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  Prologue


  The Portrait in the Attic


  Silas Heap and Gringe, the North Gate Gatekeeper, are in a dark and dusty corner of the Palace attic. In front of them is a small door to a Sealed room, which Silas Heap, Ordinary Wizard, is about to UnSeal. “You see, Gringe,” he says, “it’s the perfect place. My Counters will never be able to escape from there. I can just Seal them in.”


  Gringe is not so sure. Even he knows that Sealed rooms in attics are best left alone. “I don’t like it, Silas,” he says. “It feels peculiar. Anyway, just because you’ve been lucky enough to find a new Colony under the floorboards up ’ere doesn’t mean they’ll stay here.”


  “They jolly well will stay if they’re Sealed in, Gringe,” says Silas, clutching his box of precious newfound Counters, which he has just caught. “You’re just being funny because you won’t be able to entice this lot away.”


  “I did not entice the last lot either, Silas Heap. They came of their own accord. Weren’t nothing I could do about it.”


  Silas ignores Gringe. He is trying to remember how to do an UnSeal Spell.


  Gringe taps his foot impatiently. “’Urry up, Silas. I got a gate to get back to. Lucy is most odd at the moment and I don’t want to leave ’er there alone for long.”


  Silas Heap closes his eyes so that he can think better. Under his breath, so that Gringe cannot quite hear what he is saying, Silas chants the Lock Incantation backwards three times, finishing it off with the UnSeal. He opens his eyes. Nothing has happened.


  “I’m going,” Gringe tells him. “Can’t ’ang around like a spare part all day. Some of us ’ave work to do.”


  Suddenly with a loud bang, the door to the Sealed room slams open. Silas is triumphant. “See – I do know what I’m doing. I am a Wizard, Gringe. Oof! What was that?” An icy gust of stale air rushes past Silas and Gringe, dragging their breath right up from their lungs and causing them both to subside into fits of coughing.


  “That was cold.” Gringe shivers, with goose bumps running up and down his arms. Silas does not reply – he is already in the UnSealed room, deciding on the best place to keep his Counter Colony. Curiosity gets the better of Gringe and he tentatively enters the room. It is tiny, little more than a cupboard. Apart from the light of Silas’s candle, the room is dark, for the only window that it once had has been bricked up. It is nothing more than an empty space, with dusty floorboards and bare, cracked plaster walls. But it is not – as Gringe suddenly notices – entirely empty. In the dim shadows on the far side of the little room a large, life-size oil painting of a Queen is propped up against the wall.


  Silas looks at the portrait. It is a skilful painting of a Castle Queen, from times long past. He can tell that it is old because she is wearing the True Crown, the one that was lost many centuries ago. The Queen has a sharp pointy nose and wears her hair coiled around her ears like a pair of earmuffs. Clinging to her skirts is an Aie-Aie – a horrible little creature with a ratty face, sharp claws and a long snake’s tail. Its round, red eyes stare out at Silas as though it would like to bite him with its one long, needle-sharp tooth. The Queen too looks out from the painting but she wears a lofty, disapproving expression. Her head is held high, supported by a starched ruff under her chin and her piercing eyes are reflected in the light of Silas’s candle and seem to follow them everywhere.


  Gringe shivers. “I wouldn’t like to meet ’er out on me own on a dark night,” he says.


  Silas thinks that Gringe is right, he wouldn’t like to meet her on a dark night either – and neither would his precious Counters. “She’ll have to go,” says Silas. “I’m not having her upsetting my Counter Colony before they’ve even got started.”


  But what Silas does not know is that she has already gone. As soon as he UnSealed the room, the ghosts of Queen Etheldredda and her creature stepped out of the portrait, opened the door and, pointy noses in the air, walked and scuttled out – right past Silas and Gringe. The Queen and her Aie-Aie paid them no attention, for they had more important things to do – and at long last they were free to do them.


  1


  Snorri Snorrelssen


  Snorri Snorrelssen guided her trading barge up the quiet waters of the river towards the Castle. It was a misty autumn afternoon and Snorri was relieved to have left the turbulent tidal waters of the Port behind her. The wind had dropped but enough breeze caught the huge sail of the barge – named Alfrún, after her mother who owned it – to enable her to steer the boat safely around Raven’s Rock and head for the quay just beyond Sally Mullin’s Tea and Ale House.


  Two young fishermen, not much older than Snorri herself, had just returned from a day’s successful herring catch and were more than happy to catch the heavy hemp ropes that Snorri threw to shore. Eager to show their skills, they tied the ropes around two large posts on the quay and made the Alfrún secure. The fishermen were also more than happy to dispense all kinds of advice on how to take the sail down and the best way to stow the ropes, which Snorri ignored, partly because she hardly understood what they were saying but mainly because no one told Snorri Snorrelssen what to do – no one, not even her mother. Especially not her mother.


  Snorri, tall for her age, was slim, wiry and surprisingly strong. With the practised ease of someone who had spent the last two weeks at sea sailing alone, Snorri lowered the great canvas sail and rolled up the vast folds of heavy cloth; then she heaved the ropes into neat coils and secured the tiller. Aware that she was being watched by the fishermen, Snorri locked the hatch to the hold below, which was full of heavy bales of thick woollen cloth, sacks of pickling spice, great barrels of salted fish and some particularly fine reindeer-skin boots. At last – ignoring more offers of help – Snorri pushed the gangplank out and came ashore, leaving Ullr, her small orange cat with a black-tipped tail, to prowl the deck and keep the rats at bay.


  Snorri had been at sea for more than two weeks and she had been looking forward to stepping on to firm land again, but as she walked along the quay it felt to her as if she were still on board the Alfrún, for the quay seemed to move beneath her feet just as the old barge had done. The fishermen, who should already have gone home to their respective mothers, were sitting on a pile of empty lobster pots. “Evening, miss,” one of them called out.


  Snorri ignored him. She made her way to the end of the quay and took the well-trodden path that led to a large new pontoon, on which a thriving café was built. It was a very smart two-story wooden building with long, low windows that looked out across the river. The café looked inviting in the chill early-evening air, with a warm yellow light coming from the oil lamps that hung from the ceiling. As Snorri walked across the wooden walkway that led on to the pontoon she could hardly believe that, at long last, she was here – at the fabled Sally Mullin’s Tea and Ale House. Excited, but feeling very nervous, Snorri pushed open the double doors to the café and nearly fell over a long line of fire buckets full of sand and water.


  There was always a general buzz of friendly conversation in Sally Mullin’s café, but as soon as Snorri stepped over the threshold the buzz suddenly stopped, as though someone had thrown a switch. Almost in unison, every customer put down their drink and stared at the young stranger who wore the distinctive robes of the Hanseatic League, to which all Northern Traders belonged. Feeling herself blushing and wishing furiously that she wasn’t, Snorri advanced towards the bar, determined to order one of Sally’s barley cakes and a half-pint mug of the Springo Special Ale that she had heard so much about.


  Sally Mullin, a short round woman with an equal dusting of freckles and barley flour on her cheeks, bustled out of the kitchen. Seeing the dark red robes of a Northern Trader and the typical leather headband, her face took on a scowl. “I don’t serve Northern Traders in here,” she snapped.


  Snorri looked puzzled. She was not sure that she understood what Sally had said, although she could tell that Sally was not exactly welcoming.


  “You saw the notice on the door,” Sally said when Snorri showed no sign of leaving. “No Northern Traders. You are not welcome here, not in my café.”


  “She’s only a lass, Sal,” someone called out. “Give the girl a chance.”


  There was a general murmur of assent from the other customers. Sally Mullin gave Snorri a closer look and her expression softened. It was true; she was only a girl – maybe sixteen at the most, thought Sally. She had the typical white-blond hair and pale, almost translucent blue eyes that most of the Traders had, but she did not have that hard-bitten look that Sally had come to remember with a shudder.


  “Well . . .” said Sally, backtracking, “I suppose it’s getting late and I’m not one to be turning out a young girl into the dark all on her own. What will you have, miss?”


