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Eglantine Bury can’t find her Witchspark. But if her magic doesn’t appear, her family and their magical house will fall into the terrifying clutches of the evil Whistlewitch.

Across the land, Princess Victoria faces her own danger, as her secret magical powers start to spiral out of control and cause chaos in the Royal Palace.

Eglantine and Victoria both turn to the disgraced witch Miss Hegotty for help. Her witch lessons are difficult and powerful, but can this secret magic match up to the dangers these two hopeful witches face?

Two aspiring witches, one unusual teacher, a magical house, and a talking dragon-butler fight for what’s right, in this major new series from Dominique Valente, the bestselling author of Starfell.
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For anyone who ever loved stories about witches and magic and
enchanted houses.
 This one is for you.
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Close to Europe lies a handful of islands, where a century ago, a great earthquake released a magical substance called isle-spark. This substance awakened mythical beasts from stone, like gnomes, gargoyles and even dragons. It changed some of the people too. Those who were “touched” by isle-spark were gifted with magic, and became witches and wizards and even sorcerers, able to use their abilities to power innovation across the land.

Soon these islands, once named Great Britain, instead became known as the Magic Isles.

In time, as magic began to change all aspects of society, the government set up the Department of Isle-Spark Regulation for the safety of all, and to ensure that those without magic were treated fairly.

But as the years passed since the Quake, increasingly it has become only the wealthy or well-connected who appear to have been touched by isle-spark… And some have begun to wonder if something or someone is preventing others from unlocking their powers.

And so rumours have begun to spread of another way to get magic.

It is something the Department have put at the very top of their Banned List.
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The mysterious advertisement appeared in all the morning newspapers across the Magic Isles at eight a.m. sharp.

The editor of The Times, Siso Adisa, was just biting into a wedge of buttery toast and checking his paper for potential overlooked misprints, when he saw the advert materialize before his eyes and started to choke.

“Oh dear,” he croaked. “Miss Hegotty has used wild magic on us. Again.”

The last time she had done this – used illegal or “wild magic” to hijack the papers to announce that she was taking applications for her banned magical course – Siso (and the nation’s other editors) had been warned by the Department that there could not be a next time.

Siso rose with one thought heavy on his mind: RUN!

But just as an escape plan began to flicker inside Siso’s imagination, several members from the Department of Isle-Spark Regulation shattered his fantasy – not to mention his office door – into a sea of splinters. The debris caused a dust cloud that settled over Siso as if he’d been dipped in flour, ready for the fryer.

Sorcerer Ragwort stepped through the wreckage in a smart three-piece suit and greeted Siso with a courteous smile.

If the Department had called in the military sorcerers, it really was serious. But then, Miss Hegotty’s course was a headache for the government because, to everyone’s surprise, children seemed most interested in joining it.

All children took their isle-spark test at the age of nine to see if they had been touched by magic. Those that had could become witches and wizards and even study at university to become sorcerers and win important jobs. But these days, increasing numbers of children were failing the isle-spark test. So now more and more children were buying newspapers like The Times, in the hopes that one of Miss Hegotty’s notorious announcements might appear and they could somehow learn magic.

“Sorry about that, Mr Adisa,” said Sorcerer Ragwort. “We will replace the door. Just wondered if we could have a quick word – no need to be alarmed.”

Siso knew this was a lie. There was every reason to be alarmed.

“S-Sorcerer R-Ragwort, we have no control over these advertisements of Miss Hegotty’s, n-none at all, as you may recall from the last time one, erm, arrived.”

Sorcerer Ragwort’s eyes flared like a lit match. “Mmm. Yes, Editor, I recall only too well. I did hope you and the other spark-touched editors would have put your best efforts towards the problem, considering what is at stake if children are once again led astray this way.”

Siso swallowed. They had tried, but their skills were no match for Miss Hegotty’s magic.

Sorcerer Ragwort sighed. “Alas.”

Siso’s heart became a bird falling frozen from the sky at that “alas”.

Sorcerer Ragwort continued through a tight smile. “Maybe a little time in prison would help you come up with a solution. Something has to be done, wouldn’t you say?”

Siso opened his mouth to beg, only to find he couldn’t. He was no longer in control of his own body. He gaped soundlessly.

“Sorry about that, Editor,” said Sorcerer Ragwort, as if he’d merely bumped into him, instead of turning Siso into a human puppet.

Sorcerer Ragwort made a circular motion with a finger and Siso turned stiff and began to swirl sharply and sink through the floor, like water down a drain, unable to release the silent screams that tore through him.

Despite the government’s best efforts, a week later the damage had been done. Letters from children who wanted magic were being sent to Miss Hegotty’s Correspondence Course for Aspiring Witches and began to trickle into post offices she had cursed to deliver her course all across the Magic Isles. In a fortnight, that trickle became a river, and in a month, it was a sea.

It was always the same after one of Miss Hegotty’s advertisements appeared – children were the only ones brave enough to apply for something that was banned.

For over ten years the government had tried to put a stop to Miss Hegotty and her advertisements – not to mention ending her curse on the postal system – and for over ten years they had failed.

However, they had succeeded in sending each child who dared to apply a gulp-worthy letter that made it very clear that there would be Serious Consequences if they went any further than applying to her course. As no child actively wants to be in trouble with the government, particularly one that could turn people who misbehave into worms – or worse, food for worms – so far there hadn’t been anyone really foolish or desperate enough to actually go through with Miss Hegotty’s course.

Well.

Until now…
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Above a sleepy Suffolk fishing village, a once-grand, gothic house clung to the sea cliffs by its teeth.

Its name was Huswyvern and it was worried.

Worried enough to shake twelve-year-old Eglantine’s bed until she fell onto the floor with a thud.

Being woken up by Huswyvern wasn’t that uncommon, but this insistence was.

“W-what’s going on?” Eglantine muttered with a yawn, still half-asleep, a curtain of long blonde hair falling over her face.

She’d landed hard on her little arm and she winced in pain. The floor beneath her lifted to help her get up. Eglantine had been born with one hand (her other arm ended just past her elbow) and sometimes the house remembered its manners. Even when it was desperate for her attention.

Eglantine rubbed her little arm, while she glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece with a frown. It was after midnight. Hus never usually woke her up in the middle of the night for no reason. She could feel its anxiety and it made her stomach clench. “Hus, what’s wrong?”

In answer, a pair of fluffy grey bunny slippers hopped across the floor and put themselves on the wrong feet. Then her world turned pink as a bathrobe was flung at her, and the floor began to rise so fast that Eglantine had no choice but to set off at a run just to keep her balance. “Whoa, okay, I’m coming,” she gasped.

Whatever Hus wanted her to see, it could not wait.

Eglantine bounced into her robe as the ground moved beneath her, tripping over her slippers before finally managing to put them on the right feet, while she hurtled towards the grand double staircase.

Along the corridor, the long line of Saxon masks didn’t pull faces at her like they usually did, which was odd. They all looked too frightened.

Her throat turned dry.

What was going on?

The enchanted spark-lights in the enormous chandeliers flickered off, then on, and she saw the shadow of a vast dragon-like creature swooping towards her in full flight.

This should have been terrifying.

But it wasn’t. It was only Arthur, the butler.
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Arthur was a midnight-and-emerald wyvern. He was also far smaller than his looming shadow suggested. He was about the size of an Irish wolfhound – which is to say, a head taller than Eglantine.

Ordinarily, Arthur was a rather dapper figure who took pride in his uniform – an ivory silk cravat and royal-blue waistcoat sporting the house’s crest along with brightly polished brass buttons. But right then, as he came in to perch on the banister, he appeared uncharacteristically dishevelled, his cravat undone and his slitted pupils narrowed to pins of concern.

“Arthur! What is it? Hus woke me.”

“Lady Eglantine, thank goodness it did – it’s your Uncle Lichen!”

One of Huswyvern’s stairs below bobbed up and down, like a head nodding in agreement.

Eglantine felt her stomach drop horribly at the news.

The last time she’d seen her uncle he had caused a rift between them when he had said he didn’t believe that Eglantine should ever inherit Huswyvern.

At first, he’d claimed that the reason he was concerned about the house passing on to Eglantine was because she might not develop magic.

“The house needs a witch to bond with so that it can stay alive,” he’d pointed out, while selecting a tiny egg sandwich from the tiered tray in front of him in the pink drawing room. “Perhaps, if she fails her isle-spark test, it is worth rethinking your will, Heliotrope…” he’d told her mother, who’d turned stiff in her chair.

Eglantine had felt her insides twist at his words and she’d set down her own sandwich, her appetite vanishing. The thought of not being able to give her beloved home what it needed – a magical bond – was like a stone inside her heart, weighing her down.

Her mother, meanwhile, had only frowned at her brother, a shrewd look on her face. “Rethinking my will…so that Huswyvern would go to you instead?”

He’d nodded. “That might be a solution, yes.”

Her mother had snorted. “I don’t see how, brother, considering you yourself do not have a power.”

Lichen had shrugged, shameless. “Well, yes, but there are ways around that. I could marry a witch…”

Her mother had looked at him incredulously, raising a dark brow. “And if Eglantine is found not to have been touched by isle-spark next year when she does her test, she could likewise marry someone with magic when she is older,” she’d pointed out.

Lichen’s face had coloured – he had clearly not thought that through properly. “Yes, b-but, Sister,” he’d said, unwilling to let the matter drop, “the thing is, you know…” His eye had fallen onto Eglantine’s little arm. “Huswyvern is a powerful home, and the person who gets it needs to be strong to maintain its legacy.”

Eglantine had drawn in a breath. She had always known her uncle wasn’t fond of her but, until then, she hadn’t realized that he thought of her as weak, or that he actually seemed to despise her.

Tears pricked at her eyes.

Arthur, who was usually rather prim and proper and professional at all times, swore violently in ancient wyvernish.

Lichen coloured.

Her mother’s eyes were like skewers fixing him in place. “She is strong enough to look after Huswyvern. Power, brother, is not simply a matter of brute force; Eglantine’s is the strength built from being different in this world.”

Eglantine raised her chin. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing that he’d hurt her.

She knew that sometimes there were those, like her uncle, who saw her little arm and could not see past it. They couldn’t see that different didn’t mean incapable or weak, it just meant different. Sometimes that meant finding another way to do things, even if it was hard. As a result, Eglantine didn’t expect things to be easy and she didn’t give up until she succeeded. That was a power all on its own.

But to be able to really see that, Lichen would have had to open up his mind, and his had long been fixed in cement.

He started to laugh at her mother, like the idea of Eglantine being anything resembling powerful was a joke…which was when things took a decidedly worse turn for him.

Huswyvern clenched like a fist, just as Eglantine’s mother rose to her feet in fury. No one could be sure afterwards if it was her mother or Huswyvern who had actually blasted Lichen from the house, as several broomsticks came hurtling into the room to sweep her uncle rather violently off his feet at exactly the same time as magical vines sprang from her mother’s wrists, wrapped around him and swung him out through a newly opened window. Either way, he’d landed in a heap in the dirt outside. Which, when Eglantine’s father heard the sorry tale afterwards, was where he said her uncle’s opinions belonged: “In the dirt.”

The house had clearly agreed, as the door knocker had blown a loud, wet raspberry at her uncle when he dusted himself off and limped away, a rather grim set to his face.

That had all happened three years ago.

Eglantine hadn’t seen her uncle since, not even when her mother had died eighteen months ago. Or when, not long afterwards, she had gone for her magic test and had failed.

Eglantine sighed. And now her uncle was here!

She always felt the loss of her mother like a dull toothache that never truly went away. But it was in times like these, when Huswyvern needed her, when it needed a witch, that she felt the loss all the more keenly.

Her mother would have known what to do.

“He’s in the parlour with your father,” said Arthur. “You’d better come.”

The thought of seeing her uncle again after all this time made Eglantine feel a little ill…

Just outside the parlour, she caught sight of herself in the mirror on the wall. Huswyvern reflected back an altered version of her – she was still in her pyjamas, but she was now carrying a battle shield. She let out a soft, nervous chuckle, and opened the door.
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Eglantine took a deep breath and gathered her courage around her like a well-worn coat as she entered the navy-and-gold parlour. Inside she found a cosy scene with a crackling fire in the hearth, but the reality was anything but cosy.

Her uncle looked just the same as she remembered. Same long, silvery-blond hair, same deep-set black eyes and the same sour expression marring his handsome face. It soured even further as Eglantine neared the green antique card table where he was sitting opposite her father, toying with an ace card.

On the wooden panels behind him, the carving of the one-armed battle hero Sorcerer Nelson pumped a fist in her direction in an encouraging sort of way. She set her jaw as she met her uncle’s cold eyes, feeling a tiny flutter of victory when he was the first to look away.

Her father was twirling the back of his dark hair, the way he usually did when he was nervous about something.

“Father, Hus woke me – what’s going on?” asked Eglantine, coming to stand by his chair.

“Your Uncle Lichen and his friend are attempting to hold me to a bet I did not make,” he exclaimed, distressed.

Eglantine scowled. “What?”

“I don’t even recall agreeing to play a round,” continued her father, frowning in confusion as he stared at the table and their discarded cards.

“Except, of course, you did,” said an even, pleasant voice from someone Eglantine hadn’t seen.

Eglantine startled, then peered around the room, trying to locate the mystery voice with little success.

Her father widened his eyes meaningfully at her, pressing his lips into a thin line, as if to say he’d had the same problem. Then he waggled his fingers to indicate the end of the table.

Eglantine knitted her brows in concentration. After a while, she saw someone shrouded in shadow, which should have been impossible thanks to the light of the fire. But the more she squinted, the more she saw that it was a slim woman dressed in shades of grey.

As she stared, Eglantine realized that everything about the woman in shadow should have been standing out not fading away. Especially the vast magical hat on her head.

How had she not noticed that hat the minute she entered the room?

Magical hats had become fashionable across the Magic Isles and the witches who made them were talented. Their creations were fantastical works of moving art, showcasing the nation’s progress in all areas from technology to exploration, transport and medicine since the discovery of isle-spark.

When she’d been to Claridge’s in London for high tea the year before her mother died, Eglantine hadn’t been able to stop looking at the fabulous hats many of the women wore. There had been one with a miniature spark-train that raced around the brim, while another housed a tiny spark-powered factory where cotton was being turned into fabric. Another showed the spectacular collapse of Stonehenge.

This hat, however, wasn’t as grand as some Eglantine had seen.

But it was chilling.

It featured a pinprick moon, a fog-filled sky and a shadowy ghost ship with threadbare sails riding a series of vast, smoky waves. A giant moth-bitten squid was attempting to drag the ship below with its slithery tentacles.

Everything about this was making Eglantine feel uneasy.

She was also beginning to understand why Huswyvern had summoned her downstairs.

“That is Mrs Whistle,” whispered her father, shooting Eglantine another look as if to say he understood exactly how she felt.

Mrs Whistle’s dark lips curved into a smile. “Come now, Lord Bury,” she said, addressing Eglantine’s father. “Let’s not delay any further by playing more games. I doubt some magic-less child will be able to help you out of your predicament,” she said with a scoff. “You agreed to the bet and now you’ve lost – there’s nothing else for it.” Her eyes were black holes that pulled them all towards her. “Now we intend to take payment.”

Lichen smiled. “Precisely.”

The word “payment” made Eglantine’s heart jolt uncomfortably.

“What payment?” she breathed, shooting her uncle a glare.

“Why, this house, of course,” he said.

Eglantine gasped.

Her father clutched at his hair in despair. “Mrs Whistle cast some kind of a…a charm over me. It was like I was in a dream and I had no control over my own body, and the next thing I knew words were coming out of my mouth. But the words were not coming from me! I won’t let them get away with this.”

Eglantine whirled around to face her uncle in anger. “It’s illegal to use magic like that – you can’t cheat someone into giving up their home!”

Using isle-spark to trick someone out of their property could result in a major prison sentence, as the government took the misuse of magic very seriously indeed.

Lichen laughed as if they hadn’t just committed a crime. “My dear, you’ll find it’s almost impossible to prove that’s what we did – we made sure of it,” he said, winking at Mrs Whistle, who smiled slyly in return. “As far as the law is concerned, Lord Bury has simply signed over custodianship of the house to me. Which means that I will now be managing things,” he said, holding up a piece of paper Eglantine hadn’t noticed on the table until then. Eglantine saw her father’s signature scrawled along the bottom in still-wet ink and she felt the blood drain from her face.

“B-but the house doesn’t belong to Father, it belongs to me, so you have wasted your time.”

“Oh no, we have not,” said Lichen. “It is only yours when you become eighteen. That’s six years away, which leaves plenty of time for our plans,” he finished with a crooked grin.

Eglantine gasped.

Huswyvern was one of only three magical properties that had come to life when isle-spark had been released – and thus was incredibly rare. It belonged to her mother’s family line and so when her mother had died, the house had not automatically become the property of her father, but instead it became Eglantine’s. This was how the law worked for old and enchanted houses – they went to the firstborn child. This meant that Eglantine’s father became Huswyvern’s caretaker, and it was his job to look after it until Eglantine was old enough to take over.

At least, it had been his job. Now, it seemed, that job had become Lichen’s.

“This can’t be happening,” she whispered, feeling her knees turn to rubber.

“That’s despicable!” spat Arthur the wyvern, unable to remain silent a moment longer, smoke beginning to curl from his nostrils in anger. “You can’t get away with this! I will report you to the Department of Isle-Spark Regulation!”

Mrs Whistle chuckled. “Oh, you silly little creature. We are from the Department.”

Eglantine wasn’t the only one to gasp this time. Hus made a sound like a thousand floorboards creaking all at once. Her uncle was now working for the government? Did that mean there was no one they could turn to for help?

“Well, he is anyway,” continued Mrs Whistle, fluttering a hand in Lichen’s direction. “I, on the other hand, come from slightly higher up.”

Lichen’s smile tightened. “The idea of being your guardian doesn’t fill me with joy either, Niece.”

Eglantine felt her knees give way and a chair rushed forward for her to hold on to. She couldn’t bear the thought of the house, and as a result, her, being controlled by Lichen.

“You can’t be serious!” her father shouted.

Mrs Whistle looked at her father with an almost pitying smile. “We are,” she said, tapping the paper where a new line of text appeared instantly. “From now on, we control everything.”

Eglantine felt like she might throw up. Yet another trick!

Her uncle smiled as he explained. “I thought it would be best, and certainly more legally binding, for it to be a simple swap, Lord Bury – you for me. So I will be able to look after all things concerning Huswyvern, including Eglantine, how I see fit.”

Eglantine felt a chill enter her spine. That sounded distinctly…threatening.

“No!” cried Lord Bury and Arthur at the same time.

Eglantine glared at her uncle. “Huswyvern still belongs to me; that piece of paper doesn’t change that. You might have tricked Father, but that doesn’t change the fact that I will own Huswyvern one day and I won’t let you trick me out of it too.”

The coat stand stepped forwards and waggled a hook like an angry finger at Lichen, as if to say, So there.

Her uncle’s face turned purple in his rage and he tossed the coat stand aside.

“It might be yours for now,” he admitted with a low hiss. “But there are ways around that too. Let’s just say that becoming caretaker was simply part one of our plan… Part two will be making Huswyvern mine, permanently.”

“I won’t let you!” shouted Eglantine.

Mrs Whistle was at her side in an instant, and she grabbed hold of Eglantine’s face between her fingers, her long, black nails digging into her cheeks painfully.

Eglantine’s heart stuttered in fear.

“You have no choice, silly girl, you have no power to stop us – and that’s the problem. This house needs a witch in order to stay alive,” growled Mrs Whistle. “It’s fading without one – can’t you even tell? It’s why I agreed to help Lichen. Huswyvern shares a similar magic to my own. But you…you cannot give it what it needs.”

Beyond her mounting fear, Eglantine felt a familiar pang at the woman’s words. Only a witch could create the bond with an enchanted house that would keep it from turning back into lifeless stone.

“Let her go this instant!” commanded her father.

Mrs Whistle ignored him.

“Mrs Whistle is right though,” pointed out Lichen, turning to her father. “The house is fading! I saw it on the walk up here. The lights flicker and don’t always stay on, and the doorknob didn’t even try to eat me like it usually does, the pesky thing. It needs our help now.”

“It’s not fading. Not yet. I would know!” Eglantine protested, her throat turning dry at the very thought. “And the only reason the doorknob didn’t try and gobble you like it should have,” she spat, wrenching herself out of Mrs Whistle’s vice-like hold, “was because you tricked it into opening up for you, so it was being nice!”

The coat stand on the floor nodded, then got up, dusted itself off, and went to kick Mrs Whistle in the shins.

Mrs Whistle snapped her fingers and an oily blue flame appeared. “Everlasting flames burn for ever. Just one slip, and you will be in pain always, House – so if I were you, I would consider going back to being hospitable, hmm?”

Eglantine gulped, taking a step backwards.

“That’s awful!” cried her father. “Why would you threaten Huswyvern with such a thing!”

Huswyvern’s walls shivered, but it got the message loud and clear. The coat stand seemed to slump somewhat.

Mrs Whistle smiled cruelly at the coat stand. “You are a quick learner. But there’s a stubborn streak too, House. One I shall enjoy stamping out.”

“Stamping out?” whispered Arthur.

“Discipline does wonders for improving one’s character. Your house has been allowed to get a bit too wild, but that can be corrected with a firm hand. It just needs a little encouragement to behave,” she said as she made the blue flame reappear, “for when we turn it into a school for the most senior military witches – sorcerers.”

Eglantine went cold. So that was why Lichen was working with Mrs Whistle. They planned to turn her home into some horribly strict school for the military! Huswyvern’s walls shivered again and the green velvet chair ran to hide behind Eglantine like a frightened dog.

Eglantine glared at the witch. “I will NEVER let you change Huswyvern – never, EVER!” she hollered. Eglantine loved her wild, mischievous house – its sense of fun, its playfulness. The thought of Hus losing its spirit and living in fear sent cold chills through her.

Lichen scoffed. “You have no say in the matter, child. I will just place you somewhere out of the way…a home for rebellious girls perhaps?”

Eglantine blanched. He couldn’t. Could he?

“Or we could consider a more permanent solution,” said Mrs Whistle, a wide smile parting her red lips as she drew a black fingernail across her throat. “If she tragically died before her eighteenth birthday, then you would automatically inherit the house, Lord Lichen.”

Eglantine felt her world begin to spin as blood rushed to her ears.

They were rather casually considering killing her.

“No!” cried Lord Bury, his face turning bone-white. The table jumped forward so he could fall against it in his horror.

“I will never let you do that,” hissed Arthur.

Mrs Whistle smiled. “Oh, little wyvern, your kind might have small powers, but how could you possibly stop me?”

A glint of something hard and fierce flashed behind her eyes. The squid on Mrs Whistle’s magical hat, which Eglantine had thought was stuffed, suddenly blinked and looked at them, and its glance was almost…pitying.

Eglantine swallowed.

The squid began to grow, till it looked as if Mrs Whistle had tentacles for hair and two sets of eyes. Sinews of seaweed from the ship began to swell too and snake around her like fierce green rope – rope that had a mind of its own and began to reach towards Eglantine, her father and Arthur.

“Oh dear,” whispered her father.

Because he knew now, too late, who Mrs Whistle really was.

They all did.

Lichen hadn’t partnered with just any witch. She was the infamous Whistlewitch, a terrifying sorcerer who was in a top position at the military, and who had inspired countless penny dreadful stories thanks to the way she could command the ocean using unique sounds she made with her throat. Which sounded a bit like whistling.

And she was whistling now.
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The Whistlewitch’s whistling grew louder and louder as the objects on her hat came to life – spilling out towards Eglantine, her father and Arthur, who were frozen in fear. Huswyvern, however, rolled up its figurative sleeves and prepared for a fight.

Till then, Eglantine had only seen one side of its personality, but now a far more ancient, far more powerful side took over.

Hackles raised, the carpet fibres stood on end. The walls began to ripple and expand like an overfilled balloon, and then there was a sound almost like a hiss as Hus released a mixture of air and magic with a slam that knocked everyone over.

The Whistlewitch fell backwards with a crash, a look of shock on her face.

Eglantine scrambled to her feet, holding out a hand to help her father up.

“You forgot one thing,” shouted Eglantine as the Whistlewitch and Lichen righted themselves, their triumphant air fading fast. “Huswyvern isn’t some ordinary house, it has its own voice. Its own mind!”

At those words, the carving of the one-armed battle-hero Sorcerer Nelson on the parlour wall shouted “Charge!” and the coat stand rushed at Lichen, while Sorcerer Nelson reached out from his panelling to grab hold of the Whistlewitch in a vice-like grip. She fought against him, and only managed to break free when the ship from her hat steamed towards Sorcerer Nelson, who looked suitably outraged and ducked.

Then, to Eglantine’s horror, the giant squid on the witch’s hat turned towards them and reached out a monstrously undulating tentacle to grasp Lord Bury around his middle.

“No!” cried Eglantine, trying to prise him loose. The squid regarded her with a resigned expression.

“Huswyvern, do what you have to!” cried her father. “Expel the intruders, keep Eglantine safe. You heard how they were considering murdering her. They cannot be allowed to carry out their plan – you cannot bond with the Whistlewitch!”

The coat stand, which had now pinned Lichen to the floor, nodded fast, then shuddered. Clearly it felt the same.

Suddenly Huswyvern’s floorboards rose up, then began to wrap themselves around her uncle, the Whistlewitch and the giant squid holding her father, making a kind of large wooden cage. No matter how hard the Whistlewitch fought, she could not break free of its hold.

“If the house expels us, I will take you as my captive, Lord Bury! I will not let you go,” the Whistlewitch shouted, as the squid held on even more tightly to Eglantine’s father.

“So be it!” growled Lord Bury.

“No!” screamed Eglantine.

But it was too late.

Huswyvern honoured her father’s wishes. The wooden cage flung itself up towards a large window, which flew open to reveal the night sky, where a faint moon glowed beyond the sea.

Eglantine watched as the cage thumped down hard onto the lawn on the cliff outside, the impact breaking open the cage. The Whistlewitch and Lichen climbed free, but her father was still struggling against the squid’s tentacles. The Whistlewitch had clearly meant what she said about keeping him prisoner.

“Father, no!” cried Eglantine helplessly.

There was the sound of windows and doors being bolted firmly shut.

Wham, wham, wham.

The Whistlewitch looked slightly the worse for wear; her hat and its magical display were crooked. She made a sound like a tea kettle as she began to swell with fury. Perhaps she hadn’t expected the house to put up such a fight. Her face contorted in rage as she raised her arms to the dark sky and began to pull the clouds towards her. Thunder boomed and lightning crackled, and she fashioned a spear from them with her bare hands, which she flung at windows.

Huswyvern flinched, but the glass did not break.

Eglantine felt the ground shudder beneath her feet from the blow, and her heart clenched horribly, but she was powerless to do anything to stop the Whistlewitch’s assault.

She heard a moan outside and saw her father on the lawn below, still struggling against the massive squid’s tentacles.

Her heart split in two, divided between worry for her home and fear for her father.

“Hus, please, I know you’re in pain, but I…I need to go get Father! Open the doors!”

The coat stand drooped. Sorcerer Nelson’s profile looked full of regret as he shook his head. The door remained sealed. Hus was doing what her father had asked, and keeping everyone out, including him.

“Please, Hus,” she begged, but it seemed nothing would change its mind.

From the grand staircase, there was a heavy clanging sound as if something monstrous was making its way towards them.

Eglantine and Arthur spun around to the parlour door in time to see a battalion of armoured metal suits making their way to guard the doors from being breached. Soon it was clear there was no way the Whistlewitch and Lichen could cross the threshold.

The Whistlewitch began to howl in frustration and the sound was like a wailing banshee; and despite surviving the lightning that had been thrown at them, the shrill noise caused several windows to shatter all at once.

Eglantine and Arthur took cover behind the green velvet chairs.

They crept back to look out of the window when they heard a strange scuttling sound outside. Thousands of neon jellyfish that glowed in the dark began to rise from the sea below the cliffs Hus stood on. They created a deadly force field in the air to block the Whistlewitch’s path and protect the now open windows.

“I think the house is using the witch’s powers against her,” breathed Arthur.

Wyverns had a sensitivity to magic, and Eglantine guessed that Arthur could feel what was happening somehow.

Eglantine realized that this was what the Whistlewitch had meant about her and Huswyvern sharing similar ocean magic. Thankfully, for now, Huswyvern was stronger.

From the open window, they saw the Whistlewitch and Lichen huddle together, deep in conversation, as the squid kept Eglantine’s father firmly bound in its slithery clutches. He had even given up struggling. Lichen looked angry as they argued, but after some time Eglantine saw him nod. Suddenly the Whistlewitch looked up towards the window, to where Eglantine and Arthur were watching, and a determined look stole across the witch’s face.

A dark whirlwind full of ocean waves and tentacles grew around her and lifted her up into the air. One of the tentacles still clutched Lord Bury, who was lashed by the wind and water.

“Let my father go, please!” begged Eglantine.

“I could do that,” said the Whistlewitch coyly, “but I want something in return.”

“What?” breathed Eglantine.

“You to make a choice,” said the Whistlewitch, grinning widely as if she could see straight into Eglantine’s fast-beating heart.

“What choice?”

“Give us the house and you can leave quietly with your father, or we take your father with us,” said the Whistlewitch.

Eglantine looked down at the lawn to where Lichen nodded. “That’s right,” he called. “Who knows when you’ll see him again.”

Eglantine swallowed.

Huswyvern for her father?

If she let her uncle and the Whistlewitch take Huswyvern, they would change it, and remove all the bits she loved about it. But…this was her father…she couldn’t let the Whistlewitch just take him hostage!

“You know what you need to do, Eglantine! It’s not a difficult choice, now, is it?” shouted Lichen.

Eglantine’s throat turned dry and she felt tears threaten to overwhelm her. Her heart felt like it was being ripped in two, but he was right.

Her father shook his head furiously, still struggling against the tentacles that were holding him fast. “No! It will be another trick, Eglantine, I promise you!”

“No trickery, child,” said the Whistlewitch. “Just a fair exchange – your father for the house, that’s all.”

“Don’t listen to her,” shouted her father. “Look at how she has behaved tonight. That’s all she knows – tricks and lies. This is just another one. Do not give them Huswyvern!”

Eglantine trembled. “Father, I hate this, too. But…” Tears slipped down her cheeks. But what other choice did she have?

Perhaps her father could see the turmoil in her eyes, because a resolute look appeared on his face. “Huswyvern,” he called, “you know I am right. You and Eglantine can protect each other – you are stronger together.”

The coat stand nodded.

Eglantine wanted to believe that too. Except right now, she didn’t feel like she could do anything for Huswyvern, but she could do something for her father – and that was to get him away from the Whistlewitch.

She turned to Arthur. “M-maybe if I pretend to give up Huswyvern, you, me and Father can leave now and find someone to bring back here to help us fight the Whistlewitch and Uncle Lichen?”

Arthur shook his head sadly. “You heard your uncle – you don’t have proof that they used magic to get the house. And if you let go of Huswyvern now, they’ll have the chance to make a bond with it and that will be impossible to break. You can’t let that happen.”

Eglantine bit her lip.

It was an impossible choice.

Her father could see it in her face. He struggled against the tentacles holding him and turned to look at the wyvern, who was wringing his claws in his anxiety.

“Arthur,” cried her father, “you can help them both. You know my child. You know Eglantine will never agree to let me go, but she must in order to stay safe herself. Do what needs to be done – you know of what I speak. I would not ask it of you if I believed there was any other way.”

Arthur seemed to pale. But he nodded. “Yes, My Lord.”

Eglantine looked at Arthur in growing trepidation. What were her father and Arthur talking about?

Arthur turned to her and whispered, “I’m so sorry, Lady Eglantine,” then he pulled her away from the windows and held her firmly within his wings. After a moment she felt something change within her, as if her blood had turned to water. She tried to shout but she couldn’t; no words seemed able to come out of her mouth. He’d done something to her voice. She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t agree to the Whistlewitch’s terms.

Tears ran thickly down her cheeks, pooling silently on Arthur’s scales as she struggled against him. He’d used his powers on her.

The Whistlewitch roared. She had sensed what had happened – magic always leaves a trace for those who know how to read it. Especially magic like that.

“That is a dirty trick, wyvern, to take a voice!”

Arthur whispered hoarsely, “I know.”

There was a deep sigh from the Whistlewitch. “Very well, you have won this round, for now.”

“What? No!” Eglantine heard Lichen cry from the ground below as the Whistlewitch hovered up above with her father. “We are so close!”

The Whistlewitch held up a hand. “A temporary ceasefire, My Lord, that is all – not defeat.” Then she turned to address Eglantine once more. “On the first of September, we will be opening our school for military sorcerers here. Eglantine, I will give you until the end of the summer to make the right choice and hand over Huswyvern without a fuss. I promise to look after your father and to treat him as a guest until then. You have my witch-vow on that.

“Your house and your wyvern-butler might be protecting you, but Huswyvern’s magic will fade even quicker now that it has used this much power to fight us. As today is the first of June, you have three months to say your goodbyes. But when I return, you must do what is right. As your guardian, Lord Lichen doesn’t just have the power to send you away to be cared for by others, he can also exterminate any creature who tries to control you against your will…”

The Whistlewitch glanced at Arthur, her lips curling in distaste. “Think of that, wyvern, the next time you cast such a spell over the child. You do so at your own risk.”

“I will always risk my life to protect her,” hissed Arthur, who was still holding Eglantine firmly.

Arthur shifted and, through a gap in his wings, Eglantine could see the strain on the Whistlewitch’s face as she fought against the house’s magic that was pushing her back. But her father, still trapped in the squid’s tentacles, looked determined.

“Use this time, Eglantine, to find out who you are. You’ve never let the idea of something being impossible stop you before – don’t let it now.”

Eglantine stared at her father in puzzlement. Find out who she was? What did he mean? Before she had a chance to ask though, the Whistlewitch snapped at her father.

“You’re speaking as if there’s another solution to the choice I have given her, but there isn’t. You’ll see that in time, child. I am sure you will make the right decision when next we meet.”

Then she crooked a hand, and a wave was sent to sweep Lichen from his feet on the ground below and they all departed in a cloud of sea mist.

When Arthur finally released Eglantine from his wings, she sank to the floor, her heart feeling as if it had been ripped out of her chest, and she cried silent, heartbreaking sobs. Her father had been taken, and Arthur, her beloved friend, had been the one who had let it happen. She had never felt more hurt nor more alone than in that moment.

The only thing she was sure of was that she would be spending the next three months trying to get her father back.
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The house wasn’t above summoning the dead to make sure Eglantine didn’t give in to the Whistlewitch’s demands.

Hours after her father was taken, Eglantine woke up in her tower room with her eyes swollen from crying, to the scent of peaches and regret, and the ghost formerly known as Lady Heliotrope Bury perching on the window seat across from her four-poster bed.

Eglantine gasped, her heart in her throat. “M-mother!” she breathed, as she darted out of bed towards her. Her mother’s ghost didn’t visit regularly; there was no telling when she might appear and so each time was tinged with the salt-sting of joy mixed with sadness, because Eglantine never knew how long she would have with her. Sometimes she arrived in ghost-form at different ages, but today she was the age she had been when she died. Eglantine was grateful – she always seemed more like her mother at this age.

Lady Heliotrope turned to her daughter with a smile, and reached out a spectral finger to trace her features. “Eglantine,” she breathed.

Eglantine closed her eyes for a second and wished she could feel her mother’s touch.

“The house needs you, child. It can’t fight this alone.”

Eglantine didn’t bother asking how she knew what had happened – her mother and Huswyvern shared a connection that had survived even her death.

Her mother’s spectral eyes were full of love and belief that she would find a way to save their home and save her father.

Eglantine swallowed, her throat turning dry.

“I know Huswyvern can’t fight the Whistlewitch and Uncle Lichen alone, but I don’t know how to help it, or how to get Father back,” admitted Eglantine. Her father had seemed so sure she would find a way too. “Father said I should find out who I am but I have no idea what he meant by that. He said that I never let the fact that things seem impossible stand in my way – and I get that, as I don’t like to give up, but this does seem like one of those times when the word impossible really does apply… How are we going to save them?” Her voice broke. “I-I wish you were here.”

Her mother gave her a sad, confused smile. “I am here.”

Eglantine shook her head, her eyes welling up. “You know what I mean – if you’d been alive this wouldn’t have happened.”

Her ghost-mother shook her head. “I think there was always going to be a fight of some kind. My brother has been determined to do something like this for years. He got so bitter when they changed the rules so that he would no longer inherit Huswyvern.”

Eglantine’s eyes widened. “What? I didn’t know that he was supposed to inherit! I thought he just hated me,” she whispered softly. “For being…different. I thought that’s why he didn’t want me to have it.”

It still hurt to think that her own uncle felt that way.

Her mother shook her head. “No, child, his bitterness about Huswyvern started long before you were even born. He was just using your disability as an excuse to try and get it, but that’s all it was – a poor excuse. See, in the past, great houses like this used to go to the firstborn male child when the father passed away.

“But magic didn’t just change our people and the islands, it also started to change the way we live. In some ways it created a new divide, in the way wealth has always done, with those who have it often rising to top positions in society. But it has also closed other gaps, speeding up progress that might otherwise have taken a long time, like how much more multicultural the isles are now, or how women have more equality.

“See, when people realized that women were as likely to gain magic as men, they decided to make other areas of life more equal too – like property ownership. So when Lichen was a teenager, it was decided that great houses with titles attached to them, like Huswyvern, should pass not to the first male child but to the firstborn child – which was me.

“Lichen had spent years thinking it would be his, that it was his birthright, and the idea that he would be the first eldest son not to inherit Huswyvern was something he took very hard. I tried to assure him that Huswyvern would still be his home, even if technically it belonged to me, but he couldn’t accept that. Over time he became twisted inside and tried everything he could to get the will reversed. And when you were born, he just turned his hatred from me onto you, knowing that he was losing out yet again.

“Still, even I couldn’t have predicted he’d go to these lengths to get the house – to seek the help of one of the most powerful sorcerers of our time? To turn so horribly against his family? I think the rest of you behaved so bravely under such an assault.”

“Especially Father,” said Eglantine, her chin beginning to wobble.

“And Arthur,” pointed out her ghost-mother.

Eglantine frowned, playing with the tasselled edge of a cushion cover, which was scampering around her like a puppy. Her mother smiled, but Eglantine couldn’t, even though Huswyvern was desperately trying to make her feel better.

Eglantine was furious with Arthur. After the Whistlewitch left and he had released her from the spell that had prevented her from being able to speak, she’d sobbed for what felt like hours. And when she’d stood up and was able to use her voice at last, she’d told him not to come near her ever again.

Then she’d raced up to her bedroom and fallen asleep in a sad, exhausted heap.

The anger and betrayal was still stinging fresh, even hours later.

“Don’t hate him for what he had to do.”

Eglantine didn’t answer for a while.

“He took my voice. How can I ever forgive him for doing that?”

“I don’t know. It was unforgivable,” her mother agreed.

Eglantine looked up at her in surprise. She’d been expecting her mother to argue. To tell her how much Arthur loved her. All of which she knew. Still, you didn’t take away the voice of someone you loved.

“I won’t justify it. But I will say that a part of him broke when he did that to you.”

Eglantine sighed. “You are condoning it, then.”

“No, that’s just the truth. Wyverns are not like humans, they have better hearts. When they love someone, they do so without condition. It is a rare and precious gift. A wyvern would rather die than hurt their family.

“I think you were both given impossible choices, Eglantine. Your father forced Arthur. Arthur made his impossible choice so you wouldn’t have to make yours.”

Eglantine didn’t answer, but her lip wobbled.

Arthur had always been her best friend. That’s why this hurt so much.

Her mother’s eyes grew misty and she reached out a ghostly hand that passed through her daughter’s like air. They both swallowed at the lost contact. Her mother’s voice was thick when she said, “Arthur was right though. If you gave them Huswyvern, you would never get it back. The Whistlewitch would make a new bond with the house and then no spell would work against it. It would become an impenetrable fortress. Right now, the last of my magic still lingers, from the bond I shared with Hus. But it won’t last for ever – the bond has to be made anew. This time between you and the house.”

Eglantine looked at her ghost-mother in surprise. “B-but only a witch can make the bond,” cried Eglantine. “I can’t. Not without magic, and I failed the test. I don’t have isle-spark.”

“You can do it, Eglantine. You just need to find your magic!”

Find her magic? What was her mother talking about?

Her mother quickly stood, and was on the opposite side of the tower room by the door in an instant. “Come with me.”

