need to do it like that! Just kneel down and cut through it.’

			‘Well, that’s no fun,’ Arthur said, disappointed but doing as she’d said. ‘I hope this works,’ he added. ‘Candlemagian cow wool can be as strong as iron.’

			But the wool was no match for Swordie and within moments Juniper was free. They helped her to stand and enveloped her in a hug. 

			‘Now what?’ Juniper asked, rubbing her wrists. 

			‘We go to Butterchurn Pond,’ Penn said. ‘We think it might be the entrance to a smuggler’s route that will get us back to Arylia. Arthur, you know the way, don’t you?’

			‘Yes, of course. It’s not far. We just have to cut across a field.’

			‘Okay, let’s go.’ 

			They had taken barely five steps when Penn crashed straight into Arthur, who had flung his arms out wide to stop them from going any further. 

			‘What’s the matter?’ Juniper demanded. 

			‘Guard cow,’ Arthur hissed. 

			Standing directly in front of them was a sweet little calf with a shaggy crimson coat. It was looking up at them with huge long-lashed eyes. One ear stood up straight, while the other flopped forward. It was one of the most adorable things Penn had ever seen. 

			Then it opened its mouth and screamed. 

			The bloodcurdling shriek tore through the Byre like a physical force. Juniper and Arthur clapped their hands over their ears. But Penn, who was holding Ned, could do nothing. The horrible, ear-splitting scream went on and on. Penn felt a sickening sensation, as though her blood was thickening and twisting inside her …

			After what felt like an eternity, the calf closed its mouth, gave them a smug look and trotted away. 

			From the field outside, more guard cows began to scream. 

			Arthur was pale. ‘We need to run.’

			Frantically, they pushed their way through the herd. But as they drew near the side door, Penn heard a different sort of commotion outside. She darted to a window. What she saw made her heart sink. 

			Dressed in nightshirts and boots, an angry mob of Candlemagians was heading towards the Whey Station, carrying pitchforks and flaming torches.

			‘To the Byre!’ someone shrieked. ‘There’s thieves come to steal our cows!’ 

			Penn looked around wildly and saw a small window on the far wall, above a large stack of hay bales. She pointed to it. ‘Go!’

			They ran, dodging around the cows, until they reached the hay bales. Arthur scrambled up and pushed the window open. Pressing Swordie tightly against his side, he leapt through it.

			Penn climbed up the hay bales as quickly as she could. Then, holding Ned firmly with both hands, she leant out of the window. Arthur was standing on the grass below. Immediately understanding, he stretched out his arms. Penn took a deep breath and let go. 

			Ned landed safely in Arthur’s arms. 

			Penn turned and hauled Juniper up to the topmost bale. ‘Juniper, go!’ 

			Juniper hesitated, looking scared. Then she closed her eyes and jumped. 

			Penn could hear some of the mob making their way through the workshop. Others were now banging on the side doors. There was no way they could cross the open field without being seen. They were almost surrounded. If only she could create some sort of distraction …

			‘Penn, what are you waiting for?’ Juniper called, panicked. ‘Jump!’ 

			But Penn was staring at the cows. She had an idea, but it would only work if she’d been right about Candlemagian Marvellance and—

			The side doors of the Byre began to open. 

			Penn scrambled back down the hay bales and stood among the cows. She closed her eyes and then her voice rang out through the Byre. 

			‘SUCCURSA!’ 

			The word for ‘help’ in the Dead Language, which all living things had spoken during the time of Old Marvellance.

			Please let it work, Penn thought. Please help me. 

			For a moment, the entire herd stood perfectly still. Then one of the cows headed towards the side entrance. Another moved towards the workshop doors. The rest followed, splitting into two herds. The smaller herd blocked the exit to the workshop, but most of the cows began to trot through the open Byre doors. 

			‘The Cheesemaker’s army!’ Penn yelled as loudly as she could. ‘They’ve set the herd loose!’ 

			Someone heard her and took up the cry. ‘The Cheesemaker has attacked! The War of the Curdles begins again! Take shelter!’

			The cows were gathering speed. The trot turned into something more akin to a gallop. Although it would have been awe-inspiring to see several hundred brightly coloured Candlemagian cows stampeding through Tallow’s End, Penn didn’t stay to watch. 

			Instead, she ran back to the hay bales, scrambled up them as fast as she could and jumped through the window. From the other side of the Byre came a cacophany of shouting and bellowing.

			‘What did you do?’ Juniper asked. ‘It sounds like you started a war!’ 

			‘I didn’t start a war,’ Penn gasped. ‘I just kept one going. Arthur, which way to the pond?’

			‘This way! Hurry!’

			Carrying Ned, Arthur led them at a run through the field, away from Tallow’s End. Their lungs bursting, they finally reached a tumbledown cottage. Beside it, Penn saw a large pond, its water slimy-looking in the moonlight. 

			A slim, cloaked figure was standing on the edge of the pond. A snatch of song drifted towards them on the night air.

			‘Open the Givum

			Before this song’s end 

			For I am a smuggler and ne’er-do-well

			To the Byways, a faithful friend.’

			Penn saw the person stand on their tiptoes as though preparing to dive into the water. 

			‘They’re opening the exit!’ Penn bellowed. ‘RUN!’ 

			They hurtled towards the pond. Penn, who was the fastest, stretched her hands out and grabbed hold of Arthur and Juniper as she passed them, yanking them forward. 

			At the sound of Penn’s shout, the figure had spun around. They crashed into the stranger, forming a whirling pile as they all plunged towards the sludgy, green water. 

			But they didn’t even break the pond’s surface. There was a strange shift, like light refracting—

			then they were all falling; not down, but through. 

			[image: ]

			‘Where are we?’ Juniper’s voice echoed. 

			Shakily, Penn stood up. Immediately, she recognised the rippling walls, the piles of abandoned junk and the ghostly whispers that drifted through the still air of the shadowy cavern. 

			They were in Betwixt and Between. 

			Juniper and Arthur were both sitting up, looking dazed. Arthur still had Ned in his arms. 

			A short distance away, the mysterious figure was staggering up. The hood of his cloak had fallen back, so that even in the strange half-light his face was clearly visible. 

			Arthur gasped. ‘Felix?’ 
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			When she first opened her eyes, Seraphine thought she must be in the palace gardens. She was lying on her back under the most extraordinary tree she had ever seen. It was colossal. Both the trunk and the branches were stark white, while the dense canopy of leaves was a mixture of bright scarlet mottled with black. But she could feel silk carpet underneath her and when she turned her head she saw walls covered in beautiful flowering vines. Slowly, Seraphine realised that despite the huge tree, she was somehow still inside. 

			She was about to sit up when a face suddenly loomed over her, making her jump.

			‘Very sensible,’ the woman said approvingly. ‘This remarkable tree is best viewed while lying flat on one’s back. Clever of you to realise it.’ She lay down beside Seraphine, with her arms crossed behind her head. The fallen leaves, which were everywhere, made a pleasant crunching sound.

			Seraphine scrabbled to sit up. ‘Who are you?’ 

			‘My name is Floridia,’ the woman said cheerfully. ‘I’m the Chief Arborist, Perennial Cartographer and Head Fungus-Remover to the Royal House of Arylia. And you are?’ 

			‘I’m Princess Seraphine the Dutiful, of the Royal House of Arylia.’

			‘Truly?’ Floridia sat bolt upright and clasped her hands together. ‘Oh, how wonderful to meet a member of the royal family who isn’t foliage!’

			‘I beg your pardon?’

			Floridia waved a hand at the tree towering over them. ‘I’m the caretaker of the Arylian Royal Family Tree. I look after it and map all the leaves.’

			Seraphine stared up at the tree in confusion. ‘My family tree is in the palace grounds, in the Arboretum. It has green leaves and silver and gold flowers.’

			‘I haven’t seen that one but it doesn’t surprise me in the least that someone put up a show tree,’ Floridia said. ‘Considering the current state of your real family tree. Which this definitely is, by the way.’

			‘Where are we?’ 

			‘The Inner Arboretum of Perianth Palace.’ 

			‘I’ve lived in Perianth Palace all my life and I’ve never seen or heard of this room,’ Seraphine said. Or you, she thought. 

			‘This is one of Perianth Palace’s Need-to-Knows. You can only find and enter a Need-to-Know once you know it exists.’

			But I didn’t know this room existed, Seraphine thought.

			Floridia was still talking. ‘We’ve never met before because I live here and I never leave.’

			‘You never leave?’ Seraphine repeated, startled.

			‘But of course! You can’t have people in charge of Need-to-Knows wandering around, having people ask them what they do! There’s no point having secret, off-limits places if everyone can find them.’ 

			‘But … but how long have you been here?’

			‘I’m not really certain. It’s quite difficult to keep track of time in here. You needn’t look so shocked. I love living here. Besides, what kind of Chief Arborist would I be if I left the poor tree to fend for itself?’

			‘Fend for itself against what?’ Seraphine asked. 

			‘Memories,’ Floridia said darkly. ‘Dangerous and disturbing ones. They always appear when you’re least expecting them.’ Before Seraphine could ask what she meant, Floridia continued on. ‘If you don’t mind me asking, how did you get in here?’

			Seraphine’s hand flew to her hair. To her relief, she could still feel the tiny key and lock hidden in her curls. The Regent must have grabbed the Ousting key during her the scuffle with Inferno and then pressed it into Seraphine’s hair, right before she went through the Loophole. That would explain how Seraphine had disappeared from her bedroom and ended up here. The Regent probably knew about every room in the palace, including all of the Need-to-Knows, and her keys must grant access to all of them. 

			‘Er, I’m not really sure how I got here,’ Seraphine said, realising that she couldn’t say anything about using someone else’s Talisman. ‘I was in my bedroom and then … I was here.’ 

			Floridia jumped up and held out a hand to Seraphine. ‘Well, you must be here because you have a need to know about your family. Come on. We’d best make a start. There’s quite a lot to get through.’

			Once they were both standing, Seraphine got her first proper look at the Royal Chief Arborist, Perennial Cartographer and Head Fungus-Remover that she’d had no idea existed until now. 

			Floridia was small and bony and looked like a costume box had exploded on her. She was wearing a peculiar mishmash of clothes that seemed to be drawn from different centuries and places: scarlet guard’s trousers, a turquoise silk shirt, buttoned-up dancing shoes, a spotted Pard-skin cape fastened with a large brooch, and a very battered helmet. Then again, Seraphine realised, she was dressed almost as oddly. She was still barefoot, wearing her nightgown and had bits of moss from Bodkin Forest in her hair. 

			‘I didn’t really come here to learn about my family tree,’ Seraphine admitted, immediately regretting saying anything when Floridia looked disappointed. ‘Although I would love to, of course,’ she added hastily. 

			‘If you didn’t come to see the tree, what are you doing here?’

			‘I was trying to escape from someone and I used a …’ Seraphine stopped herself in time but then the realisation sank in. She had used a Talisman and hadn’t been cursed. Which proved she was a true Princess of Arylia, because only royalty had the power to wield a Talisman that didn’t belong to them! Seraphine had always imagined she’d be jumping with joy if she ever got to use a Talisman, but after the awful doubts the Inquisitor had planted in her mind, she mainly felt relief. 

			‘Well, you’re safe now,’ Floridia said kindly. ‘And as you’re here, why don’t I give you a tour?’ Taking Seraphine’s agreement for granted, she strode off around the other side of the trunk, calling over her shoulder, ‘Come along!’

			Seraphine followed, taking in her surroundings properly for the first time. 

			The Inner Arboretum was vast. The walls were covered with flowering vines in shades of hot pink, bright orange and white. It felt like a beautiful garden, albeit an indoor one, with a desk in the far corner and carved cabinets lining one wall. There were some cosy armchairs scattered around a small table, and the walls closest to the single set of ornate doors were decorated with interesting artefacts. Seraphine recognised the red hilt of an Arylian Dancing Sword and the stuffed head of a ferocious horned Thirgoff. It must have been captured in Bloodwild a very long time ago, as Thirgoffs were now extinct. 

			The colossal white tree grew in the centre of the room, its roots disappearing into the patterned carpet. Its trunk was so immense Seraphine thought it might take twenty Warriors with their arms outstretched to form a circle around it.

			‘This tree is one of the hidden Marvels of Perianth,’ Floridia informed her proudly. ‘Species Aryliana arboris regalis. No-one knows exactly how old it is but there are records –’ she waved a hand towards the desk that was covered with scrolls and books ‘– from centuries ago that mention it. The very first leaf I mapped was inscribed with the name of Emperor Edryd, the Founder of Arylian Lore,’ she said proudly.

			‘Leaf?’

			‘Every member of the Royal House of Arylia has a leaf on this tree somewhere,’ Floridia said. ‘Part of my job – the Perennial Cartographer bit – is to create a detailed map of the tree, so that specific leaves can be quickly located. Not all of the leaves are inscribed, you see. Most of them are just leaves.’

			‘You mean … somewhere on this tree is a leaf with my name on it?’ Seraphine’s heart started to beat faster. 

			Floridia nodded. ‘Yes, of course! All the family leaves have names and birthdates. Some have a little extra information too, like shoe size or an interesting deathbed confession.’

			‘So … if I found my leaf, that would prove that I’m the Princess of Arylia and Loreful heir to the throne?’

			Floridia looked puzzled. ‘Well, yes, but why do you need proof of who you are?’

			Because there’s no record of my birth and … The Inquisitor’s words slithered through Seraphine’s mind. ‘A Loreful heir to the Arylian throne would have taken the Royal Sceptre and Orb out of the Casket of Fate. You did not.’

			Seraphine had used Gertrude’s Talisman without getting cursed, which proved she was Arylian royalty. But if the Eslit were right, demonstrating this power could make everyone resent her. She might end up even more alone. 

			But her leaf on the Arylian Royal Family Tree would prove her right to rule without upsetting anyone. And Lex Talionis wouldn’t be able to dispute it. Seraphine could prove her authority and then use it to help rescue the Regent. 

			‘Could you show me my leaf?’ Seraphine asked urgently. ‘Please?’

			Floridia looked delighted. ‘Of course! There are just two problems. One, we have to find your leaf. It will be up there somewhere, but you’re currently one of the uncharted members of the royal family. And two –’ she looked at Seraphine’s nightgown ‘– you’ll need to change into something more suitable for tree-climbing. Trousers, sturdy shoes, a little light armour wouldn’t go astray if you can find it. And you’ll need a helmet. Go out the doors, turn left into the hallway and then take the second door on your right. There should be plenty of things that will fit you in the Dress-up Room. That’s where I get all my clothes.’ Floridia turned back to the tree and began checking some ropes that were dangling down. 

			A short time later, Seraphine returned, wearing a pair of belted trousers that were too short for her, a shirt that was too big for her, a pair of boots and a riding helmet. She felt ridiculous. Floridia, however, looked at her approvingly. 

			‘Much better.’

			Seraphine wasn’t so sure. The boots in particular felt very heavy compared to the delicate shoes the Royal shoemaker always made for her. 

			‘Now, step into this harness.’ Seraphine did as she was told, butterflies starting to swirl in her stomach. Floridia saw the look on her face. ‘Elsie hasn’t fallen once since I made this for her,’ she said kindly. ‘You’ll be perfectly safe.’

			‘Who’s Elsie?’

			‘The Wintrish servant who helps me take care of the tree.’ 

			Apart from Penn, Seraphine had never heard of a Wintrish servant having a name. As though sensing her confusion, Floridia continued, ‘I have no idea what her real name is, of course, but I call her Elsie. As she can’t tell anyone about this place, Elsie’s allowed to move freely between the Inner Arboretum and the rest of the palace. She brings me food and anything else I need. I’d be lost without her.’ 

			Floridia expertly did up the harness and then clipped it to a sturdy rope. 

			‘Don’t you need a harness?’ Seraphine asked. 

			Floridia shook her head. ‘I have the Talisman of a Chief Arborist to protect me,’ she said, rapping on her battered helmet. ‘I can climb like a Smungle and I’ve not fallen once, thanks to Helmut. That’s what I named it,’ she explained, looking embarrassed. ‘Because the name Helmut means “brave protector” and … never mind.’

			Seraphine looked up into the seemingly endless tangle of branches and leaves. ‘My leaf is definitely up there somewhere?’

			‘Absolutely, but it won’t be easy to find. There’s a serious problem with your family tree. Can you see the leaves covered in a sort of black mould?’

			Seraphine nodded. 

			‘It’s an affliction known as Black Sheep Blight. It’s a very common curse that affects most family trees. Unfortunately, yours has a very severe case. The poor tree is in a dreadful state. The Blight hasn’t just caused some of the leaves to curl up and turn black; it’s playing havoc with the tree’s memory. So instead of a nice, orderly chronological tree, everything is mixed up. I saw Empress Morwenna’s leaf next to Prince Osmund’s the other day and they were born centuries apart.’ 

			‘How high will we have to climb?’ Seraphine asked in a small voice. 

			‘Hard to know. But with the harness you’ll be safe. Here, put these leather gloves on. They’ll help you grip the rope. Ready? Right then, follow me.’ With a surprisingly agile leap, Floridia grabbed hold of the rope that hung from the tree and started to clamber up. 

			Everything in Seraphine’s royal upbringing was telling her it was a very bad idea to follow a strange woman up a cursed tree. But as the doubts flooded her mind, another thought immediately came. 

			Penn would go.

			Yes, but climbing trees is the sort of thing Penn is good at, Seraphine argued with herself. 

			Well, Penn’s not here. Are you really going to do nothing? Again? 

			Seraphine gritted her teeth, grabbed hold of the rope and began to climb. 
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			Climbing her family tree turned out to be easier than Seraphine had feared. There were several sections they had to avoid, such as the wickedly sharp thorns that grew near Barry the Usurper’s leaf and the withered branches where Empress Sophonisba’s leaf had been found. But as long as she carefully followed Floridia, who was a truly excellent climber, it wasn’t too difficult. Although Seraphine did take care not to look down. She had never liked heights. 

			As they searched for Seraphine’s leaf, Floridia kept up a running commentary on Seraphine’s ancestors. ‘Family histories can be nasty, murky things and the more recent the history is, the more dangerous it becomes. Particularly a family history like yours, with all the feuds and double-crossing and murders and cannibalism.’

			‘Cannibalism?’ 

			‘They say Emperor Edryd was forced to eat his son after getting shipwrecked on Orison. But it’s probably just a scandalous tale,’ Floridia said reassuringly. ‘Mind you, Edryd’s leaf is absolutely smothered in Black Sheep Blight and the poor prince never was seen again after that voyage.’

			While Seraphine tried to process the idea that her ancestor might have been a child-devouring cannibal, Floridia pointed to a leaf on their right. ‘Now, if you look over there, you’ll see the leaf belonging to King Clovis. He’s the reason we say, “In the name of King Clovis”.’ Floridia adopted a very loud, scandalised tone. ‘WHAT, in the name of King Clovis, are you doing?’ Reverting to her usual voice, she added, ‘But do you know why we say that?’

			‘Is it because King Clovis didn’t like bad behaviour?’ 

			‘The exact opposite, actually. Clovis was dreadfully wild. Behaved shockingly most of the time. That’s why we invoke his name whenever we catch someone doing something they probably shouldn’t.’

			‘What about Queen Hagar?’ Seraphine asked. ‘We always say, “For the love of Queen Hagar”.’ 

			‘Sounds nice, doesn’t it? Romantic. The real story is a bit grimmer, unfortunately. Hagar was extraordinarily beautiful. Her suitors did some very foolish things as they tried to outdo one another. It only ended when Lord Edlin Smedley – handsome chap, brilliant Artist and explorer – threw himself into the Northern Chasms after hearing the news of Hagar’s engagement to Duke Orlando.’ Floridia heaved a sigh. ‘Poor Smedley never knew how lucky he was not to marry Hagar. She was a thoroughly nasty piece of work. When she tired of Orlando, she had him banished to the furthest reaches of the empire.’ 

			‘Were any of my ancestors nice?’ Seraphine asked. She was beginning to wish she’d never seen the tree. 

			‘Of course they were! Well, I’m sure one or two of them had good days,’ Floridia amended. ‘King Clovis was renowned for breeding dragons. And even Hagar wasn’t all bad. She was famously fond of her Bundlers, spoilt them rotten. The Bundlerground was built during her reign. Anyway, yours isn’t the only family that’s full of scoundrels. Ordinary folk have nasty characters in their family trees too. There just tends to be rather more of them in royal families.’

			‘Why?’ Seraphine tried not to look down as she inched her way towards the next branch. They were dizzyingly high up. 

			‘Power, dear child! Power! Wherever there’s power, there’s someone two steps behind who wants to take it.’

			Seraphine stopped to rest. She was feeling a bit strange and it wasn’t just her fear of heights. She had never really thought of her ancestors as real people who had actually lived. When she’d learnt about them in history lessons, they’d always been reduced to a handful of dates, gloomy portraits and monotonous facts to be memorised. It had been incredibly dull. But the way Floridia told their stories made them come to life.

			The writing on a small leaf nearby caught Seraphine’s eye. 

			Tertius 

			Loyal Knot-Brother to Prince Gideon 

			‘Knot-Siblings are on the Royal Family Tree?’ Seraphine asked, surprised.

			‘Of course. They’re considered family by Lore.’ Floridia settled herself more comfortably on a nearby branch. ‘Did you know the word “family” originally referred only to the servants of a household? Gradually it came to mean everyone who shared a house or lived on the same estate, so then servants and relatives were considered family. Etymology is one of my hobbies,’ she said apologetically. ‘I’m boring you, aren’t I?’

			‘Not at all,’ Seraphine said and she wasn’t just being polite. Professor Thripp’s lessons could put her to sleep in about ten minutes but Floridia was so knowledgeable, so passionate, that it was like listening to someone tell a wonderful story. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t know what etymology means,’ Seraphine admitted, feeling stupid. 

			‘No reason why you should,’ Floridia said cheerfully. ‘Never apologise for not knowing something. Not knowing means you’re in a very good position to learn something new. Etymology is the study of the origin of words and how their meanings change over time. Fascinating stuff. I was telling you about the word “family”, wasn’t I?’

			‘You said it used to mean servants and relatives if they lived in the same place,’ Seraphine said. 

			‘You are paying attention!’ Floridia beamed. ‘Yes, well, the meaning of the word kept changing over time. Now we understand family to mean only relatives, but the earliest form of the word meant “servant or slave”. It’s very interesting that Knot-Siblings fit all the different meanings, don’t you think?’ Floridia appeared to ruminate on this for a moment. ‘What’s your Knot-Sister’s name?’

			‘Penn,’ Seraphine said. The Inquisitor had said Penn had escaped. Seraphine wondered where her Knot-Sister was now and what she was doing. 

			‘Well, Penn’s leaf should be on the same branch as yours, but the poor tree is so muddled there’s no telling where it might be.’ Floridia paused. ‘You said you ended up here because you were escaping from someone. Was Penn chasing you with an axe by any chance?’

			‘What? No, of course she wasn’t!’

			‘Wouldn’t be the first time a Knot-Sister chased after the heir with an axe,’ Floridia remarked. ‘Although many people thought it served Princess Cressida right, the way she treated her poor Knot-Sister, Juno.’

			Seraphine had no desire to hear about yet another awful relative. ‘I was escaping from the Inquisitor,’ Seraphine confided. ‘She doesn’t think I have the right to be the next empress and …’ A dam Seraphine hadn’t even known was inside her suddenly burst. ‘And the Inquisitor has locked up the Regent and taken her Talisman and no-one believes that I heard a Malevolent say Penn’s not Wintrish and the others were keeping a secret about me and I don’t know why I didn’t get the Royal Sceptre and Orb during the Talisman Ceremony and no-one will tell me anything about my parents and I knew Penn was wrong to trust the Inquisitor but she wouldn’t listen and I want to prove to Juniper and Arthur but mostly to Penn that I am good for something!’ She came to an abrupt halt, completely out of breath. 

			Floridia blinked. ‘Anything else?’

			‘I think that’s most of it.’

			‘I see. Well, let’s start with your first problem, shall we? Why does the Inquisitor think you’re not fit to be the next empress?’

			‘She wants to get rid of me and the Regent so that she can rule the empire.’

			‘Ah. And you don’t want her to?’

			‘Of course not! I’m the rightful heir to the Arylian throne.’ 

			‘Can’t think of anything worse than having to be empress, myself, but it takes all kinds. As a matter of interest, what would you choose to be, if you hadn’t been born into the royal family?’ The bough Floridia was sitting on was swaying in an alarming manner but with her Talisman to protect her Floridia didn’t seem the least bit concerned. 

			Seraphine was taken aback. She had never considered this before. ‘I … I don’t know.’

			‘Oh. In that case you’d better become empress.’ 

			The way Floridia said it made it sound as though becoming empress would be making the best of a bad situation, Seraphine thought crossly. ‘You don’t understand. Lex Talionis is dangerous. She—’

			‘What was that name again?’ Floridia interrupted. ‘It sounded very familiar.’

			‘Lex Talionis. She’s the Inquisitor.’

			It seemed as though a distant memory was stirring in Floridia’s mind. Her expression suddenly brightened. ‘That’s how I know that name! Why, I mapped her leaf only last week! Goodness, child! Be careful!’

			Seraphine lost her footing and nearly fell. She grabbed the rope to steady herself. ‘What do you mean?’ Seraphine asked, her heart thumping. ‘Why would the Inquisitor have a leaf on my family tree?’

			‘Because she’s family, of course. Follow me, I’ll show you. It’s just over here.’

			A few minutes later Seraphine was staring at a glossy scarlet leaf. The leaf was badly mottled by the Blight but even so, the name etched into it was unmistakable.

			Lex Talionis

			Inquisitor of Perianth

			Seraphine looked at Floridia in horror. ‘We’re related?’