  “I . . . I will have,” Snorri faltered as she tried hard to remember her grammar. Was it, I will have or I shall have? “I shall have a slice of your very fine barley cake and a half-pint of the Springo Special Ale, if you please.”


  “Springo Special, eh?” someone called out. “There’s a lass after me own heart.”


  “Be quiet, Tom,” Sally chided. “You’d best try the ordinary Springo first,” she told Snorri. Sally poured out the ale into a large china mug and pushed it across the counter towards the girl. Snorri took a tentative sip and her face wrinkled in disgust. Sally was not surprised. Springo was an acquired taste and most youngsters thought it was revolting; indeed there were some days when Sally herself thought it was pretty foul. Sally poured a mug of lemon and honey for Snorri and put it on a tray with a large slab of barley cake. The girl looked like she could do with a good meal. Snorri gave Sally a whole silver florin, much to Sally’s surprise, and got back a huge pile of pennies in change. Then she sat down at an empty table by the window and looked out at the darkening river.


  Conversation in the café started up again and Snorri breathed a sigh of relief. Coming into Sally Mullin’s café on her own had been the hardest thing she had ever done in her life. Harder than taking the Alfrún out to sea on her own for the first time, harder than trading for all the goods now in the Alfrún’s hold with the money she had saved up for years, and much, much harder than the crossing over the great northern sea that separated the land of the Northern Traders from the land of Sally Mullin’s Tea and Ale House. But she had done it; Snorri Snorrelssen was following in the footsteps of her father, and no one could stop her. Not even her mother.


  Later that evening, Snorri returned to the Alfrún. She was met by Ullr in his night-time guise. The cat emitted a long, low welcoming growl and followed his mistress along the deck. Feeling so full of barley cake that she could barely move, Snorri sat in her favourite place at the prow, stroking the NightUllr, a sleek and powerful panther, black as the night with sea-green eyes and an orange-tipped tail.


  Snorri was far too excited to sleep. She sat with her arm draped loosely over Ullr’s warm, silky-smooth fur, looking out across the dark expanse of river to the shores of the Farmlands on the opposite banks. Later, as the night grew chill, she wrapped herself in a sample length of the thick woollen cloth that she planned to sell – and for a good price, too – in the Traders’ Market, which started in two weeks’ time. Balanced on her lap was a map of the Castle, showing how to get to the marketplace; on the reverse of the map were detailed instructions on how to obtain a license for a stall and all manner of rules and regulations about buying and selling. Snorri lit the oil lamp she had brought up from her small cabin below and settled down to read the rules and regulations. The wind was still now, and the fine drizzle of the early evening had died down; the air was crisp and clear, and Snorri breathed in the smells of the land – so different and foreign from the one she was used to.


  As the evening drew on, small groups of customers began to leave Sally’s café, until just after midnight Snorri saw Sally extinguish the oil lamps and bolt the door. Snorri smiled happily. Now she had the river to herself, just her, Ullr and the Alfrún, alone in the night. As the barge rocked gently in the outgoing tide, Snorri felt her eyes closing. She put down the tedious list of permitted weights and measures, pulled the woollen cloth more tightly around her and gazed out across the river for just one last time before she went down to her cabin. And then she saw it.


  A long, pale boat outlined in a greenish glow was coming around Raven’s Rock. Snorri sat very still and watched the boat make slow, silent progress up the middle of the river, steadily drawing closer to the Alfrún. As it drew near, Snorri saw it shimmering in the light of the moon, and a shiver ran down her spine, for Snorri Snorrelssen, Spirit-Seer, knew exactly what she was looking at – a Spirit Ship. Snorri whistled under her breath, for she had never seen a boat quite like this one. Snorri was used to seeing wrecks of old fishing boats steered by their drowned skippers, forever seeking safe harbour. Every now and then she had seen the ghost of a warrior longship, limping home after a fierce battle, and once she had seen the ghostly tall ship of a rich merchant, with treasure pouring from a gaping hole in its side, but she had never seen a Royal Barge – complete with the ghost of its Queen.


  Snorri got to her feet, took out her Spirit eyeglass, which the wise woman in the Ice Palace had given her, and focused it on the apparition as it drifted noiselessly by, propelled by eight ghostly oars. The barge was decked out in flags that fluttered in a wind that had died long ago; it was painted in swirling patterns of gold and silver and was covered in a rich red canopy, strung from ornate pillars of gold. Beneath the canopy sat a tall, erect figure staring fixedly ahead. Her pointed chin rested on a high, starched ruff, she wore a simple crown and sported a decidedly old-fashioned hairstyle: two coiled plaits of hair tightly wound around her ears. Next to her sat a small, almost hairless creature that Snorri took to be a particularly ugly dog until she saw its long, snake-like tail curled around one of the gold pillars. Snorri watched the ghost boat drift by, and she shivered as a chill ran through her – for there was something different, something substantial, about its occupants.


  Snorri put away her eyeglass and climbed through the hatch to her cabin, leaving Ullr on guard on the deck. She hung her lamp from a hook in the cabin roof, and the soft yellow light from the lamp made the cabin feel warm and cosy. It was small, for most of the space on a Trader’s barge was taken up with the hold, but Snorri loved it. The cabin was lined with sweet-smelling applewood that her father, Olaf, had once brought home as a present for her mother and was beautifully fitted out, for her father had been a talented carpenter. On the starboard side was a built-in bunk that doubled up as a seat in the day. Under the bunk were neat cupboards where Snorri stowed all the cabin clutter, and above the bunk was a long shelf where Snorri kept her charts rolled up. On the port side was a drop-down table, an expanse of applewood drawers and a small pot-bellied iron stove from which a chimney ran up through the cabin roof. Snorri opened the door to the stove and a dull red glow came from the dying embers of the fire.


  Feeling sleepy, Snorri climbed into her bunk, pulled her reindeer-skin blanket around herself and snuggled down for the night. She smiled happily. It had been a good day – apart from the sight of the ghost Queen. But there was only one ghost that Snorri wanted to see – and that was the ghost of Olaf Snorrelssen.


  2


  The Traders’ Market


  The next morning Snorri was up bright and early, and Ullr, back in his daytime mode of scrawny orange cat with a black-tipped tail, was eating a mouse for breakfast. Snorri had forgot all about the ghostly Royal Barge, and when she did remember it over her own breakfast of pickled herring and dark rye bread, Snorri decided that she had dreamed the whole thing.


  Snorri pulled out her sample bag from the hold, heaved it over her shoulders and set off down the gangplank into the bright morning sunshine, feeling happy and excited. Snorri liked this strange land that she had come to; she liked the green water of the slow river and the smell of autumn leaves and wood smoke that hung in the air, and she was fascinated by the tall Castle walls that reared up before her, behind which was a whole new world to explore. Snorri walked up the steep path that led to the South Gate and breathed in deeply. There was a chill in the air, but it was nothing like the frosts that Snorri knew her mother would be waking up to back home in their dark little wooden house on the quay. Snorri shook her head to get rid of any thoughts of her mother and followed the path up to the Castle.


  As Snorri walked through the South Gate she noticed an old beggar sitting on the ground. She fished out a groat from her pocket, for her people considered it good luck to give to the first beggar you saw in a strange country, and pressed it into his hand. Too late, as her hand went through his, Snorri realised that this was a ghostly beggar. The ghost looked surprised at Snorri’s touch, and in a bad temper at being Passed Through, he got up and walked away. Snorri stopped and dropped her heavy bag on to the ground. She looked around and her heart sank. The Castle was packed, stuffed full to overflowing with ghosts of all descriptions, which Snorri, as a Spirit-Seer, had no choice but to see – whether the ghosts had chosen to Appear to her or not. Snorri wondered how she was ever going to find her father in such a crowd. She very nearly turned around right there and went home again, but she told herself that she had also come to Trade, and as the daughter of a renowned Trader, Trade she would.


