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  Prologue


  A Crossing of Paths


  It is Nicko’s first night out of the House of Foryx, and Jenna thinks he is going a little crazy.


  Some hours previously, on Nicko’s insistence, Septimus and Spit Fyre took Jenna, Nicko, Snorri, Ullr and Beetle to the Trading Post – a long string of harbours on the edge of the land where the House of Foryx lies hidden. Nicko had been desperate to see the sea once more, and no one, not even Marcia, felt able to refuse.


  Septimus objected a little more than anyone else. He knew his dragon was tired after the long flight from the Castle to the House of Foryx, and they both faced a long journey home with the dangerously ill Ephaniah Grebe. But Nicko was adamant. He had to go to – of all places – a ramshackle net loft on Harbour Number Three, which was one of the smaller harbours on the Trading Post and used mainly by local fishing boats. Nicko told them that the net loft belonged to the bosun on the ship that he and Snorri had sailed on all those years in the past, bound from the Port to the Trading Post. In mid-crossing Nicko had saved the ship from catastrophe by doing an emergency repair of a broken mast, and in gratitude the bosun, a Mr Higgs, had given Nicko a key to his net loft and insisted that any time Nicko was in the Trading Post he could – indeed must – stay there.


  When Septimus pointed out that that was five hundred years ago and the offer may not still stand – let alone the net loft – Nicko had told Septimus that of course it still stood, an offer was an offer. All he wanted, Nicko said, was to be near boats once more, to hear the sea again, and to smell the salt in the air. Septimus argued no further. How could he – or any of the others – refuse Nicko that?


  And so, with some misgivings, Septimus left them at the end of the dingy alleyway that Nicko insisted contained Mr Higgs’s net loft. Septimus and Spit Fyre had returned to a snowy tree house near the House of Foryx where Ephaniah Grebe, Marcia and Sarah Heap waited to take them back to the Castle.


  However, after Septimus’s departure, all had not gone well at the net loft. Nicko – surprised to find that his key would not fit – had to break in, and no one was impressed with what met them inside. It stank. It was also dark, damp, cold and, apparently, used as the local fish rubbish dump, judging by the pile of rotting fish heaped up below the small, unglazed window. There was, as Jenna irritably pointed out, nowhere to sleep because most of the top two floors were missing, allowing a fine view of a large hole in the roof, which the local seagull population was apparently using as a toilet. Even so, Nicko remained undeterred. But when Beetle fell through the rotten floor and was left dangling by his belt over a cellar full of unidentifiable slime, there was a rebellion.


  Which is why we now find Jenna, Nicko, Snorri, Ullr and Beetle standing outside a seedy café on Harbour Number One – the nearest place to eat. They are looking at scrawls on a chalkboard offering three varieties of fish, something called Pot Luck Stew and a steak from an animal that no one has ever heard of.


  Jenna says she doesn’t care what the animal is as long as it is not Foryx. Nicko says he doesn’t care either – he will have one of everything. He is, he says, hungry for the first time in five hundred years. No one can argue with that.


  And no one in the café argues with them either, quite possibly because of the large, green-eyed panther that follows the tall blonde girl like a shadow and emits a low, rumbling growl if anyone comes near. Jenna is very glad of Ullr’s company – the café is a menacing place full of sailors, fishermen and assorted traders, all of whom notice the group of four teenagers sitting at the table by the door. Ullr keeps people at bay, but the panther cannot stop the endless, uncomfortable stares.


  All choose the Pot Luck Stew, with which, as Beetle observes, they do not strike lucky. Nicko proceeds to do as he threatened and eats his way through the entire menu. They watch Nicko demolish numerous plates of odd-shaped fish garnished with a variety of seaweed and a thick red steak with white bristles on its rind, which he feeds to Ullr after one mouthful. Nicko is at last eating his final dish – a long white fish with a lot of tiny bones and a reproachful stare. Jenna, Beetle and Snorri have just finished a communal bowl of harbour dessert – baked apples sprinkled with sweet crumble and covered with chocolate sauce. Jenna is feeling queasy. All she really wants to do is lie down, and even a pile of damp fishing nets in a smelly net loft will do. She does not notice that the whole café has fallen quiet and all are looking at an unusually richly clad merchant who has just walked in. The merchant scans the shadowy interior, not seeing who he expects to see – but then he does see someone he most definitely does not expect to see – his daughter.


  “Jenna!” shouts Milo Banda. “What on earth are you doing here?”


  Jenna jumps to her feet. “Milo!” she gasps. “But what are you doing here. . .” Her voice trails off. Jenna is thinking that actually, this is exactly the kind of place she would expect to find her father – one full of odd people, with an air of suspicious deals and suppressed menace.


  Milo pulls up a chair and sits with them. He wants to know everything – why they are there, how they got there and where they are staying. Jenna refuses to explain. It is Nicko’s story to tell, not hers, and she does not want the whole café listening in – as they surely are.


  Milo insists on paying the bill and ushers them out on to the busy quayside.


  “I cannot imagine why you are here,” he says disapprovingly. “You must not stay here a moment longer. It is not suitable. These are not the kind of people you should be mixing with, Jenna.”


  Jenna does not answer. She refrains from pointing out that Milo was obviously happy to mix with them.


  Milo continues. “The Trading Post is not a place for babes in arms –”


  “We are not –” Jenna protests.


  “As near as. You will all come to my ship.”


  Jenna does not like being told what she must do, even though the thought of a warm bed for the night is extremely tempting.


  “No, thank you, Milo,” she says frostily.


  “What do you mean?” says Milo, incredulous. “I refuse to allow you to roam around this place at night on your own.”