			‘Distantly, but yes. The Talionis family are nobility and all the aristocratic Arylian families are related in some way.’

			‘But … but that means … if anything happened to me, she’d have a Loreful claim to the throne.’

			‘Yes, I suppose she would.’ 

			A chill ran down Seraphine’s spine as Eslit Hortense’s words seemed to whisper through the rustling leaves: ‘As the last direct blood heir … all of the Talismans are yours to command.’

			With Seraphine out of the way, Lex Talionis wouldn’t just become the next ruler. She’d become the Guardian of Marvellance, able to use any Talisman she wished. If that happened, nothing and no-one would ever be able to stop her again.

			Seraphine looked at Floridia and wondered if she could trust her completely. She seemed trustworthy, but the Inquisitor had tricked Penn into trusting her. Then again, Floridia couldn’t leave this room and the Grey One was the only other person she had contact with, so anything Seraphine told Floridia would remain a secret. And Seraphine was badly out of her depth and needed help. She made up her mind. 

			‘Floridia? Can I tell you something?’ Seraphine quickly recounted the story of the Inquisitor and The Lost History. ‘The Inquisitor got Penn to find it. But I heard the Inquisitor tell the Regent that she only wanted to find the transcript so she can destroy it. I don’t understand why she sent Penn to look for it. Why not just let it stay hidden?’

			Floridia seemed unsurprised by Seraphine’s tale of deception and intrigue. ‘In my experience, people only dig up secrets for two reasons,’ she said. ‘One: so they can use them. Or two: to completely destroy them, so that the secret can never be revealed. If the Inquisitor worked out that Penn could retrieve that Lost History, perhaps she was frightened someone else would work it out too. So she made sure she got to it first.’ Floridia thought for a moment. ‘Did she say why she wants to destroy it?’

			‘No. But the Regent thinks there’s something in The Lost History of the Grey Ones that will stop the Inquisitor from ever becoming ruler.’

			‘You said Penn found it. Does she still have it?’

			‘I think so.’

			‘It seems to me your Knot-Sister might be in rather a dangerous position, Princess.’

			‘She is. Because she trusts the Inquisitor. Penn thinks the Inquisitor is going to use The Lost History to lift the Greying Curse from the Wintrish. But I know Lex was lying to her.’

			‘Curses can absolutely be reversed but you would need something very powerful to lift the Greying Curse from so many people.’ 

			‘Like what?’

			‘The truth.’ 

			‘The truth? That’s all it will take to lift the curse? I thought it would need really powerful Marvellance!’

			‘Truth is far beyond Marvellance, Princess. It has an ancient, vital power that is far greater than any of the wonderful tricks Talismans can perform. I think if whatever truth is hidden in The Lost History is brought into the light, there is a very good chance that Wintrish voices will be heard in Perianth once more.’ 

			A gentle breeze rustled the scarlet leaves. Floridia jammed Helmut down more firmly on her head. ‘Come along, Princess, let’s keep looking. We need to find your leaf. I don’t know the Inquisitor but I know this tree and Blight like that –’ she nodded at the Inquisitor’s leaf ‘– is a very bad sign. Fortunately, there’s one very important lesson that truly wicked people often learn the hard way.’ 

			‘What’s that?’ 

			‘History has an inconvenient habit of refusing to stay in the past.’ 
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			In the shadowy, shifting surrounds of Betwixt and Between, Penn, Juniper and Arthur stared at Arthur’s brother, Felix. He was a thin boy, with a pale, narrow face and hair so closely cropped his head appeared shaved. Penn had the strangest feeling she’d seen him somewhere before. Felix stared back at them, coolly composed. 

			‘Hello, Artie,’ Felix said. 

			‘I … I don’t understand,’ Arthur stammered, getting to his feet. ‘Felix, how did you know how to open the Givum?’ 

			‘I’d guess he’s done it before,’ Juniper said as she stood up. ‘Which means he probably had something to do with you going through it the first time.’ 

			The expression on Felix’s face gave him away. 

			‘You pushed me through the Givum?’ Arthur said, looking bewildered. ‘Why?’

			Felix shrugged. ‘I was pretty sure it was the entrance to the smuggler’s route between Candlemage and Arylia. I wanted to try it out and see what happened.’

			‘But … but anything could have happened to me!’

			‘You look fine to me. And I knew Hob had used the Givum lots of times so it wasn’t dangerous.’

			Arthur looked stunned.

			‘You had no idea that our beloved parents do a bit of smuggling on the side,’ he said snidely to Arthur. ‘But once I knew, all I had to do was follow Hob one night and watch what he did.’

			Penn still hadn’t said anything. Although she never would have admitted it, she was frightened. Betwixt and Between was where she had encountered the Malevolent woman with the long silver hair. What if she somehow sensed Penn was here? Would she hurt her again? Would she hurt the others? 

			Feeling the need for comfort, Penn took Ned from Arthur. Ned snuggled into her and went back to sleep. Penn held the little Huggle Beast close while she listened. 

			‘But why were you at the pond now?’ Arthur asked. ‘Were you trying to help us?’

			Felix laughed scornfully. ‘I overheard you and that girl –’ he shot a look at Penn ‘– talking in your room about going to the pond to escape from Candlemage. I saw you both leave the house but there was no-one at the pond when I got there. I waited for ages but then I thought maybe you’d already gone through. So I opened the Givum to check and then you all crashed into me and here we are.’

			He wasn’t telling them the whole truth, Penn was sure of it. ‘But why are we in Betwixt and Between?’ she asked. ‘I thought the smuggler’s route went to Arylia?’

			Felix crossed his arms and didn’t answer. Juniper put on her Occulorum. The lenses turned cloudy as she thought. ‘That song you sang about being a smuggler – that must be what opens the Givum.’ Felix didn’t reply but he didn’t need to. The lenses of Juniper’s Occulorum were already clearing. ‘I think perhaps the Givum only lets through one person at a time. That would explain why Arthur ended up in Arylia last time but we’ve ended up here.’ She looked at them through her crystal-clear Occulorum, pleased as always to have thought her way through a problem.

			‘Aren’t you meant to be locked up for pretending to be clever or something?’ Felix said, sounding bored. 

			‘Why are you being so rude?’ Juniper asked in bewilderment. 

			Felix stared at her with that strange, cool gaze. ‘None of you know how to get out of here. I do, so watch how you speak to me or I’ll leave you here for good.’

			‘You wouldn’t really do that,’ Arthur said uncertainly.

			‘I’ve been here before and I got out,’ Penn said. 

			Felix looked at Penn like she was an insect he was deciding whether to study or step on. ‘Go on then. Show us how you’re going to get out.’ 

			Penn looked around at the shifting black walls and felt a chill. Last time there had been doorways. 

			Felix smirked. ‘I thought so.’

			Juniper glared at Felix. ‘Why don’t you go ahead then and get us all out of here?’ Juniper suddenly winced and clutched her head in pain. ‘Ow! Sorry, Felix. I know I’m not as smart as I think I am.’ 

			Felix laughed unpleasantly. 

			‘Juniper? Are you okay?’ Penn asked. 

			Juniper rubbed her head, looking dazed. ‘Why did I say that?’

			‘Because it’s true,’ Felix said. ‘I told you to watch how you speak to me.’

			‘Or what?’ Juniper said, clearly starting to lose her temper. 

			Felix grinned. ‘Or this.’ He muttered something and made a curious flicking motion with his wrist. Juniper flew into the air and then crashed heavily to the ground. 

			Ned woke up with a yowl and jumped out of Penn’s arms. Arthur and Penn rushed to Juniper’s side to help her up.

			‘It was you,’ Penn said to Felix, her stomach dropping with the sickening realisation. ‘In the graveyard. You threw Tristan into the grave and tripped Arthur. And you tried to do the same to me.’

			Felix’s grin vanished. ‘Yes.’ His voice had a curious detached quality. ‘But I couldn’t throw you. You’re the only one I can’t do it to.’ 

			‘You’re Old Mim?’ Arthur gasped. 

			Penn’s thoughts raced as she picked up Ned. The last person she’d seen use a power like this had been a Malevolent. But surely Felix couldn’t be a Malevolent? 

			Penn looked down at Ned. He still didn’t seem quite his usual self but his eyes were brighter and he was no longer shivering. She buried her face in his fur as though she was merely hugging him close and whispered in his ear. Ned leapt down and made his way over to where Juniper’s bag lay on the ground. 

			‘You must have followed us through the graveyard,’ Penn said, wanting to keep Felix’s attention away from Ned. 

			He was still giving her that strange, assessing look. ‘I did. And then when I couldn’t throw you I followed you and Artie to the Whey Station. But you were inside for so long I began to think you’d gone out a back exit, so I went to find you at Butterchurn Pond, only I got there first.’

			Juniper’s Occulorum fogged over again as she gazed in the general direction of Felix’s hands. ‘How did you throw me in the air like that?’ she demanded. ‘And how are you using a Talisman without getting cursed? Did someone give you permission to use a Lore Talisman?’ 

			Ned scampered back to Penn. She crouched down and unobtrusively retrieved the small black pouch he’d brought to her.

			Felix laughed scornfully. ‘Talismans are for Arylians! I don’t need a Talisman. Here, let me show you.’ He raised his hands again. 

			Quickly, Penn slid her hand into the pouch. Then she jumped up and hurled a cloud of purple powder straight into Felix’s face. He coughed and sputtered. With a surprised look on his face, he slumped to the ground and began to snore gently. 

			Shocked, Juniper and Arthur looked down at Felix and then back at Penn. 

			‘I didn’t know what else to do!’ Penn said. ‘It’s just – I’ve been thrown around like that before. It happened right here and … and the person who did it was a Malevolent.’

			Arthur had dropped to his knees to check on his brother, but at this he looked up. ‘I know he can be mean but Felix isn’t a Malevolent!’ he protested. 

			‘I know he’s not!’ Penn said. I think. ‘But we don’t know what’s going on, and the way he can send us flying into the air like that makes him dangerous. I just wanted to buy us some time so we can work out what to do.’

			‘For starters, we should search him for a Talisman,’ Juniper said, replacing her foggy Occulorum with her green spectacles. 

			Reluctantly, Arthur quickly searched Felix’s pockets. ‘There’s nothing,’ he said.

			‘It might be tiny,’ Juniper said, frowning. ‘Think of Sparkle! Penn’s Talisman is the size of a seed.’ She thought for a moment and then looked at them, resolute. ‘I think we should tie his hands up.’

			‘Is that really necessary?’ Arthur asked unhappily. ‘He’s already knocked out!’

			‘Yes, but it’s just Drowse Dust. We don’t know what dose Penn gave him but it will wear off at some point. He made hand gestures to do whatever he did to me. Maybe if he can’t use his hands, he won’t be able to do it again.’ 

			‘I’m sorry, Arthur, but I think Juniper’s right,’ Penn said.

			Juniper emptied her bag out, looking for something they could use. She picked up the pair of long blue socks. ‘I’m glad I took Portentia’s advice about packing spare socks,’ she said. She knelt down and used one of the socks to bind Felix’s wrists behind his back. ‘It’s not very secure but it’s all we have.’ 

			Penn and Juniper watched as Arthur tried to make Felix more comfortable. ‘I don’t know why you’re nice to him,’ Juniper said. ‘Has he always been this mean?’ 

			‘No. I don’t know. Maybe.’ Arthur stood up. ‘I think I didn’t notice it because I was so used to people in Candlemage being …’

			‘Awful?’ Penn offered. 

			‘I guess. It’s only now that I have you two and Juniper’s parents and Portentia and Seraphine, that I know most people aren’t like that.’ 

			‘Seraphine?’ Penn repeated in surprise. 

			‘She’s been nice to me,’ Arthur said. ‘She didn’t care that I was from Candlemage; she still thought I deserved to have Swordie.’ 

			Juniper was repacking her bag. She shooed away Ned, who was sniffing all of her belongings with interest, and then held up the muslin-wrapped item. ‘What’s this?’ she asked, puzzled. 

			‘It’s The Lost History,’ Penn said glumly. ‘I think it might be ruined.’

			Juniper lifted the book out of its wrapping. ‘What are you talking about? There’s nothing wrong with it.’ She tried the cover. It opened easily. Juniper gasped. ‘I think there’s something right with it. Penn, it’s not sealed anymore!’

			Penn and Arthur crowded in and looked over Juniper’s shoulder. The pages were no longer uncut; they could be turned easily. Penn could only make out a few letters or words here and there, and there was a lot more blank space than writing. But as they watched they could see the text slowly becoming visible.

			Penn looked at Arthur, her heart thudding with excitement. ‘I told you Candlemagian milk was Marvellous!’

			‘Milk?’ Juniper repeated, bewildered. ‘There’s nothing Marvellous about milk!’

			‘Juniper, when they took you to the Whey Station, did you go through the room where they make the cheese?’

			Juniper shook her head. ‘They took me straight in through the side doors of the Byre.’

			‘So you didn’t see the vats and the milk waterfall and all the jars … Juniper, it’s amazing. More than amazing, I think it’s Marvellous! The Lost History fell into a vat of golden milk and I’m sure that’s what unsealed it.’

			Seeing that Juniper looked unconvinced, Arthur tried to explain. ‘Did you ever write secret letters using lemon juice for invisible ink?’ he asked. ‘And then when you put the paper near steam or heat, the words would appear?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Same thing.’

			‘Dropping a book in milk is nowhere near the same— never mind.’ Juniper sighed. She looked at Penn. ‘Whatever happened, if we can get The Lost History back to the Inquisitor there might really be a chance to free the Wintrish servants now,’ she said softly. 

			‘They’re not just Wintrish servants,’ Penn said. ‘I mean they are, but one of them is … my mother’s in Perianth,’ she said in a rush. ‘The Inquisitor told me. She’s one of the Grey Ones.’

			Juniper’s hand flew up to her mouth and Arthur gaped at her. Ned gently pushed his head against her leg.

			‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ Juniper whispered. 

			‘I … I don’t know.’ She did know. She hadn’t wanted Juniper to analyse what the Inquisitor had said. She had been scared that her best friends might warn her that maybe it wasn’t true. Penn hunched over and thrust her hands into her pockets, feeling the tiny Mirus Weed seeds against her clenched fists. 

			‘We’re going to get The Lost History back to Perianth, Penn,’ Arthur said firmly. ‘The Inquisitor’s going to lift the curse and then we’re all going to have a family dinner at Bibliobibuli Cottage, with Juniper’s parents and your mum and Portentia and chocolate pudding.’

			Afraid that she might start to cry, Penn simply nodded. Arthur hugged her and Juniper joined in. Seeing his job taken over, Ned stalked off in fury and jumped on Felix with his claws out to relieve his feelings. 

			They broke apart and Juniper took off her glasses and cleaned them, her eyes looking a little watery. ‘Here, Penn, you take The Lost History. I’m going to try to find a way out of here.’ She pulled out The Arylian Children’s Almanac and began to flick through the pages, looking increasingly cross and muttering something Penn couldn’t quite catch about her parents and censorship. After a few minutes, Juniper gave up in disgust. 

			‘There’s nothing useful in here. There’s only one mention of Betwixt and Between and it’s in a section titled Smugglers’ Secrets!! Two exclamation marks,’ Juniper added with intense loathing. 

			‘What does it say?’ 

			Felix stirred in his sleep. Juniper looked suspiciously at him and then began to read aloud, her voice lowered. ‘There is a shadowy place called Betwixt and Between, from where you can travel to any of the six provinces – if you know how! The main users of Betwixt and Between have always been smugglers, who refer to its infinite paths as the Byways. Remember, children, being a smuggler is bad.’ Juniper closed the Almanac in disgust. ‘Thank you for nothing, you stupid, useless excuse for a book.’

			‘Hob’s song!’ Penn suddenly exclaimed. She turned to Arthur. ‘What was that song Hob was singing in the graveyard?’

			He looked puzzled. 

			‘He’s a smuggler and he sang something about a shadowy place and the Byways,’ Penn said impatiently. ‘Don’t you remember, Arthur?’ 

			‘Yes, of course I remember. But what’s Hob’s song got to do with anything?’

			‘Felix used a song to open the Givum and he said he’d learnt it by watching Hob,’ Penn explained. ‘And Hob’s other song mentioned the Byways and something about choosing where you want to go. I think that song is how we get out of here! Can you remember it, Arthur?’

			He looked panicked. ‘Bits of it. Hob only knows about five songs so I’ve heard them all lots of times but I never paid much attention. I didn’t like the tunes.’ 

			‘Do you think you could remember it all if you tried?’ 

			‘Maybe,’ Arthur said uncertainly. 

			Juniper fished in her bag again and brought out her notebook and quill. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Go and sit over there where you can think quietly and try to write the lyrics down.’

			Arthur didn’t take the offered items. ‘I’m not like you, Juniper. Sitting still makes my thinking worse. I need to do something while I think.’ He looked around at the piles of junk. ‘Why don’t we search for Sparkle?’

			Juniper’s mouth dropped open. ‘I forgot you dropped your Talisman down here, Penn! Try lighting it.’

			‘I don’t think it’s still here,’ Penn said. ‘I can’t be sure, but I don’t feel Sparkle, if you know what I mean.’ 

			‘It can’t hurt to try,’ Arthur said, ever the optimist. 

			‘Glister,’ Penn called out. She looked around, hoping to see the familiar rainbow-coloured lights of her little Spark. But there was nothing. 

			Arthur refused to be daunted. ‘Do you remember where you were when you dropped it?’

			‘Not really,’ Penn said, recalling her hair-raising escape from Betwixt and Between. ‘And this place looks a bit different this time anyway.’

			‘Well, if looking for Sparkle will help Arthur remember Hob’s song, we may as well try,’ Juniper said. She looked at Felix. ‘But I think we should watch him too, in case he wakes up.’

			‘We can take turns,’ Penn said. ‘Juniper, you take first watch. Arthur, you start searching that junk pile and I’ll take the one next to it.’

			‘I just have one more question,’ Juniper said, looking nervously around the cavern. ‘Do we need to worry about those whispery voices?’

			‘I think they’re just sort of memories,’ Penn said. ‘I don’t think they’ll hurt us.’

			Arthur glanced at Felix, who was lying on his side, still fast asleep. ‘If we’re going to worry about anything, I think we should worry about my brother.’

			As Penn looked down at the sleeping boy, the dark wall behind him rippled, bringing with it a rush of memory. The last time Penn had been here, she’d seen an image on the restless walls of a thin boy with a pale, narrow face and a shaved head. 

			Felix. 
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			It was impossible to measure time in the gloom of Betwixt and Between. Penn felt as though they had been searching for Sparkle for hours while Arthur tried to remember the words to Hob’s Byways song. But perhaps only a fraction of an hour had passed. Everything about Betwixt and Between was so strange that Penn wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that time worked differently here too. 

			Penn was now guarding Felix, and Ned was back in his usual spot, wrapped around her neck, rumbling happily. The effects of the brown cheese appeared to have worn off at last. The ghostly murmuring was ever-present, although it was now competing with Arthur’s attempts to Whingle Hob’s song. Penn couldn’t see Juniper and Arthur, as they had both moved around to the other side of the huge junk piles, but she knew they were doggedly continuing the search for Sparkle. A warm feeling flooded her. Volunteering to help with a near-impossible search was the sort of thing that only the very best friends would ever do. 

			Lost in her thoughts, Penn jumped when she heard Felix’s voice. 

			‘What did you do to me?’ Felix tried to sit up but fell back. Realising his hands were tied, he started to struggle. 

			‘I used Drowse Dust on you,’ Penn said. ‘You’re fine. It just put you to sleep for a bit.’ She gently lifted Ned off her neck and sat him on the ground. The Huggle Beast looked at her enquiringly. ‘This is Ned,’ Penn told Felix. ‘I need to warn you that even if you do free yourself, you’ll have to deal with Ned. So don’t try anything.’

			Felix struggled into a sitting position, looking furious. ‘That little thing? Why should I be scared of him?’

			Ned obligingly bared his teeth and unsheathed his claws. Felix shuffled away in alarm. ‘Keep him away from me!’

			‘If you don’t hurt us, he won’t hurt you,’ Penn said. She was about to call out to Juniper and Arthur when Felix spoke again. 

			‘That has Marvellance. I can tell.’ He was looking intently at her Knot-Sister binding. There was a note of hunger in his voice that was all too familiar to Penn. This was someone who longed for Marvellance. 

			Feeling uncomfortable, she pulled her sleeve down to cover the golden binding. Felix said something else but she didn’t quite catch it. ‘What did you say?’

			‘Segde arkhaios.’ He stared at her with his strange glittering eyes and it took Penn a moment to understand. 

			Felix was speaking the Dead Language. 

			Penn froze. 

			Felix grinned. ‘You understood me, didn’t you?’

			‘No!’ she hissed. ‘I just know the Dead Language when I hear it. How did you learn it? Did you Dominate a dragon too?’

			‘You Dominated a dragon?’ He looked impressed despite himself. ‘No, I just Dominated one of those stupid cows. Then I forced it to teach me more words. Segde means “I said” and Arkhaios is the standard greeting. What words have you used to do things?’ 

			‘I’ve only used one word. Succursa. It means “help”.’

			‘You used one word of the Dead Language and then just stopped?’ he asked incredulously. 

			‘I … I thought …’ Until what had happened in the Byre, she’d thought she needed the dragon Ajax to speak it and Ajax had never returned. She’d tried once to see if Ned could speak it but he had gotten cross with her and sat on her head instead. Penn suddenly realised she could have asked Portentia to teach her. And Perianth was filled with formerly Wild Creatures who might have some memory of the Dead Language: Tantivies, Bundlers, Smungles and all kinds of birds, even the fearsome creatures in the Gloam Pit. It hadn’t crossed her mind to try speaking it to any of them. 

			Felix let out a scornful laugh. Penn shushed him as she cast an anxious look in Juniper and Arthur’s direction. 

			A look of glee dawned on Felix’s face. ‘They don’t know, do they?’ 

			‘The Augur Portentia told me not to say anything!’

			Felix sniffed. ‘I bet she did. I’ve heard about Augurs. The last thing an Augur would want is for someone to be more powerful than them.’

			More powerful than Portentia? Penn had no idea what he was talking about but there was a more important question she wanted to ask. ‘How did you know I’d recognise the Dead Language?’

			‘You have the trace of Old Marvellance on you. People who have seen or used Old Marvellance can sense it if they know what to look for.’

			‘The Magus Clarence said someone in Tallow’s End had been using Old Marvellance,’ Penn recalled. ‘I thought he meant me, but he was talking about you.’

			‘I’m surprised any of those old frauds noticed what’s been going on right under their noses,’ Felix said with disdain. He studied her, as though he was trying to work her out. ‘You must have known you were different. Why are you wasting your time hanging around with my stupid brother and that annoying girl?’

			‘Don’t talk like that about them! They’re my friends!’

			‘You’re such good friends that you haven’t told them any of this, have you?’

			‘I’ll tell them when I want to!’

			‘What’s stopping you? Go on, tell them.’ When Penn remained silent, he smirked. 

			Penn had the strong desire to fling another handful of Drowse Dust in Felix’s sneering face, but instead she asked, ‘How did you force the cow to teach you the Dead Language?’ 

			Felix grinned. ‘I’ll show you.’ He shuffled around so that he was side-on to her. Holding her gaze, he made a quick flicking move with his still-bound right hand. ‘Sprecan.’ 

			Penn reeled, as though he had struck her. The word felt like a dagger through her mind. She felt it twist in deeper and a searing pain shot through her head as the words she’d heard the Malevolent at Malumest Tor say were forced through her lips. 

			‘Acennan …’ Penn whispered. ‘Weaxan … Acwellan.’

			The iron grip on her mind released. Ned nudged her anxiously, clearly unsure what had just happened. 

			Felix was staring at her. ‘You said you only used one word of the Dead Language.’ 

			Penn’s head was throbbing but she had the presence of mind to protect herself from another attack. ‘Ned! Don’t let him use his hands again.’ Once the Huggle Beast was standing guard behind Felix, she said, ‘I didn’t know I knew those words! I only heard them once and … How did you do that? How did you make me speak?’

			‘I just have to say the word and control the meaning,’ Felix said impatiently. ‘I have to channel the power through my hands but that might not be how it works for you. Sprecan means “speak”. I can’t make people do what I want yet,’ he said, sounding wistful. ‘The word for that is Fortis but it’s really powerful and I can’t control it. But I can make them say what I want. That’s easy.’

			‘You made Juniper apologise to you!’ Penn realised. ‘That’s why her head hurt!’

			‘I haven’t figured out how to do it without hurting people, which is annoying because then they know something’s going on,’ Felix said, like he was discussing the weather. ‘The most advanced level is when you can make someone say something and they don’t even know it’s not their own thoughts.’

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

			Felix didn’t answer. Instead, he asked a question of his own. ‘Do you know what the words you just said mean?’ 

			‘Not all of them.’ Penn’s mind still felt – sore was the only way to describe it. She tried to remember. ‘Acennan means something like “bring forth”. Weaxan means “grow”. I don’t know what the last one means.’

			‘Acwellan,’ Felix said. ‘It took me ages to force that stupid beast to teach me that one. It means “kill”.’ 

			‘If we both just said it, why are we still alive?’

			‘Because that’s not the way the Dead Language works,’ Felix said impatiently. ‘You have to really mean it and use your power with the word – it’s hard to describe.’

			‘What Marvellance are you using? Do you have a Talisman? Or is it something to do with the milk in Candlemage?’

			‘My powers have nothing to do with milk, and Talismans are just for stupid Arylians!’ 

			‘That’s not true. I had a Talisman,’ Penn said quietly. ‘That’s how I did the things I did. So how do you do it?’