  Keeping her head down and avoiding as many ghosts as she could, Snorri followed her map. It was a good map, and very soon she was walking through the old brick archway that led into the Traders’ Market Palace, where she made straight for the Traders’ Office. The office was an open hut with a sign above it saying HANSEATIC LEAGUE AND NORTHERN TRADE ASSOCIATION INCORPORATED. Inside the hut were a long trestle table, two sets of scales with assorted weights and measures, a large ledger and a wizened old Trader counting the money in a large iron cash box. Suddenly Snorri felt nervous, almost as nervous as when she had entered Sally Mullin’s. This was the moment when she had to prove that she had a right to Trade and a right to belong to the Association. She swallowed hard and, head held high, strode into the hut.


  The old man did not look up. He carried on counting out the strange coins that Snorri had not yet become used to: pennies, groats, florins, half crowns and crowns. Snorri coughed a couple of times but still the old man did not look up. After a few minutes, Snorri could bear it no longer. “Excuse me,” she said.


  “Four hundred and twenty-five, four hundred and twenty-six . . .” said the man, not taking his eyes off the coins.


  Snorri had no choice but to wait. Five minutes later the man announced, “One thousand. Yes, miss, can I help you?”


  Snorri put a crown on the trestle table and said fluently, for she had rehearsed this moment for days beforehand, “I wish to buy a license to Trade.”


  The old man looked at the girl in her rough woollen Trader dress standing before him, and he smiled as though Snorri had said something foolish. “Sorry, miss. You have to be a member of the League.”


  Snorri understood the man well enough. “I am a member of the League,” she told him. Before the man could object, Snorri took out her Letters of Charter and put the roll of parchment with its red ribbon and great blob of red sealing wax in front of the man. As if humouring her, the old man very slowly pulled out his glasses, shaking his head at the impudence of youngsters today, and slowly read what Snorri had given him. As his finger moved along the words, his expression changed to one of disbelief, and when he had finished reading, he held up the parchment to the light, searching for signs that it was a forgery.


  It wasn’t. Snorri knew it wasn’t and so did the old man. “This is most irregular,” he told Snorri.


  “Ir-regular?” asked Snorri.


  “Most irregular. It is not usual for fathers to pass their Letters of Charter on to their daughters.”


  “No?”


  “But all appears to be in order.” The old man sighed and rather unwillingly reached under the table and pulled out a stack of licenses. “Sign here,” he said, pushing a pen over to Snorri. Snorri signed her name and the old man stamped the license as though it had said something extremely personal and rude.


  He pushed it across the table to Snorri. “Stall number one. You’re early. The first one here. Market starts at dawn two weeks from Friday. Last day is MidWinter Feast Day Eve. Clear out by dusk. All market waste to be removed to the Municipal Rubbish Dump by midnight. That will be one crown.” The man took the crown from where Snorri had laid it on the table and threw it into another cash box, where it landed with an empty clatter.


  Snorri took the license with a broad smile. She had done it. She was a Licensed Trader, just as her father had been.


  “Take your samples to the shed and leave them for quality control,” the old man said. “You may collect them tomorrow.”


  Snorri left her heavy bag in the sample bin outside the shed, and feeling as light as air, she danced out of the marketplace and bumped straight into a girl wearing a red tunic edged with gold. The girl had long dark hair and wore a gold circlet around her head like a crown. Beside her stood a ghost dressed in purple robes. He had a friendly expression in his green eyes and wore his grey hair neatly tied back in a ponytail. Snorri tried not to look at the bloodstains on his robes just below his heart, for it was impolite to stare at the means by which the ghost had entered ghosthood.


  “Oh, sorry,” the girl in red said to Snorri. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.”


  “No. I am sorry,” said Snorri. She smiled and the girl smiled back. Snorri went on her way back to the Alfrún, wondering. She had heard that the Castle had a Princess, but surely this could not be her, walking around just like anyone else?


  The girl, who was indeed the Princess, continued on her way to the Palace with the purple-robed ghost.


  “She’s a Spirit-Seer,” said the ghost.


  “Who is?”


  “That young Trader. I did not Appear to her but she saw me. I’ve never met one before. They’re very rare, they are only found in the Land of the Long Nights.” The ghost shivered. “Gives me the creeps.”


  The Princess laughed. “You are funny, Alther,” she said. “I bet you give people the creeps all the time.”


  “I do not,” replied the ghost indignantly. “Well . . . only if I want to.”


  


  Over the next few days, the autumn weather closed in. The north winds blew the leaves from the trees and sent them skittering down the streets. The air grew chill and people began to notice how early it was getting dark.


  But to Snorri Snorrelssen, the weather felt good. She spent her days wandering around the Castle, exploring its highways and byways, looking with amazement into the windows of all the fascinating little shops tucked away underneath the arches in The Ramblings and even buying the odd trinket. She had gazed up at the Wizard Tower in awe, caught a glimpse of what appeared to be an extremely bossy ExtraOrdinary Wizard, and been shocked at the great piles of manure that the Wizards kept in their courtyard. She had joined the crowd watching the old clock in Drapers Yard strike twelve noon and laughed at the faces that the twelve tin figures had made as they sauntered out from behind the clock. Another day, she had walked down Wizard Way, taken a tour of the oldest printing press, and then peered through the railings at the beautiful old Palace, which was smaller than she had expected. She had even talked to an old ghost called Gudrun at the Palace Gate, who had recognised a fellow countrywoman, even though they were divided by seven centuries.


  But the one ghost that Snorri had hoped to see in her wanderings eluded her. Although she only knew what he looked like from a picture that her mother kept at her bedside, she was sure that she would recognise him if she saw him. But despite constantly scanning the crowds of ghosts that wandered by, Snorri caught not so much as a glimpse of her father.


  Late one afternoon, after exploring some of the darker alleyways at the back of The Ramblings where many of the Traders took lodgings, Snorri had had a fright. It was getting near sunset and she had just bought a hand torch from Maizie Smalls’s Takeaway Torch Shop. As she walked back along Squeeze Guts Alley to the South Gate, Snorri had the uncomfortable feeling that she was being followed, but every time she turned around, there was nothing to see. Suddenly Snorri had heard a scuffling behind her, she spun around and there they were – a pair of round red eyes and one long needle-like tooth glinting in the light of her hand torch. As soon as the eyes saw the flame, they melted into the twilight and Snorri saw no more of them. Snorri told herself that it was only a rat, but not long after, as she walked briskly back to the main thoroughfare, Snorri had heard a shrill scream coming from Squeeze Guts Alley. Someone who had ventured down the Alley without a torch had not been so lucky.


  Snorri was shaken and in need of some human company, so that evening she had supper at Sally Mullin’s. Sally had warmed to Snorri because, as she had said to her friend Sarah Heap, “You can’t blame a young girl just because she’s got the misfortune to be a Trader, and I suppose they’re not all bad. You’ve got to admire her, Sarah, she’s sailed that great barge all on her own. Don’t know how she did it. I used to find Muriel difficult enough.”


  The café was strangely empty that evening. Snorri was the only customer. Sally brought Snorri an extra piece of barley cake and sat beside her. “It’s terrible for business, this Sicknesse,” she complained. “No one dares stay out after dark even though I tell them that rats run a mile when they see a flame. All they have to do is carry a torch. But it’s no good, everyone’s scared now.” Sally shook her head gloomily. “They go for your ankles, see. And quick as greased lightning they are. One bite and that’s it. You’re gone.”


  Snorri was having some trouble following Sally’s rapid stream of words. “Yorgon?” she asked, catching the end of the sentence.


  Sally nodded. “As good as,” she said. “Not dead exactly but they reckon it’s only a matter of time. You feel fine for a while, then you get a red rash spreading up from the bite, feel dizzy and bang – next thing you know you’re flat out on the floor and away with the fairies.”


  “Fairies?” asked Snorri.


  “Yes,” said Sally, springing to her feet at the welcome sight of a customer.