Before Eglantine had even taken a step, the ghost of Heliotrope Bury was gliding down the stairs of the tower, moving faster than any human could. Eglantine raced after her, trying desperately to keep up, her heart thundering in her ears and hope sitting tightly within her like a bud promising to bloom.

Was it possible? Could she somehow make the bond with the house after all? Was there a way, somehow, for her to get magic?

Huswyvern’s smooth stone floors rippled beneath her feet like a moving track, as it helped her keep pace. When at last they came to a sudden, crashing halt, Eglantine found herself in a room in the disused eastern wing.

“This was my room as a child,” said her mother’s ghost, going inside.

Eglantine had known that. After her mother had died, she had used to sit here amongst the pale pink roses just so she could feel closer to her. But being here now was a bit of a shock, as she saw that here the house’s magic had begun to wear thin. Her heart clenched horribly.

It was a small room with a row of mullioned windows, and beneath them was an iron bed that had a dove-blue quilted bedspread on top. All the walls were covered in flowers that grew out of frames.

The last time Eglantine had visited, the room had felt like a perfect spring with a beautiful rose garden as far as the eye could see, and when she’d walked, soft petals had met her feet. Now the roses had begun to wither and there were fallen buds at her feet. It was still beautiful, just in a different way.

“This was always my place, whenever I needed a moment to myself, a place to think, even after I was married,” said her mother. She looked at Eglantine and raised her chin. “I hid the Huswyvern Grimoire in here, a few months before I knew I was going to die. You see, as I grew ill, Hus, your father and I decided that it should be kept safe and out of sight in case my brother returned, because you might need it.”

Eglantine gasped. This was where Huswyvern’s secret spell book was hidden?

Ever since she was little, she had heard stories of the Huswyvern Grimoire from her mother and later by Arthur. It had become almost like a myth over the years, especially when no one was able to find it after her mother died. When her mother’s ghost had appeared before, Eglantine had asked her where it was, and she had told her rather mysteriously that she would show her where it was hidden when Eglantine needed it.

Was today that day?

A fizz of hope spread through her.

“It contains very ancient, secret magic, from before the release of isle-spark magic in the Quake,” continued Heliotrope. “Before isle-spark, there were always witches and wizards, but magic was not open in the world like it is now, and their powers were rarer and kept secret. There certainly wasn’t a test for magic.”

Eglantine had heard stories of such things – of magic from before the release of isle-spark – but part of her had always thought they were just that…stories. “So those tales about Hus from before the Quake, they were real?” she asked, amazed.

In centuries past, people who visited Hus had reported odd and inexplicable things: ghost sightings, statues that moved, dreams of flying creatures. Her ghost-mother nodded.

“Huswyvern – like the other two sentient houses – was already a place of ancient magic before isle-spark amplified that and brought it fully to life.

“And because it’s a place of such ancient power, the military would love to get their hands on Huswyvern’s magic and its spell book. I think it’s one of the reasons the Whistlewitch is interested in this home most of all. From what I understand, the other sentient homes don’t have quite such strong magic in their bones. I think that’s because Huswyvern was built on top of the remains of hundreds of wyverns who turned to stone. None of the other homes have such an old and important Grimoire either, and that’s why it should never fall into the wrong hands.”

Eglantine was trying to digest everything her mother said, and her mind whirled. Not many people knew that there had been pockets of magic in Britain before the Great Quake, and though Eglantine had heard the rumours, mostly from Arthur, she’d had no idea that their spellbook had existed since then! And remains of wyverns who turned to stone? She had been told that Arthur had been a statue on the west tower until isle-spark was released, but was it possible he’d been alive before then?

As if her mother could read her mind, she said, “Arthur has no memories of his time before he was released by isle-spark, but he suspects that he might have been alive long before.”

Eglantine stared at her ghost-mother in amazement, buzzing with dozens of questions. But before she had a chance to ask her mother about all that, Heliotrope came to sit by a rose bush in the centre of the room and tapped the ground with a spectral finger. “It’s here,” she whispered.

Eglantine’s heart started to pound. Finally, she was going to see Huswyvern’s secret Grimoire! She fetched a small trowel from the garden implements that were hanging on the wall, and then kneeled down. Her hand shook slightly from nerves and excitement as she began to dig beneath the soil, until she found a small bundle. Wrapped in heavy, silken fabric was a thick leather book with a green cover which featured two wyverns back-to-back embossed in gold thread. The book had a golden spine and the paper edges were gilded too.

“Open it,” encouraged her mother.

Eglantine touched the cover and felt hope clench within her. Would the Grimoire help her get magic and make the bond with the house so she could fight the Whistlewitch and get her father back?

At her touch though, the cover suddenly began to dull, the colour fading from emerald green to a kind of muddy khaki. All the gold vanished.

Was that meant to happen?

She tried to open the book, but it would not budge. Instead, it began to shrink away from her.

She swallowed.

Was that normal?

“Maybe I should get something to prise it apart?” she suggested.

Her mother shook her ghostly head and sighed deeply. She stared down at her daughter, her eyes full of sadness. “No man-made tool can open this, Eglantine, you need magic in order to do it.”

Eglantine stared at her mother’s ghost. She felt tears begin to prick at the corner of her eyes. What she’d suspected was true. The book had rejected her.

It was like her magic test all over again. The test that Eglantine had failed.

Her mother died just a few months before Eglantine’s test. When she’d come back as a ghost months later, there had been a few times when Eglantine had tried to speak to her about it, but as soon as she brought it up, her mother would fade away.

Her mother’s visits were random and she often disappeared in the middle of a conversation, so Eglantine hadn’t taken it to heart. Or at least, she had tried not to. She had told herself that it didn’t mean anything that her mother always left when that subject came up.

But now, as she looked at her ghost-mother, she couldn’t help fearing that Heliotrope just couldn’t face the truth.

Tears dribbled down her cheeks. “I’m not like you! The test was clear. I’ll never be a witch!” she cried. And suddenly that horrible day washed over her once more.

She had taken an enchanted, driverless spark-cart with Arthur all the way to Ipswich Town Hall, trundling up the cobbled streets, hope bubbling within her as she clutched the invitation she’d received to come for her magic test.

During the entire trip, as the Suffolk countryside zoomed past the windows in shades of green and gold, they’d spoken excitedly about what it would be like if they discovered that she was spark-touched. Which academy would she attend to learn to be a witch? Would it be far from home?

Once they got there, she’d been nervous but also excited. When she’d taken her seat with the other children, she hadn’t been able to do much besides beam at the marble floors, thinking:

Today is the day I find out if I’m a witch! Will I be like Mother? If I have magic, how long before I can make the bond with Huswyvern? How does that even work?

When her name was called, she was shown into the grand hall, which was empty apart from a woman whose green eyes were striking against her deep brown face. She was from the government’s Department of Isle-Spark Regulation, which had been set up to oversee all aspects of magic within the isles. The woman was wearing a cream suit dress that had three brass stars in an arch in place of a tie. The tie pin was what all Isle-Spark Department workers wore.

The woman smiled at Eglantine as she held out a long, metal staff. “Welcome, Eglantine. The staff lets us know if you have been touched by isle-spark, and, if so, how powerfully. This will also help us determine the support you will need to train to ordinary witch or wizard level or to move on to sorcerer training at university.”

“You can tell that from this test?”

The woman nodded. “We can see how deeply one has been touched by isle-spark and as a result which schools and academies would be the best fit. Some children have different needs,” she said vaguely.

“Oh.”

The instructor changed the subject.

“Your mother, Lady Bury, was a sorcerer, correct?”

It had only been a few months since her mother had died. Hearing her being referred to in the past tense was still a horrible shock. Tears pricked at Eglantine’s eyes, and she blinked them away before she managed to nod. Her mother was one of the few women to ever have been accepted into Cambridge’s Merlin College – the only institution that taught female sorcerers, unlike the many academies that taught men. Although that was starting to change.

“Mmm,” said the woman, “this should be interesting then. Now place your hand on the staff and we will begin.”

Eglantine did as instructed. The woman looked momentarily excited, only to frown and adjust some of the settings on the staff. Eglantine saw her press a few levers. “Mmm,” she said. “Let me adjust here.” She tried a few more buttons, then frowned again.

“I’m sorry, I’ve run it a few times now and I’m getting absolutely nothing. It’s one of the lowest isle-spark readings I’ve ever had from someone with a powerfully magical parent.”

Eglantine felt her stomach plummet, but she clung on, not willing to let go of all hope. “Low… So there’s still…some magic?”

It stung, of course, that she wasn’t as powerful as her mother, but that wasn’t what was important, not really – making the bond with Huswyvern was what mattered.

The instructor shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she said again, “there doesn’t seem to be a trace of magic in you at all. Chin up though,” she said, with a kindly smile. “As you know, only a quarter of the population are touched by isle-spark, but we are all valued members of these Mighty Magic Isles.”

A quarter, thought Eglantine with a frown. Had that changed? She was sure that not so long ago it had been half.

Then the instructor called, “Next,” and a boy came forward for his test.

Eglantine was left standing in the hall, blinking back tears as her dream of becoming a witch and making the bond with her home crumbled to dust.

“That test means nothing, Eglantine,” said her ghost-mother now.

Eglantine blinked back her tears and looked up at her in shock. “How can you say that? The instructor kept trying, but I don’t have magic at all.”

Her mother shook her head. “I don’t believe that.”

Eglantine looked at her incredulously, anger and shame welling together into a hard ball within her. “Well, you have to because it’s true, Mother. I’m sorry, I know it must be disappointing, I get that. But I am not like you, unfortunately.”

Her lips shook, and she felt a familiar sense of grief and failure rise up and choke her. That was all she had ever wanted.

To her utter surprise, her mother laughed. “Nonsense! You have magic, Eglantine. Those tests are rubbish! You can make the bond. The house is counting on you. It’s how you’ll get Father back and Hus wants it as much as you do.”

Then she began to fade.

“But how?” cried Eglantine.

“Look for the threads and…”

But she was nearly gone.

Eglantine cried out. “No, stay, please! Mother, please, tell me – what ‘threads’? What are you talking about!”

But her mother was gone.
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It was late morning when Eglantine opened her bedroom door to find Arthur standing there holding a cup of fire-breath tea and looking a bit lost.

“I was just going to leave this here.” He bent to put the mug on the floor.

It was his cure-all, comfort tea.

Eglantine swallowed. “Wait, Arthur.”

He straightened, looking a bit hopeful.

They both spoke at the same time.

“Lady Eg—”

“Arthur, I’m sorry.”

The wyvern looked confused. “I was coming to beg your forgiveness, milady, not that I deserve it. I deserve to be hung from the rafters, cast back into stone, my scales removed one by one, especially the green ones…” (He was a bit vain about those.) Eglantine took the tea from him while he continued, very seriously, “…boiled in oil, made into wyvern hide and fashioned into a dog bed.”

“I think a dog bed might be a step too far,” said Eglantine, her lips twitching in amusement.

“Not true. I don’t even deserve to be made into shoes.”

“Of course you do – you’d make very high-end ones too.”

“That is kind of you to say. More kind than I deserve. I always hoped that if I was going to be made into something it would, at least, be fashionable.”

“That doesn’t surprise me, somehow,” said Eglantine, feeling a rush of affection for him. “But that will never happen, friends don’t let each other get made into shoes.”

“Friends?” he asked hopefully.

“Friends,” she agreed.

The Saxon masks made “aww” expressions. One of the suits of armour held up a metal arm to its breastplate.

Arthur didn’t seem ready to be forgiven yet though. “Still. Taking your voice from you was unforgivable, it breaks every sacred wyvern vow there is…”

“I know that and that’s why I know how hard it must have been for you too,” said Eglantine, who did, better than most, considering she had spent her entire life in the company of a wyvern. “It is the reason I need to say sorry myself, because I blamed you even though Father explicitly made you do it! He knew what he was asking you to do, what it would cost you, and he knew why you would do it: because you love me. I was so angry and upset that I took it all out on you, as if it was your idea to silence me, when it wasn’t, not really, and that’s not fair,” she finished.

Arthur shook his head. “Maybe I could have found another way – fought the Whistlewitch and released your father?”

He looked tired and upset. Her mother’s words – that this must have broken him – pricked at her conscience. She knew that what she’d said about never wanting him to come near her again had probably played a part too.

Thank goodness he hadn’t listened to her.

It had been lonely enough this morning without her father, who was usually the one who came in to wake her up with a cup of tea. The thought made her heart clench.

“I don’t think you could have got Father away from them. Also, if we had managed to get him back and refused to hand over Hus, well, he’d be breaking the law because of that awful contract the Whistlewitch forced him to sign. He could go to prison. Right now, my uncle might be my guardian, but he can’t get into the house and hopefully he will stick to the Whistlewitch’s plan. She gave us until the first of September, which means we have three months to think of a plan and get Father back. They assume we’ll use that time to say our goodbyes to Huswyvern, but we won’t – we’ll be putting up a fight.”

The suits of armour all nodded in agreement.

Clearly Huswyvern agreed.

“The Whistlewitch gave us her witch-vow to treat your father like a guest, so at least he’s safe. But we will get him back somehow, if it’s the last thing I do,” agreed Arthur.

The suit of armour dropped a gauntlet.

They turned to look at the glove on the floor. Arthur frowned. “I believe that was meant to be a symbolic gesture for challenging someone to a duel. I think Hus is trying to tell us it agrees.”

The suit of armour didn’t have eyes to roll, but it was rolling the ones it didn’t have, nonetheless.

Arthur didn’t notice. “I spent all last night thinking over our options and the only thing I can think of that will really make a difference is if we could find a way to create the bond with the house. Once the bond is renewed, Huswyvern will be as strong as an army of sorcerers. But…well…” He broke off again, embarrassed.

“But we’d need a witch or wizard to make the bond…” she supplied, with a nod.

Something occurred to her suddenly, and she stared at Arthur hard. What if there was another way? One that might solve all their problems…

“Couldn’t you make the bond, Arthur? You have magic!”

Frustratingly, he shook his head. “I couldn’t. Only a human can make such a bond.”

Eglantine sighed. “So then, it will have to be me.”

Arthur blinked. “Milady?”

“Arthur, how many times have I told you to just call me Eglantine?”

“A million. But, milady, pardon me, how can you make the bond without magic?”

She frowned. “You know, I was sort of hoping you would have an idea about that. See, last night my mother came to visit me.”

His eyes widened. “Oh yes?”

“And she showed me the Huswyvern Grimoire.”

Arthur’s eyes bulged. “She didn’t!”

“Hang on,” she said, rushing back into her room and coming out with the spellbook and handing it to Arthur, who took it reverently.

“I never thought I would ever actually touch this myself,” he breathed.

“Do you think you could open it?” said Eglantine.

Arthur tried, but nothing happened. It shrank from his touch just as it had from Eglantine. “It’s designed to be opened by a human,” he said, frowning. “I can feel what it wants.”

Eglantine slumped. “My mother thinks I will be able to open it. She said that I must ‘find my magic’ in order to do it, that I just need to unlock my power or something. She even told me that the magic test I failed is rubbish. And I want to believe her. But, well, there’s a part of me that can’t help wondering – do you think she just found it hard to accept that her daughter doesn’t have magic like her?” she asked, a lump in her throat. “Or…”

“Or is there a chance you could still have magic in you, even though you failed your test?” asked Arthur.

She nodded, realizing how ridiculous that seemed now in the cold light of day – she’d never heard of someone developing magic after a failed test… But still she couldn’t stop the hope that was unfurling inside her. Her mother had seemed so sure.

He frowned. “Maybe…but then, the only suggestion I’ve ever heard of for that sort of thing is from those adverts.”

“Adverts?”

He pulled a face that was part doubt and part fear. “You know – Miss Hegotty’s Correspondence Course for Aspiring Witches.” She gasped, then instinctively looked over her shoulder in case the government overheard somehow. If ever there was a sure-fire way to land yourself in trouble with the authorities, that course was it. Eglantine had heard rumours that children across the country had started to buy newspapers without their parents or guardians knowing, just so that they might see one of her adverts magically appear. She had heard too that many of those children had even dared to apply to Miss Hegotty’s course, even though it was banned by the government.

Eglantine would have been lying if she said she hadn’t thought about it herself, but the risk had always seemed so high and with her isle-spark test showing that she didn’t have a trace of magic, she hadn’t thought it was worth even considering…well, until now.

Arthur nodded. “It’s funny, but one of her adverts appeared in The Times this morning.”

“Really? Where is it?”

Arthur looked a bit shocked. “But the Department of Isle-Spark Regulation have put that at the top of the Banned Magic List—”

“Don’t say it.”

A scroll suddenly appeared in mid-air with a puff of blue smoke, directly from the Department.

Arthur unrolled the scroll with his talons to reveal the abridged version of the Banned Magic List (if you tapped it twice, the scroll would extend for the full version, but that could have taken over the whole corridor).

The Banned Magic List was how the Department of Isle-Spark Regulation let the population know what magic was no longer allowed within the Isles. It changed often, with new items added or taken away as the Department came to understand their dangers. A century after the discovery of isle-spark, they maintained there was still a lot for everyone to learn, and new laws appeared for the good of all in the Magic Isles.

The one thing that hadn’t changed was their regard for Miss Hegotty’s Correspondence Course for Witches, which remained constantly banned right at the very top of the list. The Department didn’t want just anyone being able to learn how to use magic or find their powers.

“Sorry,” Arthur said, having a quick glance at the changes before setting aside the scroll, which then vanished once more in a puff of smoke. “You know it’s rumoured that if you actually go through with Miss Hegotty’s course, the Department will send the Royal Isle-Spark Military after you to turn you into a toad,” he whispered.

“I heard it was a cockroach.” Eglantine swallowed. “Hopefully that’s just a silly rumour.”

Arthur nodded. “One can hope that, yes.”
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Several hours and two pots of tea later, Eglantine and Arthur were in the library and still staring hard at Miss Hegotty’s advertisement, which seemed to be promising rather a lot. It also seemed to come with a great many complications – getting into serious trouble with the government being one of them.
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“What we need to do is to look at all our options,” Eglantine had said.

Arthur had nodded.

Then on a battered old chalkboard, they’d set out their current dilemma, as well as their available options. Many were soon crossed out, due to time, cost and possible prison sentencing.


THE PLAN

To save Lord Bury (Father) and defeat the Whistlewitch and Uncle Lichen (not to mention destroy the illegal contract they tricked Father into signing) so they do not take Huswyvern from us and turn it into a school for military sorcerers.

Option A:

Eglantine to attend a prestigious witch academy to find her magic.

No academy will take someone who has failed their test. And even if they did, training would take years and we have three months to defeat one of the most powerful sorcerers of all!

Option B:

Rob a bank and pay off the Whistlewitch or Uncle Lichen.

Wyverns (and children) don’t tend to fare well in prison! Also, our enemies do not seem motivated by money…

Option C

Delegate the plan: do a powerful sorcerer a good turn, so they can bond with the house, defeat the Whistlewitch and do something about Uncle Lichen (shipping him off to Siberia is highly appealing).

Don’t know any sorcerers and the witches we do know would (probably) not risk fighting the government, not to mention the magical military (!) or going up against one of the most powerful sorcerers of all time.

Option D

Miss Hegotty’s Correspondence Course for Aspiring Witches: Eglantine to sign up and become a witch, create the bond to restore the house’s magic, and use it to get her father back and defeat Uncle Lichen and the Whistlewitch.



“It’s our only real option,” said Eglantine in resignation, as she sank back into the pink armchair in the library.

It was a large but cosy room, right at the top of the house, with faded salmon-coloured walls, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, and a large rose window overlooking the sea. On either side of the window sat two armchairs, where they had been sitting now for hours.

“Agreed,” said Arthur, who did not look thrilled about it. “You know what this means though? You are choosing a path of wild magic – you could be called a wild witch!”

Wild magic was a term for magic that wasn’t regulated by the government and the witches who took that path were lawless, the ones the Department of Isle-Spark Regulation called ungovernable. A few of these witches and wizards had made the news – they were all on the Department’s most-wanted list and seemed to constantly be on the run.

Right now, though, being a rebel didn’t seem like a bad thing at all to Eglantine.

Her eyes narrowed. “My uncle and the Whistlewitch – who work for the government and the military – used illegal magic to trick us out of our home, took my father captive, discussed having me killed and then threatened to exterminate my best friend. You know, I fully intend on going a bit wild, Arthur.”

Arthur still looked a bit nervous, though there was a flash of steel in his eyes. “I thought you might say that. I’ll get the letter paper so you can apply.”
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It had been a week since Eglantine had applied to Miss Hegotty’s Course for Aspiring Witches. The instructions had simply said to apply at the post office, but as they had gone to drop the letter into a red postbox, another slot, shaped like a witch’s hat, had mysteriously appeared and they had dropped the letter through that. So far, Eglantine hadn’t heard back.

Eglantine was in the library staring forlornly at the bookshelves, where random books weren’t popping out hoping to be read any more. Not even Don Quixote, which was always very insistent.

The silent bookshelves were just one of the changes that had happened to Huswyvern since it had begun to lose more of its power after its battle with the Whistlewitch. Like the third stair on the grand staircase that didn’t playfully nip at their feet when they walked down any more. Or how the dining room door no longer opened to reveal a group of Viking ghosts mid-feast who usually greeted Eglantine rather enthusiastically with, “Welcome to Valhalla!” She missed those bloodthirsty though oddly friendly ghosts.

The rest of the house was the same, but for how long?

The arm of her chair patted her back as if to soothe her.

She sighed and stared out of the window, her thoughts turning from worry over the house to worry over her father. She hoped that the Whistlewitch was being true to her word and treating him alright.

Just then, Arthur flew in at top speed, the force from his wings rustling the pages of several books.

“It’s here!” cried Arthur. “A letter from Miss Hegotty!”

Eglantine felt hope surge throughout her. “Finally!”

“And this,” said Arthur with a grimace. “It’s a note from the post office that was pinned to the top.”

He was clasping the note gingerly between his talons, as if it were a soiled handkerchief.

“Perhaps you should read it aloud,” said Eglantine. She’d known that enrolling in a course that the government had banned wasn’t going to come without a few obstacles, but, as he began to read, she had to admit, she hadn’t expected quite so many insults.


Dearest Eglantine,

Only a fool would apply to Miss Hegotty’s Correspondence Course for Aspiring Witches. Which, as you must know, is on the Banned Magic List. It is also regarded as the WORST course in magical educational history because it gives false hope, as not a single student has ever qualified.

My lady, if you truly were born to wield isle-spark, like your late mother, then you would have passed your magic test. Surely, clinging on to such an impossible dream isn’t good for you? If you write to the Isle-Spark Test Council, they can help you come to terms with life without magic.

If somehow a miracle did occur and you actually have developed a fizz of magic, I would encourage you to consider an accredited magic academy instead, as this is the only Department-approved method for any self-respecting witch-in-training.

However, if you’ve applied to Miss Hegotty hoping she can provide the miracle, well, let me reassure you that you are wasting your time.

Still, if you plan to persist with the course, I cannot stop you. I have done my part in delivering this cursed* missive to you along with a helpful dose of sense – it is up to you to take it or not.

Yours regretfully,

Geraldine Singh

Postmistress (and Reluctant Administrator of Miss Hegotty’s Course for Aspiring Witches for the East Suffolk area)

*Miss Hegotty cursed the post office into delivering her infernal course on her behalf. My house swarmed with locusts, which (I have learned from bitter experience) won’t go away until I deliver this – though I will likely have to face punishment from the Department when I return for doing so, even though they know better than anyone that it’s impossible to break her curses.



Eglantine couldn’t help feeling a bit bad that Mistress Singh could be punished by the Department for delivering Miss Hegotty’s course.

Arthur, however, was more appalled by her rudeness.

“Well,” he scoffed, putting down the postmistress’s note and the accompanying cream envelope, along with his reading pincenez glasses. “That was a rather interesting way to administer postal deliveries – with a note of insult.”

“Arthur, she can insult me all she wants, I don’t care about that! What are we going to do? I didn’t know no one had ever qualified from Miss Hegotty’s course before!”

She felt her heart sink. That couldn’t be true, could it?

To her surprise, Arthur shook his head, snorting dismissively. “I don’t think that means the course is a failure.”

Eglantine felt a flicker of hope return. “Why do you say that?”

“Well, I think that no one has qualified from Miss Hegotty’s because none of the students have sat their MEGA exam – Magical Educational Grade Appraisal. This is what witches and wizards on approved courses take, but Miss Hegotty’s students wouldn’t be allowed to as the course is banned. Not to mention the fact that the Department instructs the post office to send a warning letter to ensure no one actually goes through with her course. That doesn’t mean her course doesn’t actually work.”

Eglantine was relieved. “Yes, of course, that makes sense!”

Arthur scrunched the note into a ball and tossed it into the fire. “I’d say it probably does work, and rather well, if anyone ever managed to take it, otherwise they wouldn’t try so hard to ban it.”

Eglantine nodded. He had a point.

Then they shared a look of excitement as they turned to the cream envelope. It was sealed with sparkly purple wax dotted with stars. Arthur passed it to Eglantine, his eyes alight, and she felt her stomach flutter with nerves as she opened it.

This was it. This was her chance to become a witch!

On the beautiful cream paper inside was a handsome crest showing two wands standing upright and from the tips there were stars that created the letter H.

Underneath was a handwritten letter in a confident, elegant script, in deep purple ink.


Dear Lady Eglantine,

Congratulations on choosing Miss Hegotty’s Correspondence Course for Aspiring (and Ungovernable) Witches!

I believe that anyone can become a witch, and that they should be given the opportunity to do so.

But I warn you now, it is far from easy. That is because the first step is to take the path of the “wild witch”, as you choose to embark on a course that is banned. This is a decision only you can make. It is where most applicants quit before they even begin, as it takes a leap of faith and a commitment of trust. I am asking you to go against the government’s orders and that is not easy. You might ask yourself: why should I trust you? The reason is simple. I will share with you the secret about magic that has been kept from us for over a century: the truth is that everyone can have it, not just the lucky few, so long as they have the courage to find and develop it.

Are you with me, Lady Eglantine?

Be bold, be brave and let us begin!

Now for your first lesson to appear, repeat after me: “I, Lady Eglantine Bury, vow to respect magic and all it can do. I will remember at all times that I am a part of the magical world and not above it, and I will never use my powers to do it harm.”

Only once you have made your solemn oath will the lesson appear.



Eglantine frowned and felt a flutter of nerves. She knew in her heart that she had no other choice but to go against the government’s orders, but seeing it written so starkly made her swallow.

“I didn’t realize there would be an oath.”

“Me neither,” said Arthur. “You know you can still back out…if you want to.”

Eglantine shook her head. There was no going back. She had to do this, for her father and for Huswyvern.

She spoke the vow: “I, Lady Eglantine Bury, vow to respect magic and all it can do. I will remember at all times that I am a part of the magical world and not above it, and I will never use my powers to do it harm.”

Then, to their shock, the letter began to lengthen and fresh words appeared in purple ink on the page.

Lesson One – Witching Threads


Welcome, Lady Eglantine! I am thrilled to have you join my school.

You have been brave and taken a leap of faith – this was a test, one that you have passed admirably.

Your oath serves another purpose – it now protects you, sealing a concealment charm I have placed on your application. The fact that you ever applied will be erased from everyone’s memory but yours and mine. Mistress Singh will never remember that she sent you that rude note and you will be safe from the government as well, as your name will disappear off their list of applications to my course.

So, let us begin. We are all born with magic threads that connect us to the world. These threads can be tied together to block a child’s magic without them knowing. You are not the only one that this is happening to. Thousands have been similarly bound, perhaps even by a family member.

Your first lesson will be to unknot your threads.

Instructions:

* You will need to be fitted for a pair of witching needles – these magical wand conductors resemble knitting needles in appearance, but be warned, you cannot use a pair that has been matched to another before, as they simply will not conduct for you.

* You will also need a revelation candle and a mirror.

* Light the candle and stare at yourself in the mirror.

* Recite: “Show what is beyond my sight, reveal the threads of magic that have been bound tight.”

*When you see the magic threads all knotted around you, gently unhook them with your witching needles and spool them around you.

You will now be ready to begin elementary magic training. Your next lesson will arrive shortly after you have successfully unbound your magic threads.



“I can’t believe it,” said Eglantine as a storm of emotions engulfed her. “Someone bound my magic!”

“What?” cried Arthur.

“Here,” she said, handing him the letter, which he read through quickly. When he got to the end his eyes were wide.

Eglantine frowned. “My mother said something about ‘threads’ before she left – maybe she suspected that something like this had happened to me.”

He blinked. “But who would have done that?”

“My uncle?”

Steam began to curl from Arthur’s nostrils in anger at the thought. “Maybe.”

If he had, that was beyond cruel. All this time she had been made to feel like a failure for not being a witch, when the truth might be that she was never given the chance. But she couldn’t dwell on that now. She turned back to the letter. “It doesn’t matter right now – what does is that I might be able to unbind it.”

Arthur nodded. “You’re right.” He scanned what they needed. “The only trouble is that witching needles and revelation candles are on the Banned Magic List—”

“Don’t say it!”

It was too late.

The list suddenly appeared before their eyes.

Again.

The Department of Isle-Spark Regulation was nothing if not thorough.

“My mother’s magic cupboard might have the candle. But Miss Hegotty expressly said I would need to get fitted for a pair of witching needles.”

Arthur shook his head. “I don’t think there’d be a candle even in your mother’s cupboard, as they’ve been banned for years.”

Eglantine nodded, then looked again at the Banned Magic List. It was now giving her ideas, which she was sure was not the Department’s intention. “What about going to one of these forbidden magic markets? I’m sure they would sell them,” said Eglantine, feeling a sudden thrill.

Arthur turned a lighter shade of green at the prospect, but he didn’t object – perhaps because he knew there was no other option for them. “I only know of one; it’s on the island Orford Ness. I read about it in one of my penny dreadfuls – that particular forbidden market is memorable as it’s where the murders usually occur in the stories.” (Arthur was fond of a ghastly read, but only when he was safely sitting by the fire with his talons in the biscuit tin.)

Eglantine gulped. “Let’s hope the murders are just in the stories.”
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Meanwhile, in Kensington Palace, fourteen-year-old Princess Victoria, the future Queen of the Magic Isles, was about to face her own set of (magical) problems.

It was unseasonably cold for the start of June. Rain lashed the windows, and a rat scurried along a vast pink-and-gold patterned carpet towards the warmth of the open fireplace as if his life depended on it.

Eoin Murphy, a twelve-year-old stable boy with messy brown hair and large brown eyes, hurtled after the rat with a determined expression on his face. He was all knees and elbows, in a uniform two sizes too big. If the carriage-master caught him now, in the palace instead of in his tiny attic above the stables, Eoin would be in Serious Trouble.

But then Eoin was often in Serious Trouble. Having a scuff mark on one of his shoes or dirt on his outsized uniform or daring to be “smart” were the usual culprits. The latter was the most common offence, as Eoin had a tendency of “asking cheeky questions” such as, “Why are we taking this route when the one by the river is faster?”

Eoin never meant for his questions to be considered cheeky, he only wanted to be helpful and point out quicker solutions, but the carriage-master never saw it that way.

Eoin lifted a tablecloth, then dived under the dining table, declaring ominously, “Lord Byron, I have you, at last!”

There was a choice selection of swear words from the rat. Very poetic they were too. Unfortunately, one would need to speak rat in order to understand them and Eoin did not.

No one was sure if it really was the famous poet Lord Byron, cursed into spending his life as a rodent, or if it was just a rat. It was rumoured that the poet had insulted the king and so was transformed by a sorcerer and put in a cage in the throne room along with other interesting artefacts from the Magic Isles. When Eoin heard the story, he had broken quite a few rules to free the rat from his cage.

To be fair, Eoin hadn’t freed Rat Lord Byron because he might have been a poet. Eoin just didn’t think that any living thing deserved to be locked up or treated like a possession. Rat Lord Byron, however, had rewarded this kindness by making a break for it.

Eoin was about to scuttle out from under the table, Rat Lord Byron in hand, when he heard the sound of raised voices. He lifted up the edge of the tablecloth and spied Princess Victoria and her mother, the Duchess, entering the dining room. “Blast,” he whispered. There would be real trouble if they caught him here, not the harmless threats he usually got. Servants were meant to be unobtrusive, especially around the royal family, and if he revealed himself (and Rat Lord Byron), questions would be asked…questions about whether he should have a job in the palace at all if he was making a nuisance of himself freeing cursed rat poets.

Eoin couldn’t take that chance. He needed this job. Not just because his next spot might be the orphanage or the workhouse, but because staying in the palace was the only way he might find out who his father was. The only thing he knew about his father was that he used to work here. That was all his aunt had told him before she died a year ago, leaving him his father’s ring.

He had got the job at the palace in the hope that someone there would know who his father was, or recognize the ring and its crest, and Eoin couldn’t leave before he found that out.

The voices were rising as they got closer. Eoin crouched under the table and tried to stay as hidden as possible.

Princess Victoria stared at her mother in desperation. “Mama, you have to believe me, I did not dream it. Sir Conroy is trying to ensure that I never become queen even though I am next in line, by spreading rumours that I am unwell and unfit to rule.”

“Tsk, child, Sir Conroy is our dear friend, he wouldn’t do that. He was worried about you because you have been unwell.”

“I had a small cold! One I got over very quickly because, despite what Sir Conroy is telling people, I have a good constitution. And he is not our friend,” huffed Victoria. “He is our comptroller – his job is to oversee the running of our household and finances, yet he takes his title rather literally in his attempts to control us all!”

“If by ‘control’ you mean keeping you safe, then yes, he does take it seriously!” replied the Duchess. “After all, we designed the Kensington System together, he and I – the set of rules we all strictly abide by to ensure that nothing happens to you, the future queen. Such as never leaving you alone, or holding your hand whenever you go down the stairs.”

Princess Victoria pinched the bridge of her nose. Sometimes she wished her mother could actually hear herself. The Kensington System was the bane of her life – she never had a moment’s privacy and she was always treated like an invalid or a toddler because of it.

Her mother continued, “I mean, are you honestly upset that he is concerned for your health?”

Victoria’s nostrils flared. “No, Mama. I’m upset at how he exaggerates. He wants people to think I’m unfit to bear the crown. That’s why he designed the Kensington System and you went along with it. You did it out of actual concern, but his motives are different. The idea that I’m not allowed to walk down the stairs without holding someone’s hand is pathetic,” she hissed. “And that’s precisely how he wants people to think of me!”

“Victoria!” replied the Duchess. “Don’t be ridiculous! Do you know how many people have lost their lives by falling down the stairs? You are the future monarch, you have to take care!”

Even Eoin rolled his eyes beneath the table at that.

Victoria clenched her teeth. “That’s what banisters are for, Mama!”

“No, I’m sorry, on this I cannot budge — the stair system is crucial.”

Eoin watched as Victoria’s foot stamped in her frustration.

“But don’t you see, Mama?” said Victoria, her voice rising. “Conroy wants people to think that I am weak and incapable so that he can eventually rule in my place.”

“Nonsense.”

Victoria let out a small, muffled scream.

Trying to get her mother to see Conroy’s manipulation of them was like trying to break a stone with a matchstick – nothing she said seemed to penetrate.

Her mother looked at her with concern. “Victoria! This temper is unbecoming. I think it is true – you are overwrought. Sir Conroy said that you were looking a little tired lately and that you’re being oversensitive, and that combined with your overactive imagination has made you think the worst of him. For shame, child!

“Thank goodness the Royal Progression is fast approaching. It will be a nice holiday – a chance for you to get away from the palace and recuperate, to take the sea air and remind the public that one day you will be queen.”

Victoria sighed. The Royal Progression, designed by Sir Conroy, naturally, was a tour they did every few years around the country so that people could meet the royal family. This time they were going to be visiting the south-western part of the Magic Isles. Victoria was meant to think of it as a kind of vacation, but as her days were filled with an endless parade of events and obligations, and she never had a moment to herself, it usually was anything but a holiday. It was just a chance for Conroy to show his power over them, as far as Victoria was concerned.

“Why would Sir Conroy plan this tour if he wanted people to think you were unfit to rule?” asked her mother, who wasn’t really waiting for her response. “This apparent scheming of his is all in your head. But if you are worried, perhaps we could clear the air with Sir Conroy now so that we can prepare for our trip with positivity. I’m sure he would be only too happy to reassure you that he has your best interests at heart.” She picked up a bell to summon a servant to call Conroy.

Victoria felt rage begin to choke her. She was so tired of her words dancing around in circles, going nowhere; she balled her hands into fists. “Oh, Mama, please JUST STOP!”

And suddenly there was a rushing in her ears.

As right then her mother did stop.

Rather suddenly in fact.

Her face was frozen still, her hand ready to ring the bell, like she was some kind of living painting.

She had been frozen in time.

Which should have been impossible. Magic was strictly forbidden within the palace walls. No royals were allowed to be magical – if they were touched by isle-spark, they were not allowed to rule. Because of this, there were ancient spells and charms that actively repelled magic inside the palace walls, so that the family would be kept safe and no unauthorized enchantments could find their way inside. The Royal Isle-Spark Guard ensured this with their very lives and their own magic.

And yet somehow someone had used magic…and Victoria was terrified that that someone was her.





[image: images]

For a moment, Victoria thought her mother might be playing a joke on her. Except, she knew her mother didn’t have a humorous bone in her entire body.

Victoria blinked, and stepped forward to peer closely at her. “Mama?”

Nothing changed. Her mother was still halted mid-movement.

Victoria’s throat grew tight and she struggled for air as the very worst thoughts stormed her mind.

Despite her initial fear that somehow she had used magic, she dismissed that as ridiculous. She had been isle-spark tested, like all children in the Magic Isles, and they had found no trace of magic in her. Victoria had been so relieved. For most children in the Magic Isles, being touched by magic was something they hoped and wished for, but for Victoria, the idea had given her nightmares. That was because if a royal had magic, they had to step down and were sent away. This rule was thanks to the Serpent King, the first king to rule over the Magic Isles after the Quake. He had used his rather chilling, snake-like magic to become one of the most bloodthirsty rulers in history. Soon there was a civil war and a long and bloody battle to restore law and order before he was finally ousted. It was decided by the king who replaced him, along with a newly assembled parliament, that from then on, no one could rule if they were touched by isle-spark, as a king or queen was powerful enough without adding magic to the mix.

It was a way to keep things a bit fairer, supposedly.

Victoria had wondered why the same rule didn’t apply to parliament, as surely the same could be said for them when it came to power, and yet they were still allowed to have magic. But her mother and Sir Conroy always dismissed her questions when she tried to bring them up…

Victoria frowned; her mother still hadn’t moved. If it wasn’t magic, it had to be something else. Had Mama been taken ill? She waved a desperate hand in front of her mother’s eyes, but there was no response at all. It was like she had suddenly turned to marble.

Victoria’s heart thundered in her ears and she thought she might faint. Instead, she whirled around, spying two footmen just outside the dining room, and cried, “Help! Something has happened to the Duchess! Call the doctor, quickly!”

But they didn’t move either. She rushed towards them, her fear turning to anger. This was her mother’s life! How dare they ignore her? “Did you not hear me?” she demanded. “My mother is ill—” She broke off with a faint cry, backing away from them in haste, stumbling over her feet and feeling like she had fallen into a nightmare – because the footmen were just as frozen as her mother. They both resembled statues: one was holding a tray; the other had halted mid-sneeze, which was very disconcerting. His face was paused in a rather unflattering expression.

Where were the royal guards? Usually if anything even remotely suspicious happened, their fierce leader, Kang Mal-Chin came swooping inside to investigate, but he was nowhere to be seen. Didn’t they realize magic had been used in the palace? How could they not know?

Looking around, Victoria could see other frozen figures. It seemed everyone near them had stopped too.

Or at least almost everyone.

Eoin clambered out from under the table, still clasping Rat Lord Byron. “Princess?” he said, looking from her to the Duchess, his eyes huge.

She yelped when she saw him. “It was you – you used magic!”

Eoin shook his head. “Not me,” he whispered, and couldn’t help letting out a low whistle as he looked around.

She startled. “Are you sure it wasn’t you?”

“Positive.”

She frowned. “Could the magic be coming from a device of some kind?”

He shook his head. “Doubtful. I’ve never heard of any spark-powered objects that powerful. I mean, it would have to be very big to work against the spells around the palace…” He frowned.

No one with magic was allowed inside the palace unless they were accompanied by the Royal Isle-Spark Guards, who were the only people with magic on the staff. Eoin had failed his isle-spark test when he turned nine, and last year he’d had to take a second isle-spark test to prove he really wasn’t a wizard before he could be considered for employment.