			‘Most of it I taught myself.’ Felix shrugged. ‘It’s just something I can feel inside me … as though it’s in my blood or something—’ He broke off, looking annoyed to have shared so much. But Penn knew exactly what he meant. She shivered as she remembered the feeling of Marvellance exploding like wildfire through her veins. 

			A storm of emotions had begun to rage inside Penn, and the primary one was shame. Felix had taught himself how to do extraordinary things while living in Candlemage, a place where people didn’t even know they had Marvellance. Penn had been living in Perianth, where Marvellance literally flowed out of the taps … and she had done nothing. For years she had sat back and daydreamed, longing for a Talisman and waiting for Marvellance to come to her. It finally had, but when she’d lost her Talisman she’d promptly given in to gloom. She still could have studied the Dead Language, like Felix had, or tried to work out why she’d even got Sparkle as her Talisman in the first place. But she hadn’t done any of those things. 

			Before Penn could say anything else, Juniper and Arthur returned. They were both beaming. 

			‘I’ve got it!’ Arthur said excitedly. 

			‘You found Sparkle?’ Penn asked, startled. 

			‘No, the, er, other thing,’ he said, shooting a glance at Felix. 

			‘So we need to decide what we’re going to do with him,’ Juniper said, scowling at Felix. ‘Are you going to tell us what your Talisman is?’

			‘I’ve already told you, I don’t have one. Your tiny Arylian brain just can’t understand that I don’t need a silly Talisman.’

			‘You’re talking rubbish,’ Juniper said impatiently. 

			‘I’m not. You’re just stupid.’ 

			Juniper, who Penn was very sure had never been called ‘stupid’ in her entire life, glared ferociously at Felix. ‘Stop lying!’

			‘He’s not lying, Juniper,’ Penn said quietly. ‘He uses Old Marvellance.’

			‘Penn, you know that’s not possible!’

			‘Yes, tell her, Penn,’ Felix said. ‘Tell your best friends how impossible it is for anyone to use Old Marvellance.’

			Juniper and Arthur looked at her. Penn began to stammer. ‘I … I …’

			‘She Dominated a dragon, speaks the Dead Language and she used Old Marvellance,’ Felix said casually. ‘But you’re all such good friends, you already knew that, right?’
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			Penn hadn’t known it was possible to hate someone you’d just met, but she was certain she hated Felix, even if she also felt guilty for what they’d now done to him. He was sitting comfortably enough, with his wrists tied behind his back. Just to be sure, they’d stuffed the other sock in his mouth so that he couldn’t use any words from the Dead Language on them again. 

			Juniper was peppering Penn with questions while Arthur listened, his eyes wide. 

			‘But how did you Dominate Ajax?’ Juniper demanded for perhaps the fourth time. 

			‘I don’t know, Juniper! I didn’t even know I was doing it!’

			‘And you really used Old Marvellance? What kind?’

			‘I said a word from the Dead Language,’ Penn muttered, ‘and it gave me the power of Divisibility. Just for a minute.’ 

			Juniper almost fell over. ‘Divisibility? But … but that’s an Eminent Marvel and it’s meant to be one of the extinct ones!’ 

			‘I’m sorry I didn’t tell you any of this,’ Penn said wretchedly. ‘Portentia said it would be better if I didn’t say anything about it to anyone. But it’s not Portentia’s fault. I … I didn’t really want to tell you. I didn’t want anyone to know.’ Ned rumbled softly, trying to comfort her as she struggled to find the right words. ‘For a moment I had this incredible power and then it was gone. I went back to being just me and it felt horrible. I didn’t want to talk about it.’

			‘I know what it feels like to lose an incredible power,’ Juniper said ruefully, obviously thinking of The Infinite Book of Secrecy.

			‘But, Penn, we don’t care if you’re powerful or not!’ Arthur said. ‘Look at me. I can’t do anything special and you and Juniper are still my friends.’

			There was a muffled sound from Felix. Penn went over to him and removed the sock from his mouth, keeping it at the ready in case he tried to use the Dead Language. 

			‘You don’t have to tell people you’re not special, Artie,’ Felix said. ‘It’s easy for everyone to figure that out.’ 

			Arthur flushed and stared down at his boots. But Juniper looked at Felix shrewdly. 

			‘You think you’re special, don’t you?’ she said icily. ‘But here’s the thing: you shoved Arthur through the Givum because you weren’t brave enough to jump through yourself. And when Arthur didn’t come back, you were still too scared to use it. So you can be as horrible as you want but at least Arthur’s not a coward.’ 

			Felix was glaring at Juniper, but she wasn’t done. ‘Anyway, it was a good thing you pushed Arthur through the Givum. Because Arthur lives in Arylia with my family now, and he’s much happier there.’

			‘It’s true,’ Arthur said, almost apologetically. ‘I have a bed I’m allowed to sleep in and there’s a family Bundler named Monty and everyone argues at the dinner table, but in a nice way. Juniper’s dad makes pancakes for breakfast and her mum helps me with my lessons. I get hit in the head with floating books quite a lot, but apart from that it’s wonderful. I don’t even mind getting hit in the head with the books, to be honest.’

			Felix looked utterly taken aback. 

			‘Serves you right,’ Juniper told Felix. ‘You did something nasty to Arthur and it ended up helping him instead.’ She turned to Penn and Arthur. ‘Let’s get out of here. Arthur, summon the Byways.’

			‘You know how to summon the Byways?’ Felix asked in alarm. ‘How?’

			Juniper threw him a pitying look. ‘Because when you have good friends, Felix, and you stick together, you can do anything. Put the sock back in his mouth, Penn. If all he has to say is mean things about Arthur, we don’t want to hear it.’ 

			Penn did as Juniper said and instructed Ned to watch over Felix. Then she turned her attention to Arthur. Looking nervous, he stood in the centre of the cavern and began to sing:

			‘In the place of the shadows where the walls don’t stay still,

			Wait for the Byways and don’t lose your will. 

			Choose your thread and hold on strong!

			Choose where you want to go but don’t take long.

			Choose with your heart and your head my friend,

			For if the Byways choose for you, we’ll ne’er meet again!’

			For a moment there was nothing. 

			Then there was a soft sound, like the ripple of harp strings, and the Byways appeared. 

			‘Arthur, you did it!’ Juniper breathed. 

			Arthur didn’t respond. He was staring, awestruck, at what he’d summoned. 

			Penn wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting; perhaps tunnels or paths leading in different directions. But the Byways was nothing like that. 

			It looked like an enormous silver spider’s web. It stretched from the floor to the ceiling, dividing the cavern in half. With Juniper and Arthur on either side of her, Penn gazed in wonder at the intricate pattern of glittering threads. The thread ends unravelled loosely onto the cavern floor, but when she tried to trace the path of one with her eyes, she got hopelessly lost almost immediately. The pattern was too dense, the paths of the threads too intertwined. 

			‘How do you think it works?’ Arthur asked. 

			Penn moved closer. In the gloom of Betwixt and Between the tangle of threads glowed with a beautiful silver light. Gently, she placed one hand on the web and felt a familiar sort of hum, like the one her Knot-Sister binding sometimes made. She ran her hands lightly over the threads. The harp sound came again.

			It was the strangest sensation. Penn could feel journeys forming beneath her fingertips as they passed over different strings: soft sea-breezes on a creaking wooden ship, the crack of a forest path underfoot, the clamour of a busy town. But none of them felt right; she couldn’t sense Perianth …

			Penn looked down as something nudged her leg. It was Ned. He looked up at her anxiously.

			‘It’s okay, Ned,’ she said. ‘I’m not leaving without you.’ Then fear grabbed her. Ned was supposed to be guarding Felix. 

			Penn spun around and a handful of purple powder flew into her face. She sank to the ground, coughing, as weariness overcame her. Two thumps sounded beside her as Juniper and Arthur dropped to the ground. Struggling to keep her eyes open, Penn heard Felix say something. Ned flew through the air and crashed into one of the junk piles. 

			Penn’s eyelids were unbearably heavy but she managed to keep them open just enough to watch Felix. He walked the length of the Byways, running a hand delicately over the threads. There was a long, low note. Felix found the end of one thread and wound it around his hand. There was a bright flash and Felix vanished. 

			Fighting hard against the effects of the Drowse Dust, Penn dragged herself onto her hands and knees and began to crawl. Juniper’s bag was only a short distance away but it felt like miles. All she wanted to do was lie down and go to sleep.

			Finally, the bag was within reach. Penn tipped it upside down and the contents spilled out. In what felt like slow motion, she opened the flask and poured the cold water over her face, washing away the Drowse Dust. Gasping, she was instantly wide awake.

			Penn ran over to Ned, who whimpered. She carefully picked him up and ran back to where Juniper and Arthur lay peacefully sleeping. 

			The water flask was empty now and Hob’s song had warned not to take too long to choose your path …

			Penn stared at the Byways in an agony of indecision. She had to get The Lost History back to Perianth and give it to the Inquisitor. But she didn’t want to leave Juniper, Arthur and Ned here like this. 

			The Byways trembled, as though a breeze had blown through the cavern. Penn made up her mind. If she made it to Perianth, she could get help for the others. If she missed this chance they might not get another one. 

			She put Ned down beside Juniper and he looked up at her, aggrieved. ‘I’m sorry, Ned, but you’re hurt. I can’t take you with me. I’m going to get help, okay?’ 

			Penn picked up The Lost History and tucked it into one of her cloak pockets. Then she ran to the Byways and put her hand on the strings. Possible journeys started to form once more under her fingertips. She felt the biting cold of snow, a hot desert wind, the emptiness of a vast, long-abandoned city. 

			She wanted to follow all of the threads, to see and explore all of these strange and wonderful places. But as though lifted by an invisible breeze, one thread brushed insistently against her fingertips. A long, clear note pealed out. Penn shivered as a feeling of immense power shuddered through her. There were other things woven into that thread too: a sense of destiny, like the promise of a curse or a blessing. Extraordinary change and something familiar that she longed for …

			Hob’s song said to choose with your heart and your head. This thread would take her to where she needed to go, Penn was sure of it. This was the path she should – no, she must – choose. 

			Penn traced the delicate silver thread down to where its loose end lay on the floor. She picked it up and wound it around her hand. 

			The Byways grew dazzlingly bright. Then Penn was jerked off her feet as an unstoppable force dragged her headfirst through the silver web, towards the fate she had chosen. 
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			Penn opened her eyes to find that the rippling walls, ghostly murmurs and dark gloom of Betwixt and Between had all vanished. The light was achingly bright. When her eyes adjusted she saw that she was in a cold, vast hall that seemed to be fashioned from ice. It made her feel indescribably small. The floor was made of polished white stone and the ceiling was so high Penn could barely make it out. 

			Intricately stitched tapestries covered the walls. The forests, castles, feasts and ships sailing across stormy seas were the most alive images Penn had ever seen. She looked closer and blinked. The ships actually were moving. As were the tiny hunters riding through the dark green forests on Tantivies, and the Warriors marching in formation. 

			Penn dragged her gaze away from the tapestries. There was only one other thing in the hall and it was very strange indeed. It looked like a mountain of glittering white thread. Penn moved closer.

			‘Hello?’ she called out tentatively. Her voice ricocheted around the hall, splintering into an echo. Hello, hello, hello …

			‘Is that the child, come at last?’

			Penn jumped, dropping the Byways thread she’d been holding. The voice had seemed to come from inside the mound of white thread. She took a few steps back and looked up. A pair of bright blue eyes peered down at her from within the spun heap. 

			‘It is you, truly! How delightful to have a guest after so many years. I am so pleased you got my invitation. Wait there, I will come down.’

			The eyes disappeared and Penn heard a scrabbling sort of noise and several thumps. A minute or so later the voice called out again. ‘Step into my parlour and we will play a game. I adore parlour games, don’t you?’ 

			Warily, Penn made her way towards the voice. Behind the shimmering heap of white thread was a woman with dark brown skin, dressed in a blue robe and turban. She was taking her place at a large spinning wheel and didn’t look up as Penn approached. All her attention was focused on the ice-white thread as she began to spin, ferociously pumping the pedal with her bare foot. 

			‘I think your thread brought me here,’ Penn said. 

			‘It did, indeed. You must forgive me for diverting you from your intended journey, but needs must when the spider spins.’ As the white thread passed through her hands and spun on the wheel, it turned to silver.

			Penn didn’t have a clue what the woman was talking about. ‘Is … is this still Betwixt and Between?’ 

			‘It’s to be Twenty Questions then? Excellent, that is one of my favourite games! The answer to your question is no. This is not Betwixt and Between. This is my special hiding place.’ She paused her spinning. ‘You must ask another question now.’

			‘I don’t understand,’ Penn said helplessly. 

			‘It’s a very simple game,’ the woman said impatiently, starting up her wheel again. ‘You ask questions and I try to answer them. I must warn you that I am very good at this game. Even though my sisters never thought me clever, I know the answers to many things.’

			Penn had no idea what to say and the silence stretched on. ‘Are you upset because you didn’t know the game had started?’ the woman asked. ‘Very well, I will allow the question you just asked to be considered a practice question. You therefore still have twenty questions left.’

			Penn didn’t know how she had ended up here or who the woman was, and right now she didn’t really want answers to either of those questions. She just wanted to get away as fast as possible. 

			‘That’s very kind of you,’ Penn said cautiously, edging backwards, ‘but, I, um, think I should be going now.’

			‘But you only just got here! Do you really not have any questions for me?’ 

			‘I … I don’t think so.’ 

			‘Well, come back another time and we will play then.’

			‘I … I will. Thank you.’ Penn turned to find the Byways thread, relieved that she was allowed to leave. She had only taken three steps, however, when the woman spoke again. 

			‘You don’t look much like your mother, I must say. You must take after your father.’

			Penn swung around. ‘You know my mother?’

			‘Oh, how delightful! The game is back on. Yes, I knew your mother. That was your first question.’

			‘Tell me about her!’ 

			‘That’s not a question,’ the woman said petulantly. ‘Try again.’

			The words tumbled out of Penn. ‘What’s her name? How do you know her? Is she really in Perianth?’

			‘Stop!’ the woman screeched. ‘This is not how the game is played! You must ask a question and wait for my reply before asking another. Those questions are disqualified, which means I’m not obliged to answer them but they still count.’ 

			Penn took a deep breath and tried to speak slowly. ‘What is my mother’s name?’

			‘She went by many different names. I believe the one she liked best was Eirien.’

			Eirien. My mother’s name is Eirien. Penn clutched at the precious fragment of information, slipping it deep into her heart. It took a little longer for the other words to register. 

			She went. She liked. 

			Past tense.

			‘When … when did you last see her?’

			‘Why, on the day she died, of course. Or I should say, the day she was murdered, to be precise.’

			Penn’s whole body began to shake. ‘That’s not true! She’s one of the Grey Ones in Perianth!’

			‘Wherever did you get that idea?’ the woman asked, looking perplexed. Her wheel continued to turn. 

			‘Someone told me and I know it’s true!’

			‘Knowing and wanting something to be true are very much not the same thing,’ the woman remarked placidly. ‘Now, if you do not ask another question soon I will have to penalise you and take away one of your questions. Be quick.’

			It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. 

			‘How do you know what happened to her?’ 

			‘Because I was there.’

			‘Who killed her? And why?’

			‘You just used up questions eight and nine,’ the woman said sulkily. ‘I told you already, you can only ask one question at a time.’

			‘Please tell me,’ Penn begged. 

			‘Eirien was murdered because she was foolish. She got in the way of someone she should never have crossed.’

			All at once, Penn knew. ‘It was a woman who killed my mother, wasn’t it?’ she said. ‘A woman with long silver hair.’ She felt numb, as though this was happening to someone else, and wondered if she was heartless for not wanting to cry. 

			‘Oh dear, now I must rule on a technicality. You asked the question but you also provided the correct answer. I believe that entitles you to an extra question. How very vexing. I used to be much better at this game. How did you know the answer?’

			‘I’ve – met – that woman before. She threatened me and … she hurt me.’ Penn felt again the powerful force picking her up and throwing her across the cavern, the warm blood as her lip split open.

			‘Yes, that sounds like my sister.’

			‘Your sister?’

			‘You fell into the repetition trap!’ the woman said gleefully. ‘I made you waste a question! That was number eleven.’ 

			The Malevolent woman in Betwixt and Between had said that she was Penn’s family. If they were sisters …

			‘Are you my aunt?’ she asked, her voice trembling. 

			‘Oh, very well done, child! Very well done indeed. That was question number twelve. You must play our game as you see fit, of course, but do you intend to use up all your questions on the distant past? It makes it very dull for the other player.’ She added slyly, ‘You don’t wish to know anything about that bright little Talisman you received? Or Princess Seraphine’s sceptre?’

			‘Seraphine’s scep—’ Penn began, puzzled, but stopped herself before she wasted another question. 

			‘You are learning.’ The woman sounded disappointed. ‘You have a quick mind. Your mother was the same. She made fun of me sometimes when I took longer to understand things.’ 

			Penn thought furiously. How could this woman even know what they’d taken out of the Casket of Fate? Unless …

			‘What is your question? It is unlucky number thirteen, child. Choose your words carefully.’

			‘Seraphine and I both received the exact things we needed. Did … did you have something to do with it?’

			The woman paused her spinning and clapped her hands gleefully. ‘You worked it out! The answer is yes! It was me.’

			‘You interfered with the Casket of Fate? How?’ 

			‘The Casket of Fate?’ The woman practically spat the words. ‘I may not be as powerful as I once was but meddling with that trinket box is nothing more than this –’ she snapped her fingers ‘– for me.’

			‘Why did you help us?’

			A cunning look crossed the woman’s face. ‘I must confess, it had less to do with helping the two of you and more to do with not helping my dear sister. I knew she had plans for you and Seraphine and it suited me to make sure she did not get her way.’

			‘I don’t understand any of this. You made sure I got Sparkle and that Seraphine got her sceptre and—’

			‘Yes, yes, we’ve been over all this already,’ she said impatiently. ‘We’re up to question number seventeen now!’

			‘What does – my other aunt – want with me?’

			‘There are a number of answers to that question but we are playing by the rules so I shall give you only one. But which one?’ She pumped the pedal as she pondered. ‘Let me think upon my answer. I will come back to it at the end. Now, you have only three questions remaining, child. Choose well.’ 

			Penn had hundreds of questions. She wanted to know more about her mother – her life and her death. She wanted to know if her father was still alive and what his name was. She wanted to know her own real name. She wanted to ask if she had siblings and why this strange woman, who claimed to be her aunt, had never tried to contact her until now. She wanted to know the name of the silver-haired Malevolent who had murdered her mother. And she longed to know if she’d ever be able to use Marvellance again. But one question, above all the others, tumbled out of her mouth, unchecked. 

			‘Is it really possible to lift the Greying Curse from the Wintrish?’

			The woman paused again in her spinning. Then she raised her head and looked at Penn. Penn gasped. The woman’s blue eyes had changed to green. ‘Well done, child. It is a rare person who, when given only twenty questions, uses up any of them on another. As for the answer to your question,’ she continued, ‘the Greying Curse can be undone. But lifting a curse will not eradicate the hatred that brought it into being in the first place. Neither the cause of the curse, or its effects, will vanish immediately, if ever.’ The woman gestured to the tapestries on the walls. ‘The stories that create the tapestry of this land span centuries. They are woven from the shining strands of love and bravery and the tangled, knotted threads of hatred and fear. Through it all runs the twin powers of Marvellance and Malevolence and the battle to control them. Do you understand what I am saying, child?’

			Penn shook her head. 

			‘I am saying that the Arylians cling to their power in the present because doing so enables them to rewrite the past. The past, the present and the future are merely one continuous thread jumbled together –’ she gestured at the mountain of glittering thread beside them ‘– that we must attempt to unravel as we weave our stories.’ Her speech came to a halt. ‘I grow tired. You have two questions left.’ She began to spin again, but far more slowly.

			Penn hadn’t understood much of this speech but one sentence stood out: ‘The Greying Curse can be undone.’ 

			Her mother might not be among the Grey Ones but there were still all the others who deserved to be freed, including the Wintrish woman in the Vaulting Vault who had cut open her hand and given her blood to feed an Arylian weapon. 

			‘I have The Lost History of the Grey Ones,’ Penn said, pulling it from her cloak pocket. ‘Can you help me get back to Perianth? If I can get it to the Inquisitor, she’ll lift the Greying Curse from all of the Wintrish there.’

			The spinning wheel came to a complete stop. ‘With her final questions the girl still thinks of others, rather than herself.’ She smiled sadly. ‘You are more like your mother than you appear. But even for kin, I cannot choose your path for you. You have already made your choice. Now, ask me your final question and then be on your way.’

			‘How do I save them?’ Penn whispered.

			When the woman finally answered, her voice sent shivers down Penn’s spine. It was the voice of something ancient, mysterious and powerful. ‘Find The Lost History. Bear the pain and inflict the pain. Then make your choice.’ Before Penn could ask what she meant, the woman continued on, ‘And now our game is at an end. But I must give you one more answer, for I play fairly and you won the right to an extra question.’ 

			Penn opened her mouth to speak but the woman held up a hand to forestall her. ‘This question I will choose for you. Your mother ruined everything for us, but I was fond of her once. For her sake I will give you the answer to a question I know is important to you.’ 

			Words from the Dead Language filled Penn’s mind. 

			Tueth pera Mirari. 

			‘I don’t understand.’

			‘You are not meant to. Not yet. And now it is time for you to leave.’

			‘But—’ 

			‘Pick up your thread and leave!’ 

			Penn put The Lost History back into her cloak pocket, then made her way to where she’d dropped the Byways thread. She was about to wind it around her hand when she paused. ‘You never answered question seventeen either.’ 

			The woman looked weary and somehow older, as though she had aged years in the short time Penn had spent with her. ‘I cannot remember the question. What was it?’

			‘What does my other aunt want with me?’

			The woman took out a pair of shears. 

			‘I can’t know for certain but I imagine it’s the same thing she wants from everyone. Obedience. Or your death.’ She snipped the thread.

			As though it had received a command, the silver thread Penn was holding began to wind itself tightly around her hand. 

			‘Fortunately for all of us, she is as much a prisoner there as I am here,’ her aunt continued. A puzzled expression came over her. ‘Which is why I do not understand why you chose that particular thread.’ 

			Penn looked up. ‘This thread is taking me to Perianth.’ 

			‘To Perianth? Dear me, child, no.’ 

			Penn tried frantically to unwind the thread from her hand, panic rising within her. ‘Then where is it going to take me?’

			‘You have used up all your questions so I shouldn’t really answer. But you are family and I very much enjoyed our game.’ She smiled at Penn. ‘You chose a very powerful strand soaked in Old Marvellance. That thread will take you to the one place, above all others, that called to you.’

			Penn’s thread gave a sudden, violent jerk and she was thrown off her feet. Struggling furiously as she was dragged back towards the Byways, Penn heard her aunt’s voice for the last time.

			‘The path you chose cannot be changed, child. You’re going to Malumest Tor.’ 

		

	
		
			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Seraphine woke up in a small but comfortable bed and stretched. 

			‘Ow! Ow!’

			Every muscle in her body hurt. It must have been the tree climbing. She had been using muscles she didn’t even know she had.

			Seraphine quickly dressed in the odd outfit she’d worn yesterday, realising as she did so that it was the first time she’d ever worn the same clothes two days in a row.

			After the horrible shock of seeing the Inquisitor’s leaf, they had continued hunting for Seraphine’s for hours, to no avail. Floridia had remained irrepressibly optimistic about their chances of finding it but Seraphine had gone to bed with a knot of dread in her stomach. With the Regent gone, she needed proof of her status or she’d have to stay in hiding forever. She had no doubt that the moment she reappeared in the palace the Inquisitor would declare that Seraphine was not the Loreful heir and would instruct one of her terrifying creatures to do something horrible to her. 

			Entering the Inner Arboretum, Seraphine found Floridia eating breakfast at a small table underneath the towering tree. 

			‘Good morning, sleepyhead!’ Floridia said, smiling. She hadn’t put on Helmut yet. Her frizzy hair had been pulled into a messy bun and had what looked like a quill stuck through it. ‘Would you like some breakfast?’

			Seraphine slipped shyly into the other seat. ‘Yes, please.’

			‘Perfect timing as always, Elsie,’ Floridia said, as a Grey One silently appeared with a plate of hot buttered toast and a pot of tea on a large silver tray. 

			‘I’d like a glass of water,’ Seraphine said to Elsie. The servant nodded and withdrew as Seraphine started to spread jam on her toast. 

			‘Poor Elsie,’ Floridia said. ‘How old do you think she was when she was punished with the Greying Curse?’

			Seraphine hadn’t really looked at Elsie so she made a vague noise that could have meant anything. 

			‘Now, I had a think overnight and I believe we need a better way to find your leaf, given the urgency,’ Floridia said. ‘It was an interesting problem, as I’m so used to taking my time mapping the tree, but I think I’ve had rather a good idea. Come with me, I want to show you something. You can bring your toast.’

			Seraphine, who had never in her life been encouraged to get up from the table while still eating, hesitated, then grabbed her plate and followed Floridia. Having bad table manners for once made Seraphine feel gloriously rebellious. 

			Floridia led her over to the carved wooden cabinets that lined an entire wall of the huge room. ‘I think I might have something in here that could help us.’ She opened a cabinet and began to peer at its contents. ‘I know it’s in here somewhere …’

			While Floridia rummaged around, Seraphine looked more closely at some of the objects. There was a small oil painting with a plaque attached to the bottom of the frame that read: Floridia Mithers, Chief Arborist, Perennial Cartographer and Head Fungus-Remover to the Royal House of Arylia. Seraphine gazed at the portrait, which showed a smiling Floridia standing beneath the Arylian Royal Family Tree. The Artist hadn’t been very good, Seraphine thought. It didn’t look like Floridia at all and the tree was lopsided. 