  The customer was a tall woman with short spiky hair. She held her cloak close around her. Snorri could see little of the woman’s face, but there was an angry look to the way she stood. A murmured conversation ensued between her and Sally, then the woman left as swiftly as she had come.


  Smiling, Sally rejoined Snorri at her seat overlooking the river. “Well, it’s an ill wind that blows no one good,” she said, much to Snorri’s bemusement. “That was Geraldine who just came in. Strange woman, reminds me of someone, though I can’t think who. Anyway, she asked if the RatStranglers can meet up here before they go out, er, rat strangling.”


  “Ratstrang-gling?” asked Snorri.


  “Well, rat catching. They reckon if they get rid of all the rats, they’ll get rid of the Sickenesse, too. Makes sense to me. Anyway, I’m very pleased. A load of hungry and thirsty rat catchers is just what the café could do with right now.”


  No one else came into the café after the spiky Geraldine left, and soon Sally started noisily putting up the benches on the tables and began to mop the floor. Snorri took the hint and bade Sally goodnight.


  “Goodnight, dear,” said Sally cheerily. “Don’t hang around outside now, will you?”


  Snorri had no intention of hanging around. She ran back to the Alfrún and was very glad to see the NightUllr prowling the deck. Leaving Ullr on guard, Snorri retreated to her cabin, barred the hatch and kept the oil lamp burning all night.


  3


  An Unwelcome Visitor


  That evening, while Snorri Snorrelssen was barricading her cabin door, Jenna, Sarah and Silas Heap were finishing supper at the Palace. Although Sarah Heap would have much rather had supper in one of the smaller Palace kitchens, she had long ago given in to the Cook’s insistence that royalty most definitely did not eat in the kitchen. No, not even on a quiet wet Wednesday, no way, not while she was Cook – “and that, Mistress Heap, is final.”


  And so in the vast Palace dining room, marooned at the very end of a long table, three figures sat in a pool of candlelight. A log fire spat and spluttered behind them, occasionally landing a spark on the wiry and somewhat mangy coat of a large dog, who lay snoring and grunting in front of the fire, but Maxie the wolfhound did not notice. Beside the wolfhound hovered the Supper Servant, glad of the warmth but longing to clear the food and get away from the smells of singed dog hair – and worse – that floated up from Maxie.


  But supper was taking an age. Sarah Heap, adoptive mother of Jenna, the Princess and heir to the Castle, had a lot to say. “Well, I don’t want you leaving the Palace at all, Jenna, and that is that. There’s something nasty out there biting people and giving them the Sickenesse. You are to stay here where it is safe until this whatever-it-is is caught.”


  “But Septimus –”


  “No buts. I don’t care whether Septimus needs you to clean out his disgusting dragon or not, though, if you ask me, it would be a whole lot better if he didn’t clean it out quite so often – have you seen the mess down by the river? I don’t know what Billy Pot is thinking of, the piles of dragon droppings must be ten feet high at least. I used to enjoy walking by the river but now –”


  “Mum, I don’t mind not cleaning out Spit Fyre, not one bit, but I have to go and see the Dragon Boat every day,” Jenna said.


  “I’m sure the Dragon Boat will manage without you,” Sarah told her. “It’s not as if it knows you’re there anyway.”


  “She does, Mum. I’m sure she does. It would be awful for her to wake up and find no one there, no one for days and days . . .”


  “Far better than finding no one there ever again,” said Sarah sharply. “You are not to go out until something has been done about this Sickenesse.”


  “Don’t you think you’re making a fuss about nothing?” Silas asked mildly.


  Sarah did not think so. “I do not call having to open up the Infirmary nothing, Silas.”


  “What, that old dump? I’m surprised it’s still standing.”


  “There’s no choice, Silas. There are too many people sick for them to go anywhere else. Which you would have realised if you didn’t spend so much time up in the attic playing silly games –”


  “Counter-Feet is not a silly game, Sarah. And now I’ve found what must be the best Colony in the Castle – you should have seen Gringe’s face when I told him – I am not going to let the Counters go. They won’t be getting out of a Sealed room in a hurry.”


  Sarah Heap sighed. Ever since they had moved into the Palace, Silas had practically given up his day-to-day Ordinary Wizard job and had taken up a succession of hobbies – the board game of Counter-Feet being the latest and most long-lasting, much to her irritation. “You know I don’t think it’s a good idea to go opening Sealed rooms, Silas,” Sarah chided. “They are usually Sealed for a reason, especially if they’re hidden away up in the attic. We had a talk about it at the Herb Society only last month.”


  Silas was scathing. “And what do those Herbs know about Wizard stuff, Sarah? Nothing. Huh.”


  “Very well, Silas. I suppose you’re safer up in the attic with your daft Counter Colony for now anyway.”


  “Quite,” said Silas. “Is there any more pie?”


  “No, you’ve got the last piece.” A strained silence followed, and in the silence Jenna was sure she could hear a distant clamour.


  “Can you hear that?” she asked. She got up and looked out one of the tall windows that overlooked the front of the Palace. Jenna could see down the drive, which, as ever, was lit with burning torches, and through the great Palace Gates that were locked at night. But on the other side of the gates was a mob, shouting and banging dustbin lids and yelling, “Rats, rats, get the rats. Rats, rats, kill the rats!”


  Sarah joined Jenna at the window. “It’s the RatStranglers,” she said. “I don’t know what they’re doing here.”


  “Looking for rats, I suppose,” said Silas, his mouth full of apple pie. “Plenty of ’em around here. I think we had one in the soup tonight.”


  The chanting of the RatStranglers picked up speed. “Rat trap, rat trap, splat, splat, splat! Rat trap, rat trap, splat, splat, splat!”


  “Poor rats,” said Jenna.


  “It’s not rats that are spreading the Sickenesse anyway,” said Sarah. “I was helping at the Infirmary yesterday and the bites are definitely not rat bites. Rats have more than one tooth. Oh, look, they’re off up the road to the servants’ quarters. Oh, dear me.”


  At that, the Supper Servant sprang into action. She scooped up the plates, wrestled Silas’s last piece of apple pie from his grasp and rushed out of the room. There was a crash as she dropped the plates down the rubbish chute to the kitchens below. Then she fled back to her quarters to check on Percy, her pet rat.


  Supper didn’t last long after that. Sarah and Silas went off to Sarah’s small sitting room at the back of the Palace, where Sarah had a book to finish and Silas was busy writing a pamphlet entitled Top Ten Counter-Feet Tips, for which he had high hopes.


  Jenna decided to go to her room and read. Jenna liked her own company and she loved wandering around the Palace, especially at night when candles cast great shadows across the corridors and many of the Ancient ghosts woke up. At night the Palace lost the rather empty feeling that it had during the day and became a busy, purposeful place once again. Most of the Ancients chose to Appear to Jenna and relished the chance to talk to the Princess, even if many could not remember which Princess she actually was. Jenna enjoyed her chats, even though she had soon discovered that each ghost tended to say the same thing every night, and she soon knew most conversations by heart.


  Jenna wandered up the wide sweeping stairs to the gallery that ran above the hall, and stopped to talk to the ghost of an old governess of a pair of young Princesses who spent most nights wandering the passageways looking for her charges.


  “Good eventide, Princess Esmeralda,” said the governess, who wore a permanently worried expression.


  “Good evening, Mary,” replied Jenna, who had long since stopped telling Mary that she was actually called Jenna, as it had no effect whatsoever.


  “I am glad to see you are still safe and well,” said the governess.


  “Thank you, Mary,” said Jenna.


  “Be careful, my dear,” said the governess as she always did.


  “I will,” Jenna replied as ever, and went on her way. Soon she turned off from the gallery into a wide candlelit corridor at the end of which were the tall double doors that led to her room.


  “Good evening, Sir Hereward,” Jenna greeted the Ancient Guard of the Royal Bedchamber, a dishevelled and very faded ghost who had been at his post for some eight hundred years or more and had no intention of retiring. Sir Hereward was missing an arm and a good deal of his armour, as his entry into ghosthood had been the result of one of the last land battles between the Castle and the Port. He was one of Jenna’s favourites and she felt safe with him on guard; the old knight had a jovial manner and a liking for jokes and, unusual for an Ancient, generally managed not to repeat himself too often.