However, magical objects were allowed in, so he understood Victoria’s suspicion. These were known throughout the Magic Isles as “spark-powered products” and most people across the country used them in their homes – essentially they were imbued with tiny bits of magic that gave them special functions. But there certainly wouldn’t be enough in one to bewitch an entire palace. Besides, all spark-powered products – like the enchanted spark-lights or kitchen gadgets or the princess’s childhood toys – were heavily tested by the Department of Isle-Spark Regulation and then again by the Royal Isle-Spark Guards before they were allowed inside.

He watched as Victoria looked around in confusion. “Why didn’t the magic affect us?” she asked.

Eoin stared at her, unsure of what to say. Somehow, Princess Victoria, the heir to the throne, had enchanted the palace. He knew this because he could see the magic trailing out from her. It had a sort of silver sheen he had come to recognize, leaving traces of itself behind like smoke. There was a scent as well, faint but there, like wet tin. Like how he might have imagined thunder to smell.

Not everyone could see magic trails, but he could; he didn’t know why. He also couldn’t understand why it hadn’t affected him. Later he would wonder if it had something to do with him holding onto Rat Lord Byron. But for now, as he stared at Princess Victoria he struggled with what to say. He didn’t want to accuse her of anything…

Either the princess knew she had magic and was trying to cover it up, or she genuinely didn’t know, which was wild. He had heard stories of people developing powers years after a failed magic test, but he had always firmly filed them away in his mind in the category of “make-believe” or “fairy tale”. But Victoria’s utterly spooked expression was making him mentally revise that label. If she was pretending not to know she had powers, then she was the best actress he’d ever come across, and somehow, he doubted that.

What wasn’t in doubt was that she really had magic.

“Princess,” he said as gently as he could, “it was you. You have magic. You’re a witch.”

Victoria’s eyes widened in horrified realization as the boy’s words sank in. She shook her head vehemently. “N-no, I c-can’t be.”

But even as she denied it, her throat turned dry and she was sucked back into her old nightmares. When she was little, strange things used to happen that she couldn’t explain… She remembered what she used to think of as golden hours when she was three or four, when it felt as if the clocks froze just for her and she was able to run and play freely in the garden without anyone coming to find her… But then she would have nightmares that she had stopped the clocks for ever and that she would never get to see her mother or anyone else again. Her mother always reassured her that they were just bad dreams, nothing else – but were they?

On the day of her magic test, the instructor had barely looked at her before she said that she didn’t have magic, and Victoria had been too relieved to doubt her word… But now all those fears came back. Deep down, she had always suspected that there was something magical about her.

Eoin bit his lip, then approached Victoria’s mother and lightly prodded her arm with a finger, an action that almost certainly would have resulted in his dismissal if she were actually able to respond. There was a quake of horror from Rat Lord Byron at his daring.

“I mean, I heard you say ‘Stop!’ and, well, she did, and so did everyone else,” he said, running a hand through his messy hair and giving her an awkward smile.

Victoria sank into a chair at the dining table and buried her head in her hands. “Apart from you. Why were you under the table?” she said, turning to glare at him suspiciously.

“I was fetching Rat Lord Byron. Erm, he got out of his display cage in the throne room,” he said, failing to mention that he was the one who had let him out. He held up the rat, who struck a rather debonair pose, but the princess didn’t notice, so Rat Lord Byron climbed inside Eoin’s pocket in somewhat of a sulk.

“I shall be hanged,” said Victoria.

“What! Surely not, Princess. I mean, it isn’t illegal that you’re a witch, is it?” asked Eoin. “I know you can’t have magic and—” He broke off awkwardly.

“Rule,” she finished for him. “Concealing it would be illegal though. But I promise you, I had no idea.”

He stared at her for a long while, then said, “I believe you.”

Victoria looked shocked. She wasn’t sure if she would have believed him if their situations had been reversed.

She buried her face in her hands again. “But what will I do? I won’t be allowed to become queen in case I misuse my magic!”

Eoin stared at her, deep in thought. “But that doesn’t make sense,” he argued, in the kind of tone that often got him in hot water with the carriage-master.

Victoria frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Just because you have magic, doesn’t mean you’d misuse it… I mean, it’s making an assumption as far as I can see. It’s like saying that just because you have a sword, you’d declare war on people…”

Victoria nodded. “Well, the government doesn’t see it that way and most people think that after the Serpent King it makes sense for us royals not to have magic. And now look what I’ve done – wouldn’t this just prove them right?” She glanced at her mother and her heart began to pound.

Oh, this was awful! Had she really done this?

She felt the world start to spin.

“Are you alright, Princess?” asked Eoin.

She swallowed, then asked him in a small, desperate voice: “Are you sure the magic’s coming from me?”

His eye fell upon the silvery magic trails. “Yes.” Then, because she seemed so upset, he added, “I’m sorry.”

She closed her eyes, bent over and held her knees as she struggled to breathe.

“I don’t mean to add to your worries, Princess, but I think you actually have a much bigger problem. You’ll have to learn how to control your powers – and quickly. Because if you don’t, well…you could turn into a death witch.”

Victoria’s face turned white and she swallowed. Death witches or wizards were those who had completely lost control of their powers. They were deadly to be around.

“They’ll admit me to one of those hospitals for ever if that happens…” said Victoria, her face very pale.

Rat Lord Byron made a squeak of horror, which sounded faintly like, “Oh dear.”

Confinement hospitals were terrible places. Eoin didn’t know how, but he knew he had to help Princess Victoria.

“Princess, I’ll help you figure this out, somehow. There must be a way for you to learn to control your magic. A book or something. I’ll try to find out. I’ll be discreet, I promise,” he said.

Victoria knew this was a major secret to share with a stranger, and she didn’t know if she could trust this boy, but what other choice did she have? He’d witnessed her using magic after all.

And he did seem kind.

She felt a tiny ray of hope break through the gloom that had descended upon her. “Thank you, so much, erm…” She blushed in realization. “I apologize. I don’t even know your name.”

“Eoin,” said Eoin, with a slightly crooked smile.

“Eoin,” she repeated, finding out, for the first time in her fourteen years, what it felt like to make a friend. It felt good.
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Victoria discovered that it wasn’t just her mother and the footmen that had frozen in time. It was the whole palace.

She and Eoin crept through the nearby rooms, eyes wide as they saw all the other staff similarly fixed in place.

Nothing they did to try and wake them up seemed to work, from gently shaking their arms to whispering in their ears or snapping their fingers in front of their faces.

It was all so strange.

“But why didn’t it affect you?” wondered Victoria as they made their way back to the dining room.

“I was puzzling over the same thing,” Eoin admitted. “Maybe it was because I was holding Rat Lord Byron – I’ve heard that some enchanted animals repel magic,” he suggested, pointing to the small bulge in his pocket where the rat had taken up residence.

Victoria frowned. “Maybe.” Then she looked at him and, despite everything that had happened, she couldn’t help asking: “So what’s the story with the rat?”

Eoin filled her in on how he’d broken into the throne room to free him. He seemed relieved when she gave a small laugh.

Then her eyes fell on her immobile mother and her face turned pale – the distraction had been short-lived. She began to pace up and down anxiously. “What if the magic doesn’t ever wear off?” she asked, eyes wild. “What if they’re like this for ever?”

“I’m sure it will fade.”

“But when?”

His scared expression was a mirror of her own. He had no idea.

They found out a few minutes later.

When the palace staff unfroze, it was sudden and all at once. No one seemed to realize that they had been affected by magic at all. They just began to speak and walk and move as if nothing had happened.

Her mother was the only one who seemed a little confused, as she couldn’t seem to understand how Victoria had moved from one side of the room to the other so fast.

Eoin immediately hightailed it out of the room before the Duchess noticed him. Victoria didn’t blame him – she knew he wasn’t supposed to be there at all and could get in trouble.

“But how did you get there?” her mother kept asking. “I could have sworn you were standing next to me just a second ago.”

Victoria told her she was imagining things, but she couldn’t help feeling a stab of guilt at the dazed look on her mother’s face. However, it didn’t take too long for her mother to move on and begin speaking once more about their summer plans and all the places they would be visiting along the coast during their progression.

Thoughts of the progression added further to Victoria’s worries: how on earth would she hide her magic for all that time?

Later that night, while her mother snored, Victoria lay awake, scribbling by candlelight in her diary.


I must have had magic for years, now that I think about it. How else could I have managed those rare, golden hours to myself as a young child when Mother watched over my every move like a hawk?

Now I have to face the possibility that they weren’t dreams at all. Perhaps my magic (oh, how terrifying it is to even write these words! Dangerous too – I will burn this page tomorrow morning as soon as the fires are lit) allowed me that freedom, unknowingly? But now a nightmare has grown – how am I going to control my powers?

What am I going to do?

Eoin said he will help, but how? How could a boy with little more freedom than I, and no magic of his own, actually do anything? Can I trust him? Oh, I want to trust him, he seems trustworthy…but what if he tells someone my secret?

I have no choice but to hope and pray that he won’t betray me. I wish I knew him better, but what little I learned tonight was good. I hope he will be a friend.

How am I to keep all this from the Royal Isle-Spark Guards?! It is a miracle they weren’t alerted today. I kept waiting all evening just in case they could tell that magic had occurred within the palace, but I didn’t hear anything, and when I saw them before I retired, everyone was acting normally…

Oh, how is this going to work? Eoin mentioned a book, but could a book help? Surely I need to be trained by an actual witch – and how could Eoin get someone to help me without the guards knowing? Oh, this is terrible, I must burn this all tomorrow for fear of discovery, and just hope that a solution presents itself.



Victoria should have had more faith in Eoin, because he already had a plan.

It presented itself to him the very next morning while he brought the newspapers to be spark-ironed for the breakfast table (it wouldn’t do for any of the royals to get ink on their fingers from the newsprint). Blazoned across the front page of The Times was an advertisement for Miss Hegotty’s Correspondence Course for Aspiring Witches.

“This is it!” he yelped so loudly that he disturbed Rat Lord Byron, who was asleep in his pocket. “Gosh, it’s almost like it was waiting for me, isn’t that strange?”

There was a non-committal squeak from the rat, who wasn’t overly philosophical in the mornings.

Eoin read through the advert and decided to apply on the princess’s behalf.

When, five days later, the first lesson arrived, addressed to Eoin Murphy, it was accompanied by a rather horrible warning letter from the post office. Eoin scrunched it up, because it wasn’t like they had another option – Victoria had to learn how to control her magic. Now all he needed was a way to speak to the princess alone to let her know what he had done.

It came to him an hour later. Simple but, he hoped, effective. “Rat Lord Byron, I need your help. I’m going to release you into the princess’s classroom, where you will create a diversion. Then I will drop a note on her desk, and just pray that the Duchess does not notice.”

There was a faint squeak that sounded a bit like, “It’s your funeral.”

The plan worked better than Eoin had hoped. Rat Lord Byron drew upon his fine theatrical talents to terrorize the teacher and the Duchess by pretending to nip the latter’s boot, then proceeding to jump onto the desk of the teacher, who looked ready to faint.

Victoria was slumped in her seat, looking tired. But she sat up and frowned when she saw the rat. Eoin waited for the screaming to really gain momentum before passing by the room. When the Duchess saw him, she cried, “Help, boy, help us, catch that rat!”

“Yes, Your Royal Highness,” he said, biting back a grin, and then, giving Victoria a wink, he stepped inside the room and surreptitiously dropped the note on her desk.

Victoria instinctively folded her hand over it, while Eoin raced around the room in a merry game of boy-and-rat, at last scooping up Rat Lord Byron.

“Got him,” he announced.

“Make sure you dispose of that horrible rodent!” ordered the Duchess.

“I beg your pardon, but it’s Rat Lord Byron, Your Grace,” he pointed out. “You know…from the throne room?”

She stared at him. “I did not give you permission to address me.”

Eoin swallowed.

“Who is your employer?”

“Mama, leave it,” hissed Victoria.

The Duchess sniffed. “Fine. I have never believed that tale of the cursed poet. Dispose of him, please.”

There was a horrified squeak from Rat Lord Byron.

“Of course, straight away,” lied Eoin.

Victoria used the moment when her mother was speaking to Eoin to unfold the small scrap of paper he’d left on her desk.


I have what you need. Meet me at midnight outside your bedroom and I’ll explain.

Eoin.



Victoria sat back in her chair and couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face.

“I don’t know why you look so pleased,” said her mother with a sniff. “We could have got rabies!”

Victoria bent her head over her books. Her grin was still there though.

It had just turned midnight when a sharp voice cut through the night. “Where are you going?” demanded her mother as Victoria reached for the door handle.

Unfortunately for Victoria, part of her mother and Sir Conroy’s “Kensington System” – the one that ensured that Victoria was protected at all times – meant that she shared a room with her mother even now. Her governess, Lehzen, was also in the adjoining room, which meant having any privacy was incredibly hard, not to mention the fact that it was not exactly ideal for secret midnight meetings…

Victoria jumped. “I-I was just letting out Dash.”

Just then there was a faint whimper from the King Charles Spaniel, who had leaped up to join her.

“Call Lehzen and tell her to deal with it.”

“Yes, Mama, I will. Go back to sleep.”

To her immense relief, her mother turned around, plumped her pillow and then closed her eyes.

Victoria crept quickly out of the room. She found Eoin lingering in the corridor, looking immensely nervous. “I didn’t know if you were going to be able to get away, I heard voices,” he whispered.

“I don’t have long,” she whispered back.

Eoin was holding up an envelope. Victoria took it with some confusion.

“I have enrolled you in a course,” he explained.

Victoria looked at the words stamped on the envelope and pulled a face. “Miss Hegotty’s Correspondence Course for Aspiring Witches?” She’d overheard staff at the palace talking about it. “Isn’t it meant to be rubbish?”

He shook his head. “I don’t think the government would try so hard to ban it if it was.”

“That makes sense,” she whispered. “But do you think it’s safe to use it – won’t I get in trouble?”

Eoin bit his lip and his fingers strayed to the warning letter the post office had sent him, scrunched now in his pocket. At least they only had his name, not Victoria’s. “I don’t know if you will,” he said honestly. “But, well, won’t you get in even more trouble if everyone finds out you have magic?”

Victoria felt her heart thud painfully, then nodded. It wasn’t like she had another option. This might be her only chance to control her magic and learn to conceal it.

Victoria opened the envelope, then gasped as she read the letter aloud.


Dear Princess Victoria,

Congratulations, Your Royal Highness, on accepting Eoin Murphy’s application on your behalf for enrolment in Miss Hegotty’s Correspondence Course for Aspiring Witches.



Eoin gasped. “How did she know I applied on your behalf? I never said!”

Victoria shook her head, amazed, then continued to read on, gasping once more as the witch explained.


Please do not be alarmed, no one besides the three of us is aware that you have magic. (The application process is enchanted so that I can tell what someone’s intentions are when they apply – this way I know who is coming to me in earnest…)

Having magic isn’t something that you should fear. We all have the potential to wield magic, despite what we have been told by the Department – that only a few are born “spark-touched”. This is not the case at all. We are all born with magic threads that connect us to the world. These threads can be tied together to block a child’s magic without them being any the wiser. This is what happened to you, and for a time it worked, until a week ago when you made the threads burst apart, most likely due to extreme emotion. When your magic is unbound this way – by force – erratic magic can occur around you. But have no fear, we can manage this together.

Are you with me, Your Royal Highness?

Be bold, be brave and let us begin!

For your first lesson to appear, repeat after me: “I, Princess Victoria, vow to respect magic and all it can do. I will remember at all times that I am a part of the magical world and not above it, and I will never use my powers to do it harm.”

Only once you have made your solemn oath will the lesson appear.



Victoria looked at Eoin and then whispered her oath. To her shock, immediately afterwards the page lengthened and fresh words appeared.

Lesson One – Witching Threads


Firstly, congratulations, Your Royal Highness, you have been brave. Your oath has a dual purpose: when you spoke it, you sealed the concealment charm I placed on it so that no one apart from you, Eoin and I will ever know you have enrolled on my course.



Victoria felt her knees buckle slightly in relief at that. “Oh, thank goodness,” she said, and continued to read Miss Hegotty’s lesson.


Magic blocking, where threads are tied, happens more often than anyone knows. Within our magic threads lies a powerful force, known as Witchspark. This force is normally dormant, kept asleep, until it is ignited.

What has occurred in your case is known as an erupted Witchspark. Something caused your magic core to spontaneously ignite, and as a result the magic threads around your Witchspark have broken apart.

Do not fear, it can be remedied. You will simply need to gather the threads together like a ball of yarn that has unspooled, and wind them gently around you.



Instructions:


* You will need a pair of witching needles. These magical wand conductors resemble knitting needles in appearance, but be warned, you cannot use a pair that has been matched to another before, as they simply will not conduct for you. As you cannot be matched in person, because Eoin will likely be buying a pair on your behalf, he will need to take something of yours that has come into contact with your magic, like a ring or necklace you wear, so the seller will be able to match you in this way.

* You will also need a revelation candle and a mirror.

* Light the candle and stare at yourself in the mirror.

* Recite: “Show my threads of magic spiralling out of sight.”

* When you see your scattered magic threads, gently spool them around you with the witching needles.



Victoria frowned as she read and reread the instructions. “Magic threads, witching needles and Witchspark?” she said aloud, unsure if she fully understood it all.

Then her breath caught in her chest as she read the last paragraph. Had Miss Hegotty shown her a way to solve all her problems? It came with a dire warning, but still. If this worked…


Do not be tempted to knot them again and thus reblock your magic. Ordinary witching needles are not always powerful enough to do so and you could cause your already erupted Witchspark to ignite further and without the help of another witch, your magic could end up consuming you.



She hoped Miss Hegotty was being overly cautious. After all, she probably thought that magic was a wonderful gift, and couldn’t imagine that for Victoria it was more like a curse.

Eoin, meanwhile, was talking excitedly about his plan of going to some dark magic market that he’d heard of in a disused tunnel in Convent Garden and working out how to smuggle the items she would need into the palace using a bedpan. “No one will ask to check that,” he said with a snigger.

Victoria grinned in return. “That’s brilliant!” It was a rather excellent plan, she had to admit.

She gave him the ring she always wore on her index finger – she had one that was very similar in her jewellery box that she could wear so her mother wouldn’t notice. “You’ll need this. Hopefully it will let them match me to witching needles,” she said.

“I’m sure it will.”

She appreciated his faith, more than he knew. “Thank you, Eoin,” she said, “for everything.”

“Anytime, Princess,” he said with a wide smile. “Just think, you’ll be able to learn magic soon,” breathed Eoin, before he bid her goodnight.

Victoria’s smile faltered as she watched him go. Learning how to do magic was the very last thing she intended.

No. Miss Hegotty might have meant it as a warning, but Victoria had seen it as a solution. She had said that witching needles were not always powerful enough to rebind someone’s magic.

Meaning that sometimes…they were.

It was her chance, wasn’t it? Despite how risky it sounded (and the idea of magic consuming her was terrifying), wouldn’t she be silly not to at least try to get herself out of this whole sorry magical mess if she could?

Victoria knew she didn’t want to learn magic; she didn’t want magic at all. What she wanted was to do what was expected of her and become the Queen of the Magic Isles, and hopefully do some good (and also finally tell Sir Conroy to get lost so that she could get him away from her mother). But all of that would only be possible without magic.

The sooner Eoin could safely smuggle a pair of witching needles into the palace the better. Then she would rebind her magic and put the events of the last horrible week behind her.
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Eglantine pulled her mother’s shawl-of-a-hundred-disguises around her as the spark-cart trundled towards the village of Orford.

For the moment, due to her mother’s shawl, Eglantine looked like a little old lady with white hair and rosy cheeks, not a twelve-year-old girl with large, frightened blue eyes.

The shawl was the only reason she felt safe enough to leave Huswyvern’s protection. Even though the Whistlewitch had given her a witch-vow that she would only return in three months’ time, Eglantine didn’t want to take any chances that the sorcerer might go back on her pact.

But thankfully they had been blissfully alone since they set off that morning.

The spark-cart came to its stop near the river at the edge of the village and she and Arthur hopped off. From here, they would have to pay the ferryman to row them across the river to the island of Orford Ness that held the infamous forbidden market, The Wychery, that the Department of Isle-Spark Regulation never managed to shut down for long.

Arthur looked worried as they approached the river. It was one thing to read about somewhere scary in the comfort of one’s home, close to the teapot, but quite another to actually be preparing to visit a forbidden market in real life.

“You’d think Miss Hegotty could have thought of just adding a mail-order delivery service catalogue,” he muttered to himself.

Eglantine nodded. She could well understand what he was feeling. It was hard to believe how much her life had changed in such a short period – before last week most of her days had only involved being tutored by Arthur, and now here they were, plotting to get to a forbidden market.

The fog was starting to rise and there was a chilling cry from a lone seagull as they made their way to the ferry. They climbed into the boat and paid the ferryman, who began to row them silently towards the small island, where a tall misshapen building beckoned like a gnarled finger in the distance. That’s the forbidden market, Eglantine thought, swallowing.

She took a deep breath, reminding herself of why they were here. It was all part of the plan: get the ingredients for her lesson and then she could make the bond with her house and get her father back. Her stomach twisted with worry for him. The only thing that had kept her from falling truly apart was the Whistlewitch’s promise that she would treat her father like a guest.

“Come on, Arthur,” she said, as she clambered off the boat, then straightened her spine and walked determinedly towards the dark market. Many shadowy eyes turned to look at them as they passed.

“Yes,” said Arthur in an oddly high-pitched voice. “Let’s get in and then out again, as fast as we can.”

Eglantine nodded. Though, beneath the fear, she couldn’t help feeling a dark thrill of excitement too. Here were all the things the Department didn’t want them to see.

The forbidden market was a crooked tower. It was set up like a kind of theatre, with various levels that wound around the walls to the very top, each one accessible by stairs. In the middle of the building at the bottom was a giant boxing ring, and each of the levels could look down at what was happening below. At the moment, two enormous dragons had started to fight.

Dragons, like wyverns and gargoyles, had come to life after the Quake in 1729. It had been a shock across the country to find the stone figures that had been carved into some buildings awaken.

Their assimilation into society had not been without trial. Nowadays there existed a bit of a truce between magical creatures and humans – overseen, of course, by the Department.

A crowd were gathered around the fighting dragons, placing bets.

Eglantine swallowed in fright and allowed herself to be steered up a flight of steps to the first floor by Arthur. They were after witching needles and a revelation candle, she reminded herself. She saw that this level had been named Charming Crimes.

Perhaps the name was someone’s attempt at humour, as the spark-powered products here had been charmed to help criminals. A stallholder shouted out his specials: “Knocklights – cuts out all spark-lights for an hour, perfect fer crooks, witches and all manner of night-time shenanigans!”

She and Arthur passed a tall thin man with blue eyes and long purple hair. The smoke from the enchanted water-pipes he was selling seemed to beckon them closer. Usually these glass pipes were used to smoke tobacco, but these ones burned magical potions and emitted strange but beautiful rainbow-coloured smoke. “One puff to bewitch the senses,” the man called out to passers-by. “Try out our new range of enchanted memories, conjured up by only the most talented wizards, and experience the exciting life of a jewel thief or sail the high seas as the captain of a pirate ship!”

Now this was thrilling…and certainly more the kind of thing she had thought would be for sale at a forbidden market. She crept closer, only for Arthur to pull her straight back.

“No, definitely not,” hissed Arthur. “I’ve heard people get addicted to those memories and then they will do anything to keep on living them – even commit crimes. That’s probably why they’re on this level.”

Eglantine swallowed. “That’s horrible,” she whispered back. “Let’s go.”

They carried on walking, looking for any stalls that sold witching needles or candles.

As they looked around, they glimpsed the fighting dragons below, one green and one gold, who seemed bent on mauling one another to death while a group of men and women cheered. The slightly smaller gold dragon seemed to be bleeding acid, which was melting part of the dais. The fumes made Eglantine’s eyes water.

They moved on to the second level, rather helpfully called For Unbinding Magic, and soon came across a tiny stall covered in black silk with a sign that said: Witching Needles – regular and not so regular.

They resembled knitting needles, just far stranger. They came in all sorts of colours, shapes and sizes. It was easy to see which ones were “not so regular”. Some were twisted and spiralled, some were long and tall, while others were as tiny as matchsticks. They were all made out of different materials too; some out of jewels, while others looked like something out of a nightmare – made from teeth and eyeballs and bits of fur. Eglantine shuddered at the thought of what sorts of spells those might knit.

“Can I help you?” asked a small gargoyle with a French accent who was smoking a pipe that was emitting green fog.

Eglantine was momentarily surprised – she hadn’t ever spoken to a gargoyle before. Then she nodded, squinting through the haze. “I’d like a pair of witching needles, but I’m not sure which kind to get.”

“Your first time?”

Eglantine nodded again. The stone gargoyle looked at her for a moment, as if he were sizing her up, and Eglantine got the distinct impression he could see past her mother’s shawl-of-a-hundred-disguises.

“Favourite colour?” he asked.

She frowned, taken aback. “Um, blue or green,” she said.

He nodded, picked up a turquoise-coloured glass pair, then fetched a small footstool and came to stand in front of Eglantine. “Give me your hand,” he instructed, then put one of the witching needles in her palm. It was pearlescent, firm, but surprisingly weighty too. She felt a kind of tingle in her hand. “Now your other arm,” he demanded, coming near her little arm. She frowned, a little uncomfortable, but the gargoyle was a professional and quickly put her at ease. She felt something gently secure itself to her elbow. She looked down in surprise as the needle adjusted itself to her by forming a half ring that she could place around her little arm.

“These will only work for you now.”

Eglantine nodded. When he told her how much it was, she blinked in shock. It was nearly all of the housekeeping money that Arthur had brought from Huswyvern.

The gargoyle tapped a sign that she hadn’t noticed until then, which read: Once you’ve been matched, you will pay the full price or you will face CONSEQUENCES.

Arthur frowned. “What consequences?”

The gargoyle smiled, perhaps a little too widely, then lifted up the tablecloth on his stall and said, “Wake up, Consequences, and say hello.”

To their horror, they saw an enormous crocodile open its jaws and display a staggering number of teeth.

“Look, he’s smiling,” said the gargoyle. “For now.”

They jumped back, hearts beating wildly.

Eglantine gulped then handed over the money fast.

Not long after, on the same level, they found a candle stall.

“Hopefully we’ll be able to leave after this,” said Eglantine, whose heart hadn’t yet returned to normal from facing Consequences.

Arthur nodded, looking a very pale shade of green himself.

These were nothing like the ordinary candles most people had in their homes. Some appeared to be made of liquid smoke; others of odd, pale twisted roots; and some looked like stained, wizened teeth. They all had clear labels such as Last Promise or Worst Nightmare. Eglantine shivered, wondering why anyone would wish to light these.

Two women were manning the stall; one tall with green hair and another with white hair parted severely down the middle and pinned over her ears. Their backs were turned to Eglantine and Arthur, as they sipped from heavy clay mugs of tea. As she lingered, Eglantine found what she was looking for. Revelation candles. They were two-inch stubs of black wax dotted with silver stars that looked far less exciting than the other candles, and she was glad of that.

“Yeh gonna buy somefink or just cast a shadow over me tea?” snapped the woman with green hair, turning to her customer at last.

Arthur frowned. “One of these please.”

“That will be three sovereigns,” said the woman.

“We’ll take it,” said Eglantine. Arthur grimaced as he handed over the very last of the housekeeping money.

As they were preparing to leave the second floor, Eglantine heard a familiar voice say, “I’ll take a pair of pain ropes too.”

She turned around slowly, and then felt her knees almost give way in sudden fright. Her uncle was two stalls behind her. “Arthur,” she breathed, “look.”

“Great Scott,” he whispered.

Lichen had a heavy bag with him and they watched as he moved aside a pair of knocklights before adding his new purchase into the bulging bag. There was a determined look on his face.

“Good luck,” said the stall owner as he handed Lichen his change.

Lichen grinned. “I’m making my own luck. I’m not prepared to wait any longer. Today I’m getting back what should have been mine from the start.” Then he turned to leave.

Eglantine instinctively threw part of her shawl-of-a-hundred-disguises over Arthur, who went from looking like a black-and-emerald-green wyvern to resembling a small man in a bowler hat.

Lichen didn’t spare them a glance as he made his way out of the market.

They followed after him on leaden feet, watching as he crossed to the waiting ferryman.

After he was gone, Eglantine couldn’t stop shaking. “‘What should have been his from the start’,” she repeated. “Do you think he meant Huswyvern? Is he going to try and break in?”

Arthur’s face had gone pale. “Yes. Using those things he bought – one of them was pain ropes. They’re awful things that can inflict torture.”

Eglantine shuddered. Right then she looked like a tall willowy witch with long black hair and matching eyes, but even her disguise couldn’t truly hide how frightened she was.

“It was the Whistlewitch who made the promise that she would stay away until the end of summer, not my uncle. And he didn’t seem pleased about her bargain at all.”

Arthur nodded. “Perhaps that’s what he meant about not waiting any more – he wants to force you out.”

“We have to get home before he does to protect Huswyvern! But how?” cried Eglantine.

Arthur appeared determined. “Fly.”

Eglantine’s eyes widened. Arthur hardly ever flew long distances any more. He was afraid to take the chance, because for a little while large beasts who could fly had appeared on the Banned List and he was always worried it might happen again and he’d be hunted down…

He gave her a look. “These are exceptional circumstances, milady,” he warned.

Eglantine couldn’t help grinning. She loved flying and it had been years since he’d taken her for a flight. He might only have been a head taller than her, but he was exceptionally strong and could easily carry her weight. When she was a little girl she used to pester him to do it every day. Some of her fondest memories were of the pair of them flying over the sea cliffs and then landing on the west tower to watch the sunset and drink tea.

She looped her arms around his neck and he took a running leap and they began to fly across the river.

Down below, some of the customers in the forbidden market gasped, and soon many were rushing to ask what the man in the bowler hat had taken to make him fly off like that with that tall woman on his back.

Despite her mounting fear, Eglantine allowed herself to enjoy the moment – because she knew her uncle was up to something, and feared she would soon be fighting him once again.
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It was autumn, but only in Eglantine’s room.

Huswyvern often put on her favourite season for her. The walls turned from faded damask and pale sage, the colours of spring, to an October tapestry of russet, gold and pumpkin. The carpet bloomed into fresh fallen leaves and a gentle rain pattered the window, even though outside the Suffolk sun was heralding the beginnings of a long, dry summer.

Eglantine put on one of her mother’s old knitted cardigans and felt some of the day’s tension leave her shoulders.

Thankfully her uncle had not turned up yet.

“But that doesn’t mean he won’t,” Arthur had said when they arrived home. “I can’t believe that those things he bought from the forbidden market are unrelated to his determination to get his hands on Huswyvern. Not after what he said about getting back what should have been his.”

“Me neither,” Eglantine had admitted – which was why it was even more urgent that she found her magic.

Even though she knew it wouldn’t instantly make her strong enough to fight off the Whistlewitch and get her father back, it would be the first real step forward out of this mess.

Huswyvern could sense her serious mood, and it was always October in her room when she needed to focus.

Arthur had offered to be with her while she looked for her magic using the witching needles and the revelation candle, but she had felt oddly nervous, like it was something she needed to do in private. He’d seemed to understand.

She beckoned the gilt mirror topped with a wyvern carving to the centre of the room and it skipped and hopped on taloned feet through the fallen leaves. For a moment it showed her a younger version of herself, hard at work on trying to figure out how to put a watch strap on with one hand, and the triumphant look that came over her face when she finally got it right after hours of trying.

Eglantine touched the mirror affectionately. She guessed that it was trying to tell her that it believed in her, that this would be just another thing she could work at till she succeeded. She hoped Huswyvern was right. The glass shimmered and then showed her herself now. She saw a girl with unfashionably long blond hair and purple shadows beneath her dark blue eyes. She hadn’t been sleeping properly since her father had been taken.

Then she took a deep breath and turned to reread Miss Hegotty’s first lesson. She placed the witching needles in front of her, then put the small black revelation candle into a brass candleholder on the floor. She was just about to light the candle when she heard the sound of the front doorbell beginning to ring with persistence.

Huswyvern tightened like a fist.

Eglantine sighed. Whoever that was, their timing was not ideal.

From beyond the walls came Arthur’s muffled voice, polite but wary, and then rising in volume. “The lady of the house is not to be disturbed!” he shouted.

Eglantine frowned, then turned back to the candle. But the voices from downstairs were rising insistently, and she could feel the house becoming increasingly agitated.

“Oh no,” she breathed in horror. “Anti-magic campaigners.” She raced down the hall to the top of the grand double staircase and shouted, “Arthur! Tell them to run!”

“I have, but they are just NOT listening!” came the wyvern’s panicked voice. “Please, Sir, Madam, I would advise you, do not keep speaking of this, it is not safe—”

Eglantine glimpsed a jovial man by the threshold, wearing a top hat and a pinstriped suit and laughing good-naturedly. “Not safe to speak the truth? My good Sir, that is why we must! The discovery of isle-spark has led to the collapse of all our values, why—”

“Safe for you, I mean,” sighed Arthur.

But it was too late.

There was an odd gurgling sound and then the house’s letter box opened wide and swallowed them whole.

“Huswyvern, no!” cried Eglantine, racing downstairs, a hand on her chest as she gasped for breath.

There was a rumbling sound deep within the belly of the house. It was laughing. A few moments later, the anti-magic campaigners were spat out far away onto the grass outside and the tall iron gates clanged shut.

Eglantine shook her head. Some people just didn’t have common sense. It wasn’t like this wasn’t well known as a magic house, but then as Arthur often liked to say, “Possessing common sense is surprisingly uncommon.”

“Well, I did try to warn them,” said Arthur, his mouth twitching.

Eglantine sighed, patting the staircase with a mixture of fondness and annoyance, like one would a beloved-though-mischievous dog. “You know, Hus, you are giving people the impression that you are rather intolerant.”

“Of people who want to rid the world of magic? I’m not sure I mind that too much,” said Arthur.

There were more rumbling giggles from the house. Arthur and Eglantine couldn’t help joining in.

“The house does have a reputation to uphold,” said Arthur in its defence.

“As a grouch?” said Eglantine and that set them off into giggles again.

“More as a fierce, forbidding, gothic estate,” he said with a grin. Then he shrugged. “I think actually the house was responding to you.”

“Me?” said Eglantine in surprise.

“You mentioned once that you found cold-callers, particularly those anti-magic campaigners who tend to go on for hours, a bit of a bore, and ever since then, well…Huswyvern makes a good impression of being rather fierce.”

“Ah, well then I suppose I share the blame,” she said, touching the banister. “We should both try to be more tolerant, erm, next time.”

Eglantine turned to go back upstairs. But just then the scent of peaches filled the air and she looked around quickly, hope rising, only to feel the familiar twinge of disappointment when she saw it was her ghost-mother at the wrong age. She was around five or six this time and she was playing hopscotch on the stairs.

“Do you want to play with me and Hus?” asked the young ghost of Heliotrope Bury, holding up a stick of chalk. “If you jump on the third step it usually bites your toes. It’s fun! Though it’s not doing it today for some reason…”

Eglantine couldn’t help smiling; her ghost-mother was cute at this age.

“Not right now, Mother,” she said.

“Mother? I’m Heli!” Heli giggled, shocked. “Okay, I can play at being your mother. Go to bed, no supper for you,” she said, pointing a stern finger.

Eglantine laughed, then, even though she knew her mother wasn’t really her mother at this age, she found herself telling her what she was about to do. “Mother, it’s happening, I’m doing as you suggested, I’m about to try and see if I can find my magic threads and unbind them!”

“Eh?” said Heli, clearly not understanding.

Eglantine shook her head, then began to walk up the stairs – until a voice dripping with scorn stopped her in her tracks.

“What? That’s ridiculous – you can’t ‘find’ magic, you either have it or you don’t. What fool told you that you could?”

Eglantine’s whole body turned to ice. She closed her eyes, then turned. Her mother’s ghost had aged suddenly. It didn’t happen often, but sometimes when it did, it wasn’t fun at all.

The ghost was around twelve or thirteen now and she was regarding Eglantine with utter disdain.

“It was you, actually,” said Eglantine. “Well, you when you’re older.”

Her ghost-mother raised a brow. “I don’t think so. You’re lying!”

Eglantine sighed, not wanting to have this conversation. “I’m going to my room.”

“Your room?” cried the ghost, her face turning puce. “Only my family live in those wings.” She looked her up and down and said coldly, “And you are not family.”

Eglantine frowned. “I am.” Even though she knew it was just a temporary lapse when her mother’s ghost forgot her, it still hurt.

“Who are you?” screeched her young ghost-mother’s cutting voice again, blocking her way.

Eglantine’s throat grew thick and she didn’t answer this time, she just walked through her mother’s spectre, which promptly dissolved.

Arthur’s concerned voice came from below. “Are you alright, milady?”

“I’m fine,” lied Eglantine.

“Would you prefer me to be there when you look for your magic threads after all?” called Arthur. “Lend a wing?”

“I’m okay, thanks,” replied Eglantine, who felt more than ever like she would prefer to do it alone.

“As you wish,” came the faint, doubtful reply.

As Eglantine walked up the stairs, taking the familiar corridor on the right, something made her turn her head towards the left and the east wing down another long corridor. It was second nature not to take the left set of stairs from the grand double staircase, as most of the places she and Arthur usually spent time in were on the west side of the house. But there was another reason she had been avoiding it. A part of her thought that if she ignored it, she could pretend it wasn’t really happening. But she couldn’t ignore it any more. The east wing looked awful, pigeon-grey and lifeless, and it made her heart clench painfully. How long before the life drained from the rest of the house? She felt a pang just thinking of it.

Swallowing hard, she made her way back to the west wing and her tower room, closing the door behind her firmly. She was feeling flat, and in that moment her doubts were loud. Thanks, in no small measure, to what her young ghost-mother had said. She knew she shouldn’t pay that version of her too much attention – clearly as a young woman Heliotrope hadn’t known about magic threads and bound magic – but she couldn’t help how the girl’s acidic doubt was making her heart roar in her ears.

She took the revelation candle to the fireplace, where Huswyvern grew a small flame so that she could light the candle.

Her room had changed on her return, the vibrant colours of early autumn fading to a dull, early-winter brown. Eglantine knew the house was reflecting her current mood. There was a lonely, chilled feeling to the room and the window had turned to fog.

Suddenly all her fears rose up to meet her. What if she couldn’t find her magic threads? What if she couldn’t save Huswyvern from fading away? What if she never saw her father again? She sighed, rubbing her eyes, and remembered Miss Hegotty’s call to action: Be bold, be brave and let us begin! Then she gathered the dregs of her courage together. Her father needed her. As did Huswyvern. Not only that, but it believed in her – Huswyvern had been the one to show her earlier in the mirror that it thought she could do it. Her mother – the older version she had known – believed in her too. She just needed to do the same.

The candle began to burn brightly, casting a wide green glow that fell across the room. She picked up the witching needles, then read Miss Hegotty’s instructions again:


* Light the candle and stare at yourself in the mirror.

* Recite: “Show what is beyond my sight, reveal the threads of magic that have been bound tight.”

* When you see the magic threads all knotted around you, gently unhook them with your witching needles, and spool them around you.



Eglantine stared at herself in the mirror. Then she said softly, “Show what is beyond my sight, reveal the threads of magic that have been bound tight.”

The candle fluttered and smoke began to fill the room. And then in the gloom, shining all around her, she could see them – her magic threads! They were a muddy colour, like dirty brown wool, and they were all gathered up together in a vast knot.

She picked up the witching needles and felt a warm tingle spread throughout her. The turquoise colour seemed to shimmer, and she felt them adjust further to fit her, more so than they had at the gargoyle’s stall in the forbidden market. The witching needle with its band that fastened around her little arm grew slightly smaller and lighter and more comfortable. “Um, thanks,” she said to them.

Then she lifted the witching needles and began to gently prod at her magic threads, with some hesitation at first, and then more firmly as she felt them begin to respond to her actions. It took some effort, as if she were untangling knots in her hair, but after a while she managed to start separating the threads, which began to change colour. She gasped in surprise when the knot was finally released and the threads turned from a pale brown to a shimmery lilac hue. Then, using the witching needles again, she gently began to wind them all around herself, like she was neatly gathering together a ball of yarn. As she did, she could feel a change in herself, like she was able to breathe deeper in some way, as if her lungs inflated now just that little more, and it felt good. She caught sight in the mirror of something within her chest that faintly pulsed, but it was gone before she had a chance to really focus on it. She was too busy staring at the threads that circled her.

She felt tears of relief mixed with happiness slide down her cheeks.