  “We are not roaming –” Jenna begins but is cut short by Nicko.


  “What kind of ship?” he asks.


  “A barquentine,” Milo replies.


  “We’ll come,” says Nicko.


  And so it is decided they will spend the night on Milo’s ship. Jenna is relieved, though she does not show it. Beetle is relieved and shows it. A big grin spreads across his face, and even Snorri has a faint smile as she follows in Milo’s wake, Ullr at her heels.


  Milo leads them around to the back of the café, through a door in a wall and into a dark alleyway, which runs along the back of the bustling harbours. It is a short cut used by many in the day, but at night most prefer to stay under the bright lights of the harbours – unless there is secret business to be done. They are no more than a few yards along the alley when a shadowy figure comes rushing towards them. Milo steps in front of the figure, blocking his path.


  “You are late,” he growls.


  “I – I am sorry,” says the man. “I –” He stops to catch his breath.


  “Yes?” says Milo impatiently.


  “We have it.”


  “You do? It is intact?”


  “Yes, yes it is.”


  “No one has discovered you?” Milo sounds worried.


  “Er, no, sir. No one. Not – not anyone, sir, and that’s the truth, honestly, sir, it is.”


  “All right, all right, I believe you. How long until arrival?”


  “Tomorrow, sir.”


  Milo nods approval and hands the man a small purse of coins. “For your trouble. The rest on delivery. Safe and undetected delivery.”


  “Thank you, sir.” The man bows and is gone, melting into the shadows.


  Milo surveys his intrigued audience. “Just a bit of business. Something rather special for my princess.” He smiles fondly at Jenna.


  Jenna half smiles back. She kind of likes the way Milo is – and she kind of doesn’t. It is most confusing.


  But by the time they arrive at Milo’s ship, the Cerys, Jenna is less confused – the Cerys is the most wonderful ship she has ever seen, and even Nicko has to admit it is better than a stinky net loft.
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  Promotion


  Septimus Heap, ExtraOrdinary Apprentice, was woken up by his House Mouse leaving a note on his pillow. Blearily he opened his eyes and, with a sense of relief, remembered where he was – back in his bedroom at the top of the Wizard Tower, Queste completed. And then he remembered that Jenna, Nicko, Snorri and Beetle were still not home. Septimus sat up, suddenly awake. Today, no matter what Marcia said, he was going to go and bring them back.


  Septimus picked up the note and brushed a couple of mouse droppings off his pillow. He carefully unfolded the tiny piece of paper and read:


  


  FROM THE DESK OF


  MARCIA OVERSTRAND


  EXTRAORDINARY WIZARD


  


  Septimus, I would very much like


  to see you at midday in my study.


  I hope that is convenient for you.


  Marcia


  


  Septimus let out a low whistle. Even though he had been Marcia’s Apprentice for nearly three years, he had never had an appointment with her before. If Marcia wished to speak to Septimus, she would interrupt whatever he was doing and speak to him. Septimus would have to stop what he was doing right away and listen.


  But today, his second day back from the Queste, it seemed that something had changed. As Septimus read the note again, just to make sure, the distant chimes of the Drapers Yard clock drifted through his window. He counted them – eleven – and breathed a sigh of relief. It would not be good to be late for his first-ever appointment with Marcia. Septimus had slept late, but that was on Marcia’s instructions; she had also told him that he did not have to clean the Library that morning. Septimus looked at the rainbow-coloured beam of sunlight filtering through the purple glass in his window and shook his head with a smile – he could get used to this.


  An hour later, dressed in a new set of green Apprentice robes that had been left out in his room for him, Septimus knocked politely on Marcia’s door.


  “Come in, Septimus.” Marcia’s voice drifted through the thick oak door. Septimus pushed open the creaky door and stepped inside. Marcia’s study was a small wood-panelled room with a large desk set under the window and a fuzz of Magyk in the air that set Septimus’s skin tingling. It was lined with shelves on which were crammed moth-eaten leather-bound books, stacks of yellowing papers tied with purple ribbons and a myriad of brown and black glass pots that contained ancient things even Marcia was not sure what to do with. Among the pots Septimus saw his brother Simon’s pride and joy – a wooden box with Sleuth written on it in Simon’s loopy Heap handwriting. Septimus could not help but glance out of the tall, narrow window. He loved the view from Marcia’s study – a breathtaking vista across the rooftops of the Castle to the river and beyond that to the green slopes of the Farmlands. Far, far in the distance he could see the misty blue line of the foothills of the Badlands.


  Marcia was sitting behind her desk in her much-worn – but very comfortable – tall purple chair. She looked fondly at her Apprentice, who was unusually well turned out, and smiled.


  “Good afternoon, Septimus,” she said. “Do sit down.” Marcia indicated the smaller but equally comfortable green chair on the other side of the desk. “I hope you slept well?”


  Septimus took his seat. “Yes, thank you,” he replied a little warily. Why was Marcia being so nice?


  “You’ve had a difficult week, Septimus,” Marcia began. “Well, we all have. It is very good to have you back. I have something for you.” She opened a small drawer, took out two purple silk ribbons and laid them on the desk.


  Septimus knew what the ribbons were – the purple stripes of a Senior Apprentice, which, if his Apprenticeship went well, he would get to wear in his final year. It was nice of Marcia to let him know that she would make him a Senior Apprentice when the time came, he thought, but his final year was a long way off, and Septimus knew only too well that a lot could go wrong before then.


  “Do you know what these are?” Marcia asked.


  Septimus nodded.


  “Good. They are yours. I am making you Senior Apprentice.”


  “What, now?”


  Marcia smiled broadly. “Yes, now.”


  “Now? Like, today?”