  “Good evening, fair Princess. Here’s a good one: What is the difference between an elephant and a banana?”


  “I don’t know.” Jenna smiled. “What is the difference between an elephant and a banana?”


  “Well, I won’t send you out to do my shopping then. Hurr hurr!”


  “Oh . . . very funny. Ha-ha!”


  “Glad you liked it. Thought you might. Goodnight, Princess.” Sir Hereward briefly bowed his head and stood to attention, pleased to be back on duty.


  “Goodnight, Sir Hereward.” Jenna pushed open the doors and slipped into her room.


  It had taken some time for Jenna to get used to her huge Palace bedroom, having slept in a cupboard for ten years, but now she loved it, especially in the evenings. It was a large, long room with four tall windows that overlooked the Palace gardens, and caught the evening sun. But now, in the cold autumn night, Jenna drew the heavy red velvet curtains across the windows, and the room was suddenly filled with deep shadows. She went over to the great stone fireplace beside her four-poster bed and lit the pile of logs in the grate, using the FireLighter Spell that Septimus had given her for her last birthday. As the warm light from the dancing flames filled her room, Jenna sat on her bed, wrapped her feather quilt around her and picked up her favourite history book, Our Castle Story.


  Engrossed in her book, Jenna did not notice a tall, thin ghostly figure emerge from behind the thick curtains that hung around her bed. The figure stood very still, staring at Jenna with a disapproving expression in her bright beady eyes. Jenna shivered in the sudden chill cast by the ghost and pulled her quilt closer, but she did not look up.


  “I wouldn’t bother reading all that rubbish about the Hanseatic League,” a high-pitched voice drilled into the air behind Jenna’s left shoulder. Jenna leaped up like a scalded cat, dropped her book and was about to yell for Sir Hereward when an ice-cold hand was placed across her mouth. The ghost’s touch sent freezing air down into her lungs and Jenna subsided into a fit of coughing. The ghost seemed unperturbed. She picked up Jenna’s book and placed it on the bed next to where Jenna sat, trying to catch her breath.


  “Turn to Chapter Thirteen, Granddaughter,” the ghost instructed. “There is no need to waste your time reading about common traders. The only history worth bothering about is the history of Kings and Queens – preferably the history of Queens. You will find me there on page two hundred and twenty. Generally a good account of my reign although there are one or two, er, misunderstandings, but it was written by a commoner, so what can one expect?”


  Jenna finally stopped coughing enough to take a good look at her uninvited visitor. She was indeed the ghost of a Queen, and an ancient one too, which Jenna could tell by the old-fashioned look of her tunic and the starched ruff that she wore around her neck. The ghost, who looked surprisingly substantial for one so ancient, stood straight and erect. Her iron-grey hair was scraped back into two coiled plaits that were fastened behind her rather pointed ears, and she wore a simple, severe gold crown. Her dark violet eyes fixed Jenna with a disapproving stare that immediately made Jenna feel she had done something wrong.


  “Wh-who are you?” stammered Jenna.


  The Queen tapped her foot impatiently. “Chapter Thirteen, Granddaughter. Look in Chapter Thirteen. I have told you before. You must learn to listen. All Queens must learn to listen.”


  Jenna could not imagine this Queen listening to anyone, but she said nothing. What bothered her was why the ghost had called her granddaughter. It was the second time she had used that word. Surely this horrible ghost could not possibly be her grandmother? “But . . . why do you keep calling me Granddaughter?” asked Jenna, hoping that she might have misheard.


  “Because I am your great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-Grandmother. But you may call me Grandmama.”


  “Grandmama!” said Jenna, aghast.


  “Indeed. That will be entirely suitable. I do not expect my full title.”


  “What is your full title?” asked Jenna.


  The ghost of the Queen sighed impatiently and Jenna felt her icy breath ruffle her hair. “Chapter Thirteen. I shall not tell you again,” she said severely. “I can see I have not come a moment too soon. You are in grave need of guidance. Your own mother has much to account for in her neglect of your royal teaching and good manners.”


  “Mum is a really good teacher,” Jenna objected indignantly. “She hasn’t neglected anything.”


  “Mum . . . Mum? Who is this . . . Mum?” The Queen managed to look both disapproving and puzzled at the same time. In fact, over the centuries she had perfected the fine art of mixing every possible expression with disapproval, until, even if she had wanted to, she would no longer have been able to untangle them. But the Queen did not want to. She was quite happy with disapproval, thank you very much.


  “Mum is my mum. I mean, my mother,” said Jenna edgily.


  “And what is her name, pray?” asked the ghost, peering down at Jenna.


  “It’s none of your business,” Jenna replied crossly.


  “Would it be Sarah Heap?”


  Jenna refused to reply. She stared angrily at the ghost, willing her to go away.


  “No, I shall not go away, Granddaughter. I have my duty to consider. We both know that this Sarah Heap person is not your real mother.”


  “She is to me,” muttered Jenna.


  “What things are to you, Granddaughter, is of no consequence. The truth is that your real mother, or the ghost of her, sits in her turret and neglects your royal education, so that you do appear to be more a lowly serving girl than a true Princess. It is a disgrace, an absolute disgrace, which I intend to rectify for the benefit of this poor benighted place that my Castle – and my Palace – has become.”


  “It is not your Castle or your Palace,” Jenna objected.


  “That, Granddaughter, is where you are mistaken. It was mine before and soon it will be mine again.”


  “But –”


  “Do not interrupt. I shall leave you now. It is well past your bedtime.”


  “No, it’s not,” said Jenna indignantly.


  “In my day all Princesses retired to bed at six o’clock until they became Queen. I myself went to bed at six o’clock every night until I was thirty-five and it never did me any harm.”


  Jenna looked at the ghost in amazement. Then, suddenly, she smiled at the thought of how relieved everyone else in the Palace must have been, all those years ago, when six o’clock came around.


  The Queen misinterpreted Jenna’s smile. “Aha, you are seeing sense at last, Granddaughter. I will leave you now to go to sleep for I have important business to attend to. I will see you in the morrow. You may kiss me goodnight.”


  Jenna looked so horrified that the Queen took a step back and said, “Well, then, I can see you are not yet used to your dear Grandmama. Goodnight, Granddaughter.”


  Jenna did not reply.


  “I said, Goodnight, Granddaughter. I shall not leave until you bid me Goodnight.”


  There was a strained silence until Jenna decided that she could stand looking at the ghost’s pointy nose no longer. “Goodnight,” she said coldly.


  “Goodnight, Grandmama,” corrected the ghost.


  “I will never call you Grandmama,” said Jenna as, to her great relief, the ghost began to fade away.


  “You will,” came the ghost’s high-pitched drill of a voice out of thin air. “You will . . .”


  Jenna picked up a pillow and, furious, threw it at the voice. There was no response; the ghost had gone. Taking Aunt Zelda’s advice, Jenna counted to ten very slowly until she felt calm, then she picked up Our Castle Story and quickly turned the thick yellow pages to Chapter Thirteen. The title of the chapter was “Queen Etheldredda the Awful”.
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  The Hole in the Wall


  While Jenna sat reading Chapter Thirteen, Septimus Heap, Apprentice to the ExtraOrdinary Wizard, had just been caught reading something he was not meant to have read. Marcia Overstrand, ExtraOrdinary Wizard of the Castle, had been temporarily defeated by a squabble in her kitchen between the coffeepot and the stove. In exasperation she had decided to leave them to it and go check on her Apprentice. She had found him in the Pyramid Library immersed in a pile of tattered old texts.


  “What exactly do you think you are doing?” Marcia demanded.


  Septimus jumped guiltily to his feet and shoved the papers under the book he should have been reading. “Nothing,” he said.