She had done it.

She had unbound her magic!
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Eglantine was woken just after dawn by the sound of someone knocking loudly on the front door.

She peered through the peephole when she got downstairs but no one was there.

Though she did see something on the welcome mat. It was a small posy.

She hesitated. “My uncle isn’t lurking around, is he?” she asked Huswyvern. The coat stand shook its head.

She opened the door, glancing left and right to check just in case, but whoever it was had long gone, leaving behind the small bunch of flowers.

She bent down to retrieve it.

“Careful,” warned Arthur, coming to investigate. “Some plants are poisonous.”

Eglantine stared at the posy, then shook her head before she picked it up. “It’s just a begonia cutting.” It was tied with a purple ribbon that had two knots in the end.

For a moment, the knotted ribbon made her pause and think about her mother. But she couldn’t say precisely why. It was probably because her mother had loved plants. Her special power had been making them grow and she was often appointed to create some of the most wondrous gardens across the Isles. Eglantine had fond memories of going to flower shows with her, and once met the King at the Royal Isle-Spark Flower Show, when her mother’s enchanted rose garden won a gold medal.

Eglantine shrugged. “I wonder who left this here? And at dawn?”

“Mmm. Odd, very odd indeed. Was it a friend or foe? I’ll take it to the kitchen and investigate,” said Arthur.

Unfortunately, living in an enchanted house attracted both friends and foes. Some loved the idea of a magical home, while others found it creepy and left less-than-charitable offerings, perhaps to let the family know what they felt about them as neighbours.

Eglantine patted Huswyvern’s walls. They both knew what it was like to not always receive the warmest welcome because they were different. What always amazed her was how people who did things like that never stopped to think of how they looked, of how creepy, in fact, they appeared. Eglantine and Arthur spent some time examining the begonia, and the wyvern at last shook his head. “I don’t think it’s magical, there’s nothing I can sense from it. So I suppose for now it will remain a mystery.”

Eglantine nodded.

Arthur popped it in a small vase and then opened the cupboard where Tidbit the bread gnome lived, only to get an earful. This one had lived in Huswyvern for decades and was a bit grouchy, particularly in the morning.

“Excuse you? Have you never heard of knocking? How rude. Still got my curlers in and everything.”

“Sorry, sorry,” said Arthur, closing the door and then muttering aloud, “maybe a nice bowl of porridge?”

Eglantine shrugged.

“Speaking, um, of mysteries, milady,” he said, jerking his head in the direction of the begonia, “I didn’t hear from you last night and I wondered how it went…”

“You mean, if I unblocked my magic or not?”

“Yes, I mean, if it hasn’t happened yet, well, we will just keep at it,” he said, trying to act casual as a spoon slipped from his talons.

“No need,” said Eglantine, biting back a grin.

“No need?” he replied, glancing over at her, his widening eyes suddenly resembling the saucers on display in a cabinet behind him. “You mean…?” he breathed.

“I did it!” she said.

Arthur let out a yelp, throwing the spoon down on the table with a clatter. “I’m too excited to eat. Shouldn’t we—”

“See if I can open Huswyvern’s Grimoire?” she said, reading his mind.

“Yes!” he cried.

And they made a dash for the library together, to where she had last left the ancient spellbook. Huswyvern had promised to swallow it should anyone but her and Arthur enter the room.

As she approached the library table though, she hesitated. The last time she had tried to touch it, the book had literally recoiled from her, the colour fading on its cover. What if nothing had changed?

Arthur was anxiously levitating as he peered over her shoulder. “Oh please, oh please, oh please,” he whispered frantically.

Eglantine wished he wouldn’t beg. She was nervous enough as it was. Despite the fact that she had seen her own magic threads thanks to the revelation candle, opening up the Grimoire would be proof that she really had unbound her magic, that she really could be a witch.

“Well, here goes,” she said, taking a deep breath, then reaching out her shaking hand to touch the cover. What if it still didn’t open? What then?

She couldn’t bear thinking about that.

This had to work. The Grimoire held the bonding spell that would allow her to save Huswyvern…and hopefully help make her strong enough to fight off the Whistlewitch and her uncle and get her father back.

As her finger grazed the cover, the dull leather turned from khaki to a rich emerald green, the gold thread reappeared and a pair of wyverns leaped into flight across the cover. Suddenly there was a sound like a feral roar and the book opened, releasing a scent of saltwater mixed with fallen leaves.

Eglantine beamed.

Arthur did a victory flight towards the rafters before coming down. “You really are a witch!”

The walls flickered like falling rainbow confetti, and Eglantine smiled wider, her throat thick with emotion, too overcome to speak. The heavy pages began to flip themselves, and Eglantine and Arthur glimpsed all manner of spells written in strange languages.

“It appears to be written in a mix of tongues – there are the recent ones all in English, but some appear to go all the way back to Norman French,” exclaimed Arthur. It was clear he was itching to read it in full. “Oh my goodness, some are even in Wyvernish!”

Eglantine gasped in surprise, looking at them eagerly. Most people thought that magic had only been around for the past century, since the release of isle-spark, but this clearly showed it had been around far longer than that, just like Eglantine’s mother had told her. The truth was that magic had always been in these isles. “Really? They’re all so different, too,” she said, her hand touching the ancient, creamy paper with a thrill. It felt almost sacred somehow, this old, beautiful book with its incredible history, not to mention its power. She couldn’t help thinking of her mother, who was the last person to touch these pages, with a pang.

As they looked through the book, they began to notice that some spells fell under different headings, which told you how they had to be performed. There were some you had to chant, while others looked like they worked only as potions, but there were other ones Eglantine might never have expected. “This one you have to dance,” she exclaimed. It was one for welcoming spiders. There were hardly any words, just an illustration with a dance choreography mapped out.

“We will not be doing that,” said Arthur.

“Agreed.”

Still, she was eager to try one, maybe something simple…like changing the colour of a room. The book, however, appeared to have a mind of its own, much like Huswyvern, and it seemed impatient to show her the spell she needed and began flipping the pages quickly. As the book neared the end, the spells appeared to get a lot more complicated. Like one to vanquish a demon, which involved harvesting starlight, walking backwards and seeing with your third eye, whatever that meant. The image next to that particular spell made Eglantine and Arthur shudder, as it was a very fearsome-looking illustration of a shadowy form with fire for eyes.

“O-kay,” said Eglantine.

Finally, the Huswyvern Grimoire came to a halt on the most important spell and straight away Eglantine realized that they might have a problem.

THE UNBREAKABLE BOND


One of the trickiest spells to master in this Grimoire is the bonding spell. The spell needs two parties to work, and can be created between humans, or a human and a sentient home. Both parties must have ignited their Witchsparks in order to successfully perform the spell or they risk the spell backfiring and destroying all parties.

The bond should never be entered into lightly as death is not the end. When one party dies, the tie between the bonding pair will fray to a degree, but not completely sever. This will result in the remaining party sickening and eventually dying too.

The only way to prevent this and restore the remaining party to health is for them to make a new bond with a new party.

HOWEVER

While this is a bond between two parties, the union needs to be officiated by a human with magic, who must knit the two parties’ magic threads together (the witch, wizard or sorcerer and the magical house, or the two magical humans who are bonding) using a witch-stitch to seal the union. The human with magic who will perform the union will also need to have ignited their Witchspark or the spell will backfire and all parties could die.

Turn over for the spell.



Eglantine paled. There was a bit too much of all parties could die for her comfort.

The spell was also unbelievably complicated. It took ages for her to work it all out.

“So, in essence,” said Arthur, after they had gone over it a few times, “you need to ignite your Witchspark, and you also need the help of another human with magic who has also ignited their Witchspark, so that they can help to stitch the bond between you and Huswyvern.”

“Yes, I think so,” said Eglantine. She looked over the spell again. “But what is a Witchspark? I feel like maybe I have heard that word before, but I’m not sure where…”

Arthur didn’t answer. She looked up at him, and his eyes were still glued to the Grimoire. After a long silence, he said thinly, “If it goes wrong, it could kill you.”

“Or Huswyvern,” agreed Eglantine in a small voice.

Suddenly Huswyvern began to shake, like a body experiencing extreme distress.

The walls turned pale, and the floor rose up in goosebumps.

“It’s alright, Hus,” said Eglantine, who was feeling anything but calm herself. “We will figure this out! I’m not giving up.”

There was suddenly a wild, violent rocking, as if the house was shaking its head. It was trying desperately to get their attention for something else.

Eglantine and Arthur gasped as the large rose window in the centre of the library, which usually offered a view of the sea below the cliffs, jumped to a wall on their left. It had never done that before. The wall where it used to be was now all bricked up.

Huswyvern really wanted them to see something.

Eglantine’s throat turned dry as the wooden floors beneath their feet lifted and slid them towards the window and its new outlook. They stared out onto a small stone path that led up from the dunes to the eastern side of the house, the part of the house where the magic had begun to fade.

Someone was making their way up the path.

It was a tall man with pale blond hair, carrying a bag in one arm, who swung a black cane as if he were out on a Sunday stroll instead of trespassing on private property. He turned, and gave a small satisfied smile.

“It’s Uncle Lichen,” cried Eglantine in horror.

She realized in distress that the last time he’d been here he’d pointed out signs of where the house’s power was fading… And now he was going to use that knowledge to strike where the house was weakest.

Eglantine’s stomach clenched in anxiety.

She saw him kneel by a storm drain and begin to push aside the metal covering, then he disappeared from view.

“Tell me that doesn’t lead to the house,” begged Eglantine.

Arthur looked at her in bleak dismay. “I wish I could. But it leads through a secret tunnel straight into the east wing. I think he’s going to break in.”
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It was just after three a.m. in Kensington Palace and Victoria had locked herself in her doll cupboard. It was the only place where she could get some privacy.

She’d had to wait for her mother and her governess to enter their deep sleep states before she slipped out of bed. From years of observation, she knew that for the next hour or two they would be dead to the world.

It was the perfect time to light the revelation candle.

It had taken Eoin several days to get what she needed for her spell from a forbidden magic market in Convent Garden.

His plan to sneak in the magic items inside a bedpan had almost failed when he was caught just outside the princess’s bedroom and one of the maids had caused a fuss. Thankfully Victoria had been able to intervene and tell the maid that she had asked the boy to bring her a fresh bedpan.

The maid had looked shocked but didn’t dare say anything further. Thankfully, her mother had been busy and had missed the whole affair, so Victoria had been able to squirrel away the bundle from within the clean bedpan fast.

Victoria’s heart thundered in her chest now as she unwrapped the package. The candle was small and black, and the pair of witching needles he’d bought were an odd purple and green colour, and looked like they were made of some kind of textured glass. The ring that she had given Eoin was looped over one of the needles and she tipped her hand until it fell into her lap, along with a tiny scrap of paper. She picked it up and saw that there was a message: The needles have been aligned with the wearer of the ring, and will begin to shape themselves to the owner once held.

She bit her lip, then picked up the witching needles, feeling an odd tingle in her palms. Then, to her shock, they began to adjust to her, becoming lighter yet sturdier, and the colour of the glass deepened to a richer shade of purple. She swallowed. “Well, that’s interesting,” she whispered, heart clamouring in her chest. She tried to ignore her dolls – their wide staring eyes only added to her nerves.

“No turning back now,” she said.

She took the small compact mirror from her pocket, opened it up and then put it on the shelf at her eye level. Then she took a deep breath and lit the candle in front of it. The candlelight cast a low, smoky green light that filled the cupboard.

Then she reread Miss Hegotty’s lesson.


* Light the candle and stare at yourself in the mirror.

* Recite: “Show my threads of magic spiralling out of sight.”

* When you see your scattered magic threads, gently spool them around you with the witching needles.

Do not be tempted to knot them again and thus reblock your magic. Ordinary witching needles are not always powerful enough to do so and you could cause your already erupted Witchspark to ignite further and without the help of another witch, your magic could end up consuming you.



Victoria took a deep breath and then spoke the words: “Show my threads of magic spiralling out of sight.”

To her shock, she saw dozens of threads scattered like balls of unspooled yarn running away from her. They were the colour of rubies and glowed brightly, but also seemed to be crackling and fizzing intermittently. Something at the centre of her chest was flickering off and on too, like an engine struggling to fire.

She frowned, briefly wondering what that was, before picking up the witching needles. Then she touched the threads with the needles, blinking in surprise when they responded, appearing to want to go where the needles willed them, as if magnetized. She began to coach them to spool around her. As they did, she saw the threads begin to calm, like hair that had been smoothed with a brush; the fizzing stopped and the magical ball in her centre stopped spluttering.

She frowned. She could stop here, she knew. That’s what Miss Hegotty had advised her to do. But she bit her lip. This was her chance to solve her problem by binding her magic once more. She began to gather the threads even closer. “If I just…yes!” she gasped, as she managed to knot some of the threads together.

Her eye fell upon Miss Hegotty’s letter and then passed over the rows of dolls, who were regarding her with vacant expressions, and she couldn’t help feeling a small trickle of guilt. “I have no choice but to try,” she whispered. “Miss Hegotty doesn’t understand what it’s like – I can’t have magic. If there’s a chance I can bind it, well, that will solve everything. I’ll be careful. I’m sure she was just being overly cautious. I need my life to go back to normal.”

She took her time knotting her magic threads together. Relief spread through her as they stopped glowing, turning a faint muddy colour. It had worked! She felt her heart swell with happiness and she did a small excited dance with the witching needles.

But it wasn’t to last.

All too soon, her magic threads began to writhe, like something caged against their will. They fizzed and crackled, even more powerfully than before…and before she could do anything, there was a loud explosion: BAM!

The witching needles shattered into millions of pieces, and her magic threads were blown apart. But this time they didn’t just spool away from her like runaway yarn – now they were standing on end and crackling dangerously. And that thing at the centre of her chest was glowing and flickering like an engine that had roared into life.

[image: images]

She stumbled out of the doll cupboard on shaking limbs.

Oh, what had she just done?

She heard the sound of rushing footsteps. “What’s going on – I heard a bang?”

Victoria turned and reached out her hands imploringly, as if begging her governess to stop, only to watch in horror as she froze mid-step.

Victoria felt like she might be sick. The magic had burst out before she even knew it. Instead of gaining control over it, she had only made her situation worse.

She took the time to blow out the candle, sweep away the fragments of the witching needles and shut the cupboard door. When Lehzen reanimated ten minutes later, there was no trace of what had happened, except for the silent tears that were tracking down Victoria’s face.

Her governess rushed forward, her dark eyes full of concern. “It’s alright, Victoria, I know you sometimes sit with your old doll friends when you can’t sleep. It’s natural to be nervous the night before a big event, but I’m sure the Royal Progression will be fun – yes, there will be a lot of meeting new people on this tour, but it will also be a chance to finally get out of the palace and visit the seaside, which will be a welcome tonic too. Come now, don’t be upset,” she said, folding her into her embrace.

Victoria clutched onto her beloved governess, wishing she could tell her what had happened. That her fears were about so much more than just going on the royal tour, and that she had done the very thing Miss Hegotty had warned her against: instead of binding her magic, she had somehow made it grow.
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There was a high-pitched sound, as if Huswyvern were screaming.

Eglantine’s uncle was in the east wing. He’d managed to get in via a secret tunnel on that side of the estate, where Hus’s magic had faded. Of course, he had lived there as a child and knew all about Hus’s secrets.

But Huswyvern wasn’t about to just let it happen.

Eglantine and Arthur heard a strange tinkling, followed by the sound of a spark-drill and a saw, then more tinkling, and finally a sort of slapping sound.

They raced down from the library, taking the left staircase and rushing to the east wing. Huswyvern, it turned out, was doing some fast renovations, erecting a wall to separate the weakened part of the house from the rest – and more importantly, stopping her uncle from going any further.

Eglantine leaned against the new wall (which used to be in her mother’s courtyard – she recognized the tiny row of windows at the top) and sighed in blessed relief.

“Well done, Hus,” she whispered. There was an answering low rumble that was a bit like someone trying to catch their breath.

From the other side of the newly transplanted wall, they heard what sounded like angry squawking from Lichen as he realized his plan to reach them was ruined.

Eglantine stood on the tips of her toes and peered through the tiny row of windows at the top, and could see her uncle shaking a fist from where he stood in the now blocked corridor.

Though muffled, she could still make out what he shouted. “This wall won’t hold me back for ever, Huswyvern. At some point – maybe not today, maybe in a few weeks – your magic will fade completely from using so much power to keep me out. I can afford to wait until you’re ready to hand yourself over. But we don’t need to keep playing these games.”

“You’re the one playing games,” shouted Eglantine. “That’s all you seem to do – play tricks on your own family! You are NOT WELCOME HERE!”

“I see you are just as stubborn as before,” he yelled back. “I’d hoped that with a bit of time you would begin to see the sense in giving me what is rightfully mine so you could be reunited with your father.”

Eglantine closed her eyes for a moment. “H-how is he? Please tell me he is safe?”

Silence greeted her.

“Uncle! Tell me, please. The Whistlewitch promised she wouldn’t hurt him.”

There was a loud sigh from behind the wall. His tone changed from being angry to suddenly persuasive. “We are not monsters, Eglantine, your father is quite well, under the circumstances, though he has had to be restrained.”

Eglantine felt tears cloud her eyes. “You’ve restrained him?”

“We had no choice, he keeps trying to break out of the military base! We can avoid further struggle, Niece, if you just agree now to the Whistlewitch’s terms. The house will then be mine to run as I see fit, and I can honour the agreement I have signed with the military and open up the school. If you agree – and also sign a form saying that when you turn eighteen, you will be relinquishing the house to me permanently – well, then I will bring your father here at once and the pair of you will be free to go.”

Eglantine leaned her head against the wall.

Could she do this – agree to what he was asking and then walk away from her home?

Beneath her hand, the wall seemed to tremble. She felt Huswyvern’s anxiety. If she did that, she would be handing the house over to the Whistlewitch and her uncle, and it would be dominated by them, its personality changed… Everything they’d done so far would be for nothing.

“I feel like something is off,” said Arthur.

Eglantine looked at him, then whispered, “What do you mean?”

Arthur didn’t bother keeping his voice down. “The Whistlewitch made that deal with you, right? Giving you until the end of the summer. So why is he back here now without her? This feels like another trick to me, maybe to lure you out of the house? Or get rid of you like he threatened, considering all those things he bought from the forbidden market… That way he’d inherit Huswyvern fair and square. Why bother with another form? And anyway, I don’t think the form would work for him legally. The courts might question the fact that you signed over your right to inherit your house when you were still a child…it wouldn’t be a stretch to see you’d been coerced. They might realize that he was abusing his position…”

Eglantine’s eyes widened. She hadn’t thought of it like that. Arthur was right – questions would be asked, questions her uncle probably wanted to avoid now that he had made a deal with the military and promised them that they could create a school here and soon. A legal contest could take ages to sort out. Lichen must have thought that there was a far simpler way to get what he wanted from her.

She paled.

Beneath her feet, she felt Huswyvern thrum in agreement.

“That’s why you’re really here, isn’t it?” she called to her uncle.

She swallowed.

“You came back to try and kill me.”
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Eglantine’s heart beat fast. Her uncle had broken into the house and she was fairly sure he’d done it with the intention of trying to kill her. From behind the wall Huswyvern had erected to keep him away, her uncle was laughing at her accusation.

“Kill you, Eglantine? Gracious me. So dramatic. Why don’t you come out into the garden so we can discuss this face to face? We can come to agreeable terms, and then we can go get your father together – what do you say?”

Eglantine frowned. “What’s wrong with speaking about this right here?”

“I just thought we could be more civilized, that’s all…”

Eglantine looked at Arthur and shook her head. Her uncle was lying. “Arthur was right – it’s a trick. That’s why you want to meet me in the garden, away from where Huswyvern’s magic works, right? So you can get rid of me?”

Silence.

“That’s it, isn’t it – that’s your plan?”

The wall between them reverberated. Lichen was using something – some sort of tool? – to try and get through. She could hear him breathing heavily on the other side. Whatever he was doing was making him tired.

There was a tinkling sound and soon Huswyvern began adding another layer of bricks. She heard her uncle groan. Clearly, he hadn’t expected the house to still be able to put up this much of a fight.

Anger bubbled up inside her. “Huswyvern is not going to just hand itself over and I’m NEVER coming to meet you, Uncle, so you might as well just be honest with me!”

“Fine!” he snapped. “Honestly, I hadn’t quite decided whether to kill you – putting you in an enchanted sleep for ever thanks to a potion I bought would solve a lot of my troubles…” he admitted. “I had promised to deliver Huswyvern to the Royal Isle-Spark Military weeks ago – not by the end of summer. The Whistlewitch was the one who came up with that deal. There is a lot to do to open a military school for sorcerers and we need to get started. The Whistlewitch might be able to fool herself that somehow she could get everything done in a day, but I live in the real world. The RISM have already paid me for leasing Huswyvern to them and they don’t look too kindly on people who don’t deliver what they promise. So I need you out of this house, and out of the way. But I tell you what, we can settle this civilly, you have my word.”

She scoffed. “Your word means nothing,” she hissed, then backed away from the wall so that Huswyvern could continue adding the second layer of bricks. The suits of armour in the corridor held up their fists.

Her uncle wouldn’t be getting to her any time soon.

Feeling shaken, Eglantine and Arthur made their way to the kitchen, where the wyvern made them his calming fire-breath tea.

When Arthur gave her the cup of tea, her hands were trembling. She gave him a wobbly smile.

“What are we going to do?” she whispered. She hated the thought of Lichen just lurking there in the east wing – barricaded away, yes, but still there. And the thought of her father in restraints made her feel ill.

“We’re going to have tea.”

“And then?”

“Then we’re going to find out what a Witchspark is so that you can make the bond with the house.”

Eglantine stared at him.

At least they had a plan.

Unfortunately, none of the books they tried in the library had any information on Witchsparks.

Eglantine looked through the Grimoire while Arthur kept paging though stacks and stacks of other books, but neither of them had any luck.

When Eglantine’s tummy grumbled, Arthur set down his book and said, “Right, you keep looking, I’ll be back soon.”

Fifteen minutes later he flew back in, carrying a tray laden with crumpets, cinnamon toast and several sweet buns. Eglantine’s mouth watered.

He was followed by the thump, thump, thump sound of The Boots. The Boots were old and worn. Eglantine didn’t know if they belonged to someone who was silent and mostly invisible apart from their footwear, or if they were another enchanted part of the house, but what she did know was that if The Boots had a heart, they had long ago given it to Arthur.

“I caught Tidbit in a rare good mood,” explained Arthur. “Come on, eat up, we need fuel to keep looking.”

There was a shuffle of agreement from The Boots.

Arthur was right – she hadn’t been able to concentrate.

The buns were delicious and though eating them didn’t solve any of her other problems, she did feel a bit better afterwards. They got back to work more enthusiastically.

It was after two in the morning when Arthur yawned, admitting defeat. He looked exhausted.

“Maybe a fresh pair of eyes in the morning will help?” he suggested. “I feel like I’m no longer even seeing the letters as words.”

Eglantine nodded. “Same for me.”

They bid each other goodnight, promising to have an early start, and Arthur flew up to the attic, where he slept at night. But Eglantine paused, unable to go to her bedroom just yet, despite how tired she felt. The fact that Lichen was in the house felt like a violation. Even though she knew the house was doing a good job in keeping him from getting to them, she couldn’t help being worried that Lichen would find another weak spot to breach.

She felt so helpless. So full of useless rage.

She’d never hated anyone the way she hated her uncle for what he had done to their family.

She made her way on leaden feet to her mother’s courtyard garden. It was within the centre of Huswyvern and under its protection, so the magic was still strong and being there in the early summer air felt like a refuge.

As she entered, the spark-lights came on, illuminating the thickets of wild pink roses. Their scattered petals were as soft as velvet beneath her bare feet. They were her namesake, Eglantine, planted the year she was born.

Sometimes Eglantine felt she’d spent half her childhood in this plant-lover’s paradise, full of wonder and beauty. Huswyvern paid no attention to seasons and what plants had business to grow in their climate or not, so peonies and persimmons grew alongside pelargoniums, snowdrops and hellebores in a riot of colour and magic.

In the centre of the vast courtyard was a large, weathered table, and in the corner were all of Eglantine’s drawing supplies.

Eglantine had fond memories of sitting with her mother as she repotted or watered her plants, while Eglantine mixed her watercolours and, with a swirl of paint, committed each flower to memory.

She hadn’t picked up her brushes, not once, since her mother had died. She couldn’t bring herself to.

She took a seat at the table now, and a small table lamp switched itself on. She began to leaf through one of her sketchbooks, but it made her miss her mother and brought a lump to her throat.

She sighed, then groaned in frustration. There was one person she knew who could help her, but she didn’t know how to contact her. “I wish there was a way to contact Miss Hegotty and ask her about Witchsparks!”

But her letter had specifically said Miss Hegotty would get in contact with her and not the other way around.

She sighed, resting her arms and forehead on the table. At some point, out of sheer exhaustion, she fell into an uncomfortable sleep.

When she woke up, she did so with a start. The coat stand had tapped her on the shoulder and now it was pointing at something in a very excitable way.

She turned to look. On the table in front of her was a pale blue envelope, addressed to her in familiar purple ink. It had a swirly green-and-blue wax seal. Above this, the words SPEED MAIL were stamped.

Eglantine gasped.

It was a letter from Miss Hegotty!
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The bathing huts scuttled towards the English Channel like slow-moving crabs. Each one took ponderous, drunken steps before suddenly falling onto their sides, their wooden legs still kicking the air.

“Oh dear,” whispered Princess Victoria, who was at Brighton Beach specifically to mark the spark-powered bathing huts’ maiden voyage into the sea. It would have been an absolute triumph of isle-spark ingenuity – if they had actually worked.

For some reason, getting isle-spark magic to work on both land and sea at the same time was like mixing oil and water. The transport wizards had really thought they had cracked it this time too.

The marching band came to a sudden and screeching halt, the trumpet sounding as if someone had popped it like a balloon.

Lady Frances Bird, a gentlewoman of the highest standing and their host during this first leg of the Royal Progression, seemed abashed as she looked at Victoria and her mother, giving them an awkward smile.

“Your Highnesses, I can only apologize most profusely. We had hoped that the new huts would be fully operational for your visit. If you like, we can use one of the huts in the more traditional manner if you would care to bathe?” She snapped her fingers, and a group of men raced towards one of the huts and started struggling to right it.

“That won’t be necessary,” said the Duchess with a gracious smile. “Thank you.”

Victoria felt like she could relate to those transport wizards who hadn’t managed to get the beach huts to work. She could see them in the distance – one had his head in his hands. She knew a little something about failure when it came to magic, though in her case, her problem was trying not to use it.

Just that morning she had sneezed at breakfast and her magic had leaped out and done the most bizarre thing yet: it completely slowed down time, so that everyone at the breakfast table began moving and talking in slow motion. Her mother’s question, “C-c-c-a-a-a-a-a-n-n-n y-y-y-o-o-u-u-u p-p-p-p-a-s-s t-t-t-t-h-e-e-e s-s-s-a-a-a-l-l-l-t-t-t?” took a full minute for her to say, and a further minute for Lady Frances to respond.

It might have been funny if it wasn’t so scary.

And what had been truly terrifying was that she wasn’t the only one who noticed. A loud high-pitched noise had begun to whine from the corner of the room and the head of the royal guards, Kang Mal-Chin, a tall man with ink-black hair and a sharp jaw, had come tearing into the breakfast room to investigate.

“One of our new spark-sensors has gone off – it’s detected magic in front of the royals,” he said, looking around the room and frowning, his face full of agitation. “I don’t know how that’s possible – we placed wards all around the house. The sensors were just a precaution, as we’re staying in unfamiliar places. Has anyone noticed anything strange?”

“W-what are spark-sensors?” Victoria had breathed. “I’ve never heard of them before.”

“Objects that detect magic,” Kang Mal-Chin explained. “We don’t need them in the palace because the protective spells and enchantments placed there over the years are incredibly powerful. Did you notice anything unusual, Your Highness?” he asked.

Victoria lied and shook her head.

Thankfully at that exact moment, time was restored and everyone around the breakfast table reacted normally. Her mother was shocked, as was Lady Frances. “What? No, I haven’t noticed anything.”

Victoria nervously suggested that the spark-sensor was faulty and as it had stopped making a noise perhaps everything was fine?

“Oh yes, they aren’t always reliable, these spark products,” added Sir Conroy, before proceeding to bore them all with a story about his faulty shaving shears – a story that, for once, Victoria was very grateful to hear.

She looked at Conroy. “So they often go wrong then, spark products?” she asked, knowing already that it wasn’t a usual thing at all.

“Oh yes,” began Conroy. “That’s likely what happened here. I’ve never heard of a protective ward spell being broached…but a faulty sensor, that’ll be the culprit,” he said.

She nodded and, for perhaps the first time in years, gave Conroy a genuine smile.

Kang Mal-Chin had frowned, then gave them a short bow before he left. But something about the expression on the head of the royal guards’ face made Victoria think he wasn’t convinced this one was faulty at all. Nor would he be letting the matter go.

The thought made her shudder. It had been such a close call.

She sighed now, thinking of Miss Hegotty’s second letter. It had arrived two weeks ago, the day after she had tried to rebind her magic and inadvertently made her powers grow more uncontrollable instead.


Dear Princess Victoria,

Shall I bother to say, “I told you so?”, Your Royal Highness? I can assure you that my warnings are to be taken seriously, they are not something anyone would be wise to ignore. They stem from years of practice and experience.

However, I do not wish to scold. I can understand why you might have thought that binding your magic could offer an easy way out of your predicament. All I can say is that the “easy way out” is never as easy as we imagine.

Your challenge, I can tell, will be in learning to accept that you have magic. This you must do, if you are to learn to control it. This is going to be difficult now that your magic threads have burst apart and forced your Witchspark to fully ignite. Without soothing and winding the threads around you once more, your magic will consume you.

But there is a way to ensure that doesn’t happen. You will need the help of another witch to regather your threads, as this is no longer a job you can do alone. But do not worry, when the time is right you will meet one you can trust. A young witch, who needs you just as much as you do her, will cross your path.

You must prepare. No shop-bought witching needles will work for you now.



Lesson Two – Creating Your Own Witching Needles


Instructions:

For your needles you will need:

* Three drops of dew harvested under a waxing moon

* A piece of a beast that belongs to the future and the past



Victoria had paused reading here to gasp, “What on earth is a piece of a beast that belongs to the future and the past?”

When she’d gone back to the list, it had only got worse.


* A tear from when all felt lost and a glimmer from your smile from when everything felt right



“Right, okay, a tear I get, but how do I get a glimmer of a smile?” She’d shaken her head, feeling a bit irritated, even though technically it was her own fault that she had made such a complex mess for herself.

Thankfully the rest of the list wasn’t quite as odd.


* A pinch of earth

* A sprinkle of sea

* A sigh of wind

* A flame from the hand of a friend

* A bowl of silver

Recite: “Create a pair of needles from this ancient mix, fit to stitch the threads of magic by this witch.”

To respool your magic threads:

You will need the help of another witch.

* Stand before a mirror and light a revelation candle.

* Hold one witching needle and hand the other to your fellow witch, who must recite: “Show the threads of magic scattered and frayed to my left and right.”

* When the scattered magic threads reveal themselves, you must each begin to spool them around you until they begin to calm and settle.

I value truth and so, for the sake of that, Your Highness, I will admit that because your magic will trust the witching needles you have made, so long as you are helped by another witch, you would be able to rebind your magic if that is what you choose.

However, I implore you, do not do this. I encourage you instead to embrace the gifts you have been given. You might not have wanted a power, but something inside you does. I believe if you listen to that part of yourself and see all that magic may offer, you will discover that it is a gift that gives far more than it takes. The one you meet will help you see this too, I hope. Let her show you what your magic can do.



Victoria couldn’t help it – after feeling completely daunted by the first half of the letter and all she had to do to make her own witching needles, when she got to the end and discovered that there was a way she could really rebind her magic, she felt utterly determined. She knew Miss Hegotty meant well, and if her circumstances were different – if having magic for someone like her wasn’t so dangerous, and if she hadn’t almost got caught by the head of the royal guard just that morning – she might even have been persuaded to embrace her magic. But honestly, it didn’t feel like a gift at all, it felt like a curse – one she was desperate to get rid of before she was found out and lost everything.

It had been two weeks since she’d received that letter and she and Eoin had been searching for the ingredients ever since. So far, the only thing they had been able to get was the bowl. It was a silver bedpan. The sooner she could get the other items, and hopefully meet the young witch Miss Hegotty had rather mysteriously promised that she would encounter on her path, the better.

Instead of learning to embrace her magic, as Miss Hegotty encouraged her, she was beginning to fear it even more. There was just too much at stake. She could lose her home, her right to the throne, and even be separated from her family if anyone found out…

Lady Frances said something and suddenly Brighton Beach came back into Victoria’s focus.

She gave herself a mental shake. She’d been far away, thinking of her own magical problems, and lost touch with where she was. She saw one of the beach huts stagger drunkenly, then fall over again before it got to the water.

“That one almost made it,” said Victoria, feeling that she should at least offer some encouragement.

“It did, didn’t it?” said Lady Frances, who was, it was clear, one of life’s optimists. Victoria liked her enormously.

The royal party were staying at Lady Frances’s estate in Hove for the week, before they moved onward in their coastal progression, and so far their visit had been a real success. They had met with many different people, seen some wonderful advancements, and generally been cheered on as the royal family.

However, the grand launch of the magical spark-huts was meant to be the crowning moment. But alas, it was now clear that their association with this failure was not quite the public relations exercise Sir Conroy had planned. He hastened up the grass path from the beach with a scowl on his face, and didn’t bother to disguise his displeasure or even lower his voice as he sought out her mother’s ear.

“Several wizards have arrived now in an attempt to fix this calamity. Such an embarrassment. I will try to get the journalists to squash the story, or at least Victoria being witness to it, as I’m afraid even though she wasn’t involved, one does get judged by the company one keeps…and we’d prefer ours not to be such monumental failures. Even so, I’m afraid it will probably be in the papers tomorrow morning.”

“Sir Conroy,” hissed Victoria, shooting him a silencing look. Did he not hear himself – how rude he was being? Lady Frances might think he meant that she was a monumental failure, considering she had hosted them… “I hear the spark-powered bathing huts require a very tricky spell.”

“Oh yes,” agreed Lady Frances, who had turned quite pink at Sir Conroy’s words. “Th-that’s what I’ve heard too, it is quite an undertaking, the magic involved.”

Conroy scoffed. “They’ve had spark-powered bathing huts in Suffolk for nearly a year already,” he said scornfully. “Apparently in some tiny fishing village called Felixstowe that no one has ever heard of before.”

“Yes, well, I believe that’s not a government-supported scheme,” admitted Lady Frances.

“Hmm,” said Conroy. “I think it would be best if we depart. I do not wish to linger, this is rather mortifying enough.”

Victoria closed her eyes for a beat in shame at his words – the man was oblivious to how he was humiliating Lady Frances, who was only trying to be hospitable.

Lady Frances winced and it was all Victoria could do not to kick Conroy in the shins.

At the royal spark-carriage, a young boy wearing a large knitted scarf to keep out the wind hastened to open the doors. “I take it it didn’t go well then, milord,” said Eoin.

Sir Conroy’s eyebrow twitched. “It did not,” he said.

As Victoria climbed inside after Sir Conroy, she saw Eoin being cuffed around the head by the carriage-master, a man called Pendleford. “Cheeky,” Pendleford muttered. “How many times, lad, how many? Do not speak to the family. Serious Trouble you are. Serious.”

“Sorry, Sir,” said Eoin, closing the carriage door. He gave Victoria a wink when he was sure no one was watching and she grinned in response, feeling better than she had all day.

Eoin was the only thing that made this trip worthwhile. They had found a way to speak, usually late at night, when her mother and governess were asleep. It didn’t always go smoothly – there had been one night when Lehzen had woken and almost seen him in the corridor outside, but he’d dashed away into the shadows and Victoria had managed to convince Lehzen that she had only been talking to herself.

Dinner that night was a subdued affair. It was clear that Lady Frances felt responsible for the bad publicity (or at least Sir Conroy’s reaction to it), as she kept apologizing.

“You have nothing to apologize for,” said Victoria, meaning it. “I am no expert, of course, but as someone who enjoys a challenge I think this just means you will get to celebrate all the harder when the huts do eventually make their way into the sea.”

Lady Frances reached out to squeeze her hand. “That is a wonderful way to think of it, thank you.” And she looked slightly more buoyed.

Sir Conroy, however, looked furious. He ate in silence, not saying a word for several minutes…until, looking thunderous, he stabbed a piece of game that had been specifically caught for their visit, only to release it with a clatter of his knife onto the plate, making them all startle. “No, I’m sorry, I can’t let it go and discuss inanities when I can’t stop thinking of what Victoria said,” he hissed.

They all turned to stare at her.

Victoria’s cheeks flushed red. “What was that, milord?”

His nostrils flared. “How quick you were to dismiss the failed launch. ‘Just think how you will celebrate all the harder when the huts do eventually make their way into the sea.’” His voice had gone high-pitched and his tone was mocking. “Is that the kind of monarch you wish to be one day? To accept second-best? To encourage mediocrity?” he demanded.

“Conroy, this is not the time,” said the Duchess, looking mortified.

He looked shocked. “Of course it is. Victoria is young and impressionable, and a queen should be strong and not afraid to speak her mind, in order to inspire the best from her subjects. Don’t you agree?”

“Well, I suppose…” the Duchess wavered.

“Mama,” chided Victoria, looking from her to Conroy, and then on to Lady Frances, a blush staining her cheeks.

“He does make a good point, Victoria. However uncomfortable,” admitted her mother softly.

Victoria looked at Lady Frances, who was staring at her plate of food as if she wished it would eat her instead of the other way around. Victoria felt her ire begin to rise and she snapped. “Is that so? Mama, Sir Conroy? I should be hard on the gracious hosts who invited us to witness what they hoped might be an exciting new venture for the county? I should make kind people, who were not personally responsible for said failure, feel that they are? And worse, I should be the kind of despotic monarch who cannot tolerate any sort of failure, when I know for a fact that innovation takes time and is always best supported by encouragement, not fear? Have I got the measure of what you are saying?” she hissed.

“No, you have not. You have twisted my words,” snapped Conroy.

“Ha! I have twisted your words?” huffed Victoria with a wild laugh. “You are not serious?”

“I am. We are a mighty magical nation, Victoria, and as someone who is so clearly weak, I fear you are a danger to that.”

Everyone gasped. Even her mother, who was always his biggest supporter.

“Conroy, I don’t know how you can say that!” the Duchess protested.

Victoria clenched her fists under the starched tablecloth. “I can. He’s just saying what he’s always thought. But I am not weak. Showing some grace is not weakness, Conroy. Besides, this mighty magical nation that you mention could do with being a little less controlling, if you ask me.”

“What?” cried Conroy.

“I think perhaps I ate something that did not agree with me,” said Lady Frances, beginning to rise. “I apologize, but I must excuse myself.”

Victoria winced, feeling shamed to the core to have upset their host, and reached out a hand to stop Lady Frances…

Only to gasp when Lady Frances turned strangely immobile, along with everyone else in the room.

The spark-sensor in the corner of the room roared into life with a high-pitched whining noise.

“Oh no, oh no, oh no!” she muttered wildly, holding out a hand and willing the thing to stop.

Nothing happened.

There was movement beyond the door and, before she knew it, several royal guards came tearing into the room, led by Kang Mal-Chin.

Her heart thumped wildly.

Please, please, please. She silently begged her magic to allow everyone to go back to normal.

Nothing changed.

Everyone had frozen in the room. How long would it take before Kang Mal-Chin realized that the only one who hadn’t was her?
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Dear Lady Eglantine,

Yes, I did *hear* you ask for help.

You have discovered an important part of this course! If an applicant speaks my name along with the problem they have, they will activate a speed-mail response. (These arrive in blue envelopes. Cream envelopes are for longer lessons. A bit of organization is a magic all of its own, I find.)

In the interests of efficiency, I will include your second lesson below. But first to answer your question about Witchspark:

At the base of all of our magic threads lies a unique force, which sleeps within us until we discover how to ignite it. This is Witchspark. Once ignited, it can manifest as a signature power – one that moulds to who you are. This special magical ability is as unique as you are. No two Witchsparks are ever the same, just as no two witches are the same. It may be a love for nature or art or something else you value – when it materializes, you will know.