			The other items all seemed to be royal artefacts, which had been neatly tagged and arranged. There was a set of astronomical instruments that had once belonged to Prince Morwyn and a pair of Empress Sophonisba’s slippers. There was a beard comb that had been Emperor Edryd’s and— Seraphine’s heart jolted. She put aside her plate and wiped her hands on her shirt. Then, very gently, she lifted out an ornate music box. Its tag read: Empress Ianthe. 

			Seraphine opened the music box and a beautiful but melancholic tune poured out. Floridia turned around. The music grew louder, filling the room with a wistful yearning until Seraphine closed it, unable to bear it any longer. Fighting back tears, she returned her mother’s music box to the shelf. 

			‘I never knew my parents,’ Seraphine said. ‘I only know them from portraits and history books. No-one will tell me anything about them.’ 

			Floridia looked at her sympathetically but her tone was brisk. ‘Well, I don’t see that as an insurmountable problem. Instead of waiting for other people to tell you the things you want to know, why don’t you go looking for your parents’ stories?’

			‘But how do I do that? I asked Professor Thripp if there was a way to learn about things that aren’t in The Official History. He said there wasn’t and that I should read my textbooks and memorise dates.’ 

			‘He sounds like a nincompoop,’ Floridia said cheerfully. ‘There isn’t one way; there are at least three ways that I know of.’ She began to check them off on her fingers. ‘What is written, what is said and what is physically preserved. These are the three main types of historical evidence. Like treasure hunters, all good Historians know how to seek them out. From there, they can piece together stories from the past.’ 

			‘What is written … does that mean books and records, things like that?’

			‘Yes. Or letters and diaries.’ 

			Seraphine thought hard. ‘My father’s letters are all kept in the palace library,’ she said. ‘I’d have to get permission but perhaps I could read those?’

			‘That sounds like a very good place to start. The second type of historical evidence is what is said, which means witness testimony – a spoken account given by someone who was there at the time.’ 

			What is said … Seraphine’s brow creased in concentration. ‘Maybe I could talk to people who knew my parents?’

			‘Such as?’

			‘Um … well, there are the Warriors who fought alongside my father at the Battle for Malumest Tor. And … and my mother’s Dressmaker. Or Miss Florilegium who owns the big bookshop. I’m sure someone told me once that my mother used to go in there all the time.’ Even as she spoke, Seraphine was wondering why she’d never thought of doing this before. Lots of people would have stories about her parents. But she almost never spoke to the townsfolk of Perianth. She usually only saw them from a distance – from the palace balcony or through the window of her carriage.

			‘Excellent work, Princess! Then of course there is the third way: physical evidence. You are very fortunate in that respect, for royalty have so many things. I’m sure you’ll get a sense of who they were from their favourite books and the objects that were dearest to them.’ She gave Seraphine a very kind look. ‘There is a way to get to know them. Traces of their true stories still exist, I promise. You just have to know where to look.’ She turned back to the cabinets and made an exasperated noise. ‘I can’t think where it’s got to!’

			‘What are you looking for?’ Seraphine asked. 

			‘My quill. I usually store it in the cabinets for safekeeping.’

			‘Er, there’s one stuck in your hair,’ Seraphine said. 

			Floridia patted her bun and then pulled out the quill with a sigh. ‘I’m always doing that.’ She gave it to Seraphine, who glanced briefly at it. 

			The quill had a little switch that could be toggled between two settings and was quite battered, with a crack running along its entire length. 

			Floridia led the way back to the tree. ‘Now, we want something from the tree, so I thought perhaps if we make the tree an offering, it might help us.’ 

			‘What kind of offering?’

			‘A human sacrifice would have worked in the old days, but we can’t do that anymore,’ Floridia said, sounding regretful in a way Seraphine found a little alarming. ‘But this tree is a living history of people and their stories, so I think we should offer it a story.’ 

			Seraphine looked up at her family tree and thought of all the stories Floridia had told her about her relatives. ‘It might not be very interesting, but I could try to write a story about … well, me,’ Seraphine offered.

			Floridia beamed. ‘Clever girl, you do catch on quickly!’

			Seraphine’s cheeks flushed. This was the second time Floridia had called her clever. Seraphine often received compliments on her looks, her clothes and her behaviour but she couldn’t ever remember anyone calling her clever before. ‘Do you really think this will work?’

			‘I do. Trees are extraordinarily wise and unselfish. I think it would very much appreciate a member of the royal family visiting in person to bring it a new story.’ 

			‘I can try,’ Seraphine said, not entirely convinced. ‘Let me get some parchment.’

			‘Oh, you won’t need parchment. Or ink. My quill has an endless supply of ink. You can write straight onto the trunk, which will be much better anyway because the tree will really feel the story.’ 

			‘Are you sure? That feels a bit … disrespectful.’

			‘I’m quite sure. Go on. Talk to the tree a bit first. Tell it why you need help.’ 

			Seraphine went over to the colossal tree. She looked up. ‘Er, good morning,’ she said, feeling stupid. ‘I’m Princess Seraphine the Dutiful and I’d like to ask for your help. The Inquisitor, Lex Talionis, who is a terrible person, is trying to get rid of me so she can become the next empress. Could you please help us find my leaf so that we can stop her? Thank you.’ 

			The leaves rustled gently. 

			‘Very good,’ Floridia said. ‘Now you can write your story.’

			Seraphine looked at the switch on the quill. ‘Floridia!’ she called. ‘The quill has two settings. Which should I use?’ 

			‘I think you should write your story with both. But start with whichever one you prefer.’

			Seraphine peered more closely at the switch. Tiny lettering had been printed on either end of it. One read: Inside-Out. The other option read: Outside-In.

			‘Inside-Out will write it from your perspective,’ Floridia explained. ‘Outside-In writes what the world might see.’ Seeing Seraphine’s bafflement, she added, ‘Don’t worry too much about the settings now. It’s easier to show you how it works, rather than explaining it, so just choose one. Then think of some of the stories I told you about your ancestors and try to write a paragraph about how you might be remembered by history. Remember, the tree likes true stories. Don’t make it up.’

			Seraphine chose the Inside-Out setting, then placed the nib of the quill against the trunk. She tried to recall a true story about herself but, annoyingly, all of her memories seemed to include Penn. Instantly, neat writing began to flow onto the white bark, as though the quill had a mind of its own. 

			Princess Seraphine and her Knot-Sister, Penn, shared lessons and many happy times together. Penn slept in a room in the Princess’s wing and, on one memorable occasion when the Princess was in mortal danger, her devoted Knot-Sister risked her own life to come to Princess Seraphine’s rescue, demonstrating the unbreakable bond between the Arylian Princess and her Wintrish Knot-Sister. 

			Floridia stepped back to read it. ‘Excellent!’ she exclaimed. ‘Er, it is all true, isn’t it?’

			‘Yes,’ Seraphine said, a little defensively. Except for maybe the ‘devoted’ part. That made Penn sound like a particularly clingy Furflekin. 

			‘Now try the other setting,’ Floridia suggested. 

			Seraphine switched the setting to Outside-In, took a few steps to her right and pressed the nib to a clear spot on the trunk. The quill immediately began to write again. 

			Princess Seraphine treated Penn unkindly and the Knot-Sisters would often go for weeks without exchanging a single word. Penn slept in a miserable room at the top of the North Tower and was not allowed to attend lessons; instead, she was forced to do Quintessence, which she hated. Despite knowing that her Knot-Sister might not be Wintrish, for a long time Princess Seraphine made no attempt to share this life-altering information with Penn. 

			Floridia looked over Seraphine’s shoulder and read what the quill had written. ‘Ah,’ she murmured. ‘Tricky.’ 

			‘It’s not true!’ Seraphine’s cheeks were burning. 

			‘Which bit?’

			‘I mean, it is true but—’

			‘There’s more to it than meets the eye?’ Floridia suggested kindly. 

			Seraphine nodded, feeling humiliated.

			Floridia scanned the writing again. ‘Princess, could you read over both paragraphs again and tell me – are either of them factually untrue?’

			Seraphine re-read them and then shook her head miserably. ‘They’re both true, which makes no sense because one makes me sound nice and the other one makes me sound awful.’ 

			‘I wonder …’ Floridia tapped a forefinger against her lips. ‘Is there any important information missing?’ 

			Seraphine looked again. ‘Dates,’ she realised. ‘Because Penn did have a bedroom in my wing of the palace, then she was moved to the North Tower and now she’s back in her old bedroom. And Penn used to hate Quintessence but after her Quintessence teacher died, she chose to do it and I think she quite likes it now.’ 

			‘Very good. What about the rest?’

			‘It’s true Penn came to rescue me, even though I was horrible to her,’ Seraphine admitted. ‘But I didn’t tell her about not being Wintrish because … because I didn’t know if it was true and I didn’t know what to do! But I felt terrible about it.’ She stopped, overcome with guilt. She should have told Penn straightaway. It was awful seeing her own actions written down like this in black and white, so that anyone could cast judgement on her for all time. 

			Floridia looked thoughtful. ‘For the first story, you used the Inside-Out setting, which has a tendency to cast things in a positive light. The Outside-In setting, on the other hand, writes how others, who probably weren’t there, might interpret events. Both of them have the tendency to go too far,’ she added. ‘Inside-Out is always too flattering to its subjects, while Outside-In can be very judgey and often cherry-picks the facts to suit its argument.’

			Seraphine looked again at the second paragraph and felt mortified. Princess Seraphine treated Penn unkindly … ‘Does that mean … is this really how other people see me?’ She thought about Princess Cressida being chased by her axe-wielding Knot-Sister, Juno. It sounded terrible, but then again, Seraphine had once ordered her Warriors to feed Penn to the Panthera. Seraphine hadn’t really meant to and she had only been seven years old when it happened. But what if all anyone ever remembered about her was that one awful story?

			Floridia saw the look on her face. ‘The problem with history, Princess, is that it isn’t only the words on the page that matter, it’s also the words that aren’t on the page. The bits that get left out are just as important for a proper understanding of the whole story, you see.’

			‘I don’t understand.’

			‘I mean that when accounts clash – such as “Seraphine and Penn shared many happy times together” and “Seraphine and Penn barely spoke to one another” – it’s a very big clue that there’s a hidden story there; a complicated, interesting story that is waiting to be fully revealed. And it’s a Historian’s job to dig for the truth.’ Floridia sounded increasingly serious and passionate. ‘History is people and their stories, Princess! And both of those things are more wonderfully complicated than anyone could ever imagine.’ 

			Floridia gestured to the tree. ‘This tree is a magnificent, Marvellous thing. But what does it truly tell us about your ancestors? Their names. Their dates of birth and death, perhaps a few other details. If we want to really know them, we must piece together all of the available evidence. But even then we may not have the complete story if an important piece of evidence is missing.’ 

			‘You make history sound like a huge jigsaw puzzle.’

			‘That’s exactly what it is! And, like most old jigsaw puzzles, there are usually pieces missing. We are all Inquisitors when it comes to studying history, although I prefer the term Investigator to Inquisitor. We must assemble as many pieces as we can and understand that any documents we’re reading might have been written by a quill on a particular setting. But we must never forget that there are such things as facts, and truth does exist.’

			‘I was always taught that Queen Hagar was beautiful and beloved,’ Seraphine said. ‘But you said she was cruel. How am I meant to know what the truth is?’

			‘Start by learning the difference between reliable sources and the sort of nonsense that Arabella Gothard writes in Hair-Raising Histories. Also, it’s entirely possible that Queen Hagar was beloved by many and cruel, in the same way that Princess Seraphine and Penn might have fought all the time while still having an unbreakable bond.’ Her eyes twinkled and Seraphine suddenly felt much better. 

			‘Now what do we do?’ Seraphine asked. 

			‘We continue searching. If the tree does decide to help you it will probably be in the form of some sort of memory. The memories do pop up unannounced from time to time but requesting one is a little unusual. We’ll just have to wait and see if it works.’ Floridia paused and then added, ‘You know, there is one other way of getting a clearer picture about someone from the past.’ 

			‘What’s that?’

			‘You can look at what they chose to do during their lifetime. Edryd was the Founder of Arylian Lore. Clovis was responsible for the construction of Perianth Palace and the Imperial Museum. The Bundlerground was built during Hagar’s reign. Your own father will always be remembered for winning the War against the Malevolents, and your mother was the driving force that turned the Great Library at Anamora into the wonder it is today.’

			‘She was?’ Nobody had ever mentioned this to Seraphine. 

			Floridia nodded. ‘They left their mark on the world through their work, Princess Seraphine. Through what they did.’ 

			Elsie came in to clear away the breakfast things. Floridia glanced at her and then looked back at Seraphine. ‘I know your Knot-Sister is trying her best to lift the curse from the Wintrish, but you haven’t told me what you think about all of that. The Grey Ones, I mean, and the curse.’

			‘Me?’

			‘Yes. You must have grown up surrounded by the Grey Ones. What’s your opinion? Do you want to help them too, like Penn does?’ 

			Seraphine looked over at Elsie, grey-haired and silent, cleaning up the mess Seraphine had left behind. Floridia had wondered what age Elsie had been when she was cursed. Seraphine had never stopped to think about what any of the Wintrish would have been like before. Elsie must have had a family and friends, her own name. The Grey Ones had always been invisible to Seraphine, but they all would have had names and families and lives. 

			And … they hadn’t been invisible. Seraphine had chosen not to look at them because they made her uncomfortable. She had chosen to accept without question that all the Wintrish in Perianth, with the exception of Penn, were nameless. It suddenly occurred to Seraphine that it was much easier to treat someone badly when you didn’t know their name. When you didn’t have to stop and think about who they might really be. 

			Seraphine had never felt so ashamed in her life. 

			She could feel Floridia watching her, clearly waiting for a response. ‘I … I heard the Regent say that the Wintrish didn’t get a fair trial. Someone cursed them and they shouldn’t have but no-one’s sure who it was or what really happened.’ Seraphine finally met Floridia’s gaze as words burst out of her. ‘But there’s nothing I can do to help them!’ 

			‘Are you sure about that?’

			Seraphine looked at her, taken aback. 

			‘You said Penn found The Lost History,’ Floridia mused aloud. ‘Let’s suppose for a moment that whatever truth is hidden in that book is revealed and the curse on the Wintrish is lifted. What happens next?’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I mean, Arylians have spent years looking down on the Wintrish and treating them badly. That kind of behaviour isn’t going to disappear overnight.’ When she spoke again it was in a strangely urgent tone. ‘Whatever happened in the Courtroom that day, an atrocity like the mass cursing of the Wintrish could never be the work of one person, Princess! It didn’t just fall from the sky. Things like that happen slowly and then all at once. The conditions for it to happen had to already be in place. And they were. The Wintrish were on trial for Talisman theft. But why is the punishment for Talisman theft the Greying Curse? How is it right to permanently take away the ability to talk and laugh and think from another human being, for stealing an object?’

			‘I … I …’ Seraphine had never thought about this before either. She had always been told that Talisman theft was one of the most wicked crimes imaginable, so she had never wondered whether the punishment for it was fair. She now realised that this Lore must have been written specifically for anyone from another province. Arylians had Talismans; they would never need to steal one. 

			‘People look to their leaders to set an example, Princess,’ Floridia said gravely. ‘We’re trying to stop someone from sitting on the throne in your rightful place. But tell me, once you’re sitting on that throne, what are you going to do?’

			Seraphine met Floridia’s steady gaze but it was Penn’s voice that she heard inside her head. 

			‘Thank you for doing nothing.’

			Seraphine looked at Elsie, who was now wiping down the table. She went over to her and the Wintrish woman looked up, waiting for an order. For the first time, Seraphine looked at her properly. Elsie had wide brown eyes and smooth, unlined skin which made it difficult to guess her age. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ Seraphine whispered. She cleared her throat and then spoke again more firmly. ‘I’m so sorry for what we did to you. I’m going to do everything I can to help all of you, I promise. And I’m not going to wait until I’m empress. I’m going to start now.’ 

			For a moment, Seraphine thought she saw a brief flicker in Elsie’s eyes. But it was only a trick of the light filtering through the tree’s canopy and it disappeared as swiftly as it came. When Seraphine looked again, Elsie’s eyes were dull and impassive. 

			Then Elsie departed, leaving behind a sparkling clean table with only the glass of water Seraphine had asked for on its surface. 

			As Seraphine watched Elsie go she remembered something else Penn had once said to her: ‘I couldn’t stand by and do nothing. I’m Wintrish. It’s not our way.’ But why was this only the Wintrish way? Surely standing by and doing nothing shouldn’t be anyone’s way?

			Seraphine made her way over to the base of the trunk and put on her harness. Ignoring the ache in her muscles, she began to climb. 
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			A few hours later, Seraphine was sitting on one of the thick white branches high up in the canopy, still patiently searching for her leaf, when she heard a rustle behind her. ‘Floridia?’ she called.

			There was no answer. She turned around and almost fell out of the tree in fright. 

			A little girl, wearing a white dress and with long dark braids, was standing on the branch behind her, staring straight at her. 

			Seraphine knew right away the girl wasn’t real. She had a translucent, ghostly quality that Seraphine had seen somewhere before … It came to her. This is how Penn had looked when she and Seraphine had met in a strange shadowy cavern filled with memories. 

			The girl held out her hand. Slowly, Seraphine stood and reached out to take it. As their fingertips touched, Seraphine’s vision shimmered. Feeling as though she was about to fall, Seraphine squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them, she was inside a memory. 
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			The War has ended but the loud noises have started again. No-one will tell us what’s going on.

			All of us children are huddled in a safe room in the palace. We beat the Malevolents so I don’t know who we’re being kept safe from now. 

			I don’t want to be here. I want to find the person I love the most in all the world. The person who sings to me and plays games with me and puts her cool hand on my forehead when I have a fever. 

			I wait for the next loud bang, and when everyone jumps I slip away, out of the palace and onto the streets of Perianth. 

			I have to find Neha.

			I haven’t been to her house before but I know some of the way. It’s in the part of town Arylians aren’t meant to go, where the houses are small and the streets are narrow. I know what I’m looking for because she’s told me so many stories about it. Hers is the green house with the white door. 

			Out on the streets everyone seems to be going the same way as me, which I don’t understand. I try to hide from the crowd as much as I can. The people marching are all Arylian. They’re angry and shouting nasty words. Some are holding white balls of flame. I’m scared now but I can’t turn back. I go down a side street and my heart leaps. I’ve found it. 

			I run to the green house and bang on the white door, calling her name. The door flies open but Neha isn’t happy to see me, she’s angry. She pulls me inside and slams the door shut. Then she shakes me and screams at me, asking why I have come. She calls me by my full name, Tabitha, which is something she only does when she’s truly angry. Then Neha starts to cry. She sinks to the floor and holds me close, her arms wrapped tightly around me. I press my face into the warm, familiar brown skin of her neck. Against my cheek, I can feel the chain that holds the silver locket she always wears, the one I gave her with the pictures of us inside. Then a streak of hot, white light flies through the window, shattering the glass. Neha pushes me to the ground and throws herself on top of me, trying to shield me but there is a loud noise and—
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			Seraphine gasped as she found herself back in the tree. She looked around for the little girl but she had vanished. 

			A slender branch grazed gently against Seraphine’s face. She pushed it away but it brushed her cheek again, more insistently this time. Seraphine turned and looked at it. Sprouting from the branch was one small, scarlet leaf, etched with silver writing. 

			Tabitha Talionis

			Daughter of Lex Talionis

			There were two dates underneath. 

			Tabitha had been seven years old when she and her beloved nanny, Neha, died during the Arylian attack on the Wintrish Quarter. 
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			Penn crouched in the shadows. She could feel cold biting through her cloak, but it was different somehow from the iciness of the light-filled hall she’d just left. That had been a natural cold, intensified by the vast, almost empty space. This was the chill of Malevolence. 

			She was in a part of Malumest Tor that she hadn’t been before. It was a decrepit stone corridor, with crumbling walls, scattered piles of debris and holes in the floor paving. The silver Byways thread that had brought her here had disappeared. She had no way back. 

			A light appeared at the end of the corridor. Penn pulled her hood up and drew further into the shadows. As the light came closer, she saw it was a flaming torch, carried by two Implings.

			The Implings’ webbed feet slapped against the flagstones and their bat-like ears stood up straight from their bald, leathery heads. They were small, wrinkled creatures but Penn knew that they were ruthless and strong. As they came closer, she could hear them chattering in their strange tongue. Remembering the vicious beating the Implings had given her the last time she was here, Penn held her breath, her heart pounding. To her immense relief, they turned down a side passage and disappeared from view. 

			Penn waited another minute and then crept out and listened hard. She could hear muffled voices coming from the other side of the corridor wall. Stealthily, she made her way forward. There were several gaps and holes in the broken wall, through which flickering light passed. Penn scanned the wall and chose a small opening, low down, near a huge pile of rubble. If she crouched low, she’d be able to see into the next room, while the debris should shield her from any passersby. 

			Quickly, she got into position and looked through the opening. Beyond was a ruined throne room. Creeping vines wound around crumbling columns, and there were more piles of rubble scattered everywhere. Grey stone stairs led to a dais, upon which sat a burnt and blackened throne. 

			Sitting on the throne was the one person Penn had hoped never to see again. 

			The Malevolent was strikingly beautiful, with dark brown skin and long, silver hair that had been braided and coiled on top of her head. The last time Penn had seen her, she had been wearing a pale-green gown and a white cloak. Now she was dressed like a hunter, in a dark shirt, jodhpurs and knee-high black boots. A pendant hung from a gold chain around her neck.

			When the Malevolent spoke, the mere sound of her voice sent fear skittering over Penn’s flesh. 

			Is there any word from Perianth?

			‘Both the Princess and her Knot-Sister have … disappeared.’ 

			Penn remembered this voice too. It was the man named Thane, whose voice crackled like fire. Thane was standing on the dais, to one side of the throne. He had black hair and very pale skin and was dressed in a loose, white robe. Anxiety curdled in the pit of Penn’s stomach. What had happened to Seraphine?

			Disappeared?

			‘I have sent Scavengers to track them. It will not take long to bring them in.’ 

			I cannot understand why it is so difficult to find two little girls. 

			‘They are not ordinary girls.’ 

			Yes, they are. For now. The danger lies in the future, which is why they must be brought under my … protection. You will find them and bring them here. Her voice was threatening.

			‘Yes, my lady.’ As Thane bowed deeply, Penn noticed one silver lock of hair shining brightly amid the otherwise all-black strands. 

			Now, I must deal with the eavesdropper. 

			Penn froze in terror. 

			But a commotion was breaking out as a swarm of Implings entered the room. Penn heard Felix say angrily, ‘Take your filthy paws off me!’

			What do we have here?

			Felix looked up at the figure on the throne. ‘Tell your creatures not to touch me!’ He was clearly trying to be tough but there was a tremor in his voice.

			Or you’ll do what? The Malevolent sounded amused. 

			‘Or I’ll send them flying into a wall!’

			Show me. 

			Felix seemed surprised. ‘You want me to hurt them?’ 

			If you really can do that, I’d like to see it.

			Penn heard Felix utter a command and saw a flash of movement from his hands. An Impling flew across the room and crumpled to the floor. 

			A useful trick, but a simple one. What else can you do?

			Felix looked taken aback. ‘I … I can speak the Dead Language.’ 

			Interesting. Anything else?

			Felix said nothing. 

			The silver-haired woman laughed unkindly. Can you do this?

			A different Impling started to scream. Penn shut her eyes and covered her ears but she couldn’t block out the horrific shrieks of pain. When the screaming finally stopped and Penn took her hands away from her ears, she could still hear the Impling whimpering. 

			Would you like to learn how to do that?

			Felix sounded hesitant. ‘I … maybe.’ As a look of displeasure crossed the Malevolent’s face, Felix said quickly, ‘Yes. I meant, yes.’ 

			Very well. Show me your Talisman. 

			‘I don’t have one.’

			There was a pause, then—

			Lying to me has very unpleasant consequences. 

			The Implings cowered, but Felix’s voice rang out clearly through the hall. ‘I don’t have a Talisman. I don’t know why I can do these things. I just can.’

			The Malevolent spoke sharply. There is a girl who the Arylians call Penn. Do you know her?

			Don’t say anything, Penn begged silently. Please don’t tell her anything about me.

			‘I’ve met her,’ Felix said. ‘She can speak the Dead Language too. But Penn can’t do the other things that I do. I think she could if she tried but she’s useless.’ He went on proudly, ‘I taught myself and—’

			Do you know where she is now? 

			There was a silence. 

			I asked you a question. The tone contained a chilling warning. 

			‘She’s in Betwixt and Between,’ Felix said reluctantly. 

			And that is where you came from?

			‘Yes.’

			The Malevolent turned to the Implings. Find the thread he used! 

			There was the sound of running footsteps and the harsh jabbering of Implings. Penn crouched down as low as she could. Implings streamed past her, fanning out in all directions as they surged through the castle. 

			Penn’s heart raced as she tried desperately to think what to do. But her mind was blank. Without the Byways thread she had no way to escape. 

			Claws suddenly dug into her shoulders and Penn heard snarling in her ears. She tried to shake off the Impling on her back but more of them swarmed, surrounding her. The Implings dragged her into the ruined Throne Room and threw her down at the foot of the dais, next to Felix.

			Your incompetence is extraordinary, Thane. She was right under our noses and still you failed to find her. I will deal with you later. The Malevolent turned to Penn and smiled. 

			We meet again, Penn. 

			Penn looked up, straight into the grey eyes of the woman who had murdered her mother. ‘Who are you?’ she asked, her voice shaking. 

			I already told you, child. We’re family. 

			Beside her, Felix started. 