  “That,” said Marcia sternly, “was exactly what I thought you were doing.” She surveyed her Apprentice, trying – but not entirely succeeding – to keep her stern expression. Septimus had a startled look in his brilliant green eyes and his curly, straw-coloured hair was tangled from the way Marcia knew he twisted it when he was concentrating. “In case it has escaped your memory,” she told him, “you are meant to be reviewing for your Prediction Practical Examination tomorrow morning. Not reading a load of five-hundred-year-old drivel.”


  “It’s not drivel,” objected Septimus. “It’s –”


  “I know perfectly well what it is,” Marcia said. “I have told you before. Alchemie is total twaddle and a complete waste of time. You may as well go boil your socks and expect them to turn into gold.”


  “But I’m not reading about Alchemie,” protested Septimus. “It’s Physik.”


  “Same difference,” said Marcia. “It’s Marcellus Pye, I presume?”


  “Yes. He’s really good.”


  “He’s really irrelevant, Septimus.” Marcia reached under the book Septimus had hastily placed on top – The Principles and Practice of Elementary Prediction – and drew out the sheaf of yellowed and fragile papers covered in faint jottings. “Anyway,” she said, “these are only his notes.”


  “I know. It’s a pity his book has disappeared.”


  “Hmm. It’s time you went to bed. You’ve got an early start tomorrow. Seven minutes past seven and not a second later. Understand?”


  Septimus nodded.


  “Well, off you go then.”


  “But, Marcia . . .”


  “What?”


  “I’m really interested in Physik. And Marcellus did it the best. He had all sorts of medicines and cures worked out, and he knew all about why we get sick. Do you think I could learn about it?”


  “No,” said Marcia. “You don’t need it, Septimus. Magyk can do everything that Physik can.”


  “It can’t cure the Sickenesse though,” said Septimus stubbornly.


  Marcia pursed her lips. Septimus was not the first to have pointed this out. “It will,” she insisted, “it will. I just have to work on it – what was that?” A loud crash came from the kitchen two floors below and Marcia shot off.


  Septimus sighed. He put Marcellus’s papers back in the old box he had found in a dusty corner, blew out the candle and went downstairs to bed.


  


  Septimus did not sleep well. Every night for a week he had had the same bad dream about the exam, and this night was no exception. He dreamed that he had missed the exam, Marcia chased him, and he fell down a chimney that went on for ever and ever . . . He kept grabbing at the walls to stop himself but still he kept falling . . . falling . . . falling.


  “Been having a fight with your blankets, Septimus?” A familiar voice echoed down the chimney. “Looks like you lost,” the voice continued with a chuckle. “Not wise to take on a pair of blankets, lad. One, maybe, but two blankets always gang up on you. Vicious things, blankets.”


  Septimus forced himself out of his dream and sat up, gasping from the cold autumn air that Alther Mella had let in through the window.


  “You all right?” Alther asked, concerned. The ghost settled himself down comfortably on Septimus’s bed.


  “Wh . . . errr?” Septimus mumbled, focusing with some difficulty on the slightly transparent figure of Alther Mella, ex-ExtraOrdinary Wizard and frequent visitor to the Wizard Tower. Alther was not as difficult to see as some of the older ghosts in the Castle, but at night-time his faded purple robes had a tendency to blend into the background, and the dimness of the light made it harder to see the dark brown bloodstains over the ghost’s heart, which Septimus always found his eye was drawn to, however hard he tried not to look. Alther had a calm and kind expression in his old green eyes as he regarded his favourite Apprentice.


  “Same bad dream?” Alther inquired.


  “Um. Yes,” Septimus admitted.


  “Did you remember to use your Flyte Charm this time?” asked Alther.


  “Er, no. Perhaps I will next time. Except I hope there isn’t a next time. It’s a horrible dream.” Septimus shuddered and pulled one of the obstinate blankets up to his chin.


  “Hmm. Well, dreams come to us for a reason. Sometimes they tell us things we need to know,” mused Alther, floating up from the pillow and straightening himself out with a ghostly groan. “Now, I thought you might like a little trip down to a place I know not far from here.”


  Septimus yawned. “But what about Marcia?” he asked sleepily.


  “Marcia’s got one of her headaches,” said Alther. “I don’t know why she gets so upset over that contrary coffeepot. I’d get rid of it if I were her. She’s gone to bed so there’s no need to bother her. Anyway, we’ll be back before she knows we’re gone.”


  Septimus did not want to go back to sleep and get into the dream yet again. He tumbled out of bed and pulled on his green woollen Apprentice tunic, which was neatly folded on the end of his bed, just as he had been taught to do with his Young Army uniform every night for the first ten years of his life, and fastened his silver Apprentice belt.


  “Ready?” asked Alther.


  “Ready,” replied Septimus. He headed for the window that Alther had Caused to open when he had arrived. Septimus climbed on to the broad wooden window sill and stood in the open window, looking down at the precipitous drop some twenty-one floors down, something that he never would have dreamed of doing a few months ago, given his fear of heights. But now Septimus had lost his fear, and the reason for this was held tightly in his left hand – the Flyte Charm.


  Septimus carefully took the small golden arrow with its delicate silver flights and held it between his right finger and thumb. “Where are we going?” he asked Alther, who was hovering in front of him and absentmindedly trying to perfect a backwards flip.


  “Hole in the Wall,” Alther replied, upside down. “Nice place. Must have told you about it.”


  “But that’s a tavern,” objected Septimus. “I’m too young to go into taverns. And Marcia says they’re dens of –”


  “Oh, you mustn’t take any notice of what Marcia says about taverns,” Alther told him. “Marcia has some strange theory that people go to taverns just to talk about her behind her back. I’ve told her that people have much more interesting things than her to discuss – like the price of fish – but she won’t believe it.”


  Alther spun around and righted himself so that he was floating in front of Septimus. The ghost looked at the slight figure standing on the window sill, his curly hair blowing in the wind that always played around the top of the Wizard Tower and his green eyes flashing with Magyk, as the Flyte Charm grew warm in his grasp. Although Alther had been helping Septimus practise the Art of Flyte for three months now – ever since Septimus had found the Flyte Charm – he still felt a flash of fear when he saw the boy standing on the edge of a sheer drop.


  “I’ll follow you,” said Septimus, his voice almost blown away by a sudden gust of wind.


  “What?”


  “I’ll follow you, Alther. OK?”


  “Fine. I’ll watch you take off first though. Just to make sure you’re nice and steady.”


  Septimus did not object. He liked Alther being with him, and once or twice during the early days of Flyte, he had been very glad of the ghost’s advice, particularly one nasty time when he had nearly crashed into the roof of the Manuscriptorium. Septimus had, in fact, been showing off to his friend Beetle, but Alther had merely Caused a sudden uplift of air and set Septimus safely down in the backyard and had not mentioned the showing-off at all.


  The Flyte Charm was beginning to feel hot in Septimus’s grasp. It was time to go. Taking a deep breath, Septimus hurled himself into the night. For a brief moment he felt the leaden pull of gravity dragging him towards the earth, and then the thing that he loved happened: the downwards drag disappeared and he was set free, free like a bird to fly and soar, to loop and swirl through the night air, supported and held safe by the Flyte Charm. At the moment the Flyte Charm kicked in, Alther relaxed and set off in front of Septimus, arms held out like the wings of a gliding eagle, while Septimus followed more erratically, trying out his new slalom skids.


  


  They arrived at the Hole in the Wall Tavern with a bump – or rather, Septimus did. Alther shot straight through the wall, leaving Septimus to use a slalom skid for real and land with a crash in the bushes that grew across the tumbledown entrance to the tavern.


  Alther came a few minutes later to find Septimus picking himself up out of the bushes. “Sorry, Septimus,” Alther apoligised. “Just saw old Olaf Snorrelssen. Nice chap. Northern Trader, never got home to see his baby, you know. Sad, really. Goes on about it a bit but he’s a good soul. I keep telling him he ought to get out and about the Castle, but there’re not many places he can go apart from the Traders’ Market and the Grateful Turbot. So he just sits here staring into his beer.”