  “Yes, Septimus, today. I trust the ends of your sleeves are still clean. You didn’t get any egg on them at breakfast, did you?”


  Septimus inspected his sleeves. “No, they’re fine.”


  Marcia stood up and so did Septimus – an Apprentice must never sit when his tutor is standing. Marcia picked up the ribbons and placed them on the hems of Septimus’s bright green sleeves. In a puff of Magykal purple mist, the ribbons curled themselves around the hems of the sleeves and became part of his tunic. Septimus stared at them, amazed. He didn’t know what to say. But Marcia did.


  “Now, Septimus, you need to know a little about the rights and duties of a Senior Apprentice. You may determine fifty percent of your own projects and also your main timetable – within reason, of course. You may be asked to deputise for me at the basic-level Wizard Tower meetings – for which, incidentally, I would be very grateful. As Senior Apprentice, you may come and go without asking my permission, although it is considered courteous to inform me where you are going and at what time you intend to return. But as you are still so young, I would add that I do require you to be back in the Wizard Tower by nine p.m. on weekdays – midnight at the latest on special occasions – understood?”


  Still gazing at the Magykal purple stripes shimmering on the ends of his sleeves, Septimus nodded. “Understood. . . I think. . . but why. . .”


  “Because,” Marcia said, “you are the only Apprentice ever to return from the Queste. Not only did you return alive, but you returned having successfully completed it. And – even more incredible – you were sent on this. . . this terrible thing before you had even got halfway through your Apprenticeship – and you still did it. You used your Magykal skills to better effect than many Wizards in this Tower could ever hope to do. This is why you are now Senior Apprentice. OK?”


  “OK.” Septimus smiled. “But. . .”


  “But what?”


  “I couldn’t have done the Queste without Jenna and Beetle. And they’re still stuck in that smelly little net loft in the Trading Post. So are Nicko and Snorri. We promised to go right back for them.”


  “And we will,” Marcia replied. “I am sure they did not expect us to turn around and fly back immediately, Septimus. Besides, I haven’t had a moment since we returned. This morning I was up early getting some ghastly potion from Zelda for Ephaniah and Hildegarde – both of whom are still very sick. I need to keep an eye on Ephaniah tonight, but I shall set off on Spit Fyre first thing tomorrow morning to collect them all. They’ll be back very soon, I promise.”


  Septimus looked at his purple ribbons, which had a beautiful Magykal sheen, like oil on water. He remembered Marcia’s words: “As Senior Apprentice, you may come and go without asking my permission, although it is considered courteous to inform me where you are going and at what time you intend to return.”


  “I shall get them,” he said, swiftly getting into Senior Apprentice mode.


  “No, Septimus,” Marcia replied, already forgetting that she was now talking to a Senior Apprentice. “It is far too risky, and you are tired after the Queste. You need to rest. I shall go.”


  “Thank you for your offer, Marcia,” Septimus said, a trifle formally, in the way he thought Senior Apprentices probably should speak. “However, I intend to go myself. I shall be setting off on Spit Fyre in just over an hour’s time. I shall return the day after tomorrow evening by midnight, as this can reasonably be classified, I think, as a special occasion.”


  “Oh.” Marcia wished she hadn’t informed Septimus quite so fully on the rights of a Senior Apprentice. She sat down and regarded Septimus with a thoughtful look. Her new Senior Apprentice seemed to have grown up suddenly. His bright green eyes had a newly confident air as they steadily returned her gaze, and – yes, she had known something was different the moment he had walked in – he had combed his hair.


  “Shall I come and see you off?” Marcia asked quietly.


  “Yes, please,” Septimus replied. “That would be very nice. I’ll be down at the dragon field in just under an hour.” At the study door he stopped and turned. “Thank you, Marcia,” he said with a broad grin. “Thank you very much indeed.”


  Marcia returned his smile and watched her Senior Apprentice walk out of her study with a new spring in his step.
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  Keeper’s Cottage


  It was a bright, blustery spring day in the Marram Marshes. The wind had blown away the early-morning mist and was sending small white clouds scudding high across the sky. The air was chilly; it smelled of sea salt, mud and burned cabbage soup.


  In the doorway of a small stone cottage a gangly boy with long, matted hair was pulling a backpack on to his broad shoulders. Helping him was what appeared to be a voluminous patchwork quilt.


  “Now, you are sure you know the way?” the patchwork quilt was asking anxiously.


  The boy nodded and pulled the backpack straight. His brown eyes smiled at the large woman hidden within the folds of the quilt. “I’ve got your map, Aunt Zelda,” he said, pulling a crumpled piece of paper out of his pocket. “In fact, I have all your maps.” More pieces of paper emerged. “See. . . here’s Snake Ditch to Double Drain. Double Drain to the Doom Sludge Deeps. Doom Sludge Deeps to the Broad Path. Broad Path to the reed beds. Reed beds to the Causeway.”


  “But from the Causeway to the Port. Do you have that one?” Aunt Zelda’s bright blue, witchy eyes looked anxious.


  “Of course I do. But I don’t need it. I remember that all right.”


  “Oh, dear,” Aunt Zelda said with a sigh. “Oh, I do hope you’ll be safe, Wolf Boy dear.”


  Wolf Boy looked down at Aunt Zelda, something that had only very recently become possible – a combination of him growing fast and Aunt Zelda becoming a little more stooped. He put his arms around her and hugged her hard. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “I’ll be back tomorrow, like we said. Listen for me about midday.”