In our society, we usually identify those with a Witchspark or signature power as sorcerers – the elite few who go on to train at university. The accepted notion is that this is the only way to develop a special magical ability, beyond basic powers. But this isn’t the case at all. Your Witchspark is a crucial part of being a witch or wizard. It’s the magical core within us all that is waiting to be stoked to life.

We have been taught that the unique gifts “sorcerers” have are only given to a precious few, but we all have the potential to unlock our own unique talents. I believe there is every reason you will too, and far quicker than most.



Arthur came flying in when he heard Eglantine yelp.

Then, seeing the letter before her, his eyes widened. “Is that a letter from Miss Hegotty?”

She nodded, shoving it beneath his beak so he could read it.

He scanned the contents quickly, and gasped when he got to where she had.

“That’s what a Witchspark is? A unique magical force?”

“Yes!”

She felt a mix of excitement, anxiety and doubt. For so long she had been led to believe that she didn’t have even a trace of magic within her, and now Miss Hegotty seemed to think she could a unlock a talent that generally one would have to go to university to discover… She thought of the sorcerers she knew of, like her mother with her special power with plants, or the Whistlewitch and her ocean magic, and perhaps the most famous sorcerer in history, the Serpent King with his snake-like powers…

The thought that she might unlock such a skill seemed incredible.

Arthur looked at her. “I wonder what your Witchspark power will be?”

“I have no idea. The main thing is that to save Hus and Father I need to make the bond with the house, and that means I need to ignite my Witchspark and fast. But something tells me it’s not going to be simple.”

“Maybe not…what does Miss Hegotty say?” asked Arthur.

She turned back to Miss Hegotty’s letter, hoping that somehow there would be a shortcut. But there didn’t seem to be.


However, first we must master the basics. We cannot run before we can walk, as the old adage goes.

There are cases of people who ignite their Witchspark before they properly develop their magic threads, but that is usually by accident. The most controlled way is to first develop your threads – think of these as the foundation that your unique force, your Witchspark, needs to support it.

There are four core threads – like the four walls that hold up a house – which relate to the four basic elements around us: earth, wind, fire and water. Each core thread needs to be activated before your Witchspark ignites. This takes time. When they activate, they will begin to change colour – taking on the hue of the element they represent – and your threads will begin to separate into the four channels that will form around you.

Once this has happened and the four cores have changed colour, it will be safe to activate your Witchspark.



Lesson Two: Water


We shall begin with the element of water. Over the next week, I shall send various spells for you to practise and master. Once you have, some of your threads should begin to change colour to form your water core.

Reminder: do not attempt spells from the Huswyvern Grimoire – they are too advanced. Focus on learning the basics first.

Instructions for your first water spell:

* Stand barefoot on the ground and prod the earth using a witching needle.

* Recite: “Water below, spring forth to sprinkle my toes.”

Do not be alarmed if this takes several attempts. Your magic threads have never been activated before, so be patient. Once you have mastered this spell, a new one will appear.



Miss Hegotty had given Eglantine a plan, and she was grateful. Finally she was one step closer to making the bond with Huswyvern and getting her father back. The heavy stone inside her seemed to lift momentarily as a result.

“It does seem very basic,” said Arthur, looking at the spell.

“I’ll take it,” said Eglantine. “The quicker I master it, the quicker I can move on to the next step, and the closer I get to blasting Uncle Lichen out of our lives for good.”

Three hours later though, Eglantine was still standing barefoot in the courtyard, reciting the spell, and the only moisture appeared to be the tears of sheer frustration that were running down her cheeks.

“Why won’t this work?”

A chair scuttled forward and bumped the back of her knees. Huswyvern was telling her to take a break.

Eglantine shook her head, wiped her eyes, and took a deep breath. “It’s okay, Hus, I want to keep trying.”

In the afternoon, she was still at it and Arthur came by to urge her to stop too. “Come on inside, you haven’t eaten any breakfast or lunch. I had a little peek in the east wing and it looks like Lichen has gone for the moment.”

Eglantine was tired and sweaty and her arm was aching from prodding the ground so much. His news provided a temporary respite. She pushed back the hair that was plastered to her forehead and looked at the wyvern. “For good, do you think?”

He shook his head. “Doubtful.”

Eglantine sighed. She couldn’t afford to waste any time.

“Let me keep trying.”

Arthur opened his beak to protest, only to nod. He knew she was stubborn. He’d watched her spend hours trying to knit with one hand when she was little – it had taken hours for her to figure out a way, using her little arm as well as the support of her knee. She’d got the idea in her head that she was going to knit him a scarf for Christmas, even if it took her all year.

He wasn’t surprised she would still be so stubborn now, not when so much more was at stake.

Still.

“I’m bringing you a sandwich, a cup of tea and a biscuit. An empty stomach helps no one.”

He took her grunt in response to mean she agreed.

It was midnight when Eglantine felt it. At first she thought it was her imagination. Or that her feet had grown cold from being barefoot all day. But no, it was water, and it was trickling up, against gravity, towards her witching needle and over her toes.

Arthur was fast asleep in the chair, so he didn’t see her dance and giggle with joy.

She had done it! She had cast her first spell!
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The spark-train was slowly coming into Lyme Regis station. “Look this way, Your Royal Highness,” shouted a man in a bowler hat loudly into a megaphone, so that she could hear him over the sound of the magical rails. “And now if you can do the same thing and wave? I’ve loaded spark-film to capture you waving from the first-class carriage as the train comes in, so our readers will be able to see it in motion – imagine that!” said the journalist.

“Wonderful,” said Victoria dully, even though he couldn’t hear her. And it would have been wonderful, except that this was the fourth time in as many days that she had had to perform for the new spark-film.

Finally, the spark-train came to a hissing stop, greeted by a cheering crowd.

There was the crack of a spark-bulb and Victoria was blinded for a moment. “Can we try again?” called the photographer. “I’m afraid you blinked.”

Victoria sighed, but agreed.

It was an hour later when she was finally allowed to move on to her next commitment – the real reason they were down in pretty Dorset.

A group stood waiting for them patiently outside the station. They were celebrated naturalists, eager to show them their discoveries: fossils found along the Jurassic Coast, and how, thanks to the wonders of isle-spark, they were able to learn much more about the creatures’ ancient past than ever before.

Scientists had discovered that magic allowed them to get a glimpse of the creatures’ ancient souls, capturing some of these fossils’ memories, which they preserved on spark-film, giving a much more reliable picture of what they looked like and how they lived and died.

It was both wondrous and disturbing, thought Victoria. She couldn’t help thinking it was a bit like grave-robbing – prodding and disturbing a creature’s resting soul felt…disrespectful. Far more so than just examining its remains. But she, of course, kept such thoughts to herself, nodding along politely and trying not to frown while Conroy and the others discussed the wonders of the latest scientific progress.

She was tired. She’d barely slept a wink since what had happened in Lady Frances’s dining room three nights ago. She had almost got caught using magic! She shivered as she thought back to when Kang Mal-Chin had approached her with a curious look on his face, investigating why the spark-sensor had gone off for a second time, his dark brown eyes searching hers. Victoria had done the only thing she could think of – she’d pretended she had frozen too.

Even when he’d prodded her, she’d been careful not blink.

And it had been at that exact moment that her magic had worn off, leading her mother to demand of the guard, “What are you doing?” while Victoria pretended to be confused.

When the head royal guard explained what had happened, there had been an uproar.

“What? Someone with magic has been able to use their powers on us – I thought that was impossible!” Conroy yelled. “That’s why we have you.”

The guards looked just as perplexed.

One of them said, “Milord, whoever is doing this is very powerful. I don’t know how they would even be able to get past the wards we have created around you all.”

Kang Mal-Chin had frowned, and suddenly he looked straight into Victoria’s eyes, just as Victoria swallowed. They were no doubt thinking the same thing: the only way for it to happen was for one of them within the ward to have magic.

When he looked past her and stared contemplatively at each of the other members around the dinner table in turn, she had felt her heart rate slow slightly. He didn’t know which one of them it was.

Not yet.

Which had led to a lot of broken sleep filled with worries.

Her sleepless nights were also the only time she and Eoin had to work on getting the items she would need to create her new witching needles. The stress of getting caught with him was only adding to her worries. But it was worth it. The sooner they got everything they needed, the better. Now more than ever, she needed to rebind her magic.

So far they only had four of the items they needed. Two they had collected just last night.

She had woken to the sound of pebbles hitting her window, and had seen Eoin waving at her in the garden below. She’d squinted and could see that he was waving with something in his hand, while he beckoned her to join him. Heart in her throat, she’d slipped out of her guest bedroom at Lady Frances’s home on tiptoe, making her way past a sleeping guard to the garden and Eoin.

“It’s a waxing moon,” he’d said, eyes bright as he pointed towards the sky. “Come on, let’s get your drops of dew.”

She blinked. “Oh!” Her mood turned all at once from fear to excitement.

They spent the next hour walking in the garden. Eoin had brought along a spark-candle, which softly illuminated the path in front of them, and he bent down to collect drops of dew in a small glass vial, which he stoppered with a lid before giving it to her. Victoria thanked him softly as she took it. Then she breathed in the scent of jasmine and honeysuckle. After the last few days of feeling terrified that Kang Mal-Chin would discover that it was she who had magic, it felt good to feel that fear ebb for just a moment.

“I’ve been thinking we need our own code,” said Eoin as they walked through the midnight grounds. “I read about one in a penny dreadful the other day.”

She couldn’t help grinning in return. “I’m not allowed to read those! Are they any good?”

He laughed. “Of course not. They’re dreadful.”

She laughed too, rolling her eyes.

He snorted. “They’re fun though. I’ll bring you some. Anyway, the one I read last night had a secret code between criminals. They would make different gestures that would mean something to them when they passed each other in public, so that no one knew what they were saying.”

“Oh?” she said. “That does sound fun – not to mention useful. What if, when I tug on my right ear, it means I have something to tell you?”

“Perfect. And if I do this,” he said, wiping his top lip with a finger, “that means ‘tonight?’”

She giggled. “Yes, and maybe if you stroke your chin, like this, it means ‘now’.”

He laughed.

They came up with plenty more, and practised them all until they saw the first stirrings of dawn. When at last they bid each other goodnight, Victoria thought she couldn’t remember feeling quite so happy. The past weeks, not to mention the last few days when she had almost been caught using magic, had been so stressful, but this night had been a wonderful break from all that.

Before she went to bed, she dabbed some cotton over her lips, hoping that this would be enough to collect the glimmer of her smile when she was at her happiest, and couldn’t help but smile all the wider. Now she had four of the items she would need to make the witching needles!

Perhaps I really could find a way out of this magical mess, she thought.

But now, as they prepared to leave Lyme Regis station, she didn’t feel excited or sure that she really could find a way out of her problems. She felt tired and overwhelmed by them. Miss Hegotty had said that she would meet a young witch on her path who would help her. Was one of the dozens of scientists she met a witch? How would she ever know who to trust?

All she wanted, right then, was to not have to meet yet another stranger or force a smile or fake a polite response. Not to mention stop thinking about magic for just a little while.

“Smile, Victoria,” said her mother, as if she could read her daughter’s thoughts.

A group of men were waiting to be introduced to them. More scientists.

Victoria gritted her teeth. But when she spied a woman with a plain dress and a magical hat that showed a rather lovely isle-spark palaeontology display above the brim, with all manner of prehistoric creatures moving in an incredible miniature Jurassic setting, she didn’t need to force a smile. She recognized her!

It was Mary Anning, the famous fossil expert.

Conroy, of course, cut in and rushed to introduce the men, ignoring Miss Anning and her interesting hat, and Victoria was first introduced to Lord Timothy Givens and Sir Anthony Cotton.

There was a low sound of someone clearing their throat, and Sir Cotton said, “Milord, may I introduce Miss Anning?”

Conroy blushed at that and became strangely courteous and oily. Even he knew who she was.

She was famously also not a witch, and so sadly not the young woman destined to help Victoria. Still, Victoria was delighted to meet her.

Later that morning, the royal party headed to the beach to try their hand at fossil-hunting themselves. It was a perfect, blue-sky day and the pebbled beach was dry beneath Victoria’s booted feet as she walked beside Mary Anning. Victoria spotted something glinting along the beach and cried out, “Is that gold?”

“Fool’s gold,” said Mary, with a chuckle, “iron pyrite. Its resemblance to the real thing has fooled many a fortune hunter.”

Victoria bent down to retrieve it, and gave an amazed laugh. Out here in the early summer sunshine, with the wind in her hair, the scent of the ocean and fresh air in her lungs, the fatigue that had plagued her finally melted away. This was bliss.

Imagine spending one’s days doing this. Walking the beach, discovering incredible fossils, she thought with a sigh. “I envy you,” she told Mary, with a smile. “I’m sure this life isn’t easy, but it does seem so full of freedom – such a world away from mine, where almost every hour is scheduled and I am expected to follow someone else’s path, instead of forging my own, as you have done.”

Mary Anning smiled. “It’s not as blissful as you might imagine. It hasn’t been easy to get recognition, even in these modern times. True, isle-spark has bestowed some women with magic, allowing them to enter the workforce in much greater numbers and in more diverse roles than before, but some things haven’t changed as much as one would hope. It still hasn’t been easy for many of the scientists, most of whom are still men, to accept me. I don’t know if that would have been different if I had been touched by isle-spark…

“Which is just to say that no life is without its challenges, Your Highness. But mine is a good one, and I am grateful for it.” She grinned. “And you certainly wouldn’t envy me on a cold day in January, when the tide comes in and the English Channel is in your boots.”

Victoria laughed. “You’re right.”

Up ahead, her mother called for her and the smile dropped from Victoria’s face. Mary noticed and said, “You know the one constant thing in this life is change. You can’t see the remains of ancient creatures every day and not realize how brief our time on this earth truly is, and yet those creatures offer so many lessons. The ones that learn to adapt to their surroundings take the challenges they come across and somehow thrive, like this here.” She bent down and indicated a piece of sediment. “It’s the fossilized remains of a jellyfish. They go back over five hundred million years and will go on well into the future. They lack a complex structure and can exist in areas where their predators struggle – dead zones in the ocean for instance, where oxygen levels drop. We can expect to see them for ever. A link between the past and the future. Makes you think, eh?”

Victoria nodded, only to stop in her tracks. A link between the past and the future?

All she could think of was the item on the list for her witching needles: a beast of the past and the future. Was this it?

“M-may I have that?” she asked.

“Of course,” said Mary, using a piece of spark-glass from her pocket to scoop up the sediment. “It’s a soft fossil, so all you get really is the impression it leaves behind. This will capture that,” she said, referring to the glass.

They were staying not far from Lyme Regis in a house that had distant views of the ocean. From the library, Victoria could see Eoin as he made his way to the carriage house at the bottom of the drive. She made a bird call and when he looked up and saw her watching, she gave him the signal for them to meet tonight. She couldn’t help the smile that touched her lips when he signalled he understood.

Eoin was nervous that night as he waited for Victoria.

Rat Lord Byron peeked out from his pocket and drank in the cool air.

As the princess appeared in the moonlight, the rat had a sudden thought about something he might have heard once…something about walking in beauty and the night…a poem perhaps, like something from long ago… But he was quickly distracted by a frog and jumped out of Eoin’s pocket with his mind firmly on the business of acquiring dinner.

As soon as she saw Eoin, Victoria grinned, then opened up her handkerchief, where she had placed the fossil Mary had given her, captured in the spark-glass. “Look, a beast from the past and the future! It’s the remains of a jellyfish,” she whispered excitedly, and told him about what had happened.

“That’s incredible,” he said, eyes alight. Then he frowned. “It’s odd though, it’s almost like Miss Hegotty knew where you were heading. Like she knew you would find something like that on the Jurassic Coast?”

Victoria raised a brow. “Or it’s just coincidence?”

He laughed. “I suppose so.”

“It does mean we’re that much closer to making the witching needles – just three more items left to get.”

Eoin looked amazed. “And then hopefully you’ll come across the witch who will help you tame your threads.”

Victoria bit her lip, then looked down.

He looked at her sharply, his eyes full of suspicion. “You’re going to do it again, aren’t you – try to get your magic bound?”

She glared at him. “Eoin, I have no choice. You know how dangerous it is for me to have magic! I am this close to getting caught,” she said, showing him a tiny space between her thumb and index finger.

“Last night I overheard Kang Mal-Chin speaking with other guards about conducting isle-spark tests on the royal family if the spark-sensors went off again, and it felt like my heart stopped.”

“They’re thinking of testing the family?” he repeated.

She nodded. “Honestly, it’s made me desperate. I have to get the rest of the ingredients and meet this witch Miss Hegotty mentioned, and soon.”

Eoin knitted his brows in thought. “What if we bought you some time? He said they’d only test the family if the spark-sensors went off again. What if we made sure that didn’t happen?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what if we make sure they stop working?”

She turned to look at him, eyes wide.

“How?”

“I have an idea.”
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Eoin’s idea to make the spark-sensors stop working was to pour water over them.

“I was just thinking about the spark-huts and how they started to misfire as they approached the water – it’s well known that getting isle-spark magic to work from land to water is very complicated, so maybe it would break the sensors.”

Victoria stared at him. Then gave a hollow laugh. Then shook her head. She couldn’t believe how casual he was being. “Eoin. I’m beginning to wonder if it’s worth it, this risk you’re taking to be my friend. If we’re caught doing that, you could get into Serious Trouble.”

To her shock, he snorted. “It turns out, Princess, that Serious Trouble is my other name.” From inside his pocket there was a squeak of agreement from Rat Lord Byron. “Come on,” he said, beckoning her to follow him back inside.

“What, you mean now? We’re going to do this now?”

“It’s well past midnight and most people are asleep, including that guard,” he said, pointing to one dozing by the back door. “There’s no better time.”

She swallowed, then nodded. “You’re right.”

“I’ll meet you in the dining room,” he said. “Give me a minute.”

Then she watched as he headed in the direction of the kitchens.

Victoria slipped back inside. It was hushed. There was no sign of anyone nearby as she made her way to the dining room.

So a sudden sound behind her made her almost jump out of her skin.

“Just me,” said Eoin, holding up a pitcher full of water and a large mixing bowl, and making his way towards a brass lantern in the corner of the room that was emitting an odd green light. It was the spark-sensor. He picked it up and then put it in the bowl before pouring water over it.

Nothing happened.

“Do you think it worked?” Victoria asked anxiously.

“I doubt it, Your Highness,” said a voice from the shadows.

Victoria gasped as Kang Mal-Chin stepped towards them. The open curtains revealed a strip of moonlight that fell upon his face, but his expression was unreadable.

“I…I…” began Victoria, trying to think of some way to explain.

“You realize it is a capital offence to use magic in front of a royal,” Kang Mal-Chin said.

“Erm,” began Victoria.

“You could be turned into a rat, boy.”

There was a rattish harrumph from Rat Lord Byron at that.

Victoria’s heartbeat rushed in her ears. He thought it was Eoin who had magic! She couldn’t let him take the blame.

“Sir, you do not understand, Eoin does not have magic, it’s me—”

The guard held up a hand for silence. “Your Highness, those with magic can use their skills to compel others. You probably don’t realize it, but once the boy has been taken away, the spell will break and you will soon begin to see how you have been taken in.”

“No, I promise, Sir, I am no threat, you can test me. I was…er…just fooling around with the spark-sensors, trying to see if they were, erm, faulty,” said Eoin, casting around for an excuse.

The royal guard shook his head, then reached inside his robes and withdrew a pair of glowing manacles.

It was at this moment that Rat Lord Byron decided to launch himself at the guard and take a bite. And in her panic, Victoria felt the familiar rush of magic as it leaped out from her.

Before her eyes, she watched as time began to act truly strangely: Rat Lord Byron dived back into Eoin’s pocket. Kang Mal-Chin began to put the manacles back inside his robes, and Eoin started to speak, but his words came out like gobbledygook. Then the guard stepped back into the shadows, and he began to speak nonsense, and Eoin was taking the spark-sensors out of the mixing bowl.

Victoria blinked in sudden realization. They were doing everything they’d just done, but backwards. What they had been saying wasn’t nonsense – they were speaking backwards too.

Time was moving in reverse.

Before she knew it, she was standing outside once more and Eoin was saying, “I’ll meet you in the dining room.”

She reached out a hand and grabbed his arm. “No,” she hissed softly.

“Princess, it’s our chance.”

She shook her head violently. She was sweating as if she’d run a mile, and her heart was beating so hard it was a wonder it didn’t escape her chest.

“Eoin, we’ve done it already – and we were just caught!” she hissed.

“What?” he said, clearly confused, and she explained what had just happened.

He looked floored.

“You mean, you made us travel back in time?”

She swallowed – was that why she felt so ill? “Yes.”

“Blimey,” he said, looking far more excited than she felt he ought to. “That’s fantastic.”

“I assure you, it wasn’t – Kang Mal-Chin was going to lock you up.”

“But don’t you see?” he said. “Look at what your magic did! We escaped and now Kang Mal-Chin has no memory of what happened!”

“We escaped this time. But what about if it happens again? My powers are random, and” – she swallowed – “they’re definitely growing.”

Being able to turn back time was huge.

“What if next time I speed things up or freeze everyone for good and can’t undo it – what then?” Her eyes were wild and her hands were in her hair; the world felt like it was spinning…

Eoin suddenly grabbed her arm. “You feel like all hope is lost, right?”

Victoria was struggling to breathe; tears had sprung to her eyes and she nodded. She was shocked to see his face momentarily light up. He fished something out of his pocket.

“Here,” he said, holding out a tiny glass vial and gently scooping it against her cheek. “It’s for your tears.”

She looked at him like he’d lost his marbles.

“For the spell – for your witching needles,” he said. “Remember – it’s one of the last things you need.”

She gasped.

A tear from when all felt lost.

He was right.

He stoppered the vial, then gave it to her.

Victoria was still struggling to calm down, her breathing ragged, her heart beating much too fast.

“It’s going to be alright, come on, take a deep breath in.” She did as he said. “Okay, now hold it, count to five and release.” They did this a few more times before her heart rate returned almost to normal.

“Thank you,” she said after a while.

Victoria’s eyes kept darting around, in case the royal guard was lurking anywhere.

“Anytime,” he said, as if it was nothing, as if the whole horrible terrifying night was nothing too.

She looked at him, then shook her head, her fear turning to anger in a heartbeat. “Earlier I told you it’s become too risky for you to be my friend, and that was before this happened. You could have been turned into a rat! I think we were just fooling ourselves that we could make our plan work. Maybe it’s time I turned myself in and accept my fate: I won’t be able to rule as I have magic.”

“What?” he exclaimed. “No, you’re so close. Besides, your magic reversed time and everything turned out alright!”

“It’s not alright. You’re taking such a risk for me, Eoin! What if my magic hadn’t saved us?”

“But it did.”

She glared at him.

“I know what I signed up for,” he said.

“No, Eoin, you didn’t sign up for that – for prison or being turned into something else! What would your mother say? Think of your family!”

“I wouldn’t know. I never met her and I don’t have any family left.”

Victoria blanched. “I didn’t know that.” Her face softened completely. “That makes it worse somehow. I feel like that’s the kind of thing I should know about a friend.”

Eoin bumped her shoulder with his affectionately and said, “So we’re friends, then?”

“Eoin, I think you must know by now that you are my only friend,” she admitted, looking away with a slightly embarrassed grin.

He grinned back. “Well, I’m honoured. I know it’s no consolation, Princess, but aside from Rat Lord Byron, you’re my only friend too.”

There was a squeak from the rat.

She looked up. “Actually, that makes me feel honoured too.”

“So ask me anything you want to know,” said Eoin.

She nodded, picking up a pebble and playing with it. “I’d like to know more about your life before we met. Where did you grow up? Was it in an orphanage in Ireland? How did you get from there to here – working at the palace, I mean?”

“I didn’t go to an orphanage; I was raised by my aunt Maeve in Dublin. She was a seamstress, very talented, and she took me in after my mother died when I was a baby. I’ve never known who my father was.”

“I’m sorry, that must have been hard.”

“It has been.” Eoin bit his lip, and Victoria thought he seemed to be fighting something within himself.

“What is it?” she asked.

“There’s something I…well, that I need your help with. It’s why I took the job at the palace actually.”

“To ask for my help?” asked Victoria, shocked.

“No, not yours specifically, but someone at the palace…it’s just I don’t know where to even start.”

He had been meaning to speak to her about his father for ages, but hadn’t quite found the right way. He hadn’t wanted her to think he was using her. “It’s not money or anything,” he said in a rush, in case she thought the worst.

“I’d be happy to help you, Eoin, even if it was money.”

He was touched, and let out a breath, releasing some of the pent-up anxiety he’d had about this very conversation for weeks. He’d had visions of her demanding he leave his post or never speak to her again, all of which would have been awful.

“Before my aunt died, she told me that my father used to work at Kensington Palace, and I was…wondering if you might be able to help me find him?”

“What’s his name?”

“That’s the thing – I don’t know.”

The moonlight fell upon her face. She looked perplexed. “You don’t know?”

“I just know he worked there.”

She frowned. “I’m not sure how we’d be able to find out if we don’t have a name… I mean, there have been so many people working at Kensington Palace over the years. I suppose knowing when he was there might help – do you know?”

“I think it would have been about thirteen years ago.”

“So a year after I was born.” She frowned. “That does narrow things somewhat.”

“I know a few other bits about him that might help.”

She nodded. “Go on.”

“He was a lord, so my aunt told me. The year I turned ten, she told me the truth. See, for most of my life, she’d said she hadn’t known who my father was. But as she was getting sick, she thought it was time that I knew that he had abandoned my mother.”

Victoria swallowed. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Thanks. Well, anyway, my aunt said that my mother worked in his country house outside Dublin and they fell for each other. He got my mother pregnant, and when he found out, instead of trying to help her, he fired her. Before my mother left, though, she stole something of his, as proof, in case one day her child wanted to find him. She never told Aunt Maeve his name, but she told her that with this, I’d be able to find him if I wanted to.”

Eoin unbuttoned his shirt at the neck and pulled out a thin plaited-leather cord. It held an ornate brass ring with a large flat crest that was engraved to form the shape of a B. Inside this was a wyvern, a rose and what looked like ocean waves.

“I was hoping that you might know whose family crest this is? I couldn’t exactly show it around and ask at the palace, as I’m sure they’d think, considering it’s been missing, that maybe I stole it, and I’d land up in prison before I ever found out who my father was.”

Victoria nodded. He was probably right.

She couldn’t imagine how awful it must feel to know you were abandoned. She couldn’t see why he would want to find someone who had done that to him and his mother.

Eoin glanced at her. “I’m not looking for anything from him,” he said, as if reading her thoughts.

“Why do you want to find him then?”

“I don’t know. I suppose I just want to look him in the eye and tell him that what he did was wrong – not to me; honestly, I don’t care. But to my mother. She died of a broken heart. I think he should know that. It won’t change anything, but the idea that he is just going through life thinking that he can do something like that without someone even telling him how awful it was…”

“Oh, Eoin,” said Victoria, a lump forming in her throat. “I can understand that.”

“I think on some level I’d just like to know where I came from too.”

She lifted the leather necklace from his shirt to peer closely at the crest, only to frown. “I don’t recognize it.”

At the resigned expression that came over his face, she touched his arm. “But this isn’t the end. It’s just the start. Give me some time, I’ll find out.”
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Over the course of the next week, Miss Hegotty sent more spells for Eglantine to try and, as before, each one took her hours, if not days, to master.

One to make condensation form on windows took half a day. Whereas the one she had just got, to make it rain inside, was the most complex she had received so far. She did spare a thought for Hus. “If I get this right,” she told it, as she was passing the rows of Saxon masks on the walls, which all pulled different faces at her as usual, “I will, erm, clean up.”

In answer, all the masks narrowed their eyes at her. Cleaning wasn’t one of her strengths…

She cleared her throat and then went to the kitchen to get started.

This lesson was the first one she had needed anything apart from her witching needles to try.

Lesson Three: Make it Rain


You will need:

* A cauldron with a sky base

* A pair of witching needles

* Two drops of condensation

* Stir the condensation with the witching needles in an anticlockwise direction.

* Then recite: “Sky above, ground below, make rain fall in this space alone.”



Eglantine stood in front of her mother’s old magic cupboard, which was next to the one that housed the bread gnome, Tidbit.

Everyone who had ever made the bond with Huswyvern over time had used this cupboard to store their magical ingredients and supplies. She hadn’t had a reason to use it yet, as everything she’d needed until now had either been very simple or – as in the case of unbinding her magic – on the Banned Magic List.

She felt a thrill as she opened it now. At last it was her turn to use it.

The cupboard was bigger than it had any right to be, defying the laws of physics. Or good taste. There were cobwebs – the kind that looked like they had been made on purpose. There were weird glass jars full of quite hideous things, like bits of hair and what looked like nail clippings.

She grimaced at them and moved on.

One shelf was full of different types of cauldrons, all made out of different materials. Silver, brass, and even one that looked like it had been made out of some strange shimmery substance. “What is that?” she asked aloud.

“Moonlight,” said Arthur, peering over her shoulder as he came into the kitchen, followed closely by the thump thump thump sound of The Boots.

Arthur would never admit it, but Eglantine knew that The Boots were kind of his pet.

“Really? I didn’t know there were moonlight cauldrons?”

He nodded. “Oh yes. There are starlight ones too and some made out of broken hearts, so I’ve heard.”

Eglantine gasped.

“Most of those are on the—”

Before she could say, “Don’t say it!” he’d said, “Banned Magic List.”

And it appeared.

“Sorry.” He winced, taking it and having a quick glance to see if anything new had been added. There hadn’t.

Eglantine shook her head.

She carried on searching and picked up a cauldron with a base that looked as if it had been made from bits of sky. “This is what I need,” she said, and shut the cupboard.

Then she went to the window and said the spell she had learned the day before to create condensation.

As she scooped it into the cauldron, Arthur exclaimed, “That’s amazing. That took you all day yesterday and now look, just seconds!”

She turned back to him and grinned. “Thanks. Let’s just hope this new spell goes fast too.”

It did not.

It was now the second week in July. The weather had turned from mild to hot and dry and they had just six weeks left until the Whistlewitch was due to return. That didn’t leave her with a lot of time to develop all of her magic cores, ignite her Witchspark and somehow make the bond with the house.

But two days later and she was no closer to making it rain inside the kitchen.

Eglantine was feeling low. So far, she had successfully performed three spells. How many more would she need before she could move on to the next element?

Late that night, Eglantine heard what sounded like groaning. When she went to investigate, she realized it was coming from Huswyvern. The sound intensified near the Dividing Wall, which is what they’d taken to calling the wall the house had put up to keep Lichen away from them.

Thankfully her uncle hadn’t made an appearance since the night he’d broken in, but they’d kept the wall up just in case.

She touched the wall now and felt it shake slightly. She bit her lip, then turned when she smelled the scent of peaches behind her. It was her ghost-mother. Her face was sad.

“It’s taking strain, child.”

Eglantine swallowed. “I know.”

“Keep going. It believes in you, as do I.”

But before Eglantine could reply, her ghost-mother was gone.

In the morning, she saw worse changes and they made her stomach clench horribly. Her bedroom no longer turned to autumn. The mirrors didn’t play tricks on her like they usually did, turning her hair green or her face old or putting her in old-fashioned clothes. Each one just reflected back the same thing: Eglantine looking tired and worried. Worried that Hus might run out of magic. Worried for her father. Worried about how many more spells it would take before she could ignite her Witchspark and perform the bond with the house. She had gone from having months to now just weeks until the Whistlewitch was set to return.

She was taking a break from the rain spell and staring listlessly out the window in the library when Arthur came inside with a cup of tea for her.

“Something to settle your nerves.”

“Thanks,” she said.

“You’ll get there,” he said encouragingly.

“I hope so.”

“In the meantime, maybe we should make a list of people who might help.”

She spluttered her tea. “Help?”

“When the time comes to perform the bonding spell – you remember, it said you would need another witch to help stitch the threads together. One who has ignited their Witchspark too.”

Eglantine blinked. Then closed her eyes. “Somehow, with everything that has happened in the past few weeks, I had actually forgotten that part.”

She slumped into her chair. “This all feels impossible sometimes.” The chair arm patted her hand.

Arthur waved a talon. “None of that – that’s not like you.”

She took a deep breath, stood up and fetched a piece of chalk and beckoned the chalkboard closer. It slid across the wooden floor with a flourish.

“Okay, let’s have a think about who might be able to help.”

After a while they had come up with a rather short list.

Family friends who *might* help me stitch the threads of the bonding spell:


Sir Gentian Pathak

Miss Ayanda Luthuli

Miss Augustine Kent

Lady Penelope Nettle



“Last I heard, Miss Kent got in trouble with the Department over stuff she said in her newspaper and is now in prison,” said Arthur. “And we can cross off Lady Nettle too, I can’t see her helping. Even though she’s the only one who probably has a Witchspark, as she trained to become a sorcerer.”

“Pity. But you’re right.”

Lady Nettle had been a bit of a rival of her mother’s and she wasn’t likely to want to help her daughter.

“I’m not sure about Sir Pathak either,” said Eglantine.

He’d used to work with her uncle.

“What about Miss Luthuli – is she back yet?” asked Arthur. “I mean, if she is, she’s our best bet really.”

She had been one of her mother’s closest friends. Eglantine hadn’t seen her for some time as she had been on a magical plant-finding expedition in the Amazon jungle for the past eighteen months. When her mother had been alive, the pair were often together, as they shared a mutual passion for botany.

She smiled for a moment, thinking of Miss Luthuli’s young daughter, Nandi. She was three years younger than Eglantine and exactly how she imagined a little sister might be. She had fond memories of watching Nandi run races with The Boots and giggling as they thumped after her, the many plaits in her hair jiggling as she looked over her shoulder.

“Her last letter said she’d be back in the summer,” said Eglantine. “She didn’t say when. I’ll write to her – hopefully it’s soon, as you’re right, she would be my first choice, really.” She looked at the list again. “Maybe my only choice.”

Arthur made a summer stew with tomatoes, courgettes, beans, potatoes and herbs from the courtyard garden, which even Tidbit said wasn’t bad (high praise indeed from the bread gnome). Afterwards Eglantine stayed behind in the kitchen to attempt her rain spell again, only to hear the doorbell go, followed by the sound of Arthur’s talons click-clacking as he went to open the door.

She turned back to her task, but was soon distracted once more when Arthur yelped.

She rushed from the kitchen, her heart in her mouth. “Are you alright, Arthur?”

“Fine. But look.”

She came to the door and saw another mysterious posy on the front step.

It had a sprig of three flowers tied up in purple ribbon with two knots.

Eglantine looked at it in confusion. Thanks to her mother’s passion for botany and her own interest in floral watercolours, she was pretty good at identifying most plants.

Especially the poisonous ones.

Her brain seemed to skip over the other two plants in the posy – begonia and columbine – to another, far more infamous, with a thrill of horror.

“Belladonna!” she hissed.

“I know,” cried Arthur. Also known as deadly nightshade, it was one of the most poisonous plants in the world.

“Who on earth would send you that?” croaked Arthur, taking a step back.

Eglantine paled. “I don’t know. Uncle Lichen maybe? Is he playing yet more games? Or is it from the Whistlewitch? Maybe it’s a warning.”

Arthur stared at her for some time, anxiety stamped across his face, only for his expression to clear and for him to smack his forehead. “Of course! A warning? Why didn’t I think of that?” He bent down to pick the posy up gingerly. “Come on.”

He flew on ahead and Eglantine found him in the library, pulling out books from the shelves in a frenzy. The books were landing with soft thuds onto a dusty carpet, which began to wag slightly like a dog as if it were playing a game, and rose up to play-nibble at each falling book.

“Aha! Yes. Le Language des Fleurs!” cried Arthur, flying down and leaning back on his spiky midnight tail as he beheld the illustrated cover, pushing his pince-nez higher up his beak.

“The language of flowers,” breathed Eglantine. Her eyes widened. “You think someone is trying to send us a coded message?”

He nodded, levitating in his excitement.

“But who?”

He shook his head. “I mean, the only people I can think of who used coded messages like these were your mother and Miss Luthuli, but they used to do that as a kind of game, and with her being away still it seems unlikely – I’m sure she would have just sent you a letter…”

Eglantine shrugged. “That makes sense.”

Arthur flicked through the pages to work out what the messages meant. “Yes, see here,” he said, finding a page with an illustration of a begonia. “This was the first posy we were sent. It means to repay a favour, or to give a warning.”

“A warning,” breathed Eglantine, frowning. Then she gasped in sudden realization. “That was the day Uncle Lichen broke in! Did someone want us to be prepared for that, somehow?”

“Maybe.”

“So, what are they warning us about now – that he’s coming back?”

“Let’s find out,” Arthur suggested.

They flicked through the pages, and after a minute or two they had it. The combination of belladonna, columbine and begonia meant: silence.

It was a warning to keep quiet.

They stared at each other.

“But silent about what?” breathed Eglantine.

They didn’t have that long to wonder.

The next morning, a blank calling card was delivered after breakfast.

Arthur took the card from the messenger with some confusion.

“Tis a spark-card,” said the messenger, rolling his eyes as if that were obvious, before departing rather pompously down the driveway.

“Right,” said Arthur, who had never heard of such a thing as a spark-card.

When Eglantine came to investigate, she found Arthur standing in the hallway looking puzzled, with the blank card in his talons. He held it out with a claw and she frowned when it suddenly started to change – ink began to appear and form itself into a sketch of stinging nettles. The nettles then dissolved and in their place the ink rearranged itself to say:

Lady Penelope Nettle and company will pay a call at 3.15 p.m. today.

“Lady Penelope Nettle?” breathed Eglantine.

Arthur nodded.

Her mother’s nemesis at the Botanical Society. She was the woman her father had been going to marry, until he broke off his engagement when he fell for her mother, causing quite a scandal.

Lady Penelope had tried to thwart her mother every chance she got afterwards.

“I suppose I can’t refuse,” said Eglantine with a wince. “Though I’d like to, she’s an awful woman.”

Arthur nodded. “Agreed. Yes, I imagine that was why the messenger departed so quickly – so you wouldn’t get a chance to decline.”

Eglantine frowned. Time was running thin and she still had so much to do before she would be able to try the bonding spell. And now there was this visit. She was sure that was why she had been sent the belladonna posy. Someone seemed to think she was in danger and had warned her to stay silent.

She just wished she knew about what.
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The room was so dark that Victoria couldn’t see her hand in front of her face as the seance was about to begin.

They had moved on to Devon for the second-to-last leg of their royal tour and their host, Lady Appleton, was eager to provide an altogether different type of entertainment for her distinguished guests.

And Victoria was terrified that she would be providing a different sort of entertainment herself.

She had used every excuse she could think of over the past few days to avoid being near anyone and having her magic burst out of her, even pretending to be sick so she could avoid eating with the others and confine herself to her room. Not to mention she’d been avoiding the royal guards like the plague – especially because Kang Mal-Chin had decided to go ahead with his threats and had started testing everyone for magic. The only reason she had managed to avoid it was because he thought she was violently ill.

She didn’t know how long she had before she would be found out.

What was worse was that she finally had everything she needed to make her witching needles (she had been able to collect the last two items easily herself – a pinch of earth from the garden and a sprinkle of sea), but the royal guards had been on such high alert recently that every time she’d tried to sneak out so she could do the spell with Eoin’s help, she’d found one of them lurking outside her bedroom.

Up until an hour ago, Victoria’s excuses had been enough to get her out of seeing anyone, but with the promise of a seance – something her mother had long wanted to attend – the Duchess had sent some of the best healers to mend Victoria. And when she was given a clean bill of health, her mother had made it clear that she was to attend.

Victoria’s mother was hoping that she would be able to speak to her late husband at the seance. Victoria’s father had died when she was a baby and Victoria had to admit that she would love to get the chance to meet him too.

“Lady Appleton has gone to a lot of trouble arranging this on my behalf, Victoria, so you had better be there. It’s a big deal – the royal guards have even had to temporarily deactivate the spark-sensors. They didn’t want to, of course, not since that weird incident in Dorset… In fact the head of the royal guard has become increasingly tiresome – I had to argue until I was blue in the face that whatever happened there was likely a random thing. You know, he even spoke of calling off the tour.”

Victoria hadn’t known that. Right then though, she was more focused on what her mother had said about the spark-sensors.

“They deactivated the sensors? But why?” she asked sharply.

“You can’t have them going off while the medium is using her magic for the seance, silly,” said her mother. “That would ruin the whole effect.”

Victoria had stared at her and felt herself breathe a little easier. The fact that the sensors wouldn’t go off if she did magic was a good thing, but they still didn’t solve her bigger problem – that someone could witness her using it.