  Septimus brushed a few leaves off his tunic, put the Flyte Charm back into his Apprentice belt and surveyed the entrance to the Hole in the Wall Tavern. It didn’t look much like a tavern to him. It looked pretty much like a pile of stones dumped at the base of the Castle wall. There was no sign outside the door. In fact, there was no door, neither were there the usual steamy, lit windows that Septimus was used to seeing in taverns because, well, there were no windows either. As Septimus wondered whether Alther was playing some kind of complicated joke on him, a ghostly nun wafted by.


  “Good evening, Alther,” said the nun in her soft accent.


  “Good evening, Sister Bernadette,” Alther replied with a smile. The nun gave him a flirtatious wave and disappeared through the pile of stones. She was followed by a virtually see-through knight with his arm in a sling, who carefully tied up his limping horse to an invisible post and shuffled through the bush from which Septimus had just extricated himself.


  “Looks like, being a busy night tonight, we’ve got quite a few visitors,” mused Alther, nodding in a friendly fashion to the knight.


  “But – they’re ghosts,” said Septimus.


  “Well, of course they’re ghosts,” said Alther. “That’s the whole point of the tavern. Any ghost is welcome; all others are by invitation only. And it’s not easy to get an invitation, I can tell you. At least two ghosts have to invite you. Of course, we’ve had the odd gate-crasher over the years but it’s still a pretty well-kept secret.”


  Three faded Ancient ExtraOrdinary Wizards had now arrived and were stuck at the entrance trying to decide who should go in first. Septimus nodded politely to them and asked Alther, “So who else has invited me?”


  Alther, distracted by the sight of the three Wizards deciding to go in all at once to the accompaniment of much giggling, did not answer the question. “Come on, lad, follow me,” he said, and disappeared through the wall. Some moments later, Alther reappeared and said, a little impatiently, “Come on, Septimus, best not keep Queen Etheldredda waiting.”


  “But I –”


  “Just squeeze behind the bush and slip behind the pile of stones. You’ll find the way in.”


  Septimus pushed through the bush, and feeling his way with the help of the light from the glowing Dragon Ring that he wore on his right index finger, he found a narrow passageway behind the stones that took him deep into a broad, low space hidden within the Castle walls – the Hole in the Wall Tavern.


  Septimus was astonished; he had never seen so many ghosts together in one place. Septimus was used to seeing ghosts around the Castle, as he had always been the sensitive kind of boy that ghosts liked to Appear to, and since he had been wearing the green robes of an Apprentice to the ExtraOrdinary Wizard, Septimus had noticed that even more ghosts chose to Appear to him. But there was something about the relaxed atmosphere in the Hole in the Wall Tavern – and the fact that he was with Alther, one of the most popular regulars – that meant most of the ghosts allowed Septimus to see them. It was an amazing sight; there were the usual ExtraOrdinary Wizard ghosts, all in purple but with many different styles of robe reflecting the fashions over the years; Septimus was used to seeing these around the Palace and the Wizard Tower. There were a surprising number of Queens and Princesses too. But there were other ghosts that Septimus was unused to seeing: knights and their pages, farmers and farmers’ wives, sailors and traders, scribes and scholars, tramps and tinkers and all manner of Castle inhabitants from the last few thousand years, all holding on to their Hole in the Wall tankards, which they had been given on their first visit and had never needed to refill.


  A quiet hum of ghostly chatter pervaded the atmosphere as conversations started many years ago continued their leisurely way, but over in a far corner a regal figure heard the hesitant footsteps of a living boy cut through the noise. She got up from her seat beside the fire and glided through the throng, a respectful sea of ghosts parting before her.


  “Septimus Heap,” said Queen Etheldredda. “Five and a half minutes late, but no matter. I have been waiting five hundred years. Follow me.”
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  Queen Etheldredda


  Septimus soon found himself squashed between the two ghosts at a long table at the far end of the tavern. This was not what he had expected when he had gone to bed that evening, but after eighteen months as Apprentice to Marcia, Septimus had learned not to expect anything – except the unexpected.


  Although Septimus knew he was not really squashed at all, he still felt squashed as he sat between Alther and Queen Etheldredda and tried not to touch either of them – but he could not shake off the feeling that Queen Etheldredda’s pointy elbows really were sticking into him. Septimus wriggled farther away from Etheldredda, for it was the height of rudeness to Pass Through a ghost and he suspected that the Queen would have something to say about it.


  In fact, so far Queen Etheldredda had had something to say about pretty much everything. She sat tall and erect, and her dark violet eyes fixed Septimus with a stern gaze as she gave him the benefit of her opinion: “It’s full of riffraff here, Apprentice, absolutely full. Look at that awful old tramp snoring under the table. Terrible place, terrible place. I shall most certainly have to do something about this. And the behaviour of those young Queens over there – most unbecoming.” A loud squeal of giggles had erupted from a table of four young Queens (all of whom had died in childbirth). Queen Etheldredda pursed her lips disapprovingly. “I don’t know what Alther Mella is thinking of bringing you here. In my day the ExtraOrdinary Apprentice was not allowed out without a chaperone Wizard, and then it was only to come to the Palace on official business. And a boy your age should be in bed, not carousing in a den of iniquity like this.”


  Septimus was not bothered by Queen Etheldredda for she reminded him a little of Marcia, but Alther looked irritated. “Your Majesty,” Alther said huffily, “perhaps you might remember that it was on your express wish – command was the word you used – that I woke up this young Apprentice and brought him here. You had, you said, something of great importance to relate to him – a matter of life or death – although you refused to tell me what it might be. You yourself insisted on him coming to this tavern. I assure you, Madam Marcia Overstrand does not normally allow her Apprentice to frequent taverns at night or, indeed, at any time of the day.”


  Septimus held his breath. What was the Queen going to say?


  Queen Etheldredda said nothing for some time. And then she leaned over to Septimus, and he felt an ice-cold breath across his cheek as she whispered in his ear, “Marcellus Pye, at Snake Slipway, midnight. Be there.” With that, the Queen got up from the tavern bench as if rising from her throne. She swished her train into place behind her, walked, head held disdainfully high, into the fireplace and disappeared.


  “Well,” spluttered Alther. “Of all the nerve . . .”


  “Marcellus Pye?” Septimus muttered, feeling a thrill of excitement.


  Two nuns had sat down beside him in Queen Etheldredda’s place. One of the nuns looked askance at Septimus. “Do not speak that name lightly, child,” she whispered.


  Septimus said no more, but his thoughts were buzzing. Why would the ghost of Marcellus Pye want to meet him – just a lowly Apprentice? After all, the ghost had never been seen before. Maybe . . . Septimus shivered at the thought . . . maybe the ghost had been Watching him read the notes that afternoon and had now decided to Appear to him. But why choose Snake Slipway? And why at midnight?


  Alther noticed Septimus’s preoccupied expression. “What did she say?” he whispered.


  Septimus shook his head, not wanting to upset the nuns again.


  Suddenly Alther felt weary. “Come on then, Septimus, let’s go.” He sighed. He got up and Septimus followed him, carefully squeezing past the nuns. Alther felt unsettled at the sudden appearance of Queen Etheldredda. She had not been seen around the Palace before, and while it was not unusual for ghosts to appear and disappear, especially the older ones who often fell asleep in a comfortable chair and did not wake for many years, he had never known one to turn up so many centuries after her entry into ghosthood. It was very odd, and there was, thought Alther, something particularly odd about Etheldredda. He wished now that he had not brought Septimus to see her.


  Carefully Septimus followed Alther and made his way towards the exit, which was indeed a hole in the wall, through which he could now see moonlight shining. There was a lull in the ghostly chatter as the living Apprentice to the ExtraOrdinary Wizard slipped through the assorted throng. Some stepped back to allow Septimus to pass and continued their conversations; others stopped their chatter in mid-sentence and followed his progress with faded, ghostly eyes. Some expressions were wistful, remembering what it had been like to be a living, breathing eleven-year-old; others were vague, lost in their ghosthood and seeing living beings as strange creatures, unrelated to them. But not one of the ghosts was Passed Through by Septimus as he negotiated his way around them. At last he pushed his way through the bush and reached the outside of the tavern with a feeling of relief.