  Aunt Zelda shook her head. “I don’t Hear so well nowadays,” she said a little wistfully. “The Boggart will wait for you. Now, where is he?” She scanned the Mott, which was filling fast with brackish water from the incoming tide. It had a thick, muddy appearance that reminded Wolf Boy of the brown-beetle-and-turnip soup that Aunt Zelda had boiled up for supper the previous evening. Beyond the Mott stretched the wide open flatness of the Marram Marshes, crisscrossed with long, winding ditches and channels, treacherous oozes, mile-deep mires and containing many strange – and not always friendly – inhabitants.


  “Boggart!” called Aunt Zelda. “Boggart!”


  “It’s all right,” said Wolf Boy, eager to be off. “I don’t need the Bog—”


  “Oh, there you are, Boggart!” Aunt Zelda exclaimed as a dark brown, seal-like head emerged from the thick waters of the Mott.


  “Yes. I is here,” said the creature. He regarded Aunt Zelda grumpily from his large brown eyes. “I is here asleep. Or so I thought.”


  “I am so sorry, Boggart dear,” said Aunt Zelda. “But I would like you to take Wolf Boy to the Causeway.”


  The Boggart blew a disgruntled mud bubble. “It be a long way to the Causeway, Zelda.”


  “I know. And treacherous, even with a map.”


  The Boggart sighed. A spurt of mud from his nostrils splattered on to Aunt Zelda’s patchwork dress and sank into another muddy stain. The Boggart regarded Wolf Boy with a grumpy stare. “Well, then. No point hangin’ about,” he said. “Follow me.” And he swam off along the Mott, cutting through the muddy surface of the water.


  Aunt Zelda enveloped Wolf Boy in a patchwork hug. Then she pushed him from her, and her witchy blue eyes gazed at him anxiously. “You have my note?” she said, suddenly serious.


  Wolf Boy nodded.


  “You know when you must read it, don’t you? Only then and not before?”


  Wolf Boy nodded once more.


  “You must trust me,” said Aunt Zelda. “You do trust me, don’t you?” Wolf Boy nodded more slowly this time. He looked at Aunt Zelda, puzzled. Her eyes looked suspiciously bright.


  “I wouldn’t be sending you if I didn’t think you could do this Task. You do know that, don’t you?”


  Wolf Boy nodded a little warily.


  “And. . . oh, Wolf Boy, you do know how much I care for you, don’t you?”


  “Of course I do,” muttered Wolf Boy, beginning to feel embarrassed – and a little concerned. Aunt Zelda was looking at him as though she may never see him again, he thought. He wasn’t sure if he liked that. Suddenly he shook himself free from her grasp. “Bye, Aunt Zelda,” he said. He ran to catch up with the Boggart, who had already reached the new plank bridge over the Mott and was waiting impatiently.


  Warmly swathed in her padded quilt dress, which she had spent much of the winter sewing, Aunt Zelda stood beside the Mott and watched Wolf Boy set off across the marshes. He took what appeared to be a strange, zigzagging route, but Aunt Zelda knew that he was following the narrow path that ran beside the twists and turns of Snake Ditch. She watched, shading her old eyes against the light that came from the vast skies above the Marram Marshes, the light uncomfortably bright even on an overcast day. Every now and then Aunt Zelda saw Wolf Boy stop in response to a warning from the Boggart, and once or twice he nimbly jumped the ditch and continued on his way on the opposite side. Aunt Zelda watched for as long as she could, until the figure of Wolf Boy disappeared into the bank of mist that hovered over the Doom Sludge Deeps – a bottomless pit of slime that stretched for miles across the only route to the Port. There was only one way through the Deeps – on hidden stepping stones – and the Boggart knew every safe step.


  Aunt Zelda walked slowly back up the path. She stepped into Keeper’s Cottage, gently closed the door and leaned wearily against it. It had been a difficult morning – there had been Marcia’s surprise visit and her shocking news about Septimus’s Queste. The morning had not improved after Marcia had left, because Aunt Zelda had hated sending Wolf Boy off on his Task, even though she knew it had to be done.


  Aunt Zelda sighed heavily and looked around her much-loved cottage. The unaccustomed emptiness felt strange. Wolf Boy had been with her for over a year now, and she had grown used to the feeling of another life being lived beside her in the cottage. And now she had sent him away to. . . Aunt Zelda shook her head. Was she crazy? she asked herself. No, she told herself sternly in reply, she was not crazy – it had to be done.


  


  Some months before, Aunt Zelda had realised that she was beginning to think of Wolf Boy as her Apprentice – or Intended Keeper, as tradition had it. It was time she took one on. She was getting towards the end of her Keeping Time, and she must begin to hand over her secrets, but one thing worried her. There had never been a male Keeper in the long history of Keepers. But Aunt Zelda didn’t see why there shouldn’t be. In fact, she thought, it was about time that there was one – and so, with much trepidation, she had sent Wolf Boy away to do his Task, the completion of which would qualify him to become an Intended, providing the Queen agreed.


  And now, thought Aunt Zelda, as she perused her rack of cabbage-trimmers, looking for the crowbar, while he was away she must do her very best to make sure the Queen did agree to Wolf Boy’s appointment.


  “Aha! There you are.” Aunt Zelda addressed the lurking crowbar, reverting to her old habit of talking to herself when she was on her own. She took the crowbar from the rack, then walked over to the fire and rolled back the rug in front of the hearth. Huffing and puffing, she kneeled down, prised up a loose flagstone and then, gingerly rolling up her sleeve (because the Great Hairy Marram Spider made its nest under the flagstones, and this was not a good time of year to disturb it), Aunt Zelda cautiously drew out a long silver tube hidden in the space below.