There was one big reason why she had decided to take the risk and actually attend the seance though – and that was because she’d suddenly realized that whoever this witch was, she must be the one Miss Hegotty had said she would be meeting on her path!

A flutter of excitement mixed in with her nerves as Victoria waited for the seance to begin.

“Your Highness, I am so glad you were well enough to attend! You are truly in for a treat,” whispered Lady Appleton to her left. “Miss Fortuna is a bona fide medium. Her isle-spark gift shows us that death is not the end. She uses her spirit guide, a little girl named Anna Rose, who helps her to converse with the dead.”

“Quiet now, ladies,” Miss Fortuna murmured, “while I invite Anna Rose to join us from The Other Side. Do not be alarmed if you feel her brush past you, she will not hurt you, she is a kind child.”

Holding seances had become all the rage, but Sir Conroy had warned that this was likely a bit of a scam, as unfortunately there were very few witches who really could speak to the dead. Victoria hoped that this wasn’t the case; she had literally kept her fingers crossed.

Miss Fortuna was tall with very pale blue eyes, and hair the colour of apricots.

“She is with us. Behold,” said Miss Fortuna, whose voice had become odd and almost tinny-sounding.

Lady Olivia Dauntless, who was seated to the right of Victoria and who sported a magical hat containing two spark-powered lovebirds inside a birdcage, began to scream. “I felt something! I felt something! She touched me.”

“Please do not panic. You may feel Anna Rose as she passes on her way to me,” came Miss Fortuna’s ethereal voice. “But she will do you no harm, remain calm. The spirits cannot come to us if we panic.”

Victoria felt a dark thrill, especially when she felt the trail of a hand lightly brush her shoulder. She shivered.

“Anna Rose says there are two spirits with us now,” said Miss Fortuna, and the excitement in the room became palpable. Victoria’s stomach did a little flip at her words.

“There’s a man. Oh, he is very strong. I see a colour, it’s bright, it’s coming to me…red, bright vivid red. Something he used to wear when he was alive. It’s decorated with medals, and a rich blue sash. It’s ever so smart. Oh, and he’s wanting me to do something, to address him in some way. Oh, oh, I do believe…he’s someone quite important actually…a royal, if I’m not mistaken.”

“It’s Edward!” breathed Victoria’s mother in a choked voice.

Victoria blinked. Could it really be her father?

“He has a message for his Alexandrina.”

Victoria gasped. Alexandrina was her birth name, but most people knew her as Victoria.

Victoria felt the presence of someone near her side, and in the dim light from Lady Dauntless’s spark-powered lovebirds, she saw what looked like a nightgown. Was this Anna Rose? For a moment, her throat closed in sudden fear.

“Anna Rose says His Royal Highness wants his daughter to know that she is making him proud,” said Miss Fortuna.

Victoria’s heart beat a tattoo against her chest.

“Oh, dear Edward,” cried her mother. “Have you a message for me?”

It was faint, very faint, but very close to Victoria’s ear was the sound of a breath being drawn by the spirit guide. She frowned.

Spirits were capable of many incredible things. But breathing wasn’t supposed to be one of them.

Then, from the other side of the room, Miss Fortuna’s airy voice said, “Yes, he is proud of you, too.”

There was another small sharp intake of breath, and then Victoria felt something brush very close to her. So close that she could smell its breath. It was the mackerel they’d had at luncheon.

Spirits did not eat either.

It was all just a cheap, cruel trick.

Victoria felt the flames of anger licking at her, spreading through her like a fire. The gall of this woman! Pretending to summon her dead father to speak to her? Preying on her vulnerability and making her think – if only for a moment – that he knew about her struggles.

Rage burned within her. It burned past reason and propriety. It demanded to be felt. It demanded to be used.

Victoria clenched her fists and released it and felt an enormous sense of relief.

She saw in the faint light from Lady Dauntless’s hat that all the figures around the table had frozen. All apart from whoever was standing beside her in a long pale nightgown, with mackerel on her breath, who appeared to be shivering in fright.

Victoria reached out a hand to grab whoever it was and there was a yelp. It was a child wearing a nightgown and pretending to be the spirit guide named “Anna Rose”, and she was in the process of pickpocketing Victoria’s pocket watch.

“I can explain,” whispered the child.

“That you’re thieves, as well as frauds?” hissed Victoria.

The child hesitated, looking around and seeing how everyone else around the seance table was frozen in place. Then she said in tones of wonder, “First, how did you do it – how did you stop them? I didn’t think anyone in the royal family was spark-touched!”

“I…I’m not,” Victoria protested.

The child raised a brow.

Victoria shook her head fiercely.

“Your Highness, I’ll keep your secret, if you keep mine. The way I see it, we can either both walk out of here free or not at all.”

Victoria’s heart did a horrible flip. She suspected darkly that the girl was right. “First tell me why you are doing this – why you’re tricking these people and attempting to steal my watch?”

“Very well. After my parents died I was sent to an orphanage – and let’s just say it wasn’t a very nice one. So a couple of us ran away, including Miss Fortuna, who is a few years older than me, and we came up with this way of earning a living… It’s one of the few ways we can pretend to have been touched by isle-spark and get away with it.” She grinned, then added, “Well, most of the time.”

Victoria frowned. So Miss Fortuna was a fraud then. She couldn’t be the witch Miss Hegotty had said she would meet…

“But it’s so risky – what happens when you get caught?”

“Well, usually I don’t – you caught me just as I was about to use this,” said Anna, lifting the hem of her dress. Victoria could just make out what looked like a basket full of odd items. She frowned, and Anna picked up a pipe. “It’s an enchanted water-pipe – completely odourless – and when I blow the smoke from this, it puts everyone to sleep for about an hour.”

Victoria was amazed. Then she frowned. “Is that why you asked the guards to deactivate the spark-sensors?”

“We didn’t do that, I think it was your mother who did. We have our own gadgets that interfere with the sensors.”

Victoria gasped. “You do?”

Anna nodded, then rummaged in her basket for a moment. “It’s a knock sensor – works a bit like knocklights which cut out spark-lights.”

Victoria was thinking hard. Her disappointment at not meeting the witch she needed was deep, but “Miss Fortuna” and Anna could help her in other ways. They might not be witches, but their devices would give Victoria the time she needed to carry out the witching needle spell – and keep the royal guards off her scent.

“C-can I have those?” she asked. “I, er, will give you my watch, and, er, my vow not to turn you in.”

Anna stared at her. Then nodded. “Sounds like a deal.”

Victoria nodded, then looked at the others in confusion. “Why didn’t you freeze though?”

“You tell me. I thought you did that on purpose so you and I could have it out.”

Victoria blinked. Had she done that? Could she do that?

She looked at the basket at the girl’s feet and decided, whatever the case, she’d best use the time she had to squirrel that away before anyone saw her with it.

When she passed Eoin as she came rushing out of the drawing room, she whispered, “I’ll explain later, meet me tonight, midnight, in the gardens.”

He looked startled but agreed.

After dinner, Victoria visited the Appletons’ library with her mother. The Duchess was fired up by the session with Miss Fortuna, and she, like the other ladies, had spoken of nothing else since dinner.

Her mother made her way to the paisley-print chaise longue set beneath the library’s sash windows overlooking the vast, park-like gardens. “Such a pity Miss Fortuna had to leave, and so suddenly. I had hoped that, in time, I might get to speak more with your father, alas.”

“I know, I’m sorry, Mama,” said Victoria.

“I’m happy he is proud of you though. He’s right, you know, to be proud.”

Victoria, who had been making her way to the bookshelves, turned to look back in surprise. “Thank you, Mama,” she said, touched.

“You see, it just shows how right we are about the Kensington System, keeping you safe by making sure you are never alone. And now, thanks to our dear friend Sir Conroy’s influence, just look at how you’re turning out.”

Victoria turned back to the books and sighed. She should have known there was a catch.

“What are you looking for?” asked her mother.

“Oh, nothing much really,” replied Victoria. Then in a sudden flash of inspiration she said, “Sir Conroy said it is my duty to keep up-to-date with all the important families, so I thought I might refresh my knowledge a bit and have a look through some of the peerage books, particularly at the family crests.”

She hadn’t forgotten her promise to help Eoin find his father. And now, for the first time in ages, with the knock sensor in her pocket, she felt able to put her attention to something besides the total fear that she was about to be discovered.

“Why that is a wonderful idea! I could help if you like?” said her mother.

“That sounds splendid.”

Her mother looked pleased.

It did mean, however, that instead of being able to flick through the crests until she found the one she was looking for, she had to listen to her mother give her a lecture on all the great houses, until her head fairly swam.

Also, she did accidentally let off a burst of magic when she yawned, and suddenly her mother began to speak in slow motion. As if hearing about all the families hadn’t been tiresome enough! Thankfully she had the knock sensors to hand and was able to use them to stop the spark-sensor alarm blaring. And the magic wore off a minute or two later.

It was nearing ten at night, and they still hadn’t come across the crest Eoin had described, when she decided to just ask her mother as she seemed so knowledgeable. “I remember this one crest, maybe from when I was little…it was unusual to look at, but I forget the family name,” she lied.

“Oh yes?” said her mother, who had the book on her knees and had been peering at one of the pages quite intently.

“It had a wyvern, I think, and a wave like the sea. Also flowers…roses, I think.”

“Oh yes,” said her mother. “Well, you would most likely find that crest in these books somewhere, though they have fallen down the social ladder a bit.”

“But who are they?” asked Victoria.

“The Bury family. I think you’re thinking of Lord Bury – he worked in the palace for a very brief time, as one of Sir Conroy’s deputies. It’s an ancient family, but from what I’ve heard they’ve fallen on rough times. Sad, when once they were quite a well-connected family. They even own one of the only sentient houses in the Magic Isles.

“You know it’s funny,” said her mother, “you mentioning them, as I’ve just heard that we are doing a bit of a detour east to Suffolk and their old house, Huswyvern, for the last stop on the progression. I believe the Royal Isle-Spark Military want us to perform a ribbon-cutting ceremony to open up a new military school for sorcerers.”

“Oh!” said Victoria, delighted. Not only had she found out who Eoin’s father was, but Eoin would have his chance to actually confront him.

She couldn’t wait to tell him the news.
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At midnight, Victoria found Eoin waiting in the gardens, near a softly tinkling fountain.

“I’ve found out your father’s name,” she whispered.

He jumped. “What?” he said, whipping around to face her.

“It’s Lord Bury! My mother told me.”

He blinked in shock. “Lord Bury?”

She nodded. “Have you heard of him before?”

He shook his head, then took out the ornate brass ring he wore on a chain around his neck and stared at the crest, with its wyvern, ocean waves and roses. Victoria wasn’t sure he was actually able to make out anything in the low light of the moon, but he touched it, deep in thought.

“He used to work for Conroy; my mother said that they were friends. Apparently, the family own a sentient house.”

“A sentient house?”

“Yes. It means they live and breathe and are magical. There are only two others across the Isles, as far as I know – there’s a tiny castle in Scotland, and another in Ireland.”

“What’s the name of the one in England?”

“Huswyvern. I think it’s fallen a bit into disrepair though.”

“Where is it?” he asked.

“Suffolk.”

“Huswyvern,” he breathed, liking the sound of it.

“That’s not all.”

“It’s not?”

“We’re going there! My mother said that the RISM has asked us to do some kind of ribbon-cutting ceremony there for the last part of the progression. So you might get to meet him.”

His eyes widened. “Meet my father,” he breathed. “I can’t believe, after all this time, I’ve finally found out who he is.”

“I know. Also, I have other news too – I finally have everything I need to make the witching needles.”

He gasped. “That’s brilliant.”

“Well, almost everything,” she said with a grin. “The last item I need is the helping hand of a friend.”

He grinned in return. “I might be able to help with that. Should we do it now?”

Victoria rocked on her heels in excitement. “Yes!” Then she went to fetch a satchel she had stored behind a lavender bush earlier. It was full of all the items she had gathered.

“Come on then. Let’s find somewhere a little less open.”

Ten minutes later they had found the perfect spot: the Appleton family’s small crypt, in a very quiet, concealed section of the garden.

“A bit spooky, but it’s the middle of the night and everyone is sleeping, so I can’t imagine anyone will come wandering here while you do the spell,” said Eoin.

“Good thinking. I also have this, just in case,” she said, opening the satchel and showing him the enchanted water-pipe.

His eyes turned wide. “How did you get that?”

Victoria quickly explained all that had happened at the seance.

“They were frauds,” she told him.

“But what if they tell someone your secret – that you have magic?”

Victoria turned to the satchel. “Well, I have to hope that very soon that will be easily disproved – because once my magic is bound, then I will be able to pass any tests.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “It’s still a pity though – your magic is so amazing.”

She looked at him sharply. “Amazing? It’s causing me grey hairs and I am only fourteen.”

He grinned. “But look at all you’ve been able to do – and from what you said about that girl, Anna, where she was the only one you didn’t freeze in time, maybe somehow you’re learning to control it a bit.”

Victoria sighed. “I know. But still, it’s just so dangerous. I mean maybe if I was someone else, I’d be able to see it more positively, but right now it’s like a noose around my neck.”

Then she set to work arranging all the items inside the silver bedpan. She emptied the assorted vials they had collected over the past weeks: a pinch of earth, a sigh of wind, a sprinkle of sea, her tears, the dew, the cotton that held the glimmer of her smile and the spark-fossil of the jellyfish all went into the bedpan.

“I must be honest, that is quite possibly the worst cauldron ever.”

She snorted. “I know.”

Victoria looked over Miss Hegotty’s instructions once more.


For your needles you will need:

* Three drops of dew harvested under a waxing moon

* A piece of a beast that belongs to the future and the past

* A tear from when all felt lost and a glimmer from your smile from when everything felt right

* A pinch of earth

* A sprinkle of sea

* A sigh of wind

* A flame from the hand of a friend

* A bowl of silver

Recite: “Create a pair of needles from this ancient mix, fit to stitch the threads of magic by this witch.”



Victoria handed Eoin a box of spark-matches from the satchel and he lit a match and dropped it into the bedpan.

Victoria watched the flame begin to flicker as it licked at the other items, and she gasped as a strange rainbow light began to glow.

She looked up at Eoin and he nodded.

Then she recited Miss Hegotty’s spell.

At first, nothing happened.

“Did we do something wrong?” he asked.

She knitted her brows. Maybe one of their items wasn’t right?

Then suddenly the bedpan began to smoke, letting off a strange tinny smell. There was a fizzing sound and then a loud bang, like a firework exploding. The ensuing vapour made them cough, Victoria waving a hand in front of her face.

Then she saw it. There in the bedpan were a pair of brand-new witching needles. They were beautiful: silver and green and glistening like jewels.

They had done it!

All she needed now was to meet the witch Miss Hegotty had told her about. The one who would help her rebind her threads.

Victoria was ready.
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Arthur had done his best to prepare a serviceable tea for Lady Penelope Nettle’s visit, using vegetables from the garden and Tidbit’s delicious pastries and bread, but with no more housekeeping money available for luxuries, it would no doubt be rather paltry compared to London tastes.

Eglantine, meanwhile, had put on her best dress. It was black with little silver buttons at the neck and only one small burn mark at the back from standing too close to the fire, which Arthur said you could barely see. Arthur had also helped her attempt a hairstyle she’d seen in a newspaper. It involved a bun over each ear with corkscrew curls spilling over one’s forehead. She knew there was no chance that they’d be able to figure out the latest style of having spark-creations in one’s hair and she couldn’t afford a magical hat.

The spark-curling iron had whined in protest and created a sour scent of burned hair, but when Arthur had finished, she almost looked like the picture of the young Princess Victoria she’d seen in the old newspaper where Miss Hegotty’s advert had appeared. Eglantine figured if the princess didn’t sport headpieces, it was good enough for her. Except Eglantine’s buns were a bit lopsided, and one of the corkscrew curls kept falling into her eyes. But it would have to do. Inside she was a bag of nerves, but at least she looked the part.

Finally, it was 3.15 p.m. exactly and there was a knock at the door.

Shortly afterwards Arthur brought her guests into the parlour.

“May I introduce: Lady Penelope Nettle, Miss Amelia Nettle, Miss Ayanda Luthuli and Miss Nandi Luthuli?”

“Welcome!” said Eglantine, tuning towards them in surprise. She couldn’t believe her mother’s old friend Miss Luthuli and her daughter Nandi were here too! What a stroke of luck! A second ago she had been dreading this social call, as it was taking her away from everything she still had to do before she could ignite her Witchspark and create the bond with the house – and now she was pleasantly surprised by the turn of events.

“My dear Eglantine,” said Lady Nettle, “it has been too long. As we are down at the coast for a fortnight, we wanted to come pay our respects for your dear departed mother.”

“Thank you,” said Eglantine, staring into the warm eyes before her. If Eglantine hadn’t known better, she would almost have believed that the woman was sincere.

She turned to greet her mother’s friend with delight. “Miss Luthuli, I am so glad to see you are back from the Amazon, I’ve missed you!”

She was a beautiful woman with thick coils of dark hair that had been arranged around a spark-powered garden scene. Her warm complexion glowed as she took Eglantine’s hand. “And I have missed you! So lovely to see you, Eglantine. I know Nandi has been looking forward to seeing you too.”

The young girl stepped forward and grinned. She too had a miniature spark-display in her hair – hers was of a scene from a ballet. Eglantine couldn’t believe how she’d grown. In her mind’s eye, Nandi was still the little girl who had made Eglantine long for a sister like her, with tiny plaits in her hair and an irrepressible smile as she giggled and played with Hus. The irrepressible smile hadn’t changed though.

“In two months I get to take my magic test,” she said. “When I turn nine.”

Before Eglantine could answer there was a slight cough from behind.

“And this is Lady Penelope’s daughter; may I present Miss Amelia Nettle?” said Arthur.

She was a young woman, not much older than Eglantine, with caramel-coloured hair and green eyes. In her hair was a colourful miniature spark-powered carousel that moved through her artfully styled curls.

She gave Eglantine a smile that did not expose her teeth. “How charming your house is,” she said.

“Thank you,” said Eglantine.

“I have always loved it,” said Nandi.

Amelia frowned. “So gothic. Why, it could have been the setting for some tragic romance.”

“Thank you,” said Eglantine again, unsure if the house was being insulted or not.

“Especially those curtains, positively tragic.”

Definitely insulted. Eglantine sighed inwardly. Her smile, now fixed in place, became painful.

“Quiet, Amelia,” hissed Lady Nettle.

“But, Mama, you said this would be a grand sentient estate,” she hissed back in a carrying whisper.

Nandi and her mother looked shocked at Amelia’s rudeness. “It is a grand sentient estate,” argued Nandi, and Eglantine felt a rush of affection for the girl.

“It looks like it’s about to fall apart,” countered Amelia.

From the wooden carving of the magical battle of Waterloo, Sorcerer Nelson leaned out to shake a fist at her and Amelia jumped back in fright.

Nandi smiled. “You show them, Hus.”

Eglantine bit back her grin.

“Shall we take a seat? Help yourself to a sandwich or a scone,” she said, waving a hand at the table nearby, which was laden with their feast.

Amelia could not hide her look of scorn at the food.

“Thank you, or should I say thanks Tidbit?” said Miss Luthuli with a wink, fetching a plate and adding a couple of sandwiches and a fancy, before taking a seat next to Eglantine. She had done the same, and was just about to scoff one of the tiny cheese sandwiches rather eagerly, only to be interrupted by Lady Nettle.

“My dear,” said Lady Nettle, “we heard about the latest drama with your father. Is it true?”

Eglantine set down the sandwich reluctantly. “What did you hear?” She hoped it might not be everything.

“Only that he’s gone and gambled away your home, so this house is now your Uncle Lichen’s?”

“No, that’s not true.” Eglantine set down her plate in anger. “My father was tricked. Actually it’s worse even than that!” From the corner of her eye she could see Arthur waving his arms, trying to tell her to stop, but she ignored him.

The nerve of this woman.

Lady Nettle touched her heart. “My dear, oh that’s so sweet of you to come to your father’s defence like that. It’s so tempting not to believe our loved ones are capable of making silly mistakes, but you must face the fact that he clearly has a gambling problem.”

Eglantine exclaimed hotly, “He does not! And anyway, Huswyvern does not belong to my father.”

“Oh?”

“The house actually belongs to me.”

Behind Lady Nettle, Arthur was making a silencing motion, and Eglantine drew in a breath as she remembered that someone had literally sent her a warning about keeping quiet.

Was this why?

Why were these people really here?

She mentally kicked herself, hopefully she hadn’t given away too much and vowing to be far more cautious from then on. Who knew what Lady Nettle was actually after? It sounded like she was fishing for something and Eglantine resolved not to take the bait.

“Well, that’s a relief,” said Lady Nettle.

“Enormous,” whispered Amelia sarcastically. She plumped a cushion that she was about to put behind her back, only to gasp when it dived at her, then scuttled away. “Did you see that?”

“Fine weather we’ve been having for this time of the year,” interjected Miss Luthuli. “Hardly any rain,” she said, just as there was a rumble of thunder outside.

Nandi looked at her mother like she was losing the plot.

“But still,” carried on Lady Nettle, not to be deterred, “what a wonderful and unusual thing, for such a house to be left in the care of a child like yourself, born…”

Eglantine raised a brow. Above her head, Sorcerer Nelson, who was famous for being the general who helped them win the war against France’s magic thief Napoleon, despite having one arm, gave Lady Nettle a withering look.

“A…ah…born as a girl,” amended Lady Nettle quickly, eating a violet fancy. “Delicious, you simply must try one yourself, Lady Eglantine.” She turned her back on Eglantine as she put one on a plate, then held out the dish for her. “I insist.”

Eglantine frowned, but took the plate. “Thanks.”

“Go on, try the fancy, they’re fantastic,” Lady Nettle encouraged her.

Eglantine was just about to take a bite when suddenly there was a clatter as Miss Luthuli knocked over her teacup, which flew straight into Lady Amelia Nettle opposite. “Oh, dear me, I am so sorry.”

In the kerfuffle, she knocked over Eglantine’s plate too. “Oh dear, well, I’ll just clear that away,” said Miss Luthuli. Amelia was furiously insisting that they leave immediately so that she could get changed, as Miss Luthuli’s tea had landed all down her dress.

“One moment, dear.” Lady Nettle scowled then turned to Eglantine. “Before we go, I have always longed to see my old friend Heliotrope’s enchanted floral bedroom. Do you think you could show it to us, dear? I believe it is in the east wing. I’d so appreciate it if we could have a little look…”

Eglantine’s mouth popped open.

Her mother and Lady Nettle had never been friends.

Did Lady Nettle know about the part of the house where the magic had faded? Was she trying to lure her there?

Her heart started to clamour in her chest.

“Oh, Lady Nettle, what is that moving in your hair?” said Miss Luthuli suddenly.

Nandi shared a look with her mother and then went to stand by Lady Nettle and gasped. “Lady Nettle – there’s a spider in your hair!”

Lady Nettle and Amelia began to shriek and Nandi said she would get it. While they were dealing with that, Miss Luthuli stepped away and crooked a finger for Eglantine to bend closer, then whispered in her ear. “It’s a ruse – she’s working with your uncle.” Then she opened her palm and showed the fancy she had picked up from the floor. It had turned black.

At Eglantine’s look of shock, she nodded. “She slipped a potion on it,” she affirmed. “I contrived to stay with Lady Nettle for a visit after I heard rumours that she was working with your uncle to get the house. She believes we are old friends, though I suspect she was just hoping I had some information on you that she could use… I have been watching her closely in case she did something like this.”

Eglantine blinked, feeling utterly grateful to her mother’s friend, but also a bit ill – if it weren’t for Miss Luthuli, what would have happened to her? She squeezed the woman’s hand. “Thank you.”

“I’ll come back when I can get away from her house – she’s renting a cottage nearby for the summer and she’s invited Nandi and me to stay. I think it’s important I do to prevent any other dastardly plots,” said Miss Luthuli, pocketing the fancy. Then from her other pocket she took out a small white lily and handed it to Eglantine.

Eglantine squeezed her hand again in gratitude. So it was Miss Luthuli who had been sending them the coded floral messages.

Then Miss Luthuli shared a look with her daughter, and Nandi cried, “I’ve found the spider!” She backed away triumphantly from Lady Nettle’s hair with her fist clenched.

“Th-thank you, child,” said Lady Nettle weakly. Then she straightened, and spotted Eglantine. “Shall we go to the east wing now? Just a quick look before we go?”

“Oh, I am not feeling all that well suddenly,” Eglantine replied quickly.

“Oh! Are you feeling sleepy by any chance?” Lady Nettle sounded delighted at the prospect. “Why don’t you sit down…”

Eglantine frowned. Sleepy? So that was what she had surreptitiously put on the fancy – a sleeping potion. Thank goodness she hadn’t eaten it.

She felt anger curdle within her. The woman was shameless.

“No, not sleepy. But I am tired of seeing you.”

Lady Nettle and her daughter gasped.

“That is unbelievably rude!” cried Lady Nettle.

Eglantine stared at her in a mix of anger and shock. “No, trying to trick someone into eating an enchanted fancy is RUDE. Send my uncle my worst regards, and now please leave.”

A look of surprise stole across Lady Nettle’s face but was soon covered by fake confusion and outrage. “Have you lost your wits, child? What on earth are you talking about? I’ve never met such an awfully rude host…”

She continued in this vein while Miss Luthuli winked at Eglantine, before ushering the others out of the house. “I think yes, it’s best we go…yes, yes, very rude, but let’s not cause a fuss, out we go…”

When they were gone, Eglantine and Arthur looked up the meaning of the lily.

It was true friendship.

Eglantine smiled. She hadn’t needed a code to work that out; Miss Luthuli had proven it.

She unrolled the accompanying note.


Dear Lady Eglantine,

Lady Nettle has powerful friends and she’s made it clear to them that no one is to help you. She means to marry your uncle and take over the house with him. I think she still wants to punish your mother, and this is her way of doing it.

I came back from my expedition in the Amazon when rumours of what has happened reached me. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I knew my friend’s daughter had lost her home and her father and I hadn’t done anything. I just wish I had been here sooner. Not that I would have been much of a match against the Whistlewitch! Blasted Lichen, I never did like Heli’s brother…

Nandi and I are staying with Lady Nettle for the time being, to keep an eye on her and whatever plot she is brewing.

You can send me a coded flower message there if you need me urgently, otherwise I will come by as soon as possible when I can be sure she won’t suspect me of aiding you and we can have a real talk. Tie two knots in the ribbon, so I’ll know it’s from you. Your mother and I used to do that, so it’s not just the secret language of flowers, but of witches too.

Sincerely,

Miss Ayanda Luthuli



Eglantine felt unbelievably grateful to her. She was a true friend, and she could certainly do with one at this point.

“Just think, Arthur, maybe by some miracle we have found the witch who will help me create the bond.”

“I sincerely hope so.” He sighed. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that Lady Nettle is still so awful and full of revenge, but somehow I am.”

Eglantine nodded, then helped herself to a tea-soaked scone. It sometimes felt as if everyone wanted to take her beloved home from them.

Her thoughts turned, as they so often did, to her father. She missed him so much. His silly jokes. The way he could always be found buried in a book in the library. How, when she was sad, he would always make her laugh by starting to morris dance, which only got worse when Hus started to join in…

A lump formed in her throat and she swiped her hand across her eyes. Then she took a deep breath, squared her shoulders and went back to the kitchen to try to make it rain once more. If she was going to help her father, all she could do was continue with her plan.

There was a faint sigh from Tidbit’s cupboard as she picked up her witching needles. “Never a moment’s peace, or even just a thank you for them scones.”

“Thank you!” called Eglantine. The only response was a harrumph from the crotchety bread gnome.

An hour later, Arthur came rushing in when he heard yells from the kitchen, and stopped still at the sight in front of him.

“Oh, well done!” he exclaimed.

The bread gnome was up in arms. “Well done? Well done?! That’s the limit – breathing down my neck all week and now this!” she screeched, as rain fell from clouds that had gathered up in the kitchen ceiling.

Eglantine bit her lip. “Sorry,” she apologized to the gnome. “Maybe I should have practised somewhere else?”

Arthur let out a snort and they both ducked as the bread gnome began to throw things at them. “You think?” she screeched.

They raced into the hall, trying not to laugh, when there was a sudden poof, and in the air before them appeared a cream envelope.

It was a new letter from Miss Hegotty!


Dear Lady Eglantine,

If I were you, I’d light the revelation candle and recite the spell to see your magic threads…you might see a colour change. Congratulations!

Yours sincerely,

Miss Hegotty



“Oh my!” cried Eglantine, showing Arthur. Then she rushed upstairs.

A minute later, she was doing a happy dance. Some of her magic threads had changed colour and had formed the first core of her Witchspark. It was a bright cornflower blue. She knew she still had a long way to go, but for the first time in days she felt like she was that little bit closer. And she needed to be, as soon it would be September and the Whistlewitch would be back.

Then she heard it: a loud bang like an explosion.

Huswyvern was shaking.

She heard the sound of The Boots running away in fright, thump, thump, thump.

“Is it Uncle Lichen?” she asked.

Her mirror slumped, then nodded.

Just as she’d thought things were looking more positive, her uncle was back. And from the sound of it, he was preparing to blast through the wall Huswyvern had erected.
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Eglantine rushed towards the sound of the explosions in the east wing, Arthur hot on her heels.

From the tiny row of windows at the top of the Dividing Wall, they could see her uncle throwing what looked like lead balls at it, which exploded, making Huswyvern shudder. But the wall held strong.

Eglantine felt her heart clench in anxiety for Hus. But beneath her feet, she felt a thrum of reassurance.

Her uncle wasn’t getting in anytime soon.

Eglantine felt tears prick her eyes.

“I wish I was further along in my magic studies so that I could turn him into something as ugly as his soul.”

“Like a toilet?” suggested Arthur.

She gave a hollow laugh. “Exactly.”

They spent an uncomfortable night standing sentry by the Dividing Wall. At some point, the explosions stopped, and she and Arthur fell asleep in the passage.

When she awoke, she saw that her next lesson from Miss Hegotty had arrived.

They had moved on to the next element.

Fire.

She would have to practise her magic, even as her uncle tried his best to break in. For now, Huswyern was keeping him out and she had to focus on what she could do.

Like her first water spell, the first fire spell seemed simple, but it was far from easy to actually do.


* Place a piece of wood in a grate and strike your witching needles over it.

* Recite: “Fire burn and feed the flames from the friction within.”



Though she tried all day, nothing happened at all – not even the tiniest curl of smoke. It was like starting over once more. Tears stung her eyes and in the background she could hear the persistent banging of her uncle as he tried to break through the wall.

Her mother’s ghost appeared at dawn, after Eglantine had been at it for nearly eighteen hours straight. Lichen’s banging sounds had stopped for now though.

“Right, time for a bath and sleep,” she said.

Eglantine frowned. “Um, yes in a minute.”

Her mother’s ghost crossed her arms. “Eglantine. You are tired, which isn’t helping. Come now,” she said, pointing towards the stairs, brooking no further argument.

Eglantine did as her mother said, too tired to argue. She fell asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow.

When she woke up several hours later, and after Arthur brought her tea, a breakfast bun, and the good news that her uncle had once again left, Eglantine rushed to the fireplace in her bedroom to try the spell. Only seconds later, she squealed in delight. “It worked! My mother was right, I must have needed to sleep.”

Arthur nodded. “Your mother always used to say that nothing restores the soul like a good night’s sleep.”

Eglantine went back to her breakfast tray and took another bite of her bun. “That and finding out Lichen has left.”

Arthur looked at her. “It’s good to know if that helps bring out your magic.”

“How – when the whole point of me learning magic is so that I can deal with my uncle?”

“I just mean it’s good to know that developing your magic isn’t only about practice, it’s about your emotions too,” explained Arthur.

Eglantine stared back at him. He was right. Though managing those was sometimes just as hard as her magic lessons.

By the end of the week though, she had mastered two more fire spells. And in the smoke of the revelation candle, she watched in awe as a new core appeared amongst her threads, this one a bright ruby red.

When she moved on to wind it was a similar battle. Arthur found her crying in the library after failing to cast her first breeze-carrying spell. She was clutching a book to her chest, tears streaming down her face. When Arthur saw the title, he suggested she take a break and try something else.

Without realizing it, she had picked her father’s favourite book, Robinson Crusoe, and he guessed what the trouble might be. “I think deep down you don’t want to send it away,” he whispered, taking it from her hands, and gently leading her downstairs to have a cup of tea.

A few hours later, when she tried the spell on a piece of toast and watched it zoom away from her, she realized that Arthur had been right.

It took mastering two more spells before she activated her wind core, which turned a lovely shade of forest green. That meant she had one core left to activate before she would be able to ignite her Witchspark!

She prayed that it wouldn’t take as long as the others, as she was fast running out of time. Somehow, she only had ten days left before the Whistlewitch was due to return.
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At dawn in the garden the next morning, after failing to make a grain of sand move for her first earth spell, Eglantine was feeling despondent.

At first, when she felt Huswyvern tense, she thought it was responding to her low spirits. But she soon realized it was feeling that way for reasons all of its own.

The Boots came rushing past her looking panicked. Thump, thump, thump.

“Hus, what’s wrong?”

In answer, a garden chair wheeled towards her, inviting her to sit down, which she did. She was quickly dashed inside at a grand pace, her chair tilting off the floor ever so slightly before she came to a sudden stop at the front door.

She found Arthur standing there, a shocked look on his face as he stared at someone dressed in rather fancy attire.

“Milady,” said the stranger, who didn’t even bat an eye at her odd entrance, holding out a letter with a gloved hand. “For the attention of Lord Bury.”

Arthur made a strange sound.

Eglantine took the letter bearing the royal coat of arms with a puzzled look on her face.

“I shall come by for your response on Friday. Their Royal Highnesses trust that it will be an agreeable visit. Good day to you both,” he said, then departed.

“What on earth…?” breathed Eglantine, beginning to understand why Arthur had started making those weird noises – he was in shock. “Did he actually say, ‘Their Royal Highnesses’ and ‘visit’? As in royal royals? Coming here?” she breathed in a very small voice.

“Here,” squeaked Arthur in agreement.

Eglantine took a deep breath and opened the letter.


My dear Lord Bury,

Their Royal Highnesses, the Duchess of Kent and her daughter Princess Victoria, request the pleasure of a visit to your estate, a few days prior to the opening of the new magical school for sorcerers and the ribbon-cutting ceremony with the Royal Isle-Spark Military.

As one of only three such important historical sites, your sentient house is a national treasure and we wish to pay our respects accordingly, and hope that you will oblige us.

We know your preparations for the school must be underway but trust that these will mostly be done by then.

We would also like to see the impressive spark-powered bathing huts nearby. Our itinerary would see us arriving on August 27th, when a light dinner of just five or six courses should be more than sufficient, as well as overnight accommodation for a party of seven and five members of the royal guard.

Sincerely,

Sir Conroy, comptroller for Kensington Palace



Eglantine’s head swam as she repeated the words:

“‘Prior to the opening of the new magical school for sorcerers and the ribbon-cutting ceremony with the Royal Isle-Spark Military’… A ribbon-cutting ceremony? That is NOT happening. I can’t believe the RISM would be that brash as to invite the royal family to open a school in a building they don’t actually own!”

Arthur gave her a pointed look. “No. But it would explain why Lichen’s been trying so hard to break in.”

Eglantine nodded. “He obviously hasn’t told them that he hasn’t secured it yet. He mentioned that they’ve paid him already. They’re under the impression it’s theirs and they have invited the royals to come see it to boot. No wonder he’s been so determined.”

“Lichen must have thought this was going to be easy. Well, he was wrong!” said Arthur.

Despite everything, despite the fact that she was struggling to master even the simplest earth spell, Eglantine felt slightly better at that. She was glad that they had given her uncle and the Whistlewitch more of a fight than they’d bargained for.

“I’ll just have to tell them no. There’s no way we can have royals come to stay!”

Arthur looked thoughtful. “Don’t send your response to Sir Conroy just yet. We have a few days before we have to reply.”

“What’s to decide, Arthur? We can’t host” – she consulted the letter, her eyes wild – “seven people here, two of them royals! Plus five royal guards! I mean, firstly they’re bound to wonder why the academy isn’t set up yet and where Father is. Then there’s Lichen to consider. What if he returns and begins attacking the Dividing Wall again? Someone is bound to notice that… And where would we put them all? The east wing is dead not to mention barricaded away, my father’s room is a crumbling mess, there’s a whole family of barn owls who have taken up residence in the west tower, and the remaining rooms aren’t exactly looking their best. And even if somehow we did manage to accommodate them all, we can’t afford a ‘light supper of five or six courses’!”

Arthur sighed. “You’re right, I just thought…oh, I don’t know…it doesn’t matter.”

Eglantine gave him a determined look. “Right now, our focus has to remain on getting the bond in place so that no one can take Huswyvern and we can get Father back. We can have our own ribbon-cutting ceremony when that happens.”

Then she went straight back to practising her earth magic. Things were getting more desperate by the hour.

By the end of the day, she had finally made the grain of sand move.

But the next day, no matter how hard she worked on the second earth spell that Miss Hegotty sent, which involved making a rock explode, she just couldn’t do it.

Time was marching against them. Sleep was becoming increasingly difficult, as she was kept awake by Huswyvern’s soft groans from keeping the Dividing Wall in place, and her worry over all she still needed to do.

She had fallen asleep at the kitchen table after midnight, and woke up to the giggles of her ghost-mother aged around five. She appeared to be playing a trick on everyone, swapping the jar that contained sugar with salt. “I can’t wait to see Lichy’s face when he has his breakfast in the morning,” she laughed.

Eglantine giggled at the thought. She loved the idea that, even as a young child, her mother had given him what he deserved.

There was a harrumph from the bread gnome, who flew out of her cupboard, wearing a bright pink dressing gown. She picked up a wooden spoon that was as big as her and went chasing after Heli. The sight made Eglantine howl with laughter. “You little terror,” cried Tidbit.

As they raced around the kitchen, Heli jumping on the table and pulling faces at the bread gnome, Eglantine felt something in her lighten.

Half an hour later she went back to her room and tried to explode the rock – and when it shattered into pieces, she did an excited jig.

Despite the fact that it was now well past one in the morning, she lit the revelation candle to check, and felt tears of relief slip down her face when the last of her colourless threads began to turn a russet earthy shade. Then she watched in awe as the four separate channels of her core threads began to swirl all around her in a riot of colour.

At last, she was ready to ignite her Witchspark!

She didn’t have long to wait for Miss Hegotty’s next letter.


Dearest Lady Eglantine,

Congratulations! You are now ready to unlock your own special magic. As I have mentioned, each Witchspark is unique, just as each witch is unique. I have heard of some witches with the power to bring books to life, some who can shapeshift, others who can turn invisible – each one of these skills stems from something within, something deep that has shaped that person. I wish you the best of luck in finding your signature power.

Ingredients:

* A copper cauldron (well-used is preferable)

* Three personal items – choose things that have value to you

* A pair of witching needles

Instructions:

* Place everything into a cauldron at dawn.

* Then, using your witching needles, add a drop of water, a sigh of wind, a flame of fire and a handful of dirt.

* Recite: “Water over earth, fire meet wind, come together to ignite the power at my centre.”

The spell may take some time to materialize – do not be tempted to keep doing it. Give it time.

Good luck!

Miss Hegotty



That morning, on the floor of her tower bedroom, just as dawn was beginning to paint the horizon peach, Eglantine placed everything inside a cauldron.

For her personal items, she had chosen her favourite book, which was a story of a magical garden, a locket that was made out of one of Arthur’s green scales and contained curls of hair from her father and mother, and her favourite sketchbook, filled with so many wonderful memories of time she had spent with her mother. They were her most treasured possessions.

Then she picked up her witching needles and began to do as Miss Hegotty had instructed, summoning a piece of each of the four elements to the cauldron.

She recited: “Water over earth, fire meet wind, come together to ignite the power at my centre,” and held her breath.

Nothing happened.

Doubt began to fill her up tight like a drum. Anxiety began pulsing off her in waves. What if she never found her signature power?

Her mother had always loved plants and so it had made sense that she could bring them to life.

But Eglantine didn’t feel like she was particularly gifted at anything really. One of the things that had shaped her was being born different, but she didn’t know how that would materialize magically…or if it would at all.

She bit her lip. Miss Hegotty had said it could take time. But what if she never ignited her Witchspark – what if, after all this, she still couldn’t make the bond with the house?

She sighed. She was tired. She hadn’t slept as she had been waiting anxiously for dawn and now it was here and she felt the same as she’d felt over the last few months, like every time she took a step forward, she took one back too…

Which was when she heard it.