  “So what did she say?” Alther asked again. He and Septimus were taking a short cut through Drapers Yard, a small courtyard around which was a cluster of old houses inhabited by families who worked with cloth. A few candles shone from the windows, which sported a strange variety of curtains and cloth remnants, but the doors were locked and barred, and the yard was so quiet that Septimus could hear the ticking of the Great Draper Clock in the clock tower above the central house.


  “She said I should meet Marcellus Pye on Snake Slipway. Tonight,” Septimus told him as the Draper Clock began to strike ten and its tinny bell echoed around the yard. Pling, pling, pling . . .


  “You will of course be doing no such thing,” declared Alther once the clock had stopped and the succession of comical tin figures had done their party pieces and filed back inside. “She’s bonkers, Septimus, totally and utterly bonkers. Anyway, I’ve never even seen the ghost of Marcellus Pye. The trouble is, every now and then a ghost gets delusions of grandeur. Often happens to Royal ghosts. They think they can influence the living. Make things happen, just as they were used to doing when they were alive. Of course all they do is make a nuisance of themselves. Can be almost impossible to get rid of, that’s the trouble. The best thing is to ignore them and hope they’ll go away. Which is exactly what you must do, lad. I suppose you know who this Pye fellow was?”


  “Yes,” said Septimus.


  Alther nodded approvingly. “Thought you would. It’s good to read about the subject. Best not to let on to Marcia though. She has a thing about Alchemie.”


  “I know,” Septimus sighed.


  “He wasn’t just an alchemist, Marcellus; he was a good physician, too,” said Alther. “Pity we’ve lost some of the things he knew back then. We could use them now.”


  They were now walking briskly along Brindle Byway, which would lead them to Wizard Way. Brindle Byway was a narrow street with tall drying lofts for yarn and fabric on either side. The drying lofts were dark and quiet at this time of night and a chokingly unpleasant smell of dye hung in the still air. Septimus was too preoccupied with holding his nose and breathing through his mouth to hear, some way ahead, the scrabble of claws and the click of a needle-sharp tooth as it flicked down, ready to bite.


  Neither Septimus nor Alther noticed two round red eyes emerging from a drain, blinking and shrinking from the light from the silver torch post outside Number Thirteen Wizard Way. But they did hear something altogether louder and more insistent: hurried footsteps echoing off the walls of the byway, coming towards them.


  Alther glanced at Septimus and gestured to a small opening between two drying lofts. In a moment both he and Septimus were hidden in the shadows, listening to the approaching footsteps.


  “Probably some pickpocket up to no good,” whispered Alther. “He’d better not try anything, I’m not in a good mood this evening.”


  Septimus did not reply. The footsteps had slowed down now; they sounded almost hesitant as they approached the gap where Alther and Septimus were hidden. Then the footsteps stopped.


  Suddenly, to Alther’s horror, Septimus jumped out.


  Sarah Heap gave a piercing scream and dropped her basket with a crash. Bottles and jars tumbled out and rolled in all directions.


  “Mum!’ said Septimus. “Mum, it’s only Alther and me.”


  Sarah Heap stared at them in disbelief. “What on earth are you doing here? Really, Septimus, you nearly gave me a heart attack. And what does Alther think he’s doing bringing you down these ghastly alleyways at this time of night?”


  “It’s all right, Mum. We’re on our way back now. We only went to the Hole in the Wall Tavern,” Septimus explained, chasing after the dropped bottles and jars and putting them back into Sarah’s basket.


  “A tavern?” Sarah Heap looked horrified. “Alther took you to a tavern – at night? Alther” – this was addressed to the ghost who had just floated out of the alleyway, looking resigned to the evening rapidly going from bad to worse – “Alther, what do you think you are doing? And with all this Sickenesse about?”


  Alther sighed. “I’ll explain tomorrow, Sarah. Although I could ask the same of you. What exactly are you doing scurrying down a back alley with all your potions?”


  Sarah did not answer. She was too busy checking whether any of her potion bottles had broken. “Thank you, Septimus,” she said as he handed her the last bottle.


  “But where are you going, Mum?” asked Septimus.


  “Going?” Sarah Heap looked as if she had come down to earth with a bump. “Oh, heavens, I’ll be late. I don’t want to keep Nicko waiting –”


  “Nicko?” asked Septimus, confused.


  “Sarah,” said Alther, “what is going on?”


  “I’ve been called to the Infirmary, Alther. I must have had the last Message Rat in the Castle. They’ve had so many people brought in this evening they can’t cope. Nicko’s going to row me over. Now I must get going.”


  “Not on your own,” said Alther. “We’ll come with you.”


  Sarah looked as though she was about to protest but then she changed her mind. “Thank you, Alther,” she said. “I – oh my goodness!” Sarah stifled a scream. “Look . . .” she whispered, pointing into the darkness.


  Septimus looked. At first he saw nothing and then, as he shifted his gaze, he saw them – the red eyes, moving towards them, dodging from side to side. At first glance Septimus thought it was a rat, but there was something about the way the eyes were set, both looking forwards, that looked wrong for a rat’s eyes. Quickly Septimus reached into his pocket, took out a pebble and sent it spinning through the darkness towards the red pinpoints. A high-pitched yelp was followed by the sound of scuffling leaves, and the eyes disappeared into the night.


  “Come on, Sarah,” said Alther, “let’s get you down to the boatyard.”


  


  Nicko was waiting anxiously beside a rowing boat tied up to the quay in Jannit Maarten’s boatyard. Jannit had recently taken Nicko on as Junior Apprentice, and he now slept in a small cabin at the back of Jannit’s ramshackle hut. An hour ago, Nicko had tumbled into bed, tired out after a long day helping Rupert Gringe repair the huge rudder belonging to the Port barge. He had only just fallen asleep when an insistent knocking on his window had jarred him awake – it was the Message Rat that Sarah had forwarded to him.


  Quickly Nicko had found the rowing boat that Jannit sometimes used to ferry people over the river; unfortunately he had woken Jannit, who even in her sleep could hear any unusual sound in the boatyard. Jannit had only just grumpily gone back to bed when she was woken again by the clinking of Sarah’s bottles in her basket as she hurried through the boatyard.


  Septimus helped Nicko steady the boat while Sarah clambered in. “You’ll make sure Mum gets to the Infirmary OK, won’t you, Nik?” he asked, looking doubtfully across the Moat, which was wide and deep by the boatyard, to the dim lights of the Infirmary, almost hidden under the outlying trees of the Forest some distance away. It was a dangerous walk from the ferry landing stage to the Infirmary at night.


  “Of course I will.” Nicko took up two long oars and waited for Sarah to get settled.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll see Sarah to the Infirmary door,” Alther said to Septimus. “I can still get rid of the odd wolverine if I have to. I’ll have to whizz around by the North Gate, but I’ll be there waiting for her.”


  “See ya later, Sep,” said Nicko as he pulled away from the boatyard landing stage.


  “No, you won’t, Nicko,” Septimus heard Sarah chide. “Septimus is going straight back to Marcia’s.”


  As Septimus watched Alther fly towards the North Gate, a wonderful sense of freedom and exhilaration suddenly swept over him. He could go anywhere, do anything. There was no one to stop him. Of course he should go back to the Wizard Tower, but he was not sleepy. Septimus felt restless, as if somehow the night was unfinished. And then he realised why. Queen Etheldredda’s words came back to him: “Marcellus Pye, at Snake Slipway, midnight. Be there.”


  Suddenly, Septimus knew why Queen Etheldredda had asked him to meet the ghost of Marcellus Pye: to give him the formula for the antidote to the Sickenesse.


  It was only about half past ten. He still had time to get to Snake Slipway before midnight.
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