  Holding the tube at arm’s length, Aunt Zelda inspected it warily. A sudden stab of horror ran through her – clinging to the end was a glistening white clutch of Great Hairy Marram Spider eggs. Aunt Zelda screamed and did a wild dance, shaking the tube violently, trying to dislodge the eggs. However, the slime had coated the silver tube and it flew from her grasp, traced a graceful arc across the room and sailed through the open kitchen door. Aunt Zelda heard the telltale splash of something landing in brown-beetle-and-turnip soup, which now became brown-beetle-turnip-and-spider-egg soup. (That evening Aunt Zelda boiled the soup and had it for supper. At the time she thought the flavour much improved by the extra day it spent sitting on the stove, and it was only afterwards that it crossed her mind that maybe spider eggs had something to do with it. She went to bed feeling somewhat nauseous.)


  Aunt Zelda was about to rescue the tube from the soup when, out of the corner of her eye, she saw something move. Two huge, hairy legs were feeling their way out from the space beneath the flagstone. With a shudder, Aunt Zelda heaved up the flagstone and let go. It slammed down with a thud that shook the cottage – and parted mummy spider from her babies for ever.


  Aunt Zelda retrieved the silver tube, then sat down at her desk and revived herself with a cup of hot cabbage water into which she stirred a large spoon of Marshberry jam. She felt shaken – the spider had reminded her of what she had sent Wolf Boy off to do and what she had once also been dispatched to do by Betty Crackle. She sighed once more and told herself that she had sent Wolf Boy off as well-prepared as she could – and at least she hadn’t written the note on cardboard, as Betty Crackle had done.


  Carefully Aunt Zelda wiped off the brown-beetle-turnip-and-spider-egg soup from the tube. She took out a small silver knife, cut the wax seal and drew out an ancient, damp-stained piece of parchment with the words “Indentures of the Intended Keeper” written at the top in old-fashioned, faded letters.


  Aunt Zelda spent the next hour at her desk Naming Wolf Boy in the Indentures. Then, in her very best handwriting, she wrote out her Petition for Apprenticeship for the Queen, rolled it up with the Indentures and put them both into the silver tube. It was nearly time to go – but first there was something she wanted to get from the unstable potions and partikular poisons cupboard.


  It was a tight squeeze in the cupboard for Aunt Zelda, particularly in her new well-padded dress. She lit the lantern, opened a hidden drawer and, with the aid of her extra-strength spectacles, she consulted a small, ancient book entitled unstable potions and partikular poisons cupboard: keepers’ guide and plan. Having found what she was looking for, Aunt Zelda opened a small, blue-painted drawer of Charms and Amulets and peered inside. An assortment of carved precious stones and crystals were laid out neatly on the blue baize cloth that lined the drawer. Aunt Zelda’s hand hovered over a selection of SafeCharms and she frowned – what she was looking for was not there. She consulted the book once more and then reached deep inside the drawer until her fingers found a small catch at the back. With a great stretch of her stubby forefinger, Aunt Zelda just managed to flip the catch upwards. There was a soft clunk and something heavy dropped into the drawer and rolled forward into the light of the lantern.


  Aunt Zelda picked up a small, pear-shaped gold bottle and placed it very carefully in the palm of her hand. She saw the deep, dark shine of the purest gold – gold spun by the spiders of Aurum – and a thick silver stopper inscribed with the single hieroglyph of a long-forgotten name. She felt a little nervous – the small flask that rested in her hand was an incredibly rare live SafeCharm, and she had never even touched one before.


  Marcia’s visit to Keeper’s Cottage to collect the potions for Ephaniah and Hildegarde earlier that morning had left Aunt Zelda feeling very twitchy. After Marcia had left, Aunt Zelda had been overcome by a sudden Sight: Septimus on Spit Fyre, a blinding flash of light and nothing more, nothing but blackness. Feeling extremely shaken, she had sat very still and Looked into the blackness but had seen nothing. And nothing was a terrifying Sight.


  After the Seeing Aunt Zelda had been in turmoil. She knew enough about what people called second Sight to know that really it should be called first Sight – it was never wrong. Never. And so she knew that despite Marcia’s insistence that she herself would be flying Spit Fyre to get Jenna, Nicko, Snorri and Beetle, it would actually be Septimus on the dragon. What she had Seen would surely happen. There was nothing she could do to stop it. All she could do was send Septimus the best kind of SafeCharm she had – and this was it.


  Aunt Zelda squeezed out of the cupboard and very carefully took the live SafeCharm over to the window. She held the little bottle up to the daylight and turned it round, checking the ancient wax seal around the stopper. It was still intact – there were no cracks or any sign of disturbance. She smiled; the Charm was still Sleeping. All was well. Aunt Zelda took a deep breath and in a weird, singsong voice that would have given goose bumps to anyone listening, she began to Waken it.


  For five long minutes Aunt Zelda sang one of the rarest and most complicated chants that she had ever performed. It was full of rules, regulations, clauses and subclauses, which, if written down, would have put any legal document to shame. It was a binding contract, and Aunt Zelda did her very best to make sure there were no loopholes. She began by describing Septimus – the recipient of the Charm – in great detail and, as she sang his praises, her voice rose to fill the tiny cottage. It cracked three panes of glass, curdled the milk and then curled out of the chimney into the breezy spring Marsh morning.


  As Aunt Zelda chanted, her witchy voice went past the range of normal human hearing and reached the pitch that Marsh creatures use for danger calls. A family of Marsh Hoppers hurled themselves into the Mott, and five Water Nixies buried themselves deep in the Boggart’s favourite mud patch. Two Marsh Voles ran squealing across the Mott bridge and fell into a sludge pit, and the Marsh Python, which was just taking the turn into the Mott, decided against it and headed off to Chicken Island instead.