A low creepy whistling sound.

The walls began to tense. Eglantine jumped up as she felt Huswyvern’s panic. Above her came the sound of wings flapping anxiously, and she raced to open the window.

To her shock, Arthur flew inside, fear in his voice. “She’s here! The Whistlewitch is here.”
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Eglantine raced downstairs.

The Whistlewitch had broken her word! She was here six days before she had said she would be!

Thunder rumbled and a rising fog had drifted in from the pewter-grey sea.

Eglantine and Arthur saw the Whistlewitch travelling towards them in a sea of mist. Squid tentacles danced around her while she hovered near the house. The low whistling sounds she was making made Huswyvern shiver.

Every time she edged closer though, she was repelled by the house’s magic, just as she had been before. For a moment, Eglantine thought that everything might be alright, that Hus could still prevent the Whistlewitch from getting to them.

But then she saw, far to the left, a small figure wave its arms, as if to guide her flight. It was Lichen.

The Whistlewitch paused before the front of the house and called out, “It’s not long now, Huswyvern, before we open our school. Not long at all.”

Arthur and Eglantine shared a look of horror as they watched her descend suddenly and disappear from sight.

They raced to the Dividing Wall. Eglantine stood on tiptoes to peer through the topmost row of windows, and fell back in fright as she saw the Whistlewitch do the same and peer right back at her.

“I told you I would be back, child,” she said. “I am a woman of my word. Your father sends his love, by the way.”

She and Lichen started to laugh.

“Where is he?” shouted Eglantine, scrambling to her feet and peering back through the small windows to glare at the witch.

“Oh, he’s safe, child, don’t you worry. But if you’re ready to make our trade now, we could return him to you.”

“You said I had until the first of September. You’re early.”

“Just a few days. I thought I’d check in, to see how it’s going?”

Eglantine raised a brow. “Or is it because my uncle and you told the RISM that you had already secured the house?”

The Whistlewitch narrowed her eyes. “It’s all true – or it will be, soon enough.”

“It will not!”

“Look, child,” said the Whistlewitch, holding up her hands in a placating gesture. “We don’t have to do this the hard way. This home is special, and you’re the one who is making it suffer unnecessarily. Legally it’s already under your uncle’s custodianship. He is free to run it as he sees fit and that is as a school, which I will help him with. It’s time that you gave in now and handed it over. We can restore it and give it the attention it deserves, just with a firmer, guiding hand.”

Eglantine shook her head. “No, I will never agree to that.”

The Whistlewitch was running out of patience. “Look, child, enough, your time is up. I can save Huswyvern from death and return your father to you. Do you want to be so stubborn that you see this house die instead? Your father and you can leave, find somewhere new to live and be safe and happy together in the knowledge that Huswyvern is alive. Now how does that sound?”

Eglantine bit her lip. Beneath her feet there was a shiver. She loved her father, and she wanted him back desperately, and if she could actually trust the Whistlewitch, she might even have made that choice…once. But not now, not after everything they had done to get here.

Her father had begged her to find another way. And that’s what she was doing – even if she hadn’t ignited her Witchspark yet, there was still time. She was nearly there; she couldn’t stop now after she had done so much to get her magic.

She thought of all her uncle’s tricks and then considered one of her own. “I tell you what, fetch my father, let me see that he is well, and then maybe we can talk about this.”

Behind her back she crossed her fingers, hoping Huswyvern would guess what she was up to.

“We could do,” said the Whistlewitch calmly. “Or you could just sign the house over now, and I’ll take you to your father.”

“You’re lying!”

“Well, so are you.”

The Dividing Wall began to shake, and plaster fell from the bricks.

“Fine! I have no intention of giving you Huswyvern. NONE! I WILL PROTECT THIS HOUSE, RESTORE THE BOND AND GET MY FATHER BACK!”

“How, with no magic?”

It was Eglantine’s turn to smile. “Oh, didn’t I say, I have magic,” she said, and then took out her witching needles and began to perform the spell she had learned for making it rain, followed quickly by a wind spell that pushed it towards them, snorting when the Whistlewitch yelped and her uncle covered his head with his hands.

Lichen dashed forward to peer up at her with shock on his face. “B-but you were bound! I made sure of it!”

Eglantine gasped in horrified realization, her laughter dying in her throat. “It was you! This whole time you TAUNTED me about having no magic, and implied that I didn’t deserve to inherit it because of the way I was born with one hand, when all along you were the one who took my magic from me! You tried to make me think there was something wrong with me, when it was you all along that was wrong!”

Lichen began to scream, hammering on the wall with his fists. “I am not wrong! I had to do it – my home was stolen from me. It was the only way I could ensure that I could fix what was done.”

“There was nothing to be fixed! I might be the child, but you are the one who hasn’t grown up. The world has changed, and it was never ‘right’ that you were entitled to everything just because of the way you were born – as a man. You will NEVER GET HUSWYVERN. You will NEVER turn it into some hateful military school!”

The Whistlewitch snarled, her face changing colour till she resembled a storm. The baby squid on top of her hair began to grow and swell, its tentacles reaching up. With an almighty smash, a tentacle crashed through the window, trying to grab at Eglantine.

Eglantine shrieked and jumped back out of its reach.

There was the sound of more banging, clouds of plaster filled the air, and the Dividing Wall started to bow. There was a cracking sound and then a deep welt appeared.

“Oh, Hus, oh no,” she whimpered. She racked her brains for the spells she’d learned over the past few weeks, wondering which might help, then used one of her new earth spells to gather stones from the courtyard, summoning them forward to help strengthen the wall. It was the second time she’d used magic not just for practice, but the first time she’d used it to help Hus, and she felt a warm glow of pride spread through her when the rocks came tinkling towards the wall. But that glow wasn’t to last, as, to her horror, each rock was flicked away by the Whistlewitch, like she was brushing off lint.

There was a chuckle from the Whistlewitch. “You must have worked hard to unlock these small powers you now have. It is almost sweet how you thought this would actually help you though – as if you could ever possibly be a match for me.”

Tears of frustration pricked at Eglantine’s eyes. “Maybe I’m not, but Huswyvern still is – this wall is still standing!”

Eglantine heard Hus give a faint groan and from beneath her fingers she felt a soft flicker of agreement. Hus might be battered and bruised, but it was still holding firm.

There was a loud snort on the other side of the wall.

“For now,” said her uncle. “But together, we will get through – maybe not tonight but very soon. I can hear it groaning; it can’t hold out that much longer.”

Another deep bang made the wall shudder.

Eglantine staggered backward, shaking her head violently. “Stop it! You’re hurting Hus!”

From beneath her feet she felt a reassuring caress, as if to say Huswyvern wasn’t giving up just yet.

Then Eglantine saw something out of the corner of her eye, and turned to see her mother’s ghost flickering before her, like a match that would not strike.

“Eglantine,” she whispered. “Oh, Eglantine, I’m fading, along with the magic. Unfortunately, your uncle is right. Hus is struggling and while it’s using its magic to hold the wall in place, it hasn’t got the strength to keep me here too.” She sounded like her heart was breaking. “Hus needs to let me go to stop them getting through…it’s what we have to do now, darling. I…I just don’t know if I’ll be able to come back…”

“Mother!” Eglantine sobbed, racing towards her. But before she could reach her, she watched in horror as her mother flickered, once, twice, then petered out like smoke from a candle.

Eglantine felt like someone had kicked a hole straight through her chest. She gasped, finding it hard to breathe.

Then the tears came, hot and thick and fast, like a rising tide that washed over her. Her magic was no match for the Whistlewitch. Everything she was doing to try to help wasn’t making the slightest bit of difference. She couldn’t even save her mother.

Behind her, the house pooled all its magic to fight the intruders. The spark-lights faded, and the rest of the walls turned grey, as it sent everything it had towards the wall under attack, repairing and strengthening the barrier.

Eglantine fled, not wanting the Whistlewitch or Lichen to see her tears.

She raced to the courtyard garden and fell to her knees, sobbing so much that she found it hard to catch her breath. Arthur came out to offer her comfort and tell her that Huswyvern was still holding strong. But apart from placing his talons on her shoulder, there was nothing he could do to cheer her. Eglantine felt like she was losing everything she had ever loved and her hard-won magic was powerless to stop it. She cried as she hadn’t allowed herself to cry since her father had been snatched, thinking of her parents, of Huswyvern, and all that was being taken from her.
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Eglantine was dreaming.

She was in the courtyard garden, sitting at the table amongst the flowers where she used to paint. In front of her was her set of watercolours, her milk jug with her brushes, her palette and her chipped tea mug with its pink and gold roses that she always used as her water bowl. She swirled the brush into the water, and then dipped it into the watercolours, and began to mix in her palette her favourite colours: a muted bluish green, and various shades of pale pink.

Then she got up to walk, but vines began to tangle her feet, wrapping themselves around her. She saw a wild rose and reached out to touch it, but her finger met only thorns, and a drop of blood swelled on her thumb. But it wasn’t red. It was made up of the paint colours from her palette. She frowned and shook it off onto the ground, and it looked like a stroke of a paintbrush, one that slowly began to shape itself into a rose.

Her thumb continued to bleed paint and she rubbed her fingers together and drew in the air, where soon thousands of flowers began to bloom all around: cornflowers, lavender, cosmos and wild roses…so many wild roses…

When she awoke, she was still in the garden. Her eyes were swollen from all her crying, and the heavy lump inside her heart at the thought of Huswyvern suffering was still there.

She tried to sit up, but something was preventing her. She frowned and then saw that she was covered in tangles upon tangles of roses. She sat up with a wrench, and the wild roses came with her, and it was only then that she saw that they were painted flowers, and they were somehow flowing steadily out of her fingers.

She must have yelped, because Arthur came rushing out to the garden, only to begin shouting: “Milady, you found your Witchspark!

Eglantine’s mouth fell open in surprise. That’s what was happening, she realized.

Tears brimmed in her eyes, and she swallowed. This was it. This was her Witchspark. She rocked on her feet, feeling slightly faint as a heady mix of emotions coursed through her. She had done it!

“I can’t believe it,” she whispered.

“I can,” Arthur said, and there was pride on his face.

They stared at each other for a moment and Eglantine looked away, touched. “Thank you.”

Then her thoughts turned to her uncle and the Whistlewitch, her eyes widening as she looked at Arthur in sudden panic – she had been distracted by the joy of discovering her Witchspark and had somehow managed to forget about them. “The barrier?”

“It’s still holding. They’ve gone for now. I heard them saying they would be back…with reinforcements.”

Eglantine swallowed – that did not sound good.

“It’s alright,” said Arthur. “With your Witchspark, maybe you’re the reinforcement Hus needs to beat them.”

Eglantine felt a lump form in her throat. That was exactly what she hoped too.

She looked down at the mass of bramble roses around her.

“They’re like your mother’s,” Arthur whispered.

Her lip trembled, and a single tear spilled down her cheek as she nodded. “My signature ability is linked to hers, I think. My love for painting, and flowers, and the time we used to spend here together.” Her voice choked slightly. “Maybe it ignited when…” She couldn’t bring herself to say when my mother’s ghost left. But perhaps that’s what Miss Hegotty had meant about something that shaped her, something within.

Eglantine brushed away another tear. The painted flowers had stopped seeping out of her now. Though she couldn’t have said how she knew it, only that she did, she was certain her magic would come whenever she wanted it to. When she opened up her hand, a painted streak appeared in all of her favourite colours, and when she drew on the air, a rose appeared. She smiled, and set it down.

They had no idea when Lichen or the Whistlewitch would return, only that they would, and Eglantine and Arthur knew that they had to work as fast as they could to stop them breaking through when they came back.

There were deep cracks all along the wall that separated the east wing from the rest of the house. It looked on the verge of caving in, but for now, miraculously, it was still holding.

Eglantine sat beside it and gently ran her hand over the exposed stone. She could still feel life, but it was slowing, like a heart with a fault. She closed her eyes and pictured the vines that had poured all around her in the garden, and when she opened her eyes, her fingers began to grow vine tendrils that attached themselves to the wall, creeping through the cracks, and slowly binding them together tightly, making the wall more secure. There was a faint flicker from the house, as if it were sighing in relief.

Then she went to find Arthur. “We need to send Miss Luthuli a coded flower message to say that we need her help. If she has a Witchspark then she can stitch my bond with Huswyvern together.”

They found the floral code they needed: a pink camellia, which meant “longing for you”, which she tied with a purple ribbon that she knotted twice so Miss Luthuli would know it was from Eglantine.

Afterwards she went to fetch the Grimoire and sat in her bedroom. This time it wasn’t Huswyvern who created a forest floor, it was Eglantine, as she sat and pored over the book, looking for any other spells that might help deter the Whistlewitch and her uncle.

Later that afternoon, Arthur came upstairs with a cup of fire-breath tea, and said, “A yellow zinnia flower was on the doorstep. It means ‘everlasting friendship’, so Miss Luthuli must have got our message and hopefully she will come by soon.”

“Oh, that is wonderful news. Now that I have found my Witchspark, if she has hers, we could actually pull this thing off.” Her eyes danced.

Arthur looked relieved. “Yes.”

“In the meantime, I thought I’d look through the book. Maybe there’s a spell I could use to strengthen the wall more. I don’t know how long my vines will hold.”

“I’ll help you look,” he said, sitting down.

There were spells for making a person stronger, but not a house. Spells to create explosions, but these seemed like they would destroy the thing before they helped. Spells for healing people, but not ones that could work on objects. As she paged through, the Grimoire flipped back to a spell, as if it wanted to show her something.

THE GLAMOUR SPELL


Give the appearance of returning something to its former glory or give someone the appearance of another. But beware, this magic is surface only, and will last for just eight hours.

Can be used on a person or object – even a sentient house at a pinch, though if it is the latter, the home will be placed in suspended animation while the glamour is working and the home will not be able to use its own magic in this state.

Do not cast this spell without an ignited Witchspark.



Eglantine couldn’t see why the Grimoire wanted to show her that – Hus needed its magic to keep the wall in place. The only thing that spell could possibly help with was if she actually agreed to the royal visit…so she could make Hus look like it once had – a grand magical home. The Grimoire wasn’t trying to suggest they go through with the visit now, was it? Not when they had so many more important things to do – like focus on saving Hus’s life, creating the bond and getting her father back. She shook her head. The thought of entertaining a royal visit at all would be ridiculous.

She suddenly sat up straight, an idea burning inside her. They didn’t know for sure if Miss Luthuli had an ignited Witchspark – which was what she would need in order to officiate Eglantine’s bonding spell with the house. If she didn’t, the spell could backfire and they could all die – Eglantine remembered that part from the spell’s instructions very clearly. But what if there was someone she knew definitely must have an ignited Witchspark. Someone she had overlooked who could help her make the bond with Huswyvern. It seemed so obvious – why hadn’t she thought of it until now?

She looked at Arthur. “What if we asked Miss Hegotty?”

“Asked her what?”

She swallowed. “Miss Hegotty, could you help stitch my magic threads with Huswyvern’s and officiate the bonding spell?”

Arthur’s eyes widened in realization.

A minute later, a speed-mail response materialized out of thin air in the familiar blue envelope.


Dear Lady Eglantine,

If I could, I would, trust me. However, when the royal family comes to visit, you will meet a young witch. She is in need of your help too, not much older than you, and she is the one you are looking for. You are two sides of a coin – both powered by strong emotions – and you can learn a lot from one another. She can help you make your bond, and I believe you can show her why she needs to embrace her magic and the good it can do.

A witch shouldn’t have to work alone. That is what a coven is for.



Eglantine looked at Arthur, her eyes wide.

“We need to actually host the royals.”

“What?” cried Arthur, coming closer to read the letter. “I know the messenger said he’d return on Friday for our response, but I never imagined we would actually ever do it. The visit is so soon!”

Eglantine felt ill just thinking about it.

But she trusted Miss Hegotty, and if this was what she had to do to finally make the bond – even if it was frankly terrifying – then she would do it.

“I think we will need to do that glamour spell after all.”

“Right, and there’s a lot else we’ll need to organize too,” said Arthur. He went into planning mode, which she was very grateful for. “I will have a chat with Tidbit about what to serve them and then I think we will need to sell some more of the silver so we can afford to feed them.”

She winced, but nodded. That made sense.

The following day was Friday, when the royal messenger had said he would return for their response. Eglantine was doing what she could to prepare for when her uncle and the Whistlewitch returned, by developing a plant artillery.

She practised using stinging nettles as weapons, followed by vines with thorns.

“How do you feel about Venus flytraps?” she asked Arthur, who was passing with The Boots and a trolley stacked high with the last of the family silver. He was planning on selling it before he went to the market to stock up on food for the royal party.

“Those carnivorous plants?” he said with a shudder. “The ones that eat bugs?”

The Boots shook in its, well, boots.

She nodded, and from her fingers a tiny painted specimen swirled into life. “I was thinking of making big ones for the bugs in our life.”

Arthur grinned in understanding. “Oh, in that case, I might just have a sudden appreciation for them. Perhaps we should write to Madame de la Tour so she can add them to her next edition of Le Language des Fleurs, and tell her it means ‘So you want a fight?’” he joked.

Eglantine snorted. “When this is over you can invite her here and discuss it.”

“That’s a plan.”

“You’re going to agree to the royal visit?” cried Miss Luthuli, her eyes wide as she took a sip of tea. She’d arrived later that morning with her daughter, Nandi, and Eglantine and Arthur filled them in on everything that had happened. That included how Eglantine had used Miss Hegotty’s help to find her magic, how her uncle and the Whistlewitch had tricked her and her father, and how she needed to perform the bonding spell with the house and how Miss Hegotty had said that she would meet the witch who would help her perform the bonding spell when the royals came.

After she was finished, Miss Luthuli said, “I’m not surprised really that she has suggested them – they are part of the most powerful family in the Magic Isles. Princess Victoria will one day be queen. They will know powerful witches and sorcerers, or at least many more important people who do… Perhaps they would be willing to help somehow? Stop the Whistlewitch maybe?”

Eglantine nodded. “I hope so.”

Miss Luthuli added, “Considering how powerful the Whistlewitch is, they might be our best chance, to be honest.”

“Ours?” said Eglantine.

“You don’t think I am about to let my oldest friend’s daughter do this all alone, do you?”

Eglantine was touched. “Thank you.”

Miss Luthuli might not be the one who would perform the witch-stitch on her bond with Huswyvern (as Miss Hegotty’s letter had made clear), but Eglantine still needed all the help she could get to stand up against her uncle and the Whistlewitch.

“Something else occurs to me. This glamour spell that will give Huswyvern the illusion of being restored has another benefit,” said Miss Luthuli now.

“What?” asked Nandi.

“You mentioned that it will put the house in suspended animation, which means that while the spell is in place, for however long that is—”

“Eight hours,” said Eglantine.

“It will offer a protection against the invasion of your uncle and the Whistlewitch.”

“But how? Hus won’t be able to use its magic, so I thought they would easily be able to get inside,” said Eglantine.

“Yes, but they couldn’t perform their bonding spell with Hus until the glamour spell has faded. It gives you time.”

Eglantine blinked. “You’re right. Eight hours to convince the royals to help me, and to find the witch Miss Hegotty said I would meet for the bonding spell.”

“Tell me what I can do to help,” said Miss Luthuli.

Eglantine looked at the older witch in thought. “I seem to recall you were rather fond of the theatre. At one point you even did some acting?”

She frowned. “Er, yes?”

“Well, see, the only problem I have is that to actually host the royals I need my father – or at least someone to play the role of my father – as Sir Conroy sent him a letter and will be expecting him. Somehow, I feel that if I told them of what has happened in writing, it would be a bit hard to believe. Some things are better explained face to face.”

Arthur’s beak popped open in realization. “You’re going to use the glamour spell on Miss Luthuli as well. So she will take on the appearance of Lord Bury?”

“If she agrees.”

Miss Luthuli grinned. “I do.”

“What can I do?” asked Nandi.

“You want to help?” asked Arthur.

She nodded. He looked from her to the rest of the table. “Do you have any ideas for how we’re actually supposed to serve a dinner of six or seven courses when even after selling the last of the silver it was only enough for two chickens and a bag of flour, and all we have in the pantry are some vegetables from the garden?”

Nandi thought about it seriously.

“Why not suggest a picnic on the beach instead?”

Eglantine gasped. “That might work! They said they wanted to see our spark-huts…”

When the royal messenger came that afternoon for their reply, Eglantine handed him a letter in which she had forged her father’s signature and had written that he would be delighted to host them, but that as the servants were reduced, he suggested a beachside picnic, which he would provide. Then he and his daughter Eglantine would accompany them to visit the spark-powered bathing huts, and then on to the house that evening, where they could have a light supper. She did not mention how many courses would be on offer. Though she hoped that four different kinds of vegetables might cover some.

Eglantine was pleased when an hour later they received a spark-pigeon with a message attached to its foot, agreeing to everything she suggested.

She turned to Arthur. “Now that they’ve actually agreed, I feel sick with nerves.”

“Me too, milady.”

The night before the royals were due to arrive, Eglantine tried out the glamour spell. It was wonderful to see the house restored, the pictures back in their frames, the walls looking so shivery and alive. But it was only a mirage, and when it faded she was actually relieved, as even though the house looked so well, it wasn’t fully alive like it should be. It was awful not being able to feel her home. It didn’t matter to her that the paint was shiny or that the portraits were restored (not to mention all the silver). She missed the giggles when she went to the bathroom. The chairs that tried to soothe her. The armoured suits who liked to ask for a dance, and Sorcerer Nelson’s nods of encouragement. It was just as the spell had warned, a surface fix. Eglantine hoped that, considering her visitors had never been to a sentient house before, they wouldn’t realize it wasn’t currently entirely sentient… She needed them to see how wonderful it was, so that they could help her save it.

Finally everything was ready.

She was nervous but excited. This might be their chance to bring her father home at last, and to prevent Huswyvern from falling into the wrong hands. Eglantine dared to hope she could bring back the ghost of her dear mother, too.

She touched the wall of her bedroom and whispered, “It’s finally time, Huswyvern. We’re going to restore you properly and get Father back. It won’t be long now.”

She climbed into bed, though she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep, not now.

Not now they were so close.
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The royal picnic did not get off to a promising start. They had all agreed to meet on the beach before coming up to the house and as Eglantine and Miss Luthuli, who was under the glamour spell and now resembled Lord Bury, stepped forward to greet them, the look that came over Sir Conroy’s face made it clear that something was wrong.

Altogether there were three women in the party. One of them, Eglantine realized, feeling her stomach do a small flip with nerves, had to be the witch Miss Hegotty had said would help her. Though the Duchess was tall and imposing enough to be what one might imagine a witch to look like, Eglantine knew royals weren’t supposed to have magic, so really the only option was Lehzen, Princess Victoria’s young-looking governess, who hung back as the royals were introduced.

Meeting Princess Victoria wasn’t how Eglantine had imagined. She had assumed the princess would be intimidating, but she wasn’t. She had dark hair and a kind smile. She looked a little shy, which Eglantine was surprised by, and it made her warm to her in a way she wouldn’t have expected. Though she was nervous at meeting the royals, Eglantine wasn’t as terrified as she first thought she might be. If it were just the women, the day would have got off to a successful start – alas, that was not the case.

Princess Victoria and her mother gushed over the spark-huts and thanked Eglantine and “Lord Bury” for having them. Princess Victoria added, “I’m so looking forward to meeting your magical house later—”

But Conroy interrupted. “Yes, yes, it’s nice to meet you, child, milord, but I do believe we were expecting Lord Bury. It was, after all, he we sent the letter to.”

Miss Luthuli looked askance at Eglantine, who frowned, as the glamour was still in place. “I…well, I am Lord Bury,” Miss Luthuli said, perhaps with just a touch of doubt, in case the magic had slipped.

Conroy blinked, then shook his head a little impatiently. “Ah yes, the one who took on his wife’s family name…” His tone implied that he thought this was something almost shameful, instead of what it had been for Eglantine’s father – an act of love, and his way of showing his wife that he supported the new practice that allowed for women to inherit.

“I meant the original Lord Lichen Bury.”

Miss Luthuli’s mouth opened like a dead fish and she blinked.

“L-lichen,” breathed Eglantine in shock.

Conroy turned to look at “Lord Bury” with a frown. “Yes. My old chum, Lichen. He wrote to tell me that the estate was now his, due to some bet you lost. I apologize, you’ve quite taken me by surprise – how the devil did you manage to get it back? I’m confused; the school is still going ahead, correct?” He attempted a smile, but they could tell it wasn’t sincere. “That’s why we’re here, man!”

“There won’t be a school,” snapped Eglantine, inadvertently telling them the truth before she could think better of it. Still, while Sir Conroy was Lichen’s friend, that didn’t necessarily mean the royals would take her uncle’s side, did it? Perhaps she could lay some of the groundwork now to ask for their help… Maybe even Sir Conroy could be persuaded, if he knew the truth about his friend…

“What? What is going on?”

“Lichen made a false claim, My Lord. It wasn’t his house to give away. It’s mine,” said Eglantine.

Conroy looked nonplussed for a moment. “Yours?” Then he nodded. “Ah yes…the child with the claim,” he said, touching his forehead as if remembering something he’d forgotten. “Lichen did mention that, but I thought…”

Eglantine was beginning to get a horrible suspicion that Sir Conroy probably shared some of her uncle’s views. Perhaps he also thought it was a pity that girls now inherited… Eglantine swallowed.

This wasn’t going to plan at all.

Victoria cleared her throat. She looked embarrassed. “Well, I for one am rather glad that the house is back in the hands of its rightful owner. It would have been quite sad for it to have become a military school, right, Mama?”

“Oh, I don’t know…”

Victoria gave her mother a look and the Duchess got the drift. “Oh yes,” she said, looking hesitantly from Victoria to Sir Conroy. Perhaps she realized they would be staying at Huswyvern later and it wouldn’t be a good idea to insult their hosts. Not that that had stopped Sir Conroy before.

Conroy blinked furiously. He seemed to be attempting to find his own manners too, though not very well. “Well, of course, yes, though I am sure it would have been a fine school too. I still cannot believe that it isn’t happening. I mean, if we had known that it wasn’t to be the case, well, we might have…” He broke off, perhaps realizing that he was being a bit rude. “But that is to say, we want to see the place anyway.”

Eglantine felt her heart sink. Sir Conroy was really on her uncle’s side.

The only thing that kept Eglantine from complete despair was seeing the look of anger that had flashed over Princess Victoria’s face at Sir Conroy’s tone, and how it had been matched by her governess, Lehzen. So at least she knew that not everyone in the royal party agreed with him. Eglantine knew she had to find a way somehow to speak to Lehzen alone – she was sure she was the witch Miss Hegotty had said would be able to help her.
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Victoria was angry and humiliated.

It had taken everything in her not to snap at Sir Conroy in front of their hosts. She could feel her magic within her, itching to be released, and she was terrified it would erupt. While she had made the witching needles, she still needed to find the witch Miss Hegotty had promised her she would meet so that she could tame her threads and hopefully rebind her magic.

The situation was getting more desperate every day. And right now, with how unbelievably rude Sir Conroy had been to Lord Bury and his daughter, she was fighting to stay calm, as she knew her emotions made her uncontrolled magic even worse. But she was struggling. She couldn’t believe he’d had the gall to imply that it was a pity that their home hadn’t been turned into a school or that Lady Eglantine wasn’t the rightful heir…just because she was a girl!

She knew all about that sort of prejudice, thanks to all the things she wasn’t allowed to do. She had often wondered, if her parents had had a boy, would he have had to hold his governess’s hand every time he went down the stairs? Or share his mother’s room? Somehow, she suspected not.

She had wanted to say something, to tell Lady Eglantine that it wasn’t right and that she was sorry, but she had done nothing. She’d just stood by and glared at Conroy.

“Poor lamb,” said her mother as she departed the bathing hut and prepared to lower herself into the sea. Victoria followed, noticing that Lady Eglantine was close by, and had got into the water already. Victoria waved her over, and Eglantine began to paddle towards them, with Lehzen following.

The royal guard were stationed on the beach, performing their patrols. Victoria could see Kang Mal-Chin in the distance, and she couldn’t help feeling relieved that they hadn’t followed in their own hut. Though seeing him in a striped bathing costume might have made him slightly less terrifying…

Victoria slowly lowered herself into the cold water and answered her mother. “I know, I felt so horrid for her after Sir Conroy said all that about her uncle and that he was sorry her home wasn’t going to be a school!” She was surprised and pleased that her mother, for once, seemed to be on her side.

Her mother turned around to look at her in surprise. “I meant Sir Conroy! Why, he looked so disappointed. He was so looking forward to this trip, and now it is for nothing. I know he really wanted us to perform the ribbon-cutting ceremony. It’s all quite a mess… But shh, the girl is coming. It’s funny, I didn’t think she would be able to swim with only one hand.”

Victoria clenched her jaw, then closed her eyes in shame when she saw Lady Eglantine flinch slightly and begin to slow. She had clearly overheard the Duchess.

Victoria’s anger built. She could feel the magic pulsating through her, like a wild caged thing ready to be released. She tried her best to stop it, to try to calm herself down, but it burst out of her in a flash and hit her mother.

The Duchess froze instantly and her immobile body began to slide down in the water. In horror, Victoria cried, “Oh no, she’s going to drown!”

Eglantine swam as quickly as she could, getting to the Duchess first, just as her head was going under. Eglantine pulled her up, only to yelp, “Oh, my goodness, she’s already dead!”

The Duchess’s face was frozen. She didn’t appear to be breathing.

“She’s not dead,” hissed Victoria, who had swum forward to help lift her mother. She anxiously looked over her shoulder towards the beach and the royal guards, but they hadn’t noticed anything was wrong…not yet. “Keep your voice down,” she begged. “We can’t alert the guards.”

Eglantine looked horrified. “What? We must get their attention immediately! Your Highness, you must be in shock – your mother has died.”

Victoria’s expression was fierce. “I promise you, she’s not dead. Just trust me, okay?”

Eglantine looked at the Duchess’s immobile form, then at Victoria, just as Lehzen came swimming towards them at pace.

“What’s wrong with the Duchess?” she called.

Victoria clenched a fist. She didn’t need this right now, not on top of everything else.

She closed her eyes for a second, opening them when she heard Lady Eglantine call out in panic, “Miss Lehzen, are you alright? I’m coming! Your Highness, hold onto your mother.”

Victoria looked up. Miss Lehzen had frozen in the water now. Her eyes scanned the beach, and she saw Kang Mal-Chin begin to run towards the sea. She held up her hands, and then suddenly the guards and the rest of the beach were frozen too. This time, she knew she had done it on purpose. But she didn’t have a moment to stop and wonder about how, as she had to help Eglantine save her governess from sinking beneath the surface of the water.

She was beyond grateful that the men, including Sir Conroy, were bathing far away at a different section of the beach, or who knew how much worse this day could have got?

“Bring her here,” said Victoria as she pulled and dragged her mother out of the water and placed her on the veranda of the bathing hut, panting with the effort.

Eglantine did as instructed, quickly creating a flowery vine raft in which to place Lehzen, before hauling it onto the veranda.

Victoria gasped. This girl was a witch!

She couldn’t help staring at her, a tiny shoot of hope growing within her chest. Was she the one Miss Hegotty has said she would meet on her path?

Eglantine, however, looked utterly petrified. “Are they both dead?” she breathed in horror.

Victoria shook her head. Tears squeezed out of the corners of her eyes. There was nothing else for it but to be honest. “They’re alive, just frozen in time.”

“What?” The girl’s large blue eyes met her own. She looked utterly confused.

Victoria bit her lip. “It’s, well, the thing is…they’ve been made to freeze, by magic.”

Eglantine gasped. She stared at Victoria for a beat. Then finally comprehension seemed to dawn. “It was you – you’re a witch?”

“Yes,” she admitted.

Instead of exclaiming in fear or disgust, Eglantine punched the sky with her fist in triumph. “It’s you!” she cried, eyes shimmering with tears. “You’re the one I’ve been waiting for all this time. I thought it might be your governess, Lehzen, but it’s not,” she said in wonder and delight. “Miss Hegotty said I’d meet you – a young witch who needs to embrace magic! She said we could help each other!”

Victoria’s heart caught in her chest. “She told me the same thing! Thank goodness I’ve found you!”
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Eglantine looked at Princess Victoria’s mother and her governess Lehzen, who were both lying on the veranda of the bathing hut. They were like statues.

“Are they alright? You said that they had been frozen…in time? Will they go back to normal?”

Victoria nodded. “Eventually.” She pulled a face. “Sometimes it takes a few minutes, but the longest has been about half an hour. It’s different when I slow down time. And when I rev—” She stopped herself.

Eglantine’s eyes were like saucers. Had the princess just said what she thought she had?

“You can reverse time?” she yelped.

“Shh,” cried Victoria. “They might awaken and hear.”

Eglantine was still staring at her, so Victoria got up off the ledge and went to fetch some towels. “If we are going to have this conversation despite the risks, I’d prefer not to be shivering from cold as well as fright.”

Eglantine smiled slightly and nodded.

Victoria handed her a towel, and then took a seat next to her, dangling her legs in the water and peering over her shoulder at the others to make sure they hadn’t stirred.

“In answer to your question, I did once – reverse time, that is – by accident. Everything I do is by accident.”

Eglantine let out a low whistle. Then she looked at Victoria askance. “But when your magic comes out, it always seems to relate somehow to time?”

Victoria nodded.

“You have a Witchspark!” exclaimed Eglantine.

“Shhh,” said Victoria. “And yes. How did you know?”

Eglantine told her a little of her story. “I needed help to get magic,” she said, “that’s why I turned to Miss Hegotty. And then later I discovered I needed to ignite my Witchspark to make the bond with my house – I need to do that to save it, and to ensure that my uncle and this awful sorcerer he is working with, the Whistlewitch—”

“The Whistlewitch,” gasped Victoria. Clearly, she had heard of her.

Eglantine nodded. “Well, they’ve tried to trick us out of my house. They’ve even taken my father hostage.”

Victoria looked at her in confusion and Eglantine realized that, as far as she knew, she had just met Eglantine’s father. “The man you met earlier isn’t really my father, he’s a stand-in. Mine was taken. Anyway, to get him back, and to make the bond with the house, I need the help of another witch.”

Victoria’s eyes widened.

“Someone with an ignited Witchspark, like you,” continued Eglantine.

Victoria blinked. “Mine might have ignited, but not in a good way – mine is unstable. That’s why Miss Hegotty told me that I would meet someone on my path, a young witch who could help me soothe my magic threads…and then bind them.”

“Bind them?” Eglantine gasped. “Miss Hegotty told me that I need to help you embrace your magic, not bind it!”

“You’re right – that’s what she wants me to do, but she also told me that you could help me bind my magic if I wanted. And that’s what I need, Lady Eglantine. Just look around you – I’m sure I don’t need to explain why having magic is a big problem for me. I will help you with your spell if you help bind my magic – please, I’m not too proud to beg.”

Eglantine bit her lip. Neither was she. She knew it wasn’t exactly what Miss Hegotty had said she should do, but it was her chance – she could finally save Huswyvern and get her father back.

She nodded.

A minute later the Duchess reanimated, looked around and began to panic.

“Why am I here? I was in the water a minute ago!”

“So was I!” came Lehzen’s surprised voice.

“It, um, was the strangest thing…” hedged Eglantine. “You both…”

“Fainted!” Victoria supplied.

“Yes, um, it sometimes happens as the water is so icy…” continued Eglantine, thinking fast.

“Fainted?” cried the Duchess.

“Mama, I had to drag you out of the water. Eglantine did the same for Lehzen.”

“Really?” said Lehzen, turning to Eglantine. “Oh, thank you so much, how scary for you both.”

Victoria called out to the now unfrozen royal guards that everything was okay, then shared a look with Eglantine. It had been scary. It had also turned out to be the best thing that either of them could have imagined too.

At last it was time to leave the beach. Eglantine was desperate to get back to Hus and do the bonding spell. She couldn’t believe that it was Princess Victoria who would be the one to help her save her house.

The royal party was to take them back in their spark-carriages. Waiting by one was a carriage boy who couldn’t take his eyes off Lord Bury. For a moment, Eglantine worried that the glamour spell had slipped, but Miss Luthuli still looked like her father. She frowned, and the boy looked away, seeming cross for some reason.

All thoughts of the boy vanished, though, as she climbed inside the carriage. Eglantine practised the words of the glamour spell as it began to move, keeping a beady eye on the window, so that just a moment before they approached the sea cliffs she performed the spell.

“I say, it is rather impressive,” said Sir Conroy to “Lord Bury” as Huswyvern came into view.

Eglantine let out a sigh of relief. The glamoured house shone in the late afternoon sun, its greying stone now golden. She forced a smile. She knew that she would rather her house be ever-so-slightly crumbling, hanging onto the cliffs by a thread and covered in brambles and wild roses, but fully, fully alive, than this sanitized, sparkling new, lifeless version.

At the threshold Arthur stood waiting in his dress livery. Nandi stood next to him – she had offered to help him and Tidbit wait on the royal party.

“Welcome to Huswyvern, Your Royal Highnesses,” said Arthur with a bow. “Milord, my name is Arthur, and I am at your service.”

Eglantine smiled at him, because at least he was still the same part of the home she knew and loved.

“A wyvern-butler,” gasped Conroy. “Now that is impressive.”

With this, Eglantine could only agree.

Arthur showed the guests to their rooms in the west wing to freshen up. They went up the stairs, passing the “restored” paintings and portraits, and reached the split that led left to the east wing, and right towards the west.

“I say,” said Sir Conroy, seeing the wall of roses that blocked off the east wing.

“That part of the house is undergoing some renovation,” said Arthur smoothly. “It’s working on a new and wonderful addition,” he lied.

“Oh, lovely,” said the Duchess, stepping forward to touch the living wall. But these roses, did the house do this?” she asked in wonder.

“Actually it was Lady Eglantine,” said Arthur, beaming.

“It’s beautiful,” said Victoria. She stepped forward to admire them. They were certainly worth the admiration too. The wall was packed tightly with beautiful, pale pink roses, each one, on closer inspection, like a watercolour painting. She bent forward to smell one, only to laugh in delight, as it smelled of rose but also of paint. “They’re incredible.”

“Thanks,” said Eglantine, who hadn’t had much occasion to feel proud before, and couldn’t help the blush that stained her cheeks.

They shared a look. Eglantine was anxious for them to get away from the others, so they could do the bonding spell. It was clear the princess felt the same, that she wanted Eglantine’s help to bind her magic.

But they couldn’t get away just yet.

Sir Conroy asked for a tour, and when Victoria tried to leave, her mother hissed at her not to be rude.

Eglantine was forced to go along too as Arthur showed them around and, with pride, gave them the history of the house, which began in the thirteenth century. “It is speculated,” he said, “that even back then the house was sentient.”

“But how could that be, before the discovery of isle-spark magic with the Great Quake?” asked Sir Conroy.

They were standing in the entrance hall again, where some of the house’s earliest inhabitants were immortalized in oil paintings.

“Some people,” continued Arthur, “have claimed that there have always been pockets of magic pulsing wildly throughout the Isles, which explains why in previous centuries there were instances of spark-touched people – those poor witches who were persecuted and burned. The belief is that Huswyvern was built on such a magical site.” Arthur touched the walls. “On top of the remains of fierce winged beasts. Though I have no memories of before I was awakened with isle-spark, I do suspect that I was alive before. Sometimes I have strange dreams of a vastly different time…”

They all gasped at that. Conroy, however, only tutted in disbelief.

“I will focus my tour on when isle-spark first changed Huswyvern.”

Arthur then led them on to the drawing room, and began to tell them a story about the first spark-touched Lord of Huswyvern.

Eglantine held back, waiting for Princess Victoria, who had been listening eagerly to Arthur’s stories. She beckoned her over and whispered very softly, “Now would be a good time to use your magic, Your Highness, so we can talk properly and do the spell to bond me to the house.”

Spots of colour appeared on Victoria’s cheeks. She swallowed. “I…I can’t.”

Eglantine frowned. “What do you mean?”

“It’s like I said, I don’t always have control – so much can go wrong. But we can try tonight, when everyone is asleep?”

Eglantine’s throat turned dry. “We don’t have long, Your Highness,” she hissed. “See, the house’s magic is being held in suspension, because of the Glamour Spell I used to cover up the fact that its magic is almost gone. When that wears off, which will be soon, Huswyvern’s magic will be in danger off fading away completely unless we act fast.”

Victoria’s eyes bulged at that. “But if the Glamour Spell is due to wear off so soon, how were you going to explain that?”