			Which means you are always welcome in my home. There was no need for you to sneak in like a thief and spy upon me. 

			Penn got to her feet. ‘I know you’re my aunt.’

			The woman grew very still. 

			So now my other foolish sister is meddling in my affairs. That will have to be addressed. What else did she tell you?

			‘That you killed my mother.’ Pure hate surged through Penn, overtaking her fear. ‘And that you want to kill me.’

			Is that what Iseult told you? My stupidest sister is only half right, as usual. I did kill your mother and I will kill you too if you do not do what I want. But there is another way. 

			She gestured to Felix, who looked shaken and had taken several steps back. This boy has already said he would like to learn from me. Join him, as my other apprentice. I will teach you both how to control the Malevolence that runs like quicksilver through your veins. 

			‘I’m not a Malevolent!’

			Not yet. But you could be. A very powerful one.

			‘No!’ Penn shouted. ‘That’s not true!’

			Oh, but it is, Penn. The Malevolent rose from her throne and took a few steps down, drawing closer. Penn choked as a sickly sweet smell drifted towards her, bringing with it a nauseating undertone of decay. And I think you know it. The boy does not hesitate to use his power to hurt others. That is why the thread he chose led him here. You too must have heard the Malevolence calling. You would not be here otherwise. 

			A chill crept over Penn. She thought of the sinister whispering of the vines in the Inquisitor’s Trove. Of Drowner sweeping her away to her heart’s desire, the vision of Malumest Tor. Penn thought of all the paths she could have chosen, and yet the Byways thread that had called to her, above all others, had led her here. 

			The Malevolent was watching her closely. She spoke now in a soft, persuasive voice. You know I speak the truth. Come now, Penn. Join me. Think of what you could do with the power you will have! 

			Penn hunched over, trembling, her arms crossed tightly against her chest. Was it true? Was she really a Malevolent?

			There must be something that you want, more than anything.

			Slowly, Penn stood up straight and let her arms drop. ‘There is one thing I want.’ 

			Tell me what it is and it shall be yours.

			Penn’s voice rang out, hard and defiant. ‘I want my mother back.’

			The Malevolent sighed. You are stubborn, like her. She would never do as I commanded either. Very well, have it your way. She made a signal and several Implings rushed forward and grabbed Penn, imprisoning her once again in their iron grip. 

			One of the Implings found The Lost History in her cloak pocket and took it to Thane. He inspected the book before passing it to the Malevolent. She opened it and gave a delighted laugh. 

			What are you doing with this, I wonder? She began to flick through the pages. 

			Penn struggled furiously to get free. ‘Give it back! That book isn’t for me. It’s for the Wintrish.’ 

			The Malevolent raised an eyebrow and Penn saw, with a jolt of familiarity, that her eyes had changed colour, from grey to blue. 

			It’s not for you? But the Scribe has written such delicious information about you in here. 

			Penn stopped struggling and looked at her in shock. 

			Oh, dear child. You didn’t know? Would you like me to read it aloud?

			Penn said nothing. 

			The Malevolent began to read, her tone mocking: 

			All Wintrish in Perianth, with the exception of one newborn child, have been rounded up and are today put on trial. They have been charged with Talisman theft, a crime that carries the punishment of the Greying Curse. 

			The child, who has been given the name Penthea, is Knot-Sister to the Princess Seraphine. It must be noted that Penthea has a curious anomaly, for she has been born with grey hair. Should this trial result in the Wintrish being found guilty, let the record show that the Greying Curse was not placed upon a child, as this would not be in accordance with Arylian Lore. It is the recommendation of this court that the child’s grey hair be urgently investigated, as it is highly likely to be a sign of … Her voice filled with spiteful triumph. Malevolence. 

			Penn stood utterly still. She had never been cursed; she had been born with grey hair. The Inquisitor had lied to her about everything.

			This book confirms what I’ve been trying to tell you, Penn. Your place is here. 

			‘You killed my mother,’ Penn said, her voice thick with hate. ‘I will never join you. Never.’

			If that is your choice, so be it. 

			The Malevolent tossed the book up high. It hung, suspended in the air. Then she flicked her wrist. 

			The Lost History burst into flames. 

			‘No!’ Penn screamed. She struggled against her captors but the Implings held her back, chattering gleefully at her torment. Penn watched, distraught, as the book burned before her eyes. Within moments The Lost History of the Grey Ones was nothing but a pile of smouldering ash. 

			The Malevolent clicked her fingers at Felix, who was cowering. All of his bravado had fled. 

			You, boy. Step forward. I have something Marvellous to show you. 

			She took off her necklace and gave it to Felix. As she did, the strangest feeling shot through Penn, as though something had tugged sharply at her heart. Penn saw a tiny object set in the centre of the pendant. 

			It was Sparkle. 

			Felix stared at the small brown seed. ‘It doesn’t look very Marvellous,’ he said doubtfully.

			Oh, but it doesn’t look like that all the time, does it, Penn? The voice was malicious. I retrieved your Talisman from Betwixt and Between after you dropped it. Careless girl. But I suppose you did leave in quite a hurry. I’ve been taking care of it ever since.

			Penn was still trembling from the destruction of The Lost History but even through her shock she could feel the light and power of Sparkle calling to her. 

			‘What can it do?’ Felix asked eagerly. Having Marvellance in his grasp seemed to have erased Felix’s fear of the Malevolent. All his focus was on the dormant power in his hands. 

			A Spark like that has many powers. One of them is the power of ignition. If you ignite the right things – like fear and anger – it can unleash very powerful forces indeed. But what I need from it right now is something different.

			She waved her hand to dismiss the Implings who were holding Penn. The Implings scattered as the Malevolent strode forward. 

			She towered over Penn, looking down on her with a pitiless gaze. The last time we met you performed a clever trick, Penn. You combined the Old Marvellance of the Dead Language with the New Marvellance of your Talisman, which is something I’ve not seen anyone do before. I want you to do that again, now, only this time I’m going to tell you what to say. 

			Penn shook her head. ‘No. I’ll never help you.’

			Oh, but you will. Light your Spark for me, Penn. 

			‘I won’t do it.’

			She sighed. We can do it the hard way if you insist. Penn felt the Malevolent’s power gathering. Sprecan!

			In agony, Penn dropped to her hands and knees. When Felix had used the word against her, it had lacked control and finesse. But this was like an assassin’s blade slicing through her mind. Penn spat out the word the Malevolent was forcing her to say. ‘Glister!’

			Dazzling rainbow lights erupted from Sparkle. Felix dropped the necklace and backed away, shielding his eyes. Thane gazed at the lights, his expression unreadable.

			The Malevolent was surrounded by Sparkle’s blazing light. Her eyes were closed and her arms spread wide as though she was drawing Sparkle’s power towards her. 

			Penn took her chance. She hauled herself up and began to run. 

			She had only taken three steps when she was hurled into the air. Penn hung there, helpless, while below her the Implings jeered. 

			Leaving so soon, niece? the Malevolent asked mockingly. Have you not yet realised there’s nowhere to run?

			She dropped Penn on the stone floor, right in the centre of the Throne Room. But Penn barely noticed the hard impact because straightaway she felt something worse. A deep, inexplicable chill. Goosebumps rose on her flesh. Her blood seemed to run a little slower and colder. 

			Penn shivered. 

			‘This … this is Unhallowed Ground,’ Penn whispered. ‘Something terrible happened here and …’ The words of her other aunt echoed in her mind. ‘She is as much a prisoner there as I am here.’ Penn’s eyes widened. ‘You did something terrible here … but then you came back … so now you’re trapped.’ 

			A strange hush fell over the room. The Implings turned to one another, sly grins breaking out on their faces. They hadn’t known their ruler was a prisoner. Only Thane looked unsurprised.

			Malevolence attacked Penn once more, throwing her back into the air and then letting her drop again. She cried out as she crashed, hard, into the ground.

			You dare to reveal my secrets? FORTIS!

			Penn screamed as the Malevolent took control of her. She found herself crawling towards Sparkle, picking up the necklace and putting it on. Her Talisman hung from her neck, like the dead weight of a noose. 

			Good girl. You seem to know quite a bit about Unhallowed Ground, Penn. Did you know that purifying it requires someone to perform two simultaneous acts of opposing Marvellance? This sounds like an impossible riddle, does it not? Because opposites are things like day and night … or old and new. 

			Penn froze.

			The Malevolent’s now green eyes glittered with triumph. You’re going to use the Old Marvellance of the Dead Language with the New Marvellance of your Talisman to purify this Unhallowed Ground, Penn. You’re going to set me free. 

			‘No,’ Penn whispered. 

			Sprecan!

			Penn could feel the word taking shape in her mind. Hlutor. Purify. She tried to block the command and push the Malevolent out of her mind but she was too strong. 

			‘Hlu—’ Then Penn cried out again, as from somewhere else a new force violently took control of her mind. 

			The Malevolent loomed over Penn, incandescent with rage. 

			Say the word! 

			But she was no longer in control of Penn. Someone else was, and they were forcing a different word into Penn’s thoughts. The pain, as Penn’s mind splintered in two, was unbearable. 

			‘Succursa!’ Penn screamed. ‘Succursa!’

			Both forces abruptly released her. Penn collapsed onto the floor, shaking. 

			The Malevolent laughed. There is no help coming for you, girl, and now I have lost patience with you. It was a mistake to keep fighting me. The Malevolent raised her arms. I am going to teach you another word, niece. Hiersumnian. It means ‘obey’. 

			The Implings knelt down. Penn saw Felix back into the shadows, his expression petrified. 

			You have a strong will. It is almost a pity to break it. But obedience is a valuable quality also. From now on you will do my bidding, niece, and you will no longer control your own thoughts, feelings or will. She smiled. But you know what I mean. You have Grey Ones in Perianth. 

			Still on the floor, Penn scrambled back, terrified. ‘No!’

			Did you never stop to think where the Arylians got the idea for the Greying Curse? They got it from me. Their Greying Curse is but a weaker imitation of mine. For my curse can never be lifted. 

			Images of the Grey Ones flooded Penn’s mind: their blank faces and dull movements, their silence and lives of endless drudgery. 

			Come now, niece, don’t look like that. You already have the grey hair. The rest will come naturally. 

			The Implings cackled. Thane watched on, his face impassive. 

			Penn knew that whatever she did next might be the last decision she would ever make for herself. She staggered up. If this was to be her fate, she refused to meet it kneeling at the feet of Malevolence. 

			Defiant to the end. The Malevolent’s expression turned harsh. 

			Acennan. 

			Dark crimson shoots sprang from the Malevolent’s fingertips. 

			Weaxan. 

			The shoots grew, becoming snake-like. They writhed towards Penn. 

			Hiersum—

			There was a sudden blast of light. Sparks and green smoke filled the air as Penn heard a familiar voice. ‘Penn! Grab hold!’

			A wooden staff almost knocked Penn off her feet. She clutched at it with both hands and hung on tightly. 

			There was a loud—

			CRACK!

			Penn was lifted off the ground by a roaring tempest. She tried desperately to stretch out a hand to Felix, felt his fingertips brush hers, but the wind was too strong and fast and all the colours were blurring together. Then the gale spat her out, throwing her to the ground. 

			Malumest Tor had vanished.

			A hand reached out to her and Penn looked up into the anxious eyes of Portentia. 

			‘Are you hurt?’

			Still trembling, Penn shook her head. Portentia helped her to take off her cloak and sit down on the bed. Penn looked around, dazed, unable to believe she really was safe and in the quiet, familiar surroundings of her own bedroom. The Augur’s staff lay still beside her. 

			‘How … did you … know?’ 

			‘I heard a cry for help in the Dead Language,’ Portentia said. ‘What, in the name of King Clovis, were you doing back at Malumest Tor?’ But before Penn could answer, the Augur turned pale. ‘Where are Juniper and Arthur?’

			‘They’re in Betwixt and Between. At the Byways,’ Penn managed. ‘So is Ned. But, Portentia, there’s a boy called Felix, we left him behind at Malumest Tor—’ 

			‘There’s nothing I can do to help him now,’ Portentia said brusquely. ‘I’m going to get Juniper, Arthur and Ned. Stay here and don’t move!’ She grabbed Binky and Hied in a cloud of sparks and green smoke. 

			Penn sat there, shivering. Realising she was still wearing the Malevolent’s necklace, she tried to pull Sparkle free from the pendant’s setting but the little seed wouldn’t budge. Giving up, Penn pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs as she tried to make sense of everything that had happened. She had narrowly escaped the same fate as the cursed Wintrish – who would now never be free. The Lost History was gone.

			It had all been for nothing. All of it. 

			Penn thought she heard a noise but before she could investigate, her Knot-Sister binding suddenly began to crackle. Seraphine was somewhere nearby, she could feel it …

			There was a blur of motion and Penn jumped up as her Knot-Sister appeared out of nowhere and thudded onto the floor. ‘Seraphine? Where did you come from?’

			Seraphine picked herself up and Penn gaped. The Princess’s always immaculate hair was untidily tied back with a tattered ribbon, and she was wearing trousers, a grubby shirt and a pair of old boots.

			Seraphine pushed back her hair and showed Penn a small lock and key hidden just above her left ear. ‘I have the Regent’s Ousting key. My binding told me you’d come back so I Ousted myself here.’ 

			‘The Regent gave you part of her Talisman?’ 

			‘Yes, but that’s not important! I have so much to tell you but we can’t talk here. I’m going to Oust us both to the Inner Arboretum.’

			‘The where?’ 

			‘It’s one of the palace’s Need-to-Knows,’ Seraphine said impatiently. ‘I’ll explain later. All you need to know right now is that neither of us is safe from the Inquisitor.’ She held her hand out, but Penn didn’t take it. Seraphine looked at Penn, frustrated. ‘She wants to rule the empire, Penn, and she has a birthright claim to the throne. We have to stop her!’

			‘I know it matters to you who’s empress, but I don’t care! There are more important things than you sitting on that stupid throne.’ 

			‘This isn’t just about me! Penn, think. If the Inquisitor becomes empress, she’ll have the power to command all the Talismans!’

			Penn looked at Seraphine, stunned. 

			‘That’s why we have to stop her, not because I want to be empress. Who knows what terrible things she’d do with that kind of power.’ Seraphine took a deep breath. ‘Penn – she’s been lying to you all along. She never wanted to free the Grey Ones. She only wanted to find The Lost History so she could destroy it and keep whatever secret it contains about her buried.’ 

			‘I know,’ Penn said quietly. 

			‘You knew?’

			Penn shook her head. ‘I know now. I didn’t know then. I trusted her. I thought she was telling me the truth. About … everything.’ Penn looked down so she didn’t have to meet Seraphine’s gaze. ‘But it was lies. All of it. She just told me what she knew I wanted to hear so she could use me to get The Lost History out of the Courtroom. She even told me my mother was one of the Grey Ones …’ Penn’s voice cracked. ‘I’m so stupid.’

			There was a silence. 

			‘I think I’d walk straight onto Unhallowed Ground too if it meant I could find out more about my parents,’ Seraphine said softly. 

			Their bindings flared briefly in unison. 

			Penn looked up. ‘So what now?’

			‘Now we find a way to stop her and free the Wintrish,’ Seraphine said firmly. ‘And I know someone who will help us. Come on.’ She held her hand out to Penn again. 

			Before Penn could take it, there was a nasty popping sound. A spindly arm reached out from underneath Penn’s bed. Next came a grotesquely stretched leg. Like a spider scuttling from the shadows, Rack unfolded himself and stood up. He grinned down at them, cracking his swollen knuckles. 

			‘He heard everything,’ Seraphine whispered. 

			Penn grabbed Seraphine’s hand. ‘Go! NOW!’ she shouted. 

			The key in Seraphine’s hair started to whirr and turn. 

			Rack lunged at them with his horribly long, outstretched arms—

			but he was too late. 

			There was a flash of bright light as, together, the Knot-Sisters vanished. 
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			Penn and Seraphine landed in a heap on a silk carpet underneath a colossal tree. Penn stared up at it in awe. Seraphine said something but she wasn’t really listening. 

			Penn jumped as Seraphine shouted her name. ‘Penn! As soon as Rack tells the Inquisitor about this room she’ll be able to find it. We don’t have much time!’ Seraphine got to her feet and hauled Penn up. 

			‘I know but – what is it?’ Penn asked. 

			‘It’s the Arylian Royal Family Tree,’ Seraphine said hastily. ‘You’re on it too, somewhere. So is the Inquisitor. Penn, listen. The Inquisitor took the Regent’s Talisman and imprisoned her. She wants to get rid of me too.’ 

			The words were flying out of Seraphine’s mouth so fast Penn could barely keep up. ‘But I found out The Lost History contains something that will prevent her from ever becoming ruler! That’s why she’s been so desperate to find it! And she did tell you the truth about one thing: the Greying Curse can be reversed. I heard the Regent say so.’ Seraphine paused to take a breath. ‘Penn, The Lost History is the key to stopping the Inquisitor and lifting the curse. Where is it?’

			‘It’s gone,’ Penn said, her voice hollow. ‘Someone burnt it.’ 

			Seraphine stared at her, aghast. ‘But then …’

			‘We can’t stop the Inquisitor or free the Grey Ones,’ Penn said. ‘There’s nothing we can do. It’s over.’

			A heavy silence descended. Penn looked up at the scarlet leaves to avoid Seraphine’s despair-filled gaze. 

			Then a bright voice spoke from behind them. ‘Are you Penn? Princess Seraphine told me about you. It’s particularly pleasing to see you’re not carrying an axe.’

			Penn swung around and saw the most peculiarly dressed woman she’d ever seen in her life. 

			‘This is Floridia,’ Seraphine said. ‘She’s the Chief Arborist and … sorry, I’ve forgotten the rest.’

			‘I’m the Chief Arborist, Perennial Cartographer and Head Fungus-Remover to the Royal House of Arylia,’ Floridia supplied cheerfully. ‘Very pleased to meet you, Penn.’

			Floridia seemed strangely familiar but Penn knew they hadn’t met before. She definitely would have remembered someone who dressed like this. Penn’s gaze moved from Floridia’s dancing shoes, up past the scarlet trousers and spotted cape, and finally came to rest on the quill stuck in her hair. 

			Floridia saw her looking and smiled. ‘Are you thinking it’s odd that I keep a quill in my hair?’ she asked. ‘It’s quite a good place for it, although I often forget I’ve put it there, as Princess Seraphine can tell you. Would you like to see it?’ Floridia took out the quill and offered it to Penn. 

			‘I … er, thank you,’ Penn said, embarrassed. Wanting to be polite, she inspected the quill. It had a crack in it and a funny little toggle switch on one side. 

			As Seraphine started to tell Floridia what had happened to The Lost History, Penn turned the quill over. She squinted and then looked at it more closely. Initials, now very faint, had been engraved into one side of the quill. 

			HoF

			Penn looked at Floridia. ‘You’re Hildegard of Flurrier!’ 

			Floridia gazed back at Penn, utter shock in her eyes. She began to sway and then slumped to the floor, unconscious. 

			‘What did you do to her?’ Seraphine asked in distress. 

			Penn dropped to her knees and quickly checked the woman. ‘She’s still breathing,’ she said in relief. ‘And I didn’t do anything to her! I just said her name.’

			‘Her name is Floridia! I should know, I’ve been climbing my family tree with her for the past two days!’ 

			‘Seraphine, I saw Hildegard’s picture and signature on Juniper’s copy of The Official History of the Empire of Arylia. She used to wear normal clothes and her hair was different but it’s definitely her. And look, her initials are on her quill!’ Penn showed it to Seraphine. ‘Did she, I don’t know, seem like a Historian to you?’

			Seraphine studied the engraved initials. ‘She seemed exactly like a Historian,’ she said weakly. ‘All she ever did was talk about history. She hardly talked about fungus at all.’ She stared at the woman. ‘I even saw a picture of the real Floridia. It looked nothing like her but I just thought the Artist wasn’t very good.’

			Penn examined the quill again. ‘Juniper’s dad said that Hildegard was the Scribe at the trial of the Wintrish,’ she said quietly. ‘This is probably the quill she used to write The Lost History of the Grey Ones.’

			Seraphine suddenly got a very strange look on her face. She looked from the quill to Hildegard and back again. ‘What is said,’ she said faintly. 

			Penn stared blankly at her Knot-Sister. ‘What are you talking about?’

			‘What is said. Witness testimony. It’s one of the three ways we can find out what happened in the past.’ Seraphine grabbed Penn, almost shaking her. ‘Don’t you see? She was there. She knows what happened. Penn, The Lost History doesn’t have to be a book. It can be a person. It can be her!’ 
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			Penn and Seraphine dragged the unconscious Historian to the other side of the tree where she wouldn’t be immediately spotted by anyone entering the room. They propped her up against the trunk. 

			‘That’s not going to keep her safe for long,’ Seraphine said, looking panicked. ‘She is The Lost History now, which means she’s in serious danger! If the Inquisitor recognises her, she’ll order one of her creatures to get rid of her. What should we do?’ 

			Penn’s heart was racing. ‘Seraphine, we have a Historian’s quill and a witness from the trial. We can rewrite the story of what happened in the Courtroom that day.’ Then Penn looked at her Knot-Sister in despair. ‘But even if we do that, I don’t know what to do next! My job was to get The Lost History and give it to the Inquisitor. I don’t know how to use it to break the curse.’

			‘I do,’ Seraphine said. ‘Floridia told me that all we need to do is bring the truth into the light. We just have to get her to swear the Witness Oath and give her testimony. I can help her with the oath – I had to memorise it.’ She stopped. ‘But, Penn, even if we get her to wake up she might not remember anything! She’ll probably still think she’s Floridia.’

			‘I know, but it’s our only chance. You try to wake her up, I’ll find some parchment and ink.’ 

			Seraphine held out a hand to stop her. ‘This quill doesn’t need ink and we can write straight onto the tree trunk. I’ve done it before.’ Seraphine ran over to a table, grabbed the glass of water sitting on it, then ran back. Penn jumped as a Wintrish servant materialised beside her, in the usual silent way of the Grey Ones. 

			‘Penn, this is Elsie,’ Seraphine said hurriedly, kneeling down beside the unconscious Historian. 

			With a start, Penn realised that Elsie was the Wintrish woman she had seen in the Vault. Penn turned her attention back to Hildegard and saw Seraphine gently cradling Hildegard’s head and holding the glass of water to her unresponsive lips. 

			‘Seraphine, stop wasting time!’ Penn grabbed the glass and dashed its entire contents in the Historian’s face. 

			They both held their breath. Hildegard’s eyelashes fluttered and she moved her head restlessly from side to side, as though she was having a bad dream. But she didn’t wake up. 

			From beyond the closed doors of the room came a distant sound, like high heels clicking on a floor. 

			Seraphine went pale. ‘The Inquisitor’s coming.’ 

			‘Can you Oust all of us?’ Penn asked urgently.

			‘I don’t know, but I can try.’ Seraphine patted her hair and then looked at Penn in dismay. ‘The key’s gone! It must have dropped out.’

			They ran around to the other side of the trunk to where they had landed. On their hands and knees, they searched frantically through the fallen leaves. 

			But it was too late. 

			The doors to the Inner Arboretum crashed open. Penn and Seraphine scrambled to their feet.

			Looking immaculate as always, Lex Talionis stepped through the doorway, holding the Rod of Justice. 

			‘Why, it’s the Knot-Sisters,’ she said pleasantly. ‘Everyone kept telling me that you can’t stand each other but you seem to be as thick as thieves.’ She tapped her rod twice and Drowner appeared. The Inquisitor strolled towards them, her eerie creature waddling after her. 

			Penn shot a quick glance back towards the tree. Elsie stood quietly off to one side, waiting for a command, but Penn couldn’t see Hildegard at all. As long as Lex stayed on this side of the room, Hildegard would be safe. 

			‘But you’re not real thieves, are you?’ the Inquisitor continued in a teasing tone. ‘If you found property that belonged to me you’d return it, wouldn’t you, Penn?’ 

			She smiled at Penn but her green eyes were ice-cold. ‘I know that you found The Lost History of the Grey Ones. Give it to me. Now.’

			Penn and Seraphine took a few steps back. 

			‘I don’t have it,’ Penn said. ‘It burnt.’

			The Inquisitor looked at Drowner. The creature made a strange wailing noise. 

			‘Drowner tells me you’re telling the truth,’ she said. ‘But it’s not the whole truth, now, is it, Penn? What aren’t you telling me, I wonder?’

			She pressed the blood-red stone in her Talisman and Drowner disappeared. Then the Inquisitor tapped the rod once, summoning the towering, spindly form of Rack. 

			The Inquisitor pointed at Penn. ‘Rack, that one is stretching the truth. Perhaps your type of stretching will make her more cooperative.’ 

			Rack grinned. He moved towards Penn. 

			‘RUN!’ Penn bellowed. She broke into a sprint and tried to dart around Rack to the door, but Rack’s arm extended out. His knobbly fingers grabbed at her shirt and Penn was thrown roughly to the ground. 

			Penn lifted her head. Seraphine was almost at the door. But then she looked back and slowed. 

			‘No!’ Penn shouted. ‘Run, Seraphine! Find Portentia!’

			The Inquisitor signalled to Rack. The creature grabbed one of Penn’s arms and pulled it. Penn screamed. The pain was unbearable; he was going to tear her arm off …

			The Inquisitor clicked her fingers. Rack maintained his hold on Penn but his grip relaxed a little. Seraphine stood frozen in the doorway, white with shock. 

			‘This is all so unpleasant and unnecessary,’ the Inquisitor remarked. ‘Don’t you think so, Seraphine? I know you’re both hiding secrets from me. Rack told me something fascinating he overheard about your ability to control all the Talismans. And I know there’s something you haven’t told me about The Lost History. If you tell me what I want to know, I’ll make Rack disappear. You simply need to decide which is more important to you: The Lost History or your Knot-Sister?’

			Penn felt her Knot-Sister binding constrict and she wanted to weep. Seraphine was going to give the Inquisitor what she wanted, she could feel it. ‘No!’ Penn begged. ‘Seraphine, please, please run!’

			Seraphine’s voice rang out. ‘Let Penn go and I’ll tell you where The Lost History is.’ 

			The Inquisitor’s eyes flashed. ‘So it still exists?’

			Seraphine was trembling, but she spoke up bravely. ‘I said, let Penn go.’

			‘You are in no position to bargain, Seraphine.’

			‘But I am. You saw the way I disappeared from my bedroom and even though Rack was hiding in Penn’s room, we got away from him too. If you don’t let Penn go, I’ll do it again and take The Lost History with me.’ 

			Penn was sure the Inquisitor would realise Seraphine was bluffing. But Lex hesitated. Then she spoke to Rack. ‘Let her go.’ 

			Looking disappointed, Rack released Penn. 

			Shakily, Penn got to her feet. She staggered and nearly fell. 

			‘Help her!’ Seraphine said to Elsie.

			The Wintrish servant moved swiftly to Penn’s side and put an arm around her waist, helping her to stand. As she did so, one long tress of curly grey hair brushed softly against Penn’s cheek. 

			Grey hair. 

			Penn’s heart stopped.

			Hildegard knew the secret of The Lost History … but so did Elsie. She had been in the Courtroom that day too. She knew what had happened. If only Elsie could speak, she could tell the truth about what she’d witnessed. 

			Supported by Elsie, Penn moved slowly towards Seraphine, even as her thoughts raced ahead. There might be a way. Felix’s words rang in her mind. ‘I just have to say the word and control the meaning.’

			‘Where do you think you’re going?’ the Inquisitor said sharply. ‘Stop there!’

			Penn and Elsie stopped. They were only a short distance from Seraphine, who had run over to meet them. From the other side of the tree, Hildegard let out a groan. Lex’s head whipped around. ‘What was that?’ She clicked her fingers at Rack. The creature stalked around the tree trunk to investigate. The Inquisitor followed him part of the way, but if she turned back, she’d still be able to see them.

			‘Seraphine!’ Penn hissed. She checked that the Inquisitor was still distracted. ‘Catch!’ Like lightning, she threw Hildegard’s quill to her Knot-Sister. 

			Seraphine looked startled but she caught it. ‘What—’

			‘Just get ready to write!’

			Seraphine ran to the tree and pressed the nib of the quill against the white bark. 

			Felix had said he channelled the power through his hands but Penn knew that wasn’t how it worked for her. Words spoken by a different, hateful, voice pierced her mind. You combined the Old Marvellance of the Dead Language with the New Marvellance of your Talisman, which is something I’ve not seen anyone do before. 

			Penn took hold of the pendant that still hung from her neck and then spoke clearly. ‘Glister!’ 

			The Inquisitor spun around. 

			Dazzling, rainbow-coloured beams of light shot out of the little Spark, filling up the entire room. The Inquisitor stared, uncomprehending. 

			Penn took a deep breath, turned to Elsie and then sent a second word from the Dead Language flying through the air, as sharp as a dagger. 

			‘SPRECAN!’ 

			Marvellance exploded like wildfire in Penn’s veins. But Elsie arched back as though she’d been stabbed. 

			‘The Witness Oath!’ Penn shouted to Seraphine, struggling to keep control of Elsie’s mind. ‘What are the words?’

			‘I bore witness –’

			Penn rammed further into Elsie’s mind, forcing her to speak. 

			Elsie gasped. Then, in a voice hoarse from disuse, she spoke. ‘I … bore … witness …’

			The Inquisitor looked stunned. ‘She can speak?’ She caught sight of the quill in Seraphine’s hand. For the first time, Penn saw fear on the Inquisitor’s face. 

			‘Rack!’ the Inquisitor screamed. ‘Get them!’ Her creature reappeared from the other side of the trunk but he shrank down beneath the radiance of Sparkle’s light. 

			Seraphine looked wildly around the room. Thrusting the quill into her belt, she darted to a wall near the doors. She wrenched the red-hilted sword from its mount. Holding it with both hands, she pointed it at Rack and then let go. The Arylian Dancing Sword flew through the air, straight for Rack. The creature howled and dodged as the sword whirled dangerously around him, slicing and jabbing at his feet. 

			‘The oath!’ Penn yelled over Rack’s howls. 

			‘To these events –’ Seraphine shouted as she raced back to the tree. 

			Elsie’s body jerked in pain again as Penn forced her to speak. ‘To … these … events …’ Elsie croaked.

			‘NO!’ The Inquisitor tried to run towards them but the flashing blade of the sword barred her way. 

			‘And I swear that the testimony I give is the truth!’ Seraphine yelled. 

			The oath was almost finished. But Elsie’s suffering was horrific. Penn didn’t want to do it this way. She couldn’t do it this way.

			She released her grip on Elsie’s mind. Elsie shuddered and fell to the ground. 

			Penn knelt beside her and clasped her trembling hands. ‘Elsie, I’m so sorry. But please help us,’ Penn begged. ‘We need you to finish the Witness Oath and tell the truth about what happened at the trial. Please, Elsie.’ 

			She looked at Penn, her eyes hollow, and Penn’s heart sank. 

			Then, in the faintest whisper, Elsie spoke. ‘And … I swear … that the testimony I give is … the truth.’

			Sparkle’s beams of light turned white. 

			Penn tried to move but found that she couldn’t. Seraphine, the Inquisitor and Rack were all uncannily still too. Even the sword had stopped in mid-air. It was as though they were all frozen, forced to watch, as a floating image, which was seemingly coming from the Historian’s quill, began to form in Sparkle’s radiant glow. 

			The image showed the Old Courtroom. Penn could see a much younger Inquisitor. The room was filled with Wintrish people, but their hair wasn’t grey and their faces were filled with emotion: confusion and anger and fear. At the back of the room, Hildegard sat at a small purple desk, her expression anxious as her quill scratched at the pages of a small book. A ghostly voice crackled through the air, as though from a very long way away. 
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			‘You all admit to stealing the Talismans.’ The Inquisitor’s voice was harsh.

			‘We do not admit it for we did not do it,’ the spokeswoman for the Wintrish said. The crowd nodded agreement. ‘You have no proof!’

			‘I do not need proof. My word alone is enough to convict you.’ 

			Hildegard put down her quill. ‘Inquisitor, I must protest! This trial cannot be considered fair or right.’

			‘If I want your advice or opinion, Scribe, I will ask for it. Sit back down and record only what I say. There is no need to record the words of Wintrish traitors.’

			Rack moved to stand beside the Scribe’s desk. Hildegard glanced nervously up at the creature and then picked up her quill. 

			‘As I was saying,’ the Inquisitor went on, strolling down the Courtroom. ‘You all stole the Talismans, in the full knowledge that this is against the Lore.’

			‘We did not. We know the Lore and would never do such a—’

			‘Let the record show that the Wintrish traitors confessed in full to the charges.’ 

			Hildegard was quivering with indignation. ‘This is an outrage! I am going to the Regent and the Eslit to have a mistrial declared.’ She laid her quill down again and Rack promptly stretched out a long arm and grabbed it. 

			‘You dare to touch my Talisman?’ Hildegard stood up, her voice trembling with fury. 

			‘Oh, I dare to do much more than that, Hildegard,’ the Inquisitor said smoothly. She had come to a stop a short distance away from the Scribe’s desk. ‘Such a pity you insist on standing in the way of justice.’

			‘This isn’t justice!’ The Historian looked at the Inquisitor and her face softened. ‘Lex, you cannot blame the Wintrish for what happened to Tabitha.’

			‘Do not speak my daughter’s name!’ 

			Bravely, Hildegard pressed on. ‘It was the Arylian attack that killed her, not—’

			‘It was Wintrish traitors who provoked the Arylians!’ the Inquisitor spat. ‘And it was a Wintrish woman who lured my daughter to her death. Tabitha –’ her voice broke but she swiftly recovered ‘– trusted that scheming woman and she paid for that trust with her life. The Wintrish are a curse upon the Arylian Empire and I will curse them in return! That is what is fair and right!’ 

			Hildegard looked at the Inquisitor with compassion. ‘You are out of your mind with grief, Lex,’ she said sadly. ‘I am sorry for your loss but I cannot allow you to do this to innocent people.’ She tried to move towards the doors but found Rack barring her way. 

			Lex gestured to Rack, who threw the quill to her. ‘I will give back your Talisman, Hildegard, but first I need to Separate you from it.’ 

			Fear came into Hildegard’s eyes. ‘But then I won’t even remember it’s my Talisman …’

			‘Correct. And in time you may also forget who you are.’ The Inquisitor added in a kind tone, ‘Do not be afraid, Hildegard. I’m going to have Rack take you to the Gloam Pit. It has many hidden places where you can make a comfortable home, safe from the worst of the Pit’s creatures, and I will ensure that you do not starve.’ She smiled at Hildegard. ‘I am not a monster.’ 

			The Inquisitor dropped the quill on the floor and then raised the Rod of Justice. 

			‘No!’ Hildegard shouted. 

			The Inquisitor paused. Then she slammed the heavy rod straight down onto the Historian’s Talisman. 

			CRACK! 

			The sound, like thunder, echoed throughout the room. Hildegard let out a scream of pain, as though someone had torn out a piece of her. 

			The Inquisitor stooped and picked up the Historian’s quill. She inspected it for the tell-tale crack that signified a Talisman had been Separated from its owner and then smiled. She tossed the quill to Hildegard. It landed at the Historian’s feet. Sobbing, Hildegard dropped to her knees to retrieve it.

			Elsie spoke up, her voice trembling with anger. ‘The Historian worked bravely on the frontlines during the War, documenting Malevolent atrocities. She does not deserve this fate and neither do we!’

			The Inquisitor spun around. ‘As you are so fond of Hildegard, you shall have the pleasure of waiting upon her from this day forth,’ she snarled at Elsie. ‘Consider yourself bound by this command!’ She turned back to Rack. ‘Take the Scribe away!’

			Rack yanked Hildegard viciously by one arm. The cracked quill dangled from her other hand. Hildegard wept and struggled but she was no match for Rack. The long-limbed creature grinned as he dragged her away. 

			When the room was quiet once more, the Inquisitor coldly surveyed the Wintrish, who huddled together in fear. Elsie gazed out of the window, looking at the piles of rubble where her home had been, only turning when the Inquisitor’s imperious voice rang out through the overcrowded room.

			‘Wintrish servants of Perianth!’ she said. ‘You have been found guilty of the crime of Talisman theft. You are all hereby sentenced to the Greying Curse.’ Lex paused and then added, ‘Effective immediately.’

			As the Inquisitor raised her arms up high and prepared to call forth the curse, the locket around her neck swung open. It caught the light, flashing silver. Elsie recognised the locket. It was the one that Neha had worn every day until her death, two nights ago. Inside the silver locket were two pictures and a Mirus Weed seed for protection. One of the pictures was of Tabitha, the girl that Neha had cared for. The other was of Neha and Tabitha, laughing and holding on tightly to each other, as if they would never let go. 
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			The image flickered and faded as Sparkle’s light went out. Elsie slumped over beside Penn. The dancing sword fell to the floor next to Rack, who lay there, his long legs and arms covered in cuts. Black blood oozed from his wounds. 

			Penn and Seraphine stared at the tree. Its trunk was covered with the words of Elsie’s testimony. Her story was imprinted upon the paper-white bark for all to see. 

			Penn looked at the Inquisitor, incandescent with rage. ‘It was you,’ she rasped. Her voice rose to a shout. ‘There was never anyone else in that room! You cursed them and they were innocent!’

			‘They may not have committed that particular crime, but they weren’t innocent!’ the Inquisitor spat. ‘All Slumweeds have Malevolent hearts. You more than most, Penn.’

			Fury exploded through Penn. As Sparkle began to glow with a harsh, blood-red light, Penn knew exactly what to do. She slipped a hand into her pocket and felt the cool weight of the Mirus Weed seeds trickle through her fingers. 

			Penn took out a handful of seeds and poured some into her other hand. Then she opened her palms. 

			‘Acennan!’

			Silver shoots sprang out of the seeds. 

			‘Penn?’ Seraphine said uncertainly. 

			Penn didn’t look at her Knot-Sister. ‘Weaxan.’

			The silver shoots grew and thickened. Looking terrified, the Inquisitor pointed at Penn. ‘Get her!’ she ordered Rack. But the creature could do nothing. He lay on the ground, groaning, as he clutched at his cut feet. 

			The silver vines began to snake along the carpet towards Rack and the Inquisitor. Rack was almost too easy a target. The vines wound tightly around the creature, immobilising his long limbs. The Inquisitor tried to run but the vines caught her around the ankles, sending her falling, face-first, to the floor. 

			Penn stood with her arms outstretched, vines flowing from her hands. The feeling of power was thrilling and it was coupled with the most curious sensation. It was like she was dissolving into thin air.

			‘Penn?’ Seraphine said again, louder this time. ‘How are you doing that?’ 

			The girl with the silver vines didn’t want to answer to the name Penn. That name belonged to a weak, powerless girl. She was no longer that person. She would never be that person again. 

			Both Rack and the Inquisitor were now tightly bound, the Inquisitor unable to reach her Talisman. The vines crept up further, winding around the victims’ necks, making them choke and gasp for air. 

			Seraphine started to scream. ‘Penn, stop! Please stop!’ 

			The girl felt a sharp shock around her right wrist but she paid no attention. She kept her gaze on the silver vines. 

			‘Penn, what’s wrong with you? Please answer me!’ 

			That name meant nothing anymore. The girl frowned. There had been a name that seemed important, though, not so long ago. What was it? 

			Eirien. 

			The vines loosened their grip. Just a little. 

			My mother’s name was Eirien. 

			But the tantalising pull of power was too strong, and another memory was flowing through her mind now. The memory of someone who had promised her everything that she would ever want because …

			Malevolence runs like quicksilver through your veins. 

			The room was bathed in blood-red light. 

			So this was Malevolence. She liked it.

			She could understand now how the Inquisitor had been able to use the Greying Curse. Hatred and anger and a desire for revenge made it easy. 

			‘Hiersum—’

			A scream tore through the room. 

			‘Penn, stop! MONSTERS!’ 

			There was a blur of motion as several things happened at once. A sword glinted as it was raised high into the air. The razor-sharp blade slashed down, slicing the vines in half. At the same time a violent surge coursed through the binding on her wrist, channelling emotions so powerful they made her stagger. Then a golden bundle of fur landed on her shoulder. It burrowed into her neck, whimpering and nuzzling her anxiously. 

			Wrenched out of her trance, Penn saw Seraphine, Juniper and Arthur running towards her. Penn looked down at the silver vines she was still holding and then threw them away in revulsion. Rack and the Inquisitor clawed the other ends away from their throats, the sound of their gasps echoing through the huge room. 

			Penn staggered back, her legs shaking. She tore the Malevolent’s necklace off and flung it away. The blood-red light faded as Seraphine, Juniper and Arthur helped her to stand. 

			‘It’s okay, it’s over now,’ Penn heard Juniper say. ‘Portentia will be here soon; she’s gone to tell the Eslit. It’s over, Penn.’

			Then they heard three taps. 

			Penn saw a flash of movement behind Arthur. There was a crackling noise. A surge of intense heat. 

			A tall, human-shaped creature with skin of crumbling ash and a cloak of fire was prowling restlessly around the Inquisitor. As terrifying as the creature was, Penn was more scared by the savage expression on the Inquisitor’s face. ‘Did you really think you’d won?’ Lex’s voice was hoarse, vine marks visible on her throat. She looked contemptuously at the tree, Elsie’s words inscribed on the trunk. ‘One Lost History has already burnt. I can incinerate another.’ She turned to her creature. ‘Burn this place to the ground, Inferno,’ she rasped. ‘Destroy everyone and everything.’ 

			Inferno spun around in glee. Red-hot sparks from its cloak flew through the air. The topmost branches of the tree caught fire and burning leaves began to swirl down. 

			‘Hildegard!’ Seraphine ran towards where the unconscious Historian was hidden. ‘Someone, help me!’ Juniper and Arthur sprinted after her. Penn tried to run but her legs felt strangely heavy. Then a savage blow to her head sent her flying to the ground. 

			Penn looked up, dazed. The Inquisitor had struck her with the Rod of Justice. Ned launched himself at the Inquisitor, biting and clawing her in fury. 

			Penn tried to get up to help Ned but she was still unsteady from the blow and her legs crumpled beneath her. Burning cinders were raining down from above. Several landed on Ned. The Huggle Beast yelped and let go of the Inquisitor. He dropped to the floor and rolled on his back to put out the flames. 

			The Inquisitor loomed over Penn. ‘I really do hate Slumweeds,’ she said viciously. She raised the Rod of Justice up high. 

			There was a sudden loud thump as Lex’s head swung to one side. With a stupefied look, she toppled over and fell to the floor. 

			Elsie stood behind the Inquisitor, a dented silver serving tray in her hands. 

			The family tree roared as it burned, branches cracking and falling to the ground as the flames devoured it. An enormous blazing branch crashed to the ground, blocking off their only exit. Penn saw Seraphine, Juniper and Arthur dragging Hildegard to shelter behind the desk. 

			‘Help me,’ Penn begged Elsie, grabbing the Inquisitor by one of her arms. Elsie hesitated. ‘I know,’ Penn said. ‘But I don’t want to be like her.’ 

			Elsie nodded. She lifted the Inquisitor’s other arm and together they dragged Lex through the heat and showers of burning sparks. Ned ran after them, the fur on his back singed. 

			Together, they all huddled down low behind the desk. There was nowhere left to run; they were entirely surrounded by the firestorm. At the centre of it all stood Inferno, revelling in the chaos and destruction it had wrought. They looked at one another in terrified despair and drew closer. 

			From the doorway came a tremendous roar. ‘I CAN’T HIE TO YOU! MY STAFF IS AFRAID OF THE FIRE!’ 

			It was Portentia. 

			‘Water!’ Juniper gasped. ‘If we can get some water to Portentia, she can do the rest.’ 

			‘But there isn’t any!’ Arthur said. 

			Her eyes stinging from the smoke, Penn looked desperately around the room. Everything was covered in flames. 

			Except for one object, lying only a short distance away. 

			Staying low, Penn sprinted as fast as she could and grabbed the object. Then she cried out, ‘Seraphine!’

			Penn’s binding flared and she knew Seraphine understood. 

			Penn stood up and hurled the Inquisitor’s Talisman to her Knot-Sister. Seraphine caught it with both hands and pressed the blood-red stone. Instantly, Inferno vanished. Then Seraphine banged the rod twice on the floor. 

			Drowner appeared, water running off its translucent wrinkled flesh in rivulets. The creature let out a terrible cry as it flinched away from the heat and flames. 

			‘Portentia!’ Penn bellowed. She pointed to Drowner. ‘WATER!’

			Through the flames, Penn saw Portentia aim her staff at Drowner. The fire crackled and roared around them. Then came a new, louder sound. A thunderous, rushing rumble. 

			From above, an immense tidal wave gushed down. 

			There was nowhere to go. Penn grabbed Ned and took a deep breath.

			Then she was swept away, sent swirling through a churning mass of deep water, burnt branches and debris. The tidal wave carried them through the Arboretum, dumping them in a soggy mess at Portentia’s feet. 

			Just as quickly as it had appeared, the water receded, retreating back into the Arboretum and flowing upwards towards the ceiling until it vanished. 

			Portentia peered down at them all as they spluttered, completely drenched and dazed. ‘Next time,’ she said severely, ‘take my advice and run and hide.’ 
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			Using the ancient Augur technique of Revivification, Portentia whacked Hildegard on the back and then stepped well away as the Historian jerked into consciousness, sputtering. ‘What? Who? Where? Why?’

			‘Do you know who you are?’ Seraphine asked, helping her to stand. 

			Hildegard ineffectually tried to use her dripping sleeve to dry her face. ‘I am the Historian Hildegard of Flurrier and I would very much like to know where my Talisman is, Princess Seraphine.’

			‘You remember me?’ Seraphine asked, delighted. 

			‘Of course I remember you! We’ve been climbing the tree together and—’ Slowly, Hildegard took in the devastation in the Arboretum. Tears sprang to her eyes. ‘The tree …’

			The Arylian Royal Family Tree was no more. Sodden, burnt branches lay everywhere but there wasn’t even so much as a charred stump left of the trunk. Inferno’s flames had done their work well. 

			‘You were here all this time?’ Portentia asked.

			Hildegard nodded. ‘Lex Separated me from my Talisman during the trial. After a while, I didn’t even know my own name. I really thought I was Floridia, the Chief Arborist, Perennial Cartographer and Head Fungus-Remover.’

			‘A classic case of Profound Talisman Separation Disorder,’ Portentia said wisely. ‘You must have gone into a terrible state of shock when you first heard your real name again.’ 

			‘What happened to the real Floridia?’ Penn asked. 

			‘She died about thirteen years ago,’ Portentia said sadly. ‘I suppose with the War going on and virtually no-one knowing about this room, no-one thought to replace her. None of which explains how you ended up here, Hildegard!’

			Hildegard screwed up her face as she tried to remember. ‘The Inquisitor ordered Rack to take me to the Gloam Pit. But there was a low doorway along the way and while Rack was struggling to get through, I managed to escape. I’d learnt about this Need-to-Know while doing research for my book Secrets of Perianth Palace. I thought it would be a safe place to hide for a bit but I must have stayed too long. As I gradually forgot who I was, I started to assume I was Floridia.’ 

			‘You must have been so lonely,’ Arthur said, his warm heart clearly touched by this tale. 

			‘Not at all. I was very happy here,’ Hildegard said wistfully. ‘I loved the tree, and I had Elsie for company. My life was so exciting. I climbed so high, every single day, and I jumped from bough to bough—’ She froze. ‘I thought Helmut was the Talisman of an Arborist, keeping me safe,’ she said faintly. ‘But I’m really a Historian, which means … Helmut was just an ordinary helmet! I could have been killed falling from that tree!’ 

			‘But you weren’t,’ Seraphine said. ‘And I’ve seen you climb. You’re amazing.’

			Portentia studied the bedraggled group in front of her. ‘I assume that all of this –’ she looked around, clearly trying to find a word to describe the catastrophic scene and settled on ‘– kerfuffle means that you found the Lost History you were looking for?’

			‘We found three Lost Histories actually,’ Penn said. ‘The trial transcript, Hildegard and Elsie.’

			Hildegard smiled at her. ‘I did tell Princess Seraphine that history is people and their stories.’

			A spluttering sound nearby made them all spin around. The Inquisitor was on her hands and knees, coughing up water. She staggered upright, her face twisted with fury. ‘I will curse every last one of you!’ she snarled. Lex looked around wildly as she realised she didn’t have her Talisman. Seraphine, who was still holding it, backed away in fright as Lex began to stride towards her. 

			A bolt of purple lightning erupted from Portentia’s staff. It hit the Inquisitor squarely in the chest, knocking her back to the ground. 

			‘Oops,’ Portentia said. ‘Bad Binky.’ She nudged the Inquisitor with her foot. Lex let out a small groan. ‘She’ll be fine,’ Portentia announced, sounding disappointed. ‘Princess Seraphine, would you be so kind as to do something about that?’ She pointed at Drowner, who was standing a short distance away, whimpering and flailing its floppy arms. 

			Seraphine quickly pressed the blood-red stone on the Rod of Justice and Drowner vanished. 

			Arthur was helping a dazed-looking Elsie to stand. ‘You’ll be okay,’ he told her kindly. ‘You’re probably just feeling a bit odd because you’ve been under a curse for twelve years and then you were almost burnt in a fire and drowned in a flood. Also, you have very wet socks. I never feel like myself when I have wet socks—’

			Arthur broke off as Elsie threw her arms around him and hugged him. She released Arthur and then looked at them, really looked at all of them, her brown eyes shining. 

			‘I … I am,’ she whispered. 

			Then Elsie fainted and fell to the ground. 
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			The following morning, Penn made her way to Bibliobibuli Cottage with one slightly scorched Huggle Beast wrapped around her neck. She was feeling much better now that she’d eaten several proper meals and had a very long sleep. 

			The Eslit had rescued the Regent from Lex’s home in Bodkin Forest the previous day. Gertrude had returned to Perianth Palace in a towering rage and had promptly ordered her Warriors to Confiscate the disgraced Inquisitor’s Talisman and take her away. Hildegard had been eager to see her old home. Portentia had taken Elsie back to her cottage to look after her and had advised Penn, Seraphine, Juniper and Arthur to go straight home and get some rest. They had taken her advice, and after a long bath, Penn had fallen asleep with Ned snuggled up to her for the entire day. She’d woken up, had dinner, gone straight back to bed and slept right through the night. 

			Inside the cottage, Penn found Juniper curled up in her usual armchair, but for once, she wasn’t reading, she was writing. 

			‘Aren’t your parents back yet?’ Penn asked, looking around for Thaddeus and Edyth. 

			‘Not yet,’ Juniper said, clearly trying not to sound anxious. ‘I’m sure they’ll be back soon though.’

			Arthur came through the doorway, holding some spinach in his right hand and some weeds in his left. ‘Which one of these is weeds and which one is spinach?’ he asked, holding them up. 

			Penn pointed to his left hand. ‘They’re the weeds.’

			Arthur’s face fell. ‘Oh. Then I have one more question. Is it difficult to replant lots of spinach?’

			‘I’ll help you later,’ Penn promised. She peered over Juniper’s shoulder. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘I’m writing a letter to the publisher of The Arylian Children’s Almanac of Interesting, Fun and Age-Appropriate Facts!’ Juniper said. ‘I’m sending them a list of every mistake in their stupid, condescending book.’ She turned to a fresh sheet of parchment, carefully numbered it ‘136’ and started to write again.

			‘It might be easier if you just rewrote the whole book for them,’ Arthur suggested. 

			Juniper looked struck by this suggestion. ‘That’s actually a very good idea, Arthur.’ She turned to a new page and wrote: An Encyclopedia of Non-Patronising, Properly Researched Facts for Anyone of Any Age Who Likes to Be Well-Informed. 

			‘Sounds like a bestseller already,’ Arthur said encouragingly. ‘Just make sure you put some pictures in.’ 

			‘I will.’ She looked at Arthur. ‘And I’m going to include a chapter about the Candlemagians who fought in the War. I think everyone in Arylia should know how brave they were.’ 

			Arthur beamed. ‘Don’t forget to write something about Bessie Curmins,’ he said. ‘She could sing and she liked—’

			‘To swim in cold water,’ Juniper finished. ‘I won’t forget.’ 

			‘I came to tell you both that Portentia wants all of us to be at the palace at midday,’ Penn said. 

			‘Did she say why?’ Arthur asked.

			‘Not really. You know what Portentia’s like. She just said something about meringues.’ Penn thought for a minute. ‘I forgot to ask – how did you find the Arboretum? That room is a Need-to-Know and you and Juniper didn’t know about it.’

			‘Ned led us there,’ Arthur said. ‘I don’t think the rules apply to Huggle Beasts. He always seems to know how to find you.’

			Penn stroked the Huggle Beast’s soft fluffy ears. ‘Thank you, Ned,’ she whispered. Ned nuzzled his head against her cheek, rumbling happily. Then he cocked his head and his ears pricked up. Noticing, Penn listened hard too. ‘Is it just me or can you hear voices?’

			They all fell silent. The sound of faint cries came again.

			Together, they ran outside. Following the cries, they ended up at the ancient yew tree at the far end of the garden. 

			Staring down at them from the branches were Corin and Angus. They looked very tired and angry. 

			‘Go and get us some help!’ Corin shouted. ‘We’ve been stuck up here for ages!’

			‘But what were you doing up there in the first place?’ Penn asked, bewildered. 

			Corin and Angus didn’t answer, but Juniper’s face suddenly lit up. ‘You came here to spy on Arthur, didn’t you?’ she said gleefully. ‘And you got caught in one of my mum’s intruder traps!’

			‘Who’s Arthur?’ Angus asked. 

			‘Me. It’s my middle name,’ Arthur said hastily. ‘But I want everyone to call me Arthur from now on, not Norman. Or you can call me Northuramarn.’

			‘I don’t care what your name is! Just shut up and go tell my mother to send some Warriors to get us down!’ Corin yelled angrily. 

			‘Warriors? Why can’t you just climb down yourselves?’ Penn asked.

			‘Because of them.’ Angus pointed a trembling hand at something behind them. 

			They swung around. Dozens of Bundlers had appeared, seemingly out of nowhere. They sat silently on the lawn, staring hard at the two boys in the tree. 

			Juniper gasped as she caught sight of a Bundler with a bandaged leg. ‘Monty?’

			The little blue Bundler gave Juniper a friendly look. Then it turned its gaze back on Angus and Corin and bared its sharp teeth. 

			‘Every time we try to climb down, those creatures attack us!’ Corin said. 

			Arthur looked amazed. ‘You’re scared of Bundlers?’

			‘They’re vicious!’ Angus yelled. ‘That one bit me!’ 

			‘Well, next time maybe don’t throw stones at an innocent creature,’ Juniper said coldly. ‘Come on, Monty. Let’s go back to the cottage. I’ll find you and your friends something to eat.’ 

			‘The Bundlers are leaving so you can get yourselves down,’ Penn called out to Corin and Angus. She took a few steps towards the cottage and then turned back. ‘Maybe think about being nicer to the Wintrish in future too. I don’t think Bundlers are the only ones who’ll be standing up to you from now on.’ 
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			Professor Thripp looked up in surprise as Penn and Seraphine hurtled through the Schoolroom door. At exactly the same time, they each thwacked a sheaf of pages onto his desk. 

			‘What are these?’ he asked. 

			‘Our homework essays,’ Penn said brightly. ‘We hope you don’t mind, Professor, but we swapped assignments.’

			‘I wrote ten pages on the history of the Arylian royal family,’ Seraphine said. 

			‘And I wrote four pages on Candlemagian cows,’ Penn said. ‘They’re fascinating. Especially the Bloodcurdlers.’

			‘You wrote ten pages on the royal family?’ Professor Thripp said, thumbing through the essays. ‘And four on Candlemagian cows?’

			Penn nodded. ‘They’re in on time and over the word limit, so we won the bet.’

			‘The bet?’ Comprehension dawned on his face. ‘Are you referring to that little joke we had about me resigning if you handed these in on time?’ He turned to Seraphine and gave a forced laugh. ‘My dear girl, I wasn’t serious about that. Is that another new dress? What a lovely shade of blue.’

			‘The correct way to address me is “Princess”,’ Seraphine said frostily. ‘And we are serious. You gave us your word.’

			Professor Thripp was looking decidedly nervous but then he gave them a triumphant smile. ‘Penthea still owes me an essay on the difference between “know” and “no”. Therefore, I’m afraid the Knot-Sisters are stuck with me for a little longer!’

			Penn produced another set of pages from behind her back and laid it on the desk. ‘Seraphine and I wrote this one together.’

			‘We looked at how you can know things in history and what to do when it seems like there’s no evidence or no hope of understanding the past,’ Seraphine said. ‘That one’s longer than it was meant to be too, so we did everything you asked and more. I hope you don’t mind but I already asked the Regent if you could go back to your old job at the Scholarium. She said they’d be happy to have you back and you can start next week. Penn and I have to attend a ceremony in the Throne Room so we’ll say goodbye now. Thank you, Professor, and good luck.’ Seraphine turned and led the way to the exit. At the door she turned back. ‘Actually, I do have one last question for you, Professor Thripp.’ 

			‘Anything, my dear— I mean, Princess!’

			‘My question is this: What does what I’m wearing have to do with anything?’ 

			He looked at her blankly. 

			‘You always make remarks about what I’m wearing or my hairstyle, and I have no idea why any of that matters when I’m here to learn. Why do you make those comments?’ Seraphine looked at him calmly and waited. 

			Professor Thripp turned bright red. ‘I … I don’t know,’ he finally admitted. 

			Seraphine’s face lit up with a sudden smile. ‘It’s perfectly okay not to know,’ she reassured him. ‘Not knowing means you’re in a very good position to learn something new. Goodbye, Professor Thripp.’

			They left their former tutor staring in bewilderment at the essays on his desk. He looked so shocked that Penn almost felt sorry for him. She hoped he wouldn’t turn and look behind. 

			Because Ned, who clearly hadn’t been paying attention when they’d studied the chapter titled Gracious in Victory!, was sticking his tongue out at Professor Thripp as he gleefully slid down the outside of the Schoolroom window. 
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			At midday, in the richly decorated Throne Room of Perianth Palace, Gertrude sat on the throne, her feet resting on the sleeping Panthera. The Regent’s lavender wig was immaculate as ever, with her keys twisting and turning in their silver locks. With the exception of the still-missing Ousting key, it was as though her Talisman had never left her head. 

			Seraphine was sitting in her usual chair on Gertrude’s right, with Penn standing beside her. The Eslit all sat in their golden chairs, dressed in their silver cloaks with their glowing guild brooches, looking sheepish. 

			The fact that every member of the Eslit had been completely unaware that the Inquisitor had stolen the Regent’s Talisman and imprisoned her had not gone down well with Gertrude. Even now, the Regent was refusing to make eye contact with them and if any of them dared to speak to her, they were met with icy silence. As a result, the Eslit were all staring glumly at their shoes, looking, Penn thought, less like powerful council members and more like naughty schoolchildren. 

			Juniper and Arthur were seated in wooden chairs on one side of the room. Portentia stood beside them, looking, as always, both serene and like she needed a bath. She was holding Binky in her left hand while her right hand held a covered plate. Standing next to Portentia was Hildegard. She had removed Helmut and her spotted Pard-skin cape, but kept the turquoise silk shirt, scarlet guard’s trousers and dancing shoes. She had retrieved her quill from the ruins of the Inner Arboretum and it was once again sticking out of her hair. 

			Standing on the other side of Hildegard was Elsie. Her jaw was clenched and her body was rigid with anxiety. Penn was worried that she might collapse again but Ned had already taken matters into his own paws and was snuggled in Elsie’s arms, rumbling comfortingly.

			Despite there being important business to attend to, Corin and Angus, who were looking very weather-beaten and tired, had insisted on speaking first. 

			‘Go ahead,’ Gertrude said, in a voice that suggested Corin and Angus were walking on extremely thin ice. 

			Angus looked nervous but Corin spoke in a self-important tone. ‘We have discovered evidence of a Candlemagian spy living here in Perianth, right under your noses!’

			‘Who?’ Gertrude asked sharply. 

			Corin pointed dramatically at Arthur. 

			There was a silence. Then several members of the Eslit burst out laughing. 

			‘Him?’ Eslit Jorde chuckled. ‘The one who made up that nonsense story about the dragon?’ 

			The Eslit all abruptly stopped laughing when they saw Gertrude’s glare. 

			‘What is your evidence?’ Gertrude asked coldly. 

			‘Angus heard him singing the Candlemagian anthem,’ Corin said, sounding much less sure of himself. 

			‘Oh,’ Seraphine said regretfully. ‘I think this is my fault.’ 

			Everyone turned to her. 

			‘I thought it would be a good idea if everyone in Perianth knew the words to the other provinces’ anthems, not just the Arylian anthem. So I told Penn and her friends to start learning them, beginning with Candlemage. Because one day – very soon, I hope – the empire will be as it was before the War, and we’ll be able to travel freely throughout the Six Provinces again.’

			Gertrude looked as though she didn’t believe a word of this, but Eslit Hortense seemed quite moved and several other members of the Eslit began to applaud. 

			‘Well said, Princess!’ Eslit Hortense said. ‘An excellent initiative. You are already showing signs of becoming a great ruler, like your parents.’

			Seraphine smiled sweetly.

			‘None of that is true!’ Corin said furiously. ‘She’s just sticking up for her friends!’

			‘I know my son would never accuse the Princess of Arylia of lying,’ Gertrude said through gritted teeth. ‘Perhaps you are suffering some after-effects from those Bundler bites. Go and see the Healer. Now.’ 

			Humiliated, Corin and Angus walked quickly out of the Throne Room with their heads down. Penn saw Corin shove Angus as they disappeared through the arched golden doors. 

			Portentia stepped forward. ‘And now,’ she said in an unusually serious tone, ‘it is time to correct a grave historical injustice. Hildegard, if you would be so kind.’

			Hildegard removed the quill from her hair and held it straight up in the air, like she was brandishing a sword. In a clear voice she called out: 

			‘From the mists of time

			We summon thee,

			Guardian of Lost History.

			We have, for you, another page 

			A missing story from another age.

			So that the lessons from the days of yore

			Will be forgotten never more.’

			White mist began to swirl around the Throne Room. As it slowly cleared, Penn saw a figure at its centre.

			He was small and hunched and ancient. His hair was the yellow-white colour of extreme old age and his dark skin looked as worn and brittle as the leatherbound cover of a centuries-old book. 

			Portentia bowed her head. ‘Aeonian. It has been a very long time since we last saw one another.’

			‘One hundred and two years and forty-nine days.’ The Aeonian’s voice was breathy and cracked, like a desert wind. ‘You have work for me?’

			‘We do.’ Portentia stepped back and Hildegard took her place. The Historian pressed her quill into Elsie’s trembling hand. ‘Ready?’ she asked quietly. 

			Elsie nodded. Hildegard swore her in with the Witness Oath. A ghostly image of the Old Courtroom began to form in the centre of the Throne Room and then a voice from the past filled the air: 

			‘You all admit to stealing the Talismans.’ The Inquisitor’s voice was harsh.
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			Several minutes later, when Elsie’s testimony came to an end, there was silence, save for the sound of Elsie weeping. Hildegard placed an arm around her and gently led her from the Throne Room, with Ned following close behind. The Eslit sat, stunned, their faces white with shock. Gertrude looked impassive as always but all of the keys in her Talisman had stopped. 

			The Aeonian spoke. ‘It is time for this Lost History to be restored.’ The mist shrouded him once more, obscuring him from view. When it cleared, Penn saw that he was holding a neat stack of parchment, tied up with a piece of red string. A Warrior moved to take it from him, to hand to the Regent, but the Aeonian quelled her with a forbidding glance. 

			‘It’s not for the Regent,’ he said. ‘It’s for them.’

			He looked in turn at Penn, Seraphine, Juniper and Arthur. Startled, they glanced at one another, then made their way towards the Aeonian. Seraphine gestured at Penn to take it. 

			Very carefully, Penn took the bundle of pages from the Aeonian. But he didn’t let go of them immediately. Penn looked up. As their gazes locked, she saw an untouched wilderness where creatures roamed freely transform into cities and towns filled with people. An empire rose and battles raged. Then there was nothing but the quiet of an endless library, filled with scrolls and books, as history turned into words on a page. 

			The Aeonian turned away and the vision ended. Penn stumbled back a step, holding the pages. She looked down and read the title: 

			The Found History of the Grey Ones: Being an Account of the Closed Trial of the Wintrish by the Inquisitor, Lex Talionis, Who Falsely and Improperly Found Many Innocent Wintrish People Guilty of Talisman Theft and Sentenced Them Unjustly to the Greying Curse. This is the sworn testimony of the Wintrish woman known as Elsie, who bore witness to these events. 

			The Aeonian raised his voice. No longer creaking or breathless, it rang out clearly through the Throne Room, like the deep tolling of a bell. ‘The injustice committed against the Wintrish people of Perianth will now always be a part of the story of this land. All future Historians will have to take it into consideration.’

			His gaze swept over the Regent and the Eslit. ‘And it is the duty of all to make amends for the wrongs of the past. Failure to do so puts both the present and the future at risk.’

			Penn saw several of the Eslit glance furtively at her and then look away.

			The Aeonian beckoned Seraphine, Juniper and Arthur to come closer. When they had done so, he grasped Seraphine and Penn by their wrists, his hands covering their bindings. 

			‘It is no small thing to restore a Lost History to its proper place,’ the Aeonian said. ‘You all demonstrated exceptional courage, quick thinking and, most important of all, extraordinary friendship.’ He smiled at them. ‘I am therefore leaving each of you with a small gift to help you on your journeys.’ Penn jumped as her Knot-Sister binding started to spark. ‘You all have Lost Histories of your own,’ the Aeonian continued. ‘And as you now know, if you seek, they can be found. My gifts should help you with your quests.’

			He withdrew his hands. Penn and Seraphine’s bindings flared bright silver before returning to their usual golden glow. Arthur was looking in wonder at a deep purple jewel that had appeared on Swordie’s hilt, while Juniper’s Occulorum briefly turned a vivid blue.

			The Aeonian turned and began to move slowly towards the gathering mist. 

			‘Aeonian!’ 

			He stopped and looked enquiringly at Portentia, who had called after him. The Augur walked quickly over to him and offered up the covered plate. He took it and peeked under the cover.

			‘Meringues,’ he said with a smile. ‘My favourite.’

			Portentia beamed. Holding Portentia’s gift, the Aeonian started to shuffle away once more. 

			There was a sudden shimmering, like a breath of fresh mountain air, then the Aeonian stepped into the mists of time and vanished. 

		

	
		
			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Seraphine stood among the ruins of the Inner Arboretum. The vast room felt smaller somehow, without the colossal white-trunked tree to fill it up. The carpet was both burnt and flood-damaged, and the beautiful flowering vines had all been swept away. The carved cabinets were badly damaged and the smashed writing desk lay on its side. There was sodden paper and broken items everywhere. Seraphine made her way carefully through the mess, searching for her mother’s music box, but it was nowhere to be seen.

			She bent and picked up a small branch with a mouldy, inscribed red leaf on it that had somehow escaped undamaged. The leaf didn’t belong to her mother or her father or Penn or anyone who meant anything to her. The name read Princess Eveline, who Seraphine had never heard of. There was another inscribed leaf sprouting from the same branch. This leaf was so badly covered in Black Sheep Blight that Seraphine could only just make out the first two letters of what seemed to be quite a long name. But they were enough to make her heart quicken: 

			Se 

			Tears began to spill down Seraphine’s cheeks. Now, when she no longer needed it, she had probably found her leaf. But she had lost her entire family tree. The feeling Seraphine hated more than anything, that aching loneliness, flooded her, making her feel as though she was being drowned all over again. 

			She jumped as she heard a voice behind her, and quickly wiped away her tears. 

			‘I was sad at first too but fire can be very good for trees, you know,’ Hildegard said briskly. She picked up a charred seed and held it out in the palm of her hand. A tiny scarlet shoot was sprouting from it. ‘Look – it’s already starting to regenerate.’

			Seraphine felt a flicker of hope. ‘You mean the tree will grow back? Exactly the same as before?’

			‘It won’t be exactly the same. Might be a bit stronger. Fire is excellent for clearing out dead wood. We’ll probably find it easier to climb the tree next time, without all those third cousins and pretenders to the throne crowding things up.’ 

			‘How long will it take?’

			‘Several months, I imagine. Less if you water it with your tears.’

			‘Really?’

			‘No, not really! Have you learnt nothing from me, Princess Seraphine?’

			Seraphine laughed and the lonely feeling began to ebb away. ‘Will you call me Seraphine from now on?’ she asked suddenly. ‘Without the Princess bit?’

			Hildegard smiled at her. ‘If that’s what you want.’

			‘It is.’ Feeling oddly shy, Seraphine changed the subject. ‘I think this is me,’ she said, showing Hildegard the branch.

			Hildegard peered at the letters. ‘That definitely looks promising! Once the Black Sheep Blight is removed, we’ll be able to see properly.’

			Seraphine looked again at the leaf. ‘We asked the tree for help to find my leaf but what it sent me was a memory of the Inquisitor’s daughter. Why do you think it did that?’

			Hildegard looked thoughtful. ‘Do you remember what you told the tree when you asked it for help?’ 

			‘I said Lex Talionis was a terrible person and I wanted to find my leaf so that I could stop her.’ 

			‘Exactly. But rather than directing you to your leaf, I think the tree gave you what it thought you really needed.’

			‘What did I need?’

			‘Insight into your enemy. A way for you to understand why she was acting the way she did.’ Hildegard added softly, ‘I told you trees were wise.’

			There was a silence. 

			‘What will you do now?’ Seraphine asked. 

			‘I slept in my old home last night but …’ Hildegard looked wistful. ‘I missed the rustling of the tree and the smell of its leaves. So I think I’m going to find a quiet sanctuary, somewhere deep in Bodkin Forest, where I can be among trees while I write and read the works of the great thinkers and Historians. What about you? Back to empress-in-waiting training?’ 

			‘Actually, I’ve been thinking that maybe I’d like to be a Historian,’ Seraphine said, her cheeks turning pink. ‘As well as empress. If Clovis could breed dragons and Hagar could oversee the building of the Bundlerground, I don’t see why I can’t be both.’ 

			Hildegard beamed. ‘I think you’ll make an excellent Historian.’

			‘But I’ll need a good teacher. And Penn and I have already gone through about twenty tutors, and they’ve all been terrible so I don’t think there are any good ones in Perianth.’ She continued shyly, ‘Which was why I was wondering if maybe … you’d like to be our new tutor? If the Regent and the Eslit agree?’

			Hildegard looked taken aback. ‘Me? But I don’t know anything about royal protocols and court etiquette and the sort of things you need to learn.’

			‘I think you know exactly the sort of things I need to learn.’

			Hildegard straightened her back. ‘Then if the Regent and the Eslit agree, I would be honoured.’

			‘Thank you, Flori— Hildegard.’

			‘You’re very welcome, Prin— Seraphine.’

			Seraphine and Hildegard stood among the ruins of the Arboretum for a little while longer, staring in companionable silence at the small scarlet shoot that was destined to grow into a living history of people and their stories. 
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			With only Ned for company, Penn made her way through Bodkin Forest to Portentia’s cottage. 

			It was a beautiful day. The sun shone in a bright blue sky, a warm breeze was blowing, the wildflowers were out, and Thrummer birds darted through the trees, singing merrily. 

			Penn heard a snap of twigs as the elderly firewood collector stepped out of the undergrowth and onto the path, a bundle of kindling strapped to his back. 

			‘Good morning,’ Penn said, as she always did, but her thoughts were elsewhere.

			The Wintrish man’s eyes met hers. Then he spoke, in a voice that creaked like a rusty farm gate. ‘Mor … Morning.’

			Penn froze to the spot. But he was already continuing on his way, heading back into the town. She watched until he disappeared from view. 

			Penn sank down on the soft grass. Ned, who had been trying to swat butterflies, bounded over and sprang into her lap. Penn hugged him tightly as the anger and grief that had lodged deep in her heart for so many years finally melted away. 
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			Upon arriving at Portentia’s cottage, which today was covered entirely in bright pink flowers, Penn made her way to the back garden. The lake that Binky had created had disappeared. Bathed in late afternoon sunshine, the garden was a lovely sight, peaceful and inviting, with splashes of colour from the abundant flowerbeds and flocks of birds that had returned to the trees. 

			The Augur was digging in her vegetable patch, a small bird sleeping peacefully in her messy hair. Elsie was also there, picking tomatoes. The drab dress, old apron and faded blue kerchief were all gone. Elsie was wearing a pale-yellow dress, and her long, curly grey hair was tied back with a green ribbon. She looked like a completely different person. 

			Elsie smiled at Penn as she approached but didn’t say anything. Ned jumped out of Penn’s arms and rubbed his head against Elsie’s legs. She reached out a hand and gently stroked him, before bending her head to her work again. 

			Portentia gently ushered Penn away. ‘She’s doing exceptionally well, considering what she’s been through,’ Portentia said quietly.

			‘Has she spoken again since …?’

			Portentia shook her head. ‘But she seems happy enough. She occasionally smiles and she’s eating much better now.’ 

			‘If the curse has gone, why is her hair, and the hair of all the others, still grey?’ 

			‘The Greying Curse is powerful and they were under it for a very long time. Its effects won’t disappear overnight. I think everything is going to take a while. But I know that one day you’ll be able to talk properly to Elsie, to all of them, Penn. Just be patient.’ 

			Ned curled up in the sunshine on the grass near Elsie while Portentia led Penn over to a small table and chairs that had been set up in the shade of an oak tree. The Augur poured two glasses of raspberry lemonade from the jug that sat on the table and handed one to Penn. Penn took a sip. It was delicious. 

			‘It’s Elsie’s recipe,’ Portentia said, seeing the look on Penn’s face. ‘Scrumptious, isn’t it? I may never drink anything else ever again. I invited her to stay with me while her recovery continues and since then she’s insisted on doing all the cooking. I think it’s her way of saying thank you. Although possibly she doesn’t want to eat my cooking,’ Portentia added reflectively. ‘Can’t blame her, really.’ 

			‘How does she fit into your cottage?’ Penn asked. ‘It only has one room.’ 

			‘My cottage easily adapts to more guests. It just adds on more rooms as they’re needed. Some lovely wallpaper appeared in Elsie’s room this morning with a pattern of Mirus Weed flowers on it, so I think my cottage is pleased to have a guest too.’ 

			‘Portentia?’ Penn said hesitantly. ‘I need to tell you something.’

			Portentia heaved a sigh. ‘I’m beginning to dread these post-adventure conversations that we have, Penn. What did you do this time?’

			‘I … I did do something I shouldn’t have, but can I ask you about something else first?’ Penn took a deep breath. ‘Seraphine said she overheard a Malevolent at Malumest Tor say that I wasn’t Wintrish. Seraphine thinks it’s true and … and now I think maybe it is too. But if I’m not Wintrish, what am I?’ The last three words burst out of her in despair. 

			Portentia swirled the ice in her drink and then took a sip. ‘This really is the best raspberry lemonade I’ve ever tasted,’ she remarked. ‘Right. Where were we? Ah, yes. The question of your origins. Well, obviously I can’t offer you any certainties, only observations. Let’s start with your appearance.’

			Penn leant forward in her seat.

			‘You have the brown skin of the Wintrish, although it’s a little lighter than many of the Wintrish I’ve seen in my travels. Of course, many Q’Saarhians have brown skin too. You have the grey hair of the cursed Wintrish but that never made any sense so we’ll discount that.’

			‘I found out it wasn’t the curse; I was born with grey hair,’ Penn said. ‘Some people think it’s a sign of Malevolence.’ 

			Portentia snorted. ‘They do, do they? Well, I happen to think being born without a sense of humour is a far more reliable indicator of Malevolence, but neither my opinion nor that of those “people” you just mentioned are based on anything remotely resembling facts. Let’s just discount both of those theories, shall we?’ 

			Penn nodded. 

			‘You’re the Princess’s Knot-Sister and only Wintrish are ever Knot-Siblings, but when it comes to behaviour, you speak like an Arylian and you have their decisive way of taking charge—’

			‘I do?’ Penn asked, surprised. 

			‘Of course you do! So let’s see, you look Wintrish but your character is very Arylian. You do have something of an unruly, restless streak that reminds me of the Loreless – the people who have chosen to live among the creatures of Bloodwild. I don’t think you’re from Candlemage, but it’s not entirely out of the question. There used to be a settlement of half-Wintrish people who lived in a remote part of Candlemage, although no-one knows if they’re still there. Q’Saarh is famous for its seafarers and traders and has always drawn people from all over the empire. Many of its inhabitants are a mix of everywhere. That leaves the sixth province, Orison. It’s a very lonely, isolated place. Not many people have been there. The interesting thing about Orison is that there’s a legend that it changes you in a very particular way.’ The Augur looked pensive. ‘Supposedly, once you’ve been to Orison, your eyes will continuously change colour.’

			Penn stared at Portentia, her mouth open. 

			‘What remains after all that is the interesting possibility that Penn of Midwinter might actually be Penn of Arylia or Bloodwild or Candlemage or Q’Saarh or Orison.’ 

			Portentia allowed this to sink in. ‘May I offer you some advice, Penn? When you set off again on your quest of self-discovery, as I know you inevitably will, choose your direction with care.’ She held Penn’s gaze, her expression turning serious. ‘Don’t look only to the past to find out who you are. Know yourself in the here and now. Who you were is substantially less interesting to me than who you are or who you might become.’ 

			Penn sat silently. The bird in Portentia’s hair woke up and started to sing in a sweet voice. When the song finished, it flew away to join the other birds in the trees. 

			‘You said you want to confess to something you did that you shouldn’t have,’ Portentia prompted. 

			Penn tried to gather her thoughts. ‘Yes. I do. I … it was like the time I used Divisibility.’

			‘Go on.’

			‘I was holding Sparkle and I used a word from the Dead Language to sort of … force … Elsie to speak.’

			Portentia’s eyebrows shot up into her hairline. Her mouth opened and closed several times. 

			‘It was horrible,’ Penn said in a rush. ‘I knew that I was hurting Elsie by forcing her to say the Witness Oath, but I didn’t know what else to do and I was trying to do the right thing—’

			Portentia steepled her fingertips together and looked up at the blue sky. ‘Forcing another person to speak or do something against their will is one of the Eminent Marvels,’ she remarked, in the same tone she might have used to discuss her vegetable patch. ‘It’s called Duress.’

			‘I used another Eminent Marvel?’ Penn said, startled. 

			‘It would appear so.’

			‘But … I didn’t know that’s what I was doing!’

			‘Mmm. That’s twice now you’ve accidentally used an Eminent Marvel. Do you know, I’ve always hoped I would wake up one day and discover that I’m a naturally gifted tap dancer,’ Portentia said. ‘It hasn’t happened yet but you give me hope, Penn.’ 

			‘I haven’t told you everything. I also used some other words from the Dead Language. To … to hurt the Inquisitor and Rack.’

			‘May I ask what they were?’

			Penn couldn’t bring herself to say the words aloud again. ‘The first one means “bring forth”. The second one means “grow”.’ Penn hesitated. ‘And the third one … if the others hadn’t stopped me from saying the whole word I would have summoned a permanent version of the Greying Curse.’

			‘Hiersumnian,’ Portentia said softly. ‘Obey.’

			Penn hung her head. 

			‘Did you mean it?’ Portentia asked abruptly. ‘Did you understand what you were doing?’

			Penn stared at the ground. ‘I’d just found out what the Inquisitor did to the Wintrish. She condemned them to the Greying Curse, one of the most horrible punishments ever, and they weren’t guilty of anything!’ Her voice grew hard. ‘I wanted revenge for how she lied to me about my mother still being alive and for what she did to the Wintrish. I wanted her to know what it felt like. I wanted it more than anything.’

			In the sunshine, Ned snuffled in his sleep. Penn watched Elsie in her yellow dress putting tomatoes into her basket. 

			‘Penn,’ Portentia said in a very kind tone. ‘Look at me.’ 

			Penn shook her head. ‘Don’t you understand? I’m no different to the Inquisitor! She did horrible things because she was so upset about her daughter dying. I’m exactly the same!’ 

			‘Grief and rage are both perfectly valid emotions,’ Portentia said firmly. ‘It’s when they become twisted or go too far and are used to justify extreme actions that we can no longer empathise. But, unlike the Inquisitor, you’re still a child, Penn! And, also unlike the Inquisitor, your actions weren’t premeditated. You will learn to control your emotions as you find your path.’ 

			‘I already chose my path,’ Penn said in a low voice. ‘At the Byways. It took me to a woman who said she was my aunt. She … she told me that my mother’s name was Eirien.’ It felt strange to say the name out loud. Penn could feel her throat closing up, her chest growing tight. ‘And then I ended up at Malumest Tor and I found out …’ Penn couldn’t tell Portentia that the silver-haired Malevolent was her other aunt. She would never tell anyone that, ever. ‘I found out that I’m a Malevolent! I kept saying I wasn’t, that I would never be one, but after what I did with the vines, I know it’s true.’ 

			She couldn’t look at Portentia, couldn’t bear to see the horror or distress in her eyes, now that she knew what a monster Penn was. Without another word, Portentia got up and left. 

			Penn felt numb. She had been expecting a reaction like this but it hurt even more than having her arm wrenched by Rack. Juniper and Arthur and Seraphine would probably never talk to her again either, once they knew the truth. Her life would be even more miserable than the lonely existence she’d had before, because now she knew what it was like to have friends. 

			‘Take it.’

			Penn looked up in surprise. Portentia was standing before her, holding out her staff. She didn’t look disgusted or horrified at all. Instead, there was warmth in her eyes. 

			‘I don’t understand.’

			‘I want you to take it. Two hands. That’s it.’

			Holding Binky, Penn looked at the Augur in confusion. 

			Portentia sat back down and helped herself to some more lemonade. She smiled at Penn. ‘If you really were a Malevolent, my staff would be attacking you right now. You know its feelings about Malevolence. You’re clearly nothing of the kind.’

			‘But … but the Malevolent at Malumest Tor said I had Malevolence running through my veins. And there have been so many signs! Somehow I woke up the vines in the Inquisitor’s Trove and they started to whisper in a really creepy way and tried to strangle me! When Drowner took me to my heart’s desire I ended up in a vision of Malumest Tor. And when I had the choice in the Byways to go anywhere in the Six Provinces, the thread I chose took me straight to Malumest Tor and the Malevolents again.’ Penn’s voice was despairing. ‘I think that must be where I really belong.’

			Portentia sighed. ‘If Juniper was here, I could put my feet up and enjoy my lemonade while she handled this, but as she’s not I suppose I’d better point out all the flaws in your logic. Let’s start at the beginning, shall we?’ Her voice took on a very stern tone. ‘Number one, don’t believe everything other people say about you, particularly the negative things, and especially if the person saying it is a Malevolent. Make up your own mind about who you are or want to be and act accordingly. Point number two, you said that the vines in the Trove whispered in a sinister fashion and attacked you. Is that correct?’

			Penn nodded. 

			‘Interesting. Because when you first told me this story I remember thinking that by hiding you, the vines actually saved you from being discovered by the Regent.’ 

			Penn looked startled. ‘I suppose they did.’

			‘As I’m sure you know, the Wintrish have always used Mirus Weed for protection,’ Portentia said thoughtfully. ‘Seems to me those vines were protecting you, not attacking you. It’s a pity you never learnt to speak Wintrish, Penn. I’d lay good odds that’s what language those vines were speaking.’

			Elsie’s memory of the trial had contained a detail that Penn hadn’t thought about until now. When Penn found the silver locket in the Inquisitor’s Trove, it had contained only one picture of Lex’s daughter, Tabitha. But in Elsie’s memory the locket, which had belonged to the Wintrish nanny, Neha, had contained two pictures – and a Mirus Weed seed for protection.

			Penn remembered Endora asking her how the vines had grown in the Trove in the first place and how she had explained that all it would have taken was one seed …

			Penn came back to the present and concentrated on what Portentia was saying. ‘… as for the Byways thread that took you to Malumest Tor and that dreadful, draughty place supposedly being your heart’s desire, I strongly suspect that in both those cases the same troublesome thing, which I believe you’ve lost again, was to blame.’ Portentia smiled at Penn, who was feeling utterly confused. 

			‘I don’t understand. What thing?’

			‘Sparkle.’

			‘Sparkle? What does Sparkle have to do with me being a Malevolent?’

			‘Kindly stop referring to yourself as a Malevolent, Penn. It’s very insensitive considering what an excellent job I’m doing of dismantling the case against you. Remind me, what did it feel like when you lost your Talisman in Betwixt and Between?’

			‘It felt like a part of me was missing … oh.’ Penn looked up at Portentia. ‘Sparkle is like a part of me.’

			‘Exactly. You were longing to find Sparkle and be reunited with your Talisman, so it felt like a part of you was in Malumest Tor. No wonder you kept choosing to go there.’ 

			A flicker of hope flared, deep within Penn. ‘But what about the fact that I can do things other people can’t, like use Eminent Marvels and speak the Dead Language?’

			‘Penthea, most of the Eslit would give their right arms to do those things!’ Portentia said in exasperation. ‘Has it ever occurred to you that being different might be a blessing, not a curse?’ 

			Penn stared at the ground.

			Portentia spoke in a very gentle voice. ‘I want you to look at me, Penn.’

			Slowly, Penn lifted her head. She looked into Portentia’s kindly eyes.

			‘Being a Malevolent is a continual choice, Penn. One mistake, even a bad one, in a moment of rage doesn’t determine who you must be for the rest of your life. And that one bad choice and loss of control doesn’t outweigh all of the good choices you’ve made. Your choice of friends, for example, is superb. True friends, who will stop you from following through on bad decisions, are worth more than all of the Talismans in Arylia put together.’ She paused. ‘Tell me – what happened when you used Duress to force Elsie to say the Witness Oath?’

			‘I didn’t make her say all of it,’ Penn said. ‘I stopped because I could feel how much it was hurting her.’

			‘Then how did it come about that she finished the oath?’

			‘I … asked her to. I said please.’ 

			There was a silence. ‘Duress is a formidable mind power,’ the Augur said finally. ‘But I think you stumbled upon an equally persuasive heart power, Penn.’ 

			‘What kind of heart power?’

			‘Empathy.’ The Augur looked pensive. ‘No-one ever uses the words please or thank you when they speak to the Wintrish, do they?’

			Penn shook her head. 

			‘I think, starting from now, we all should. I realise we’re no longer certain of your origins but considering that you’ve been treated like a Wintrish girl for your entire life, I’d like to be the first to start making it up to you.’ She looked deep into Penn’s eyes. ‘Thank you, Penn. For everything you did. You’re a very brave girl and I know you’re not a Malevolent because, despite everything you’ve been through, your heart has remained open and loving and kind.’ Portentia smiled at her. ‘I think Eirien would be very proud of her daughter.’

			Penn burst into tears. 

			Ned woke up in alarm, ready to give comfort. But he was too late. 

			Portentia had already enfolded Penn in her arms and was holding her tightly, while Penn cried her heart out for the mother she would never know. 
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			It felt very odd to be having a family dinner at Bibliobibuli Cottage without Edie and Thaddeus, but everyone was comforted by the fact that they’d surely be home soon. 

			In the kitchen, Portentia and Hildegard kept disagreeing about the correct quantity of herbs to add or the right way to make chocolate pudding sauce, while Elsie silently got on with the actual work of cooking the dinner. Penn had tried to help but with Portentia and Hildegard in there, the kitchen was already overcrowded, and Elsie had gently but firmly ushered her towards the door. 

			With Ned draped around her neck, Penn made her way to the grassy slope behind the cottage. Night had fallen and the stars were out. Juniper and Arthur were sitting at the top of the slope, discussing their strange gifts from the Aeonian, as none of them had yet been able to work out what his gifts actually did. 

			‘Where’s Seraphine?’ Penn asked, sitting down beside Juniper and moving Ned to her lap. 

			‘She wanted a book to read so she went to the greenhouse to see if there were any books about history in there,’ Arthur replied, pointing to the light visible in the greenhouse. 

			‘She does know there’s a library in Perianth Palace with over ten thousand books in it, doesn’t she?’ Juniper asked. 

			‘I don’t know but don’t tell her,’ Arthur said. ‘I’m hoping she reads Henceforth to Yonder. Someone has to.’

			Juniper laughed and then looked guilty. ‘It doesn’t feel right that we’re sitting here, just being normal, while Mum and Dad might be—’

			‘I’m sure they’re fine,’ Penn said firmly. ‘And if they’re not, we’ll go rescue them.’

			‘We should!’ Arthur said in excitement. ‘I have Swordie and Penn can do that weird thing with the vines. You know, you still haven’t told us how you did that!’ Before Penn could reply, he went on, ‘But you were speaking some sort of strange language. Was that the Dead Language, Penn?’ 

			‘Yes,’ she said uncomfortably. It still felt odd to speak out loud about it. 

			‘You know, if you want to learn how to speak the Dead Language properly, I’m sure there’ll be books on it somewhere,’ Juniper said. ‘We should look in Florilegium’s Bookstore. They stock some very old and rare books.’

			Penn smiled. ‘That’s a good idea, Juniper. Maybe with your Occulorum you’ll be able to understand it too. It’d be much more fun if we could learn it together.’ 

			‘Do you realise you just said how much fun learning something called the Dead Language would be?’ Arthur asked. ‘What kind of person would actually think that was fun?’ He suddenly went quiet. ‘Do you think Felix is okay?’

			‘No,’ Penn said honestly. ‘But as soon as Juniper’s parents get back, Portentia is going to talk to them and find a way to help him.’

			‘He might not want to be saved,’ Juniper said hesitantly. ‘He liked using his powers to hurt people, Arthur, and he chose to go to Malumest Tor.’

			Arthur looked so unhappy that Ned left Penn’s lap and sprang onto Arthur’s instead. He looked down at the Huggle Beast in surprise. For a brief moment Ned pushed his head against Arthur, rumbling in his comforting way. Then he returned to Penn, swatting Arthur in the face with his tail on the way back. 

			‘I’m not giving up on Felix yet,’ Penn said. ‘When the Malevolent was using Duress on me, I was about to say the word she needed me to say, to free her. Then I felt someone else pushing into my mind. It had to have been Felix. He made me scream Succursa. Portentia heard me and came to my rescue. If Felix hadn’t done that, I don’t think I’d be here right now.’ 

			There was a silence. 

			‘What’s happened to the Inquisitor?’ Arthur asked. 

			‘They Confiscated her Talisman and she’s been sentenced to working in the Gloam Pit,’ Penn said. ‘They already know she’s good with terrifying creatures, so she’ll probably have to clean out the Vulper’s cage for the rest of her life.’

			Juniper shuddered. ‘That almost makes me feel sorry for her. Penn, there’s something I haven’t been able to figure out. Both times, the Drowse Dust didn’t work properly on you. Do you know why?’ 

			Penn hugged Ned closer. ‘I don’t know but I can make a guess. My pockets were filled with Mirus Weed seeds and the Wintrish have always used Mirus Weed for protection.’

			‘But then why didn’t the seeds protect you against the Malevolence at Malumest Tor?’ Arthur asked. 

			‘Mirus Weed seeds aren’t that strong, Arthur. They couldn’t even cancel out the Drowse Dust completely, they just delayed its effects long enough for me to wash it off.’ 

			‘That makes sense,’ Juniper said thoughtfully. ‘Quintessence is actually quite interesting, isn’t it? Maybe you could teach me some, Penn.’

			‘Me too,’ Arthur said. ‘Although I probably won’t be any good at it. I can’t even recognise spinach.’ 

			Seraphine was climbing the grassy slope towards them. Her face was bright as she waved a book at them. 

			‘Oh, good,’ Arthur said. ‘Exactly what we need. Another Juniper.’

			Seraphine sat down beside Penn. ‘You have so many books!’ she said to Juniper. ‘It’s like your very own private library!’

			‘Seraphine, you actually have your own private library,’ Juniper said in exasperation. ‘And I’ve heard it has three staircases, its own guards and the original codex of Arylian Lore.’ She turned bright red and began to stammer. ‘I didn’t mean to call you that. I’m sorry, Princess Sera—’

			‘Don’t be silly,’ Seraphine said. ‘When it’s just us, I don’t want any of you to call me Princess. Call me whatever you want.’

			‘Smungle-face,’ Penn said immediately. 

			‘Speaking of things starting with “S” …’ Juniper elbowed Arthur. 

			He yelped and looked surprised. ‘What? Oh, that. I can’t believe we haven’t given it to her yet.’

			‘I can. We’re still recovering from almost being burnt to death and nearly drowned.’

			‘What are you talking about?’ Penn asked, looking in confusion at Juniper and Arthur. They were both clearly bursting with excitement. 

			‘We have something for you.’ 

			Arthur reached into his pocket and then opened his hand. Lying in his palm was a battered pendant, set with what looked like a small brown seed. ‘Juniper and I went back to the Arboretum and searched until we found it,’ he said proudly.

			Penn stared down at Sparkle but she didn’t take it. 

			‘We can’t get it out of the pendant,’ Juniper said anxiously. ‘But it’s still Sparkle, Penn. I know it is. Just try it. Please?’

			Penn didn’t want to touch the Malevolent’s necklace. Despite everything Portentia had said, Penn was afraid that if she lit Sparkle she would see the blood-red glow of Malevolence again. But then she looked at Juniper and Arthur. Her friends had kept searching until they found her Talisman. For her sake, they hadn’t given up. 

			Penn put Ned down and then stood up. The others followed suit. Slowly, Penn took the necklace from Arthur. Then she flew at her friends and hugged them fiercely, pulling in Seraphine as well, for good measure. Ned, who hated to watch hugs that he wasn’t a part of, sat back on his haunches and scowled. 

			Arthur smiled at Penn. ‘Go on. Show us what Sparkle can do.’

			Penn held Sparkle up high, her arm straight out. She closed her eyes, her heart overflowing with joy and love. 

			‘Glister,’ Penn whispered. She opened her eyes.

			Droplets of bright multi-coloured light flew out from Sparkle. They hung high in the air, iridescent against the ink-black sky. Then they exploded in a riot of shimmering colour. 

			Together, Penn, Seraphine, Juniper, Arthur and Ned watched the spectacular dance of lights across the night sky, as the gigantic swirls changed from purple to green to blue, going through every colour of the rainbow until finally they shrank back into tiny droplets and then disappeared. 

			His eyes full of wonder, Arthur sighed with happiness. ‘It’s so nice to be home.’

			[image: ]

			‘Did I tell you that Corin and Angus got into terrible trouble with the Regent?’ Seraphine said, as they all crowded around the dinner table in Bibliobibuli Cottage that night. ‘Eslit Arva told me.’

			‘Serves them right,’ Juniper said. ‘I can’t believe they actually came here to spy on Arthur.’

			‘Now, now, you mustn’t be too hard on Corin and Angus,’ Portentia said, ladling extra sauce onto Elsie’s portion of chocolate pudding. 

			‘Why not?’

			‘Haven’t the slightest idea,’ Portentia replied. ‘It just sounded like the sort of thing I imagine people say to children.’

			Penn saw Elsie smile and her heart lit up with happiness. As she took a sip of her raspberry lemonade, the ice clinked in her glass. It reminded her of the icy cavern where she’d played that awful game of Twenty Questions. 

			‘Portentia,’ Penn said, ‘do you know what the phrase Tueth pera Mirari means?’ 

			Portentia thought for a moment. ‘I believe it translates to something like “You are going to Mirari”,’ she said. ‘It’s the Dead Language, but I assume you already knew that.’ 

			Hildegard spoke. ‘I’m not familiar with the Dead Language, of course, but I am fluent in Ancient Saratean, which many scholars believe is closely related to it. If so, one could conjugate the verb pera differently, which would then change the meaning entirely—’

			‘My translation was a rough one,’ Portentia replied, ‘and the words Penn spoke seem to be quite an obscure, very ancient dialect—’

			‘Please stop,’ Arthur begged. ‘It’s like there’s a terrible curse on this house and everyone has started turning into Juniper.’ He went pale. ‘That’s not an actual thing that can happen, is it?’

			‘Whatever the exact meaning is, have either of you heard of somewhere called Mirari?’ Seraphine asked Portentia and Hildegard. Thankfully, both of them had just taken large spoonfuls of pudding. With their mouths full, they were unable to go into lengthy explanations, so merely shook their heads. 

			‘Check your almanac, Juniper,’ Arthur suggested.

			Juniper shot him a withering glare but got up from the table and fetched The Arylian Children’s Almanac. Hopefully, Penn watched her turn the pages, but after several minutes Juniper shook her head. ‘There are no entries at all for anything called Mirari. Not even in the Super Special Secret Section!’

			‘I must say, I’ve never heard of it before. I think it’s safe to say it’s not a real place,’ Portentia said kindly. ‘Perhaps you heard the word wrong, Penn.’

			‘Perhaps.’ 

			After dinner, they all helped to clear the table and do the dishes and then they played card games. Accompanied by two Warriors who had been sent to fetch her, Seraphine went back to the palace after the games ended, but Penn decided to sleep over in Juniper’s room. 

			Juniper fell asleep quite quickly. On her mattress next to Juniper’s bed, Penn tossed and turned, but she couldn’t sleep. Ned’s snoring wasn’t helping. Eventually, she decided to go downstairs and get a glass of water. 

			Using Sparkle to light the way, Penn crept downstairs. As she drank her water in the dimly lit kitchen, she noticed a box on a high shelf, marked Juniper’s Sports Kit & Equipment. 

			Penn grinned. No wonder the box had ended up there. Juniper had probably never worn or used anything in it. She wondered if there might be something fun in the box that they could use tomorrow, while they waited for Thaddeus and Edyth to return home. Penn fetched a chair, climbed on it and carefully lifted the box down. She placed it on the kitchen table. 

			As soon as she opened the box, she saw it. Sitting on top of a jumble of barely used racquets and balls and sports shoes was a rolled-up canvas. Penn carefully lifted it out and spread it on the kitchen table. By Sparkle’s soft light, she gazed at the painting of Malumest Tor. 

			Once again she saw the fearsome dragon swooping through the night sky and the sinister castle looming over the savage fighting on the muddy battlefields. Every Gargoth, Impling and Warrior had been painted with precise brushstrokes so that scales, teeth and armour all glinted in the moonlight.

			As Sparkle’s Marvellous light danced across the surface of the painting, something caught Penn’s eye. She bent closer, disbelieving what was right in front of her eyes. 

			A chill ran down Penn’s spine. 

			For there, in the midst of the battle scene, was a tiny figure, almost lost among the chaotic fighting around it. A figure she had never noticed before. No – a figure that had not been there before. 

			A crouching, almost ghostly figure, who was trying desperately to save a Warrior who was being dragged down into the mud by dark crimson vines. 

			It was the figure of a girl dressed all in black, with sea-coloured eyes and untidy, short grey hair. 

			The painting flickered and there was a flash of intense light. A maelstrom of colour, like paints swirling together, reached out of the painting towards Penn. She let out a cry, but it was too late. 

			The portal to Malumest Tor closed, taking Penn with it.
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			The Lost History is dedicated to my long-time agent, Tara Wynne, and to the publisher who first signed the Talismans of Fate series, Clair Hume. Without their belief in me, these books wouldn’t exist. Tara and Clair, you made it possible for me to do what I love and I will never stop being grateful to both of you. 

			The editorial team this time consisted of Cathy Vallance, Vanessa Pellatt and Keeper of Arylian Lore, Kate Garaty. Cathy handled queries about guard cows with dignity, Vanessa did her signature brilliant job on the structural edit, while Kate knows Arylian Lore better than I do these days and was constantly reminding me of rules I’d made up and things I’d written. 

			The other UQP members of Team Talismans for The Lost History were: Madeline Byrne, Chloe Mills, Kate Donaldson-Lloyd and Jean Smith. Gratitude and platters of bouncing-flavoured cheese all around.

			Thank you also to the very talented Jessie Willow Tucker for the cover art and illustrations, Mika Tabata for the cover design and to everyone at Curtis Brown. 

			The Wintrish Girl was nominated for several awards and won two of them. This all came as an utter flabbergastery shock to me – I hadn’t even known about the amazing awards ecosystem that exists to support Aussie kidlit authors. These awards can help writers get through to different audiences who might otherwise not pick up our books, so I’d like to thank the organisers and judges of the CBCA Book of the Year Awards, the Aurealis Awards, the Readings Children’s Prize and the DANZ Awards. Your support of The Wintrish Girl gave me so many screaming-with-happiness moments over the past two years. 

			I am a very reluctant social media user but there is a lovely community on Bookstagram where I virtually met other Australian kidlit authors. I’d like to especially thank Jaclyn Moriarty, Shirley Marr, Wendy Orr, Lian Tanner, Cristy Burne, H.M. Waugh and Rebecca McRitchie for their extraordinary support of The Wintrish Girl. It totally floored me that all of these superstar authors would come out in support of my book. Thank you also to the very supportive Aussie Bookstagram community who are passionate about and champion Aussie kidlit. 

			I want to thank my readers! So many of you contacted me to tell me that you loved The Wintrish Girl and every time it made my heart grow another size. Thank you for your patience while I wrote Book 2. I know I wasn’t as fast as many of you would have liked but I hope it was worth the wait. If you’re looking for something to read while waiting for Book 3, I suggest checking out all of the books written by the amazing authors listed above. There are so many incredible Aussie authors writing for kids – go find them all! 

			To my long-suffering children who have borne the brunt of my history obsession for their entire lives: you’ve been forced to do endless historical walking tours everywhere in the world. You’ve had to endure family road trips where The Rest Is History podcast played non-stop and I’ve dragged you through countless museums and galleries everywhere from Muscat to Ljubljana. I’d say sorry only I’m not because one day you’ll thank me (unlikely) or at least have fond memories of the time you all escaped mid-way through a tour and went and got ice-cream (very likely). 

			I am so very proud of the three of you: you are all clever and funny and brave and kind and Ned is telling me to stop now because he’s getting jealous. You are all loved so very much. Forever and always. 

			And finally, to my husband, Charlie. You are my everything and I couldn’t do any of this without you. 
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