  At last the chant was done, and the panic among the Marsh creatures outside the cottage subsided. Aunt Zelda strung a fine leather cord through the twisted silver loop around the neck of the bottle and carefully placed it in one of the many deep pockets of her dress. Next she went out to the tiny kitchen at the back and set about one of her favourite tasks – making a cabbage sandwich.


  Soon the cabbage sandwich had joined the live SafeCharm in the depths of the pocket. She knew that Septimus would enjoy the cabbage sandwich – she wished she could be as sure about the SafeCharm.


  3


  Barney Pot


  Aunt Zelda was stuck. She didn’t want to admit it, but she was. She was trying to go through the Queen’s Way – a Magykal passageway that led straight from her unstable potions and partikular poisons cupboard to an identical one in the Queen’s Room in the Palace, far away in the Castle. In order to activate the Way, Aunt Zelda needed first to close the cupboard door and then open a certain drawer beside her right foot. And after a winter spent fattening up Wolf Boy – and herself – closing the cupboard door was not going to be easy.


  Aunt Zelda squeezed herself against the tightly packed shelves, breathed in and pulled the door shut. It sprang open. She heaved the door shut again and a row of potion bottles behind her toppled over with a little clinking sound. Very carefully, Aunt Zelda twisted around to right the bottles and in the process knocked over a stack of tiny boxes of dried banes. The boxes clattered to the ground. Puffing, Aunt Zelda bent down to pick them up and the cupboard door flew open.


  Muttering to herself, Aunt Zelda piled up the boxes and lined up the potion bottles. She surveyed the cupboard door with a baleful eye. Why was it being so contrary? With a firm tug – to show the door just who was in charge – Aunt Zelda pulled it closed once more. She stood very still and waited. It stayed closed. Very, very slowly and carefully Aunt Zelda began to turn around until at last she was facing the shelves once more. She breathed out with relief and the door sprang open. Aunt Zelda resisted the urge to utter a very bad witchy word, reached behind her and slammed the door shut. A small troupe of potion bottles rattled, but Aunt Zelda paid them no attention. Quickly, before the door got other ideas, she prised open the bottom drawer with her foot. Success! Behind her a telltale click inside the door told her that the unstable potions and partikular poisons cupboard was Closed and the Queen’s Way was Open. Aunt Zelda Went Through the Queen’s Way – and then became stuck at the other end.


  It was some minutes later before Aunt Zelda finally managed to get out of the identical cupboard in the Queen’s Room. But after squishing herself sideways and breathing in, the cupboard door suddenly flew open. Like a cork out of a bottle, Aunt Zelda made a fast and somewhat undignified entrance into the Queen’s Room.


  The Queen’s Room was a small, circular chamber containing no more than a comfortable armchair beside a steadily burning fire – and a ghost. The ghost was ensconced in the armchair and sat gazing dreamily into the fire. She was – or had been – a young Queen. She wore her dark hair long, held loosely by a simple gold circlet, and she sat with her red and gold robes wrapped around her as if feeling the cold. Over her heart the red robes were stained dark where, some twelve and a half years earlier, the Queen – whom people in the Castle now called Good Queen Cerys – had been shot dead.


  At Aunt Zelda’s dramatic entrance Queen Cerys looked up. She regarded Aunt Zelda with a quizzical smile but did not speak. Aunt Zelda quickly curtseyed to the ghost, then bustled across the room and disappeared through the wall. Queen Cerys settled back to her contemplation of the fire, musing to herself that it was strange how Living beings changed so rapidly. Zelda, she thought, must have eaten an Enlarging Spell by mistake. Perhaps she should tell her. Or perhaps not.


  Out on the dusty landing Aunt Zelda headed for a flight of narrow steps that would take her down through the turret. She hoped she had not been rude in rushing past Queen Cerys, but there would be time enough later to apologise – right now she had to get to Septimus.


  Aunt Zelda reached the foot of the stairs, pushed open the turret door that led to the Palace gardens and set off purposefully across the broad lawns that swept down to the river. Far away to her right she could see a battered striped tent perched precariously beside the river. Inside the tent, Aunt Zelda knew, were two of her favourite ghosts, Alther Mella and Alice Nettles, but she was heading the other way – towards a long line of tall fir trees at the far left-hand edge of the lawns. As Aunt Zelda hurried towards the trees she heard the loud swoosh of a dragon’s wing, a noise not unlike the flapping of a hundred striped tents full of ghosts being blown away in a fearsome gale. Above the trees she saw the tip of Spit Fyre’s wing as it stretched out, warming up his cold dragon muscles for the long flight ahead. And even though she could not see the rider, Aunt Zelda Knew that it was not Marcia on the dragon – it was Septimus.


  “Wait!” she shouted, speeding up. “Wait!” But her voice was drowned out as, on the other side of the trees, Spit Fyre brought his wings down and a great rush of air set the fir trees swaying. Puffing and wheezing, Aunt Zelda stopped to catch her breath. It was no good, she thought, she wasn’t going to make it. That dragon was going to fly off any minute now, taking Septimus with him.


  “You all right, miss?” a small voice somewhere below her elbow inquired anxiously.


  “Uh?” gasped Aunt Zelda. She looked around for the owner of the voice and noticed, just behind her, a small boy almost hidden behind a large wheelbarrow.


  “Can I help or anything?” the boy asked hopefully. Barney Pot had recently joined the newly formed Castle Cubs and needed to do his good deed for the day. He had at first mistaken Aunt Zelda for a tent like the striped one on the landing stage and was now wondering if she was perhaps trapped inside a tent and had stuck her head out of the top to ask for help.


  “Yes. . . you can,” Aunt Zelda said, puffing. She fished deep into her secret pocket and brought out the small gold flask. “Take this. . . to the ExtraOrdinary Apprentice. . . Septimus Heap. He’s. . . over there.” She flapped her hands in the direction of the waving fir trees. “Dragon. On the. . . dragon.”


  The boy’s eyes widened farther. “The ExtraOrdinary Apprentice? On the dragon?”


  “Yes. Give this to him.”


  “What – me?”


  “Yes, dear. Please.”


  Aunt Zelda pressed the small gold bottle into the boy’s hand. He stared at it. It was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. It felt strangely heavy – much heavier than he thought it should be – and on the top was some weird writing. Barney was learning to write, but it wasn’t stuff like that.


  “Tell the Apprentice that it is a SafeCharm,” said Aunt Zelda. “Tell him that Aunt Zelda sends it to him.”


  Barney’s eyes looked like they were going to pop out of his head. Things like this happened in his favourite book, One Hundred Stories for Bored Boys, but they never happened to him. “Wow . . .” he breathed.


  “Oh and wait –” Aunt Zelda fished something else from her pocket and handed it to Barney. “Give him that too.”


  Barney took the cabbage sandwich warily. It felt cold and squishy and he thought for a moment it might be a dead mouse, except dead mice didn’t have soggy green bits in the middle of them. “What is it?” he asked.


  “A cabbage sandwich. Well, go on, dear,” urged Aunt Zelda. “The SafeCharm is very important. Hurry now!”


  Barney did not need to be told twice – he knew from “The Terrible Tale of Lazy Larry” that it was always important to deliver a SafeCharm as fast as you could. If you didn’t, all kinds of awful stuff could happen. He nodded, stuffed the cabbage sandwich deep into his grubby tunic pocket and, clutching the gold bottle, shot off towards the dragon as fast as he could go.


  Barney arrived just in time. As he ran on to the dragon field he saw the ExtraOrdinary Apprentice – a big boy with long, curly straw-coloured hair and wearing the green Apprentice tunic. Barney could see that the Apprentice was about to climb on to the dragon. Barney’s uncle Billy Pot was holding the dragon’s head and stroking one of the big spikes on its nose.


  Barney didn’t like the dragon. It was huge, scary and it smelled weird – like Uncle Billy’s Lizard Lodges, only a hundred times worse. And ever since the dragon had very nearly stepped on him, and Uncle Billy had yelled because he had got in the way, Barney had kept his distance. But Barney knew that there was no keeping out of the dragon’s way now – he was on an important mission. He ran straight up to the ExtraOrdinary Apprentice and said, “Excuse me!”


  But the ExtraOrdinary Apprentice took no notice. He slung a weird-smelling fur cloak around his shoulders and said to Uncle Billy, “I’ll hold Spit Fyre, Billy. Can you tell Marcia I’m going now?”


  Barney saw Uncle Billy glance over to the corner of the field where – oh, wow – the ExtraOrdinary Wizard was standing talking to Mistress Sarah, who was in charge of the Palace and was the Princess’s mother even though she wasn’t Queen. Barney had never seen the ExtraOrdinary Wizard before, but even from far away she looked just as scary as his friends said she was. She was really tall, with thick dark curly hair, and she was wearing long purple robes that were flapping in the wind. She had quite a loud voice too, because Barney could hear her saying, “Now, Mr Pot?” to Uncle Billy. But Barney knew he didn’t have time to stare at the ExtraOrdinary Wizard. He had to deliver the SafeCharm to the ExtraOrdinary Apprentice, who was about to climb on to the dragon. He had to do it now – before it was too late.


  “Apprentice!” said Barney as loud as he could. “Excuse me!”


  Septimus Heap stopped with his foot in midair and looked down. He saw a small boy staring up at him with big brown eyes. The boy reminded him of someone he had known a long time ago – a very long time ago. Septimus almost said, “What is it, Hugo?” But he stopped himself and just said, “What is it?”


  “Please,” said the boy – who even sounded like Hugo, “I’ve got something for you. It’s really important and I promised to give it to you.”


  “Oh?” Septimus squatted down so that the boy didn’t have to keep staring up at him. “What have you got?” he asked.


  Barney Pot uncurled his fingers from around the SafeCharm. “This,” he said, “it’s a SafeCharm. A lady asked me to give it to you.”


  Septimus drew back as though stung. “No,” he said abruptly. “No. No, thank you.”


  Barney looked amazed. “But it’s for you.” He pushed the gold bottle towards Septimus.


  Septimus stood up and turned back to the dragon. “No,” he said.


  Barney stared at the bottle in dismay. “But it’s a SafeCharm. It’s really important. Please, Apprentice, you have to take it.”


  Septimus shook his head. “No, I don’t have to take it.”


  Barney was horrified. He had promised to deliver a SafeCharm and deliver it he must. Awful things happened to people who promised to deliver SafeCharms and then didn’t. At the very least he would be turned into a frog or – oh yuck – a lizard. He would be turned into a smelly little lizard and Uncle Billy would never know; he would catch him and put him in a Lizard Lodge with all the other lizards, and they would know he was not a real lizard and they would eat him. It was a disaster. “You do have to take it!” yelled Barney, jumping up and down desperately. “You do! You have to take it!”


  Septimus looked at Barney. He felt sorry for the boy. “Look, what’s your name?” he said kindly.


  “Barney.”


  “Well, Barney, a word of advice – never take a SafeCharm from anyone. Never.”


  “Please.” Barney grabbed hold of Septimus’s sleeve.


  “No. Let go, Barney. OK? I’ve got to go.” With that Septimus grabbed hold of a large spike on the dragon’s neck, swung himself up and sat down in the narrow dip in front of the dragon’s powerful shoulders. Barney gazed up at him in despair. He couldn’t even reach him now. What was he going to do?


  Just as Barney had decided he would have to throw the SafeCharm at the Apprentice, Spit Fyre turned his head; the dragon’s red-rimmed eye glared balefully at the small, distraught figure jumping up and down. Barney caught the look and backed away. He didn’t believe Uncle Billy when he said that Spit Fyre was a gentleman and would never hurt anyone.


  Barney watched Marcia Overstrand stride over to the dragon with Uncle Billy. Perhaps he could give the SafeCharm to the ExtraOrdinary Wizard and she would give it to her Apprentice? He watched as the ExtraOrdinary Wizard checked to make sure the two large saddlebags were securely fastened just behind where Septimus was sitting. He saw the ExtraOrdinary Wizard lean over and give her Apprentice a hug, and he thought the Apprentice looked a bit surprised. And then the ExtraOrdinary Wizard and Uncle Billy suddenly stepped back and Barney realised that the dragon was about to take off. It was then he remembered what else he was supposed to say.


  “It’s from Aunt Zelda!” he yelled so loudly that his throat hurt. “The SafeCharm is from Aunt Zelda! And there’s a sandwich too!”


  But it was too late. A thunderous whoosh of air drowned out his shout, and then a great dragony downdraught hit Barney and blew him into a pile of something very smelly. By the time Barney had struggled to his feet, the dragon was way above his head, hovering at the very tops of the fir trees, and all Barney could see of the Apprentice were the soles of his boots.


  “Here, Barney,” said his uncle, only just noticing him. “What are you doing?”


  “Nothing,” sobbed Barney, and fled.


  


  Barney scooted through a hole in the hedge at the end of the dragon field. All he could think of was that he must give the SafeCharm back to the lady-trapped-in-the-tent and explain what had happened – then maybe everything would be all right. But the lady-trapped-in-the-tent was nowhere to be seen.


  And then, to his relief, Barney saw the edge of a patchwork tent disappearing through a little door into the old turret at the end of the Palace. Uncle Billy had told Barney that he was not allowed in the Palace, but just then Barney did not care what Uncle Billy had told him. He ran down the old brick path that led to the turret and a moment later he was inside the Palace.


  It was dark in the Palace; it smelled funny, and Barney didn’t like it very much at all. He couldn’t see the lady-trapped-in-the-tent anywhere. To his right were some narrow, winding steps going up into the turret and to his left a big old wooden door. Barney didn’t think that the lady-trapped-in-the-tent would be able to fit up the narrow steps, so he pushed open the old door and gingerly went through. In front of him was the longest corridor Barney had ever seen. It was in fact the Long Walk, the broad passageway that ran like a backbone through the middle of the Palace. It was as wide as a small road and as dark and empty as a country lane at midnight. Barney crept into the Long Walk, but there was no sign of the lady-trapped-in-the-tent.


  Barney didn’t like the corridor; it scared him. And all along the edges were weird things: statues, stuffed animals and horrible pictures of scary people staring at him. But he was still sure that the lady-trapped-in-the-tent must be near. He looked at the SafeCharm and a glint of light from somewhere glanced off the shiny gold as if to remind him how important it was that he give the SafeCharm back. And then someone grabbed him.


  Barney struggled and kicked. He opened his mouth to shout, but a hand was suddenly clamped over it. Barney felt sick. The hand smelled of liquorice, and Barney hated liquorice.


  “Shhh!” hissed a voice in his ear. Barney wriggled like a little eel, but, unfortunately, he was not quite as slippery as a little eel and was held fast. “You’re the dragon-minder’s kid, aren’t you?” said the voice. “Poo. You smell worse than he does.”


  “Lemmego. . .” mumbled Barney through the horrible liquorice hand, which had something really sharp on its thumb that hurt.


  “Yeah,” said the voice in his ear. “Don’t want smelly kids like you around here. I’ll have that.” His attacker’s other hand reached down and wrenched the SafeCharm from Barney’s grasp.


  “No!” yelled Barney, at last wriggling free. Barney made a lunge for the SafeCharm and found himself face-to-face with – to his amazement – a Manuscriptorium scribe. He couldn’t believe it. A tall greasy-looking boy wearing the long grey robes of a scribe was holding the SafeCharm above his reach and grinning. Barney fought back tears. He didn’t understand it. Nothing was right this morning. Why was a Manuscriptorium scribe ambushing him and stealing his SafeCharm? You could trust scribes – everybody knew that.


  “Give it back!” yelled Barney, but the scribe held the bottle just out of reach of Barney’s desperate jumps.


  “You can have it if you can reach it, Shorty,” taunted the scribe.


  “Please, please,” sobbed Barney. “It’s important. Please give it back.”


  “How important?” asked the scribe, holding the bottle even higher.


  “Really, really important.”


  “Well, bog off then. It’s mine.”


  To Barney’s horror the scribe suddenly disappeared. It seemed to Barney that he had jumped into the wall. He stared at the panelling in dismay, and a trio of shrunken heads that were lined up on a shelf stared back. Barney felt scared. How could anyone disappear like that? Maybe he had just been attacked by a horrible ghost. But ghosts didn’t have liquorice-smelling hands and they couldn’t grab things, could they?


  Barney was alone; the long corridor was deserted and the SafeCharm was gone. The shrunken heads grinned at him as if to say, Enjoy being a lizard. Ha, ha, ha!


  4


  Intended


  While Barney Pot was being mugged in the Long Walk, Aunt Zelda