Eglantine took a deep breath. “I figured so long as I met the witch Miss Hegotty said would help me, I could cross that bridge later… To be honest, I had hoped your whole party would be sympathetic, and maybe I could ask for everyone’s help by then too…”

Victoria winced, remembering how Sir Conroy had clearly shown his support for Eglantine’s uncle.

Just then the Duchess called sharply, “Victoria, where are you? Come here, child – what are you doing? You’re missing the tour.”

“Sorry,” called Victoria. Then, looking at Eglantine before she went to join her mother, she whispered, “I’m sorry about Conroy.”

“It doesn’t matter, we just need you.”

Victoria looked frightened but she nodded.

“I’ll come as soon as I can get away. I’ll make an excuse if I have to, I promise.”
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In the gardens, Eoin was sitting on a bench, with Rat Lord Byron on his shoulder.

He couldn’t help thinking of how he was going to confront Lord Bury, and what he was going to say. He took out the long leather strap he wore around his neck and stared at the ornate brass ring and sighed.

From behind him came a gasp. He hadn’t heard Lady Eglantine’s footsteps as she’d come up behind him, and now she was staring at the ring. “That’s my family crest!”

Rat Lord Byron let out a squeak that might have stood for “Oh my!”

Eoin scrambled to his feet. He hadn’t had much occasion to witness magic being performed and his heart began to race in a mix of fear tinged with wonder.

From the girl’s palm, vines were beginning to form; some had already wrapped themselves around her little arm. They looked ready to wrap themselves around him next.

In response, the rat scrambled into Eoin’s pocket.

“Milady, I can explain,” said Eoin.

Her eyes were huge, and she looked ready to call for the others, but she waited, and Eoin was grateful for it.

“Go on then,” she demanded. “Explain.”

“It was in my mother’s possession before she died.” Eoin’s voice cracked slightly.

“I don’t understand.”

Eoin explained in a rush. “You can have it back. In fact, I was hoping to return it to Lord Bury myself.”

She seemed suspicious at first, as if he were spinning a story, but as he told her about looking for his father – about his mother’s time working in a country home in Ireland, where she met Lady Eglantine’s father – realization dawned in her eyes. “Oh, you mean, my Uncle Lichen – he had a home in Ireland. Then she gasped. “He’s your father, then – it’s that Lord Bury. My father wasn’t always called Lord Bury, you see; he took the family name when he married my mother.”

Eoin stared at Eglantine in horrified realization. This whole time he’d been gearing himself up to confront Lord Bury, the man who he’d thought had walked past him earlier and yet didn’t even recognize his own son. And now he discovered his father wasn’t that man at all, but someone else.

His throat felt thick with emotion, and he didn’t quite know what to say.

Eglantine was looking at him in concern. “Are…are you alright? I am sorry, it probably would have been better for you if it were my father.”

His eyes widened. “Why?” Was the man even worse than he’d imagined?

She sighed. “Well, he’s…” She broke off.

“That bad, eh?” He laughed, in a forced sort of way.

She didn’t laugh back. “Unfortunately, yes. He’s tried to steal our house from us, and he bound my magic when I was younger.”

He looked at her in shock. “He did that to you? But why?”

“So he could get Huswyvern. He’s always wanted it for himself. He’s working with the Whistlewitch to try and steal it from us in any way he can.”

Eoin looked floored.

Eglantine suddenly appeared distressed. “I…I’m sorry, maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.”

He shook his head. “No, you definitely should have. I didn’t come here hoping that I’d have some relationship with him. I heard he left my mother not long after she told him she was pregnant with me, so I knew he wasn’t a good man. I wanted to confront him, that was all.”

There was a soft squeak of sympathy from Rat Lord Byron that made him feel the tiniest bit better.

Eglantine bit her lip. “I can understand that. I think he will be coming here soon, unfortunately, to finish what he’s started, so you might get the chance.”

Eoin stared at her. “From what you’ve told me, I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not.”

“I don’t know either. But what is good,” she said, eyes suddenly shining, “is getting to meet you. I’ve never had a cousin before.” She smiled at him in wonder.

He looked back at her, then blinked. Ever since he’d lost his aunt, his last remaining family, he’d told himself that he was fine alone. He’d ignored how lonely he was.

But since finding Victoria, and even Rat Lord Byron, some of that had begun to shift…and now, suddenly, after being so focused on confronting his father, he realized that maybe there was another possibility in front of him… What Eglantine seemed to be offering him was a chance at being part of a family.

“I’ve never had a cousin before either,” he said. “I’m really glad to have met you.”

“Me too.”

Meanwhile, Princess Victoria was calmly following after the others as the wyvern butler continued his tour. Inside, though, she was a storm of emotions. Lady Eglantine’s desperate pleas for her to help, and the fact that the house’s glamour would fade soon, were clamouring inside her mind.

This was not going to plan. She didn’t want to have to use her magic, to risk exposing herself. How on earth was she going to somehow find the time to perform some complicated spell with Eglantine and not be seen?

Then, as she listened half-heartedly to the wyvern speaking about the library’s collection of books, her mother began to scream.

Victoria whirled around to see her mother pointing at Lord Bury, who until then had been nodding along to all of Arthur’s lectures, and adding helpful insights such as “Quite so”, or “Most definitely”. But now she saw he had begun to transform, his facial hair disappearing, his eyes changing colour from blue to brown, his hair beginning to lengthen, until before them all stood not Lord Bury at all, but a strange woman.

“WHO THE BALLY HELL ARE YOU?” yelled Sir Conroy.

Eglantine could hear screams coming from within the house. “What’s going on?” she cried.

Just then Nandi came screeching outside. “It’s the glamour spell, it’s worn off – they’ve seen that Mum isn’t actually Lord Bury!”

“Oh no,” cried Eglantine, her hand at her hair in anxiety. “I forgot to renew it!”

Eoin stared back at them in confusion, but Eglantine didn’t have time to explain.

She ran towards the shouting, Eoin and Nandi hot on her heels.

They found the adults in the library, where Miss Luthuli was trying desperately to explain herself. Several of the royal family’s servants and magical guards were there now too, and one appeared to be about to clap Miss Luthuli in handcuffs. The head of the royal guards, Kang Mal-Chin, hissed, “Impersonating someone else and using magic in front of the royal family without consent is a serious crime, and you will be charged and sentenced to prison.”

“Prison?” cried Nandi. “Mum!”

“No!” cried Eglantine. “I can explain. It wasn’t her fault, it was I who cast the glamour spell.”

“You?” cried Sir Conroy. Then suddenly his eyes narrowed, and he appeared to shrewdly assess things. He snorted. “You didn’t suddenly get a reversal of fortune, did you? Lord Lichen is still the legal inheritor of this estate! You’ve tried to perform a coup! I shall inform the RISM immediately!”

“He is not the owner, I am! He’s the one who has used illegal magic on my father – who he has taken hostage, by the way – and forced him to sign a document giving him guardianship over me and this house.”

Conroy tutted. “A likely tale. Imprison the girl. We must find Lord Lichen immediately, and inform him of this deception.”

“Your Highness,” cried Eglantine, turning beseeching eyes on Victoria, “please.”

Victoria turned white with fear.

“Princess, you have to help her,” shouted Eoin. “You can stop this.”

“No one can stop this,” scoffed the Duchess. “And how dare you address my daughter like that, you impertinent child?” she hissed, rounding on Eoin.

The guard who was holding onto Eglantine placed her in irons that adjusted themselves to her little arm. Despite her restraints, she struggled against him and sent out a creeping vine that wrapped around him and squeezed tightly. He hissed in response.

Suddenly Arthur – sweet, mild-mannered, temperate Arthur, who until just five minutes before had been boring them all with his endless knowledge of the house’s long history – began to snarl, and smoke started curling from his nostrils. They had forgotten that he was a fearsome creature, but now they were well aware. “Unhand her this instant. You will not leave with her.”

The guard turned to Arthur and said, “If you stand in our way, you will face disposal.”

“D-disposal?” whimpered Eglantine.

“There are no prisons for magical beasts – we take no chances, and get rid of them for the good of the Isles.”

The other guard began to assemble what looked like a strange spark-powered bow and arrow, which he turned to point at Arthur.

Eglantine began to breathe fast and hard. The guard tugged at her chains and began to drag her out of the room. “No!” she shouted.

She wasn’t the only one who shouted. Appalled at what was happening, Victoria had raised her hands to stop the guard and felt the familiar rush of magic as it left her, freezing almost everyone.

Only Eglantine, Arthur, Eoin and Victoria were unaffected.

This time she knew it was because she hadn’t wanted them to become fixed in time. Her magic had done what she wanted for once.

Arthur raced to help Eglantine out of her chains, and Eglantine, once free, looked around the room in awe. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

“Y-you’re welcome,” said Victoria shakily. “You’d better leave quickly. I don’t know how long this will last, as my magic isn’t reliable. The two of you need to get out of here, and fast, and if you can take your friend with you, all the better,” she said, indicating the frozen form of Miss Luthuli.

“We can’t leave!” said Eglantine. “We need to do the bonding spell. It’s our only chance to save Huswyvern. If we don’t, it could die or become some horrible military school run by my uncle and the Whistlewitch. Your Highness, please. I need you. It’s the only way I’m going to get my father back. Quick, Arthur, get the Grimoire, we don’t have a minute to lose.”

Arthur blinked, and then his eyes widened. “Of course, she has a Witchspark. Together you can do the spell!”

Then he flew upstairs to fetch it.

Victoria took a deep breath and looked from Eoin to Eglantine and then back to the members of the royal party and the guards, all of whom were thankfully still frozen in time. Eglantine was right, there was no way out of this now other than through.

Victoria’s heart was beating wildly in her chest. At any point the others could awaken and she could be caught performing magic – in the middle of the bonding spell, perhaps? Until now, when she used her ability to make time slow or stand still, if she didn’t do anything suspicious when everyone else unfroze, they didn’t notice. But this was different. They could wake and see a very different scenario.

She bit her lip, thinking hard. She could think of some excuse, perhaps. Though at some point Kang Mal-Chin would no doubt begin to suspect it was her. She was the only one who hadn’t yet been tested again for magic…

Maybe she could help Eglantine to do her spell and then ask her to bind her magic and then somehow help set Eglantine and Arthur free. But what if something went wrong again? What would she do if she needed to use magic to help and couldn’t?

The thought was like being hit with ice water. Her stomach clenched in a horrible way.

Could she truly go back to being that young girl who had no friends, who was unutterably lonely, who was so frustrated because everything she did was so heavily controlled by others?

Suddenly the thought of never using her magic again made her feel…uneasy.

But she hated it, didn’t she? She longed and wished and prayed for it to be taken away…didn’t she?

She realized she was frightened of her magic, yes, and terrified of being discovered…but no, she didn’t hate it. In fact, as scary as some of the things she had faced in the past few months had been, her magic had also given her more freedom than she’d had in years, and it had helped her make a friend. And now it was giving her a chance to make a real difference. Could she really just ask Eglantine to take that away?

No. She could not.

For the first time, she felt grateful to her magic, truly grateful for what it could allow her to do – to save her new friends and prevent this awful injustice from occurring. She just wished that she could control it properly – that she could know for certain it would work when she needed it to and how long it would last.

She thought of Miss Hegotty’s words in her letter about not taking the easy way out and realized what she had meant. It would be easy to have her magic bound and her life might be simpler as a result, but it would also be harder without the freedom it had given her.

She looked at Eglantine – so fierce and determined; so ready to do what needed to be done that she was willing to risk performing magic in front of the royals – and she drew courage.

It wasn’t worth being queen if she had to sacrifice such a large part of herself to do it. She took a deep breath, then straightened her spine and took out her witching needles, which she’d been keeping in the sleeves of her dress. “Can you help me respool my magic threads?” she asked Eglantine.

Eglantine looked thrilled. “Your Highness! You want to embrace your magic, not bind it?”

She nodded. “I realized that if you helped me to bind my magic after I helped seal your bond with the house, then that would be it. If anything bad happened – if they all woke up,” she said, pointing to the frozen members of the guard and her family, “I would be powerless to help you and the others. And suddenly that was more terrifying than having to admit to my family that I have magic or having to give up my right to the throne.”

“Wow,” said Eoin.

“I know,” agreed Victoria, looking up at her new friend.

“I’m beginning to see that maybe Miss Hegotty has a point – the easy way out isn’t actually easier, and though it terrifies me, I have to admit that having magic has made me feel like maybe I do have some say in my life. Maybe that’s why Miss Hegotty wanted me to meet you, Eglantine, so I could see what was at stake and what magic could do – it could prevent them hurting Arthur and taking you away. I’m not sure I’d be able to live with myself if I let that happen,” she admitted.

Eglantine stared at her, eyes shining, feeling touched. “Maybe that’s why your Witchspark ignited in the first place. It wanted you to have a voice. Maybe you can change things.”

“That’s what I’ve been telling her,” said Eoin. “Just because the Serpent King used his powers to become evil, it doesn’t mean magic always works that way.”

Arthur agreed. “He has a point.”

Victoria blinked in realization. That’s what Miss Hegotty had tried to make her see. This whole time, the truth was that magic had been like a friend, just one she couldn’t embrace. She wanted to now.

“Let’s do it.”

Eglantine grinned.

The figures of the adults remained frozen around them as she quickly fetched the revelation candle. Then together they performed the spell to wind Victoria’s magic threads around her, watching as the frayed ends soothed.

At the centre of Victoria’s threads, something glowed golden bright. Her Witchspark.

Eglantine turned to Victoria, her eyes alight. This was it. They had everything they needed.

They were ready to do the bonding spell at last.





[image: images]

There was a distant thunder, followed by the sound of low, eerie whistling. The sort of whistling that was like nails down a chalkboard.

“Oh dear,” cried Arthur. “They’re back!”

“Oh no, not now!” cried Eglantine, clutching the Grimoire to her chest.

The sounds intensified and Eglantine, Arthur, Victoria and Eoin raced outside to the garden. To their horror, across the cliffs they could see the Whistlewitch arriving, the tentacles around her hair growing as big as anacondas. From the depths of the sea, beasts were also beginning to surface – creatures that were half-man, half-fish, but nothing at all like the legends of merfolk Eglantine had read about. These weren’t beautiful sirens, mermaids or handsome kings with tridents. Instead they were covered in barnacles, their skin a deep forest-green, speckled with razor-like spines, their teeth bared, displaying rows upon rows of needles. But their eyes were the scariest part – they were completely blank. The eyes of marionettes, thought Eglantine, with the Whistlewitch pulling their strings.

The witch had returned with an army.

This was what they had meant by reinforcements.

“You didn’t think you had got rid of us that easily, did you?” the witch called.

Behind her, riding on the back of a walrus, came Lichen – who didn’t look all that comfortable, to be fair. “Prepare to lose, Niece!”

“We will fight them while you perform the spell,” yelled Arthur. “Quick, boy, fetch any weapons the frozen guards might have and help me!”

Eoin blinked, staring at the approaching school of mer-monsters, before he turned and raced inside, emerging not long afterwards with the magical bow and arrows. Victoria’s magic was still keeping the others frozen in time, and now that she had more control they seemed set to stay that way.

Eglantine was still clutching the Grimoire. She looked at Victoria imploringly. “We have to do the spell, now!”

Victoria nodded.

Eglantine set the Grimoire on the ground, and the book flipped itself to the right page, as if it knew exactly what she was after. “Quick, get your witching needles,” she commanded Princess Victoria, while she took her own out of her pocket. Victoria looked momentarily paralysed with fright, but she did as instructed after a beat. In the distance, the Whistlewitch was calling Eglantine’s name, trying to draw her out.

“Come to me, child, we can still make our deal.”

Eglantine ignored her. The only deal she was interested in was restoring her house to everything she once knew.

She read over the spell. Victoria would need to create a witch-stitch to bond the house’s magic threads with Eglantine’s.

“I see you might need some incentive, child,” called the Whistlewitch.

Eglantine looked up, only to gasp. The mer-monsters were binding something in kelp, the thick, leathery seaweed wrapped tightly around a struggling figure.

It was her father.

“No!” she cried.

They began to lower her father into the water.

“This is your last chance, child,” called the witch. “I’ve tried to play nice, now it’s time to do things my way.”

Eglantine started to race towards her father, building a lasso of painted floral vines that she cast high in the sky to throw over him.

But as it dropped towards him, one of the sirens shoved it out of the way.

Eglantine tried again and this time the siren caught it and began to pull the girl towards her, using her own magic to overpower Eglantine’s. Eglantine yelped in fright, releasing her floral rope, her hand burning.
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Her father began to sink lower in the water.

“No! Father!” she cried.

“If he dies you only have yourself to blame!” cried the Whistlewitch.

Eglantine frowned, then began to paint a life raft, which she directed towards her father’s feet. It slipped beneath him and he began to rise for a moment, before a mer-monster caught it and began to rip it to shreds and her father began to sink once more.

Tears of frustration smarting in her eyes, Eglantine began to cast more magical rafts towards her father, as the mer-monsters bore down on him. But she stopped in shock as the creatures turned stiff and frozen. She whirled around to see Princess Victoria holding out her hand, a wild look on her face. The princess had used her powers to help.

Arthur swooped down from above and grabbed her father, who had also been frozen, from out of their arms. The mer-monsters began to sink into the ocean themselves as he flew her father to safety.

Eglantine watched as Arthur tenderly deposited him away from the cliffs near the back of the house and gasped in relief. He was safe, and home, at last.

“Is…is he, alright?” shouted Eglantine to Arthur from outside the front of the house.

Arthur checked him over, then hollered back.

“He’s fine, he’s breathing.”

Eglantine felt air rush from her lungs in relief.

Arthur flew back towards the edge of the cliff, towards Eoin, who was still armed with the magical bow and arrows.

The Whistlewitch made a terrifying sound, furious that her prize had been taken, and from the depths of the ocean, new creatures began to rise.

A tidal wave swelled towards Eglantine and Victoria, and within the wall of water were a dozen sharks.

They all started to scream.

From Eglantine, thorny branches and stinging nettles began to grow thick and vast, twisting themselves into a barrier that wasn’t growing quite as fast as she needed it to.

Victoria closed her eyes and fell to her knees, holding up her palms as she concentrated everything she had on willing the invaders to stop!

The wave was getting closer. Arthur and Eoin were directly in its path… Suddenly the wave stopped. Everything near the bramble barrier froze, including Arthur and Eoin. Victoria had frozen them all! Even the Whistlewitch!

Eglantine sent vines to drag Arthur and Eoin away from the frozen wave and Victoria rushed over to help. When her magic unfroze, neither of them wanted the pair anywhere near that wave.

Finally, with everyone suspended, it was the moment they needed to make the bonding spell, and quick! Eglantine took out her own witching needles, then recited the words from the spell: “Bond together for ever Huswyvern and I; let nothing but death cause this to sever.”

Victoria came forward to do her part, as from Eglantine’s witching needles grew a silvery strand, and from the ground came a bright green one.

“You need to create a witch-stitch – pass the threads over each other from left to right and back again, using your witching needles,” said Eglantine, reading from the book, “and then you must place one of your hands directly on the threads and grace the union by saying, ‘By the power of the Witchsparks within, I bind this bond’.”

Victoria nodded, creating the stitch and then putting her hand on the threads to bind them.

For a moment, it seemed as if nothing had happened… Then suddenly there was a sound of something taking a deep breath, and Huswyvern came roaring back to life.

From beneath her feet, Eglantine felt the familiar and much missed pulse of her beloved house.

Huge knotty vines sprang up from the ground and wrapped themselves securely around the Whistlewitch and Lichen, who reanimated only to shout and scream in fury. It was like Huswyvern’s magic had mixed somehow with Eglantine’s and her mother’s, and was holding them in custody. The Whistlewitch’s creatures were repelled – they lost the vacant look in their eyes, seeming to come back to themselves, and soon went back into the sea from whence they’d come.

Eglantine yelped in delight. “We did it!” And Victoria joined in with a cheer.

Arthur and Eoin unfroze too and whooped in delight when they saw what had happened.

Eglantine turned, her heart in her mouth as she searched the grounds. Then she saw him. Her father was making his way slowly towards her.

“Father!” she cried, getting up on wobbly legs and then racing towards him, stumbling from the tears that were obscuring her vision.

“Eglantine,” he said hoarsely, his lips trembling with emotion when they embraced. “Oh my child, I am so proud of you – you did it. You somehow not only found your magic, you saved the house, and me.”

She held on tight. “It was you who made me realize I could.”

His hair was a bit longer and he was a bit thinner, but apart from looking tired he seemed alright. Eglantine was so relieved. The knot inside her chest loosened for the first time in three months. He was here, finally, home safe where he belonged.

Suddenly Huswyvern’s front door opened and her father’s favourite armchair came shuffling towards them slowly yet with an air of great excitement, like an old dog that suddenly recalled its youth. It gently nudged her father’s knees, clearly wanting him to take a seat. Eglantine reluctantly released him, her heart in her throat.

“Hello, Hus, I missed you too,” her father said with a soft chuckle. Then he took a weary seat.

Eglantine smiled. At last things were going back to normal.

The ocean had settled and at the back of the house the Whistlewitch and her uncle were bound tightly in their vines, making soft muffled cries.

“We did it!” cried Arthur, flying a victory lap overhead.

There were cheers from Eglantine, Victoria, Arthur and Eoin.

“You did indeed,” said a soft voice.

Eglantine turned and her lip trembled as she saw her mother’s ghost standing there, looking immensely proud as she looked at Arthur and then Eglantine.

“Mother!”

Her ghost-mother came forward to look at her more closely, holding out a spectral hand that she brushed against Eglantine’s cheek. If she closed her eyes, Eglantine could almost feel it.

Her mother turned to Eglantine’s father. Then she smiled. “I thought you were very brave,” she said, and Lord Bury’s eyes shimmered with tears.

Eglantine swallowed. Right then, she felt as if her heart might burst with happiness.

They all spoke quietly for a few minutes and then the ghost of Lady Heliotrope said, “Come on, I think this calls for a feast, don’t you?”

Eglantine grinned. “I think that is an excellent idea.”

Victoria made her way to Eglantine’s side and Eglantine introduced her to her ghost-mother. “I met your father once,” she told the young princess, “and I think he would have been so proud of you. Thank you for helping my family.”

Victoria blinked, tears shimmering in her eyes. “Thank you.” Then she nudged Eglantine and grinned. “I’m beginning to think that maybe magic might be worth all the fuss after all,” she said.

“Oh, it definitely is. Now come and meet the house you helped save,” said Eglantine.

Victoria and Eglantine beamed at each other.

“The house you WHAT?” came the voice of Sir Conroy, unfrozen and furious, from the threshold of Huswyvern.
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Victoria stiffened, then slowly turned around.

She should have realized that, after all the excitement, her magic would have worn off of everyone inside the house.

“Indeed! Victoria, what is going on?” cried her mother. “One minute we were all upstairs and that child and the butler were in chains, and now you are here. And who are those people being held by those vines?” she said, pointing at the Whistlewitch and Lichen a few metres away.

“Oh, Mother, do put a sock in it,” said Victoria. Her mother blinked, and Victoria held out a hand, and she froze.

“What on earth—?” began Conroy.

“You too,” she trilled. “That’s quite enough of you.” And she froze the guards and her governess too – everyone apart from Miss Luthuli and Nandi, who giggled.

Eglantine couldn’t help herself, she began to laugh too. As did Eoin and Arthur.

She stopped laughing immediately when Kang Mal-Chin stepped forward, his eyes gleaming. “I thought so – it was you – you’re the one with magic!”

Victoria sucked in her breath. Then turned to freeze him too.

“I probably have to unfreeze them all at some point, but maybe not tonight? Well, not until I can figure out how to make them forget all of this somehow,” she said, biting her lip and looking rather worried.

“Oh, I can probably help with that,” said Miss Luthuli. She opened her pocket and took out a small packet of seeds that were decorated with what looked like forget-me-nots. “‘Forget-a-lot’, I’m calling them. It helps to modify memories when needed.”

Eglantine grinned. “That’s brilliant.”

Victoria was overcome with gratitude. “Oh, thank you!”

“Come on. I think for now, an evening among friends, and a chance to meet the house properly, is exactly what is in order,” said Arthur.

“That sounds like a wonderful idea,” said Eglantine’s father as the chair began to move him towards the front door. “Let’s see if we can convince Tidbit to make something special,” he said with a grin at Eglantine.

She smiled widely in return. It was so wonderful to have him back.

Victoria followed after Lord Bury along with Nandi, who said, “I haven’t met the bread gnome yet.”

“You’re in for a treat,” he said. “She’s frightful.”

Eglantine chuckled, then turned to Miss Luthuli. “You helped save the house. I am so grateful to you.”

“As am I,” said her ghost-mother.

Miss Luthuli’s eyes filled with tears and she gasped. “Heli?”

“Oh, my dear Ayanda,” said her mother, greeting her best friend.

Eglantine watched as the two friends caught up, and most of the others went inside.

Her eye fell onto her uncle and the Whistlewitch, who were still struggling against the vines holding them several metres away from the back of the house.

Eoin was staring at them too.

They shared a look of silent communication. The time had come for both of them to confront them. Just for different reasons.

Eglantine squared her shoulders and made her way to their side.

Night had fallen and the stars were bright. The moon above the sea lit her way.

“You might have won this round,” spat her uncle, when she stood before them, “but I’ll win eventually.”

“Uncle, the only ones who were ever playing a game were the pair of you,” she said, looking from him to the Whistlewitch.

Neither of them looked as terrifying as they had before. The Whistlewitch’s magical hat was askew, the squid had shrunk to the size of a fist and the shadowy ghost ship was capsized. Eglantine wondered if the hat reflected how the sorcerer felt.

“Ha!” cried the Whistlewitch. “You might have made the bond with the house but that doesn’t mean anything – we still have the rights to own it.”

Lichen smirked, then made the mistake of moving one of his bound hands towards his left breast.

Eglantine narrowed her eyes and then suddenly painted vines sprung from her fingers and reached inside his jacket pocket, plucking out what was inside.

Lichen and the Whistlewitch screamed, “Noooo!” at the same time, but it was too late. Seconds later, Eglantine had it in her hand.

Under the bright moonlight, she could see that it was the form they had tricked her father into signing; the form that gave Lichen guardianship over her and custodianship over the house.

Eglantine snorted, then said, “Huswyvern?”

And suddenly the ground below them opened up and she scrunched the form into a ball and Huswyvern ate it. As the ground closed, there was a loud burping sound, followed by a creaking sound that was the house sniggering.

“I guess you’ll have to tell the RISM that you’ve wasted their time,” said Eglantine. “I should imagine that you might be in a bit of trouble now.”

The Whistlewitch and Lichen shouted incomprehensibly.

Suddenly, Lichen spotted Eoin behind Eglantine. “Help us, boy,” he cried.

“Help you?” Eoin said, surprised. “After all I’ve heard…after what you did to my mother, to me…why would I help you?”

“What are you talking about? I don’t even know you!” cried Lichen.

There was a faint scoff from the rat inside Eoin’s pocket, who was following the story rather avidly and deciding on whether he should bite Eoin’s father or not.

Eoin pulled out the ring he wore on the cord around his neck and replied, “Yes, you made sure of that. I believe this belongs to you? I’ve no idea why my mother loved you, but she did, and maybe that’s why she kept this. She thought that one day you might like to meet your son. Maybe she thought that deep down you weren’t as horrible as you are. But you’re worse. I’m glad she didn’t know that. Well, now we’ve met, I realize that actually you had the right idea all along – I am better off without you.”

Lichen was struggling wildly. “You’re m-my son? Marian’s child? I did love her. I promise. I just couldn’t marry her…she was a servant, you must understand. I just – please, if we’re kin, don’t leave me like this!”

Eoin blinked. “Are you trying to suggest that made it acceptable for you to do what you did? Because it doesn’t. And now I don’t understand you at all, because isn’t she your kin too?” Eoin pointed at Eglantine, who nodded. “And look at what you tried to do to her!” he said. “I am grateful to you for one thing at least. Deciding to find you so that I could tell you what I think about you led to something unexpected – I discovered that I have a family.”

There was a squeak of agreement from Rat Lord Byron.

Lichen looked hopeful. “Well, family is important,” he said.

“It is,” replied Eoin, “and I think I’m going to enjoy getting to know mine.” He smiled at Eglantine, then at the house.

Lichen’s eyes widened in realization. “You mean them…you’re choosing them – but they’re rubbish—”

Suddenly Huswyvern had had enough. The brambles holding Lord Lichen and the Whistlewitch quickly unwound but kept a tight grasp on their ankles. Then the vines reared up, dangling the pair of them in the air, before casting them both far out to sea.

Eoin looked shocked. “Did it just…?”

“Fling them as if they were the rubbish? Why, yes it did,” she said with a snort. “It does have a bit of a temper at times,” she said.

“B-but will they not drown?”

Eglantine shook her head. “No, they’ll be fine. The Whistlewitch can still use her ocean magic…but at least we won’t have to see them for some time.”

Eoin was staring at her and then at the house in amazement. “This might take some getting used to.”

Eglantine grinned. “I think you’re going to love Hus.”

He smiled in return, then chuckled. “I have a feeling you’re right.”

Then they turned to go inside.

When Eglantine and Eoin went inside, they saw that the party was just getting started.

The Boots were lovingly following after Arthur, thump, thump, thump, as he brought out platters of food. And now in his comfiest, warmest clothes, Lord Bury was starting to doze in front of a roaring fire.

“We’ve put the guests who have been, erm, petrified, in their rooms,” said Arthur. “I saw that Hus cast its problems away.” He and Eglantine shared a laugh.

Victoria and Miss Luthuli had already worked out their plan for the morning and how they would deal with the frozen royal party and the guards. Miss Luthuli would administer the forget-a-lot seeds and Victoria would unfreeze them. They wouldn’t remember anything that had happened since the glamour spell wore off and when they set off for their journey back home, they would be none the wiser about all that had really happened here.

But that was tomorrow. Tonight, the time was theirs.

Victoria was sitting next to Miss Luthuli and the ghost of Lady Heliotrope, deep in conversation.

Eglantine turned to look at Eoin.

“Come on, Cousin, let’s join the party.”

Eoin stared after her for a beat, smiling, then followed, ready to join in the fun.
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It was after midnight when the letter from Miss Hegotty arrived.

Arthur flew in, brandishing it in his talons, followed by The Boots, who shivered excitedly.

“It’s addressed to Princess Victoria and Lady Eglantine!”

“Open it,” said Eglantine, and Arthur did.


Congratulations, Your Highness and Lady Eglantine, I couldn’t be prouder of the two of you!

Together you have learned to embrace your magic and to use it to bring forth good in the world. And so I must now tell you the truth. My next lesson could well be your last – the choice is yours.

I need your help. The Department have been secretly binding the magic of children across the Isles. Their particular focus has been girls, limiting the numbers who have magic. But they haven’t stopped there – they are doing the same to children in poorer communities too. They want to ensure that it is only the rich and powerful, and mostly men, who have magic – but not on my watch! That’s why I founded my school, hoping to attract as many bound children as I could so I could help them. But the situation has only got worse.

It is my hope to try and fix this, and eventually to expose what the Department have been doing. But that will take time and the only way to do it is to work in secret.

This is the part where I come clean and tell you that this was never just a witch course, it is also a society. A secret society of witches. My aim is to use it to fight against magical crimes and injustice, and I would be honoured if you would sign your names and join me.

Be bold, be brave and let us begin!

The world needs you.

Are you with me?



Eglantine and Victoria stared at one another. A secret society of witches? Battling an awful plot by the Department? Eglantine was horrified but somehow not surprised. Everything Miss Hegotty had said made sense – she had experienced first-hand how her uncle had taken her powers from her as a child, and it had almost meant losing her home and family. The thought of them doing that to more and more children across the Isles – especially girls – made her sad and angry. It was as if they wanted to turn back the clock and lose some of the progress that the discovery of magic had helped. Well, not on her watch either!

She bit her lip, then grinned. “Anyone got a pen?”

Eglantine scribbled her name with a flourish at the bottom of the paper, then watched as Victoria took the pen, ready to do the same.

“But, Your Highness, you’re going to be queen one day,” said Arthur, more than a little shocked.

“Exactly,” she said. “If anyone should be trying to fix the government of this country, don’t you think it should be its future monarch? Because if I can’t do that – if I can’t at least try my best to make this a better place, truly for the ‘good of all’ as the government likes to say when they are in fact doing the opposite – then what good am I? What good is a queen if she can’t look out for her people? How could I just stand aside when I have been told the Department is ensuring that only certain children get magic? I can’t and I won’t!”

“Well said,” said Eglantine. “I for one think that having a queen with magic just makes sense.”

“That’s what I always thought,” said Eoin.

“It does have a ring to it,” said Arthur, with a grin.

They watched as Victoria then committed her signature to the page.

Suddenly there was a blinding flash of light and the paper erupted into confetti, and in the falling shower a woman appeared, wearing a rather old-fashioned blue gown. She had dark blonde hair, deep brown eyes and she was grinning at them hugely.

“M-Miss Hegotty?” stuttered Eglantine.

“Oh, I cannot tell you how good it feels to finally be out! Ten years I’ve been trapped in my own course! It’s why the government have tried so hard to squash it, you see – they knew they would find me inside it.”

“You’ve been inside the course this whole time? But why?”

“I’ve had to lay low, so to speak, considering my brother was trying to have me killed…though I suppose that’s still true now, and he’s even more insufferable.”

“Your brother?” asked Victoria.

“Half-brother,” Miss Hegotty admitted. “Lord Ignatius Ragwort. You might know him as the leader of the Royal Isle-Spark Military.”

Their eyes widened.

“Oh my goodness,” breathed Arthur. “Isn’t he the person who signs all the ban orders for the Banned Magic—”

“Don’t say it!”

He grinned and stopped himself just in time.

Miss Hegotty nodded. “I suppose, considering I was recruiting brand-new witches to help me take on the Department, I was asking quite a bit. I mean it’s no small thing to commit to being ungovernable. No wonder it’s taken this long to find witches willing to join me.” She looked sad for a minute but then perked up. “But you are worth the wait.” Miss Hegotty smiled broadly.

At that moment, Miss Luthuli stepped forward. “I’d like to join, if you’ll have me.”

“And me,” piped Nandi.

“I’d be delighted to have you both,” said Miss Hegotty.

Eglantine and Victoria shared a grin.

Miss Hegotty narrowed her eyes and looked at Arthur and Eoin. “What about you?” she asked. “You care to join too?”

“But I’m not a witch,” said Eoin in surprise.

“I’m not above taking wizards. Like I told the others in my letter, I founded my school because the Department is trying to take away the magic of girls and the poor, but it is open to anyone who would like to join.”

“B-but I don’t have magic.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” said Eglantine. “It turns out we all have magic, we just need to find it within us.”

Eoin seemed confused, but Miss Hegotty winked. “You’ll understand soon enough.” Then she clapped her hands together. “Good, we need all the help we can get, especially if we are about to call our very first society meeting together.”

Victoria looked at Eglantine. “I started this day wanting nothing more than to have my magic taken away from me, so that I could go back to my normal life – which was, to be honest, incredibly lonely – and now everything’s changed. Thanks to you,” she said.

They grinned at each other.

“I feel the same. Though I can’t believe I corrupted a royal,” Eglantine joked.

“Well, you are ungovernable.”

Eglantine laughed. “I take that as a compliment and a plan.”

“You should. Cheers to us being utterly ungovernable from now on.”

Victoria and Eglantine both laughed and raised an invisible toast.

Suddenly Huswyvern shivered with excitement. There was a loud bang, followed by the sound of something being sawed, then drilled, the heavy rattle of stone turning, the tinkling of bricks and the thud of furniture moving.

“What on earth?” cried Eoin.

“You get used to it,” said Eglantine.

The coat stand rushed into the room and beckoned them to follow.

A footstool wagged like a dog with an excited tail.

The floor beneath them rose and Victoria gasped, “What’s happening?”

“Come on, Huswyvern wants to show you something,” said Eglantine, who could feel what it wanted.

They set off at a run, following the coat stand towards the parlour, but it was no longer a parlour at all.

It had been transformed.

It was twice the size it had been and now boasted two large green velvet sofas. There was a great wooden table in the centre of the room with dozens of chairs. Opposite that a cosy fire was burning in the grate, above which was the wooden panel that depicted the one-armed battle hero Sorcerer Nelson, who stood and tipped his hat at them in welcome.

“Hus has decided to be the headquarters!” exclaimed Eglantine and they all cheered, and then gasped at the view opposite. Because a vast rose window showed a very different sight than it normally did. This particular window no longer showed the sea. Instead, it was showing them a glimpse of a city lit up by spark-lights.

“Is that London?” gasped Eoin, his gaze falling on the River Thames and the Tower of London in the distance. “The house has created a magical portal to the city from here?” he breathed.

The coat stand nodded very excitedly, bouncing on its tiny legs, and the little footstool wagged, while The Boots began to do a happy shuffle.

Miss Hegotty clapped her hands together. “Oh my, well this is wondrous, wondrous, thank you.”

The coat stand nodded, then pointed to the door where a sign began to appear in gold: Miss Hegotty’s Secret Society of Witches. They all cheered again.

Eglantine looked around at everyone in the room and felt her eyes brim with emotion, at what had happened, and how so much had changed thanks to all of them. The chair reached out to pat her arm.

Miss Hegotty was right.

It was wondrous indeed.
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Growing up, I fell head-over-heels for classic, magical adventure stories sprinkled with whimsy, and dashes of peril. Stories of princesses living safely in their palaces left me stone cold. I wanted witches and wizards, enchanted cottages, flying feathered dragons, wardrobes and treetops that led to faraway places, improbable carpet bags and six impossible things to believe before breakfast.

What I wished for were stories with characters with one arm, like me, who weren’t also the villains. Nowadays, it is possible to find stories where these characters aren’t just the bad guy (they still crop up, alas) but they are, to a degree, people who readers are asked to feel sorry for. Victims, as opposed to villains.

When the idea for Witchspark came to me about a pair of aspiring witches and a magical correspondence course, set in an alternative magical Britain, the main character, Eglantine, first appeared. A girl born with a limb difference who has to unlock her magic in order to save her family and her sentient home.

Witchspark is a metaphor for embracing one’s unique self and with Eglantine, her difference is also her strength. It’s the thing I don’t usually see when I read stories with main characters who have disabilities like mine – the idea of disability as a strength. I think from an able-bodied perspective, quite naturally, this is hard to imagine.

But, you see, when you learn from a young age not to give up until you can do things most people tell you are impossible for you – like tie your shoes, put up your hair, or put on a watch strap – your brain learns something dangerous: it learns that you can succeed at almost anything so long as you’re willing to keep on trying.

I hope you will enjoy the world of Witchspark where wyverns can be butlers, our homes love us back, and true magic comes from within.
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Bringing a book out into the world takes a village, and the village that brought Witchspark to life are the kind worthy of those “most remarkable” lists.

My thanks go the following wonderful people:

My lovely agent, Helen Boyle from Pickled Ink, for your enthusiasm, support and encouragement – it’s such a pleasure working with you. Thank you for everything you do. I can’t believe how time has flown, somehow, it’s been over six years now since we first started our journey together, here’s to many more.

My editor, Rebecca Hill, who made this the best story it could be, you are amazing. I cannot thank you enough, your support and encouragement has meant the world.

Anne Finnis for her eagle-eyed plotting fixes.

Sarah Stewart for being the first copyeditor I have ever had who actually laughed at my jokes (while doing an absolutely fantastic and attentive edit).

Becky Walker, Alice Moloney, Gareth Collinson and Charlotte James for the top-notch editorial skills.

Will Steele for the beautiful cover design, it blew me away.

Eleonora Asparuhova for her incredible artwork, I love it so much, you’ve perfectly captured the quirky, gothic and historic world of Witchspark.

Sarah Cronin for the stunning interior design.

Hannah Reardon Steward for such a creative and brilliant marketing campaign.

Fritha Lindqvist for her equally incredible publicity and for all the fun – Miss Hegotty’s hat will remain an absolute highlight for me.

Jessica Feichtlbauer and the rest of the Usborne team too.

My wonderful husband Rui for all the pep talks whenever I got overwhelmed and began to doubt myself, and for always believing in me.

Frankie, my golden retriever, for being my little light source.

My family.

All the children’s booksellers, teachers, librarians, bloggers and vloggers who champion books and reading - if there is a moment when aliens invade and want to wipe us out because they aren’t sure that humans are worth saving, I feel you may prove that there is good in the world.

And lastly, but most importantly, thank you to you, the reader. Of all the books in the world, the fact that you’re here reading mine is something I will for ever be grateful for, thank you! I really hope you enjoyed Witchspark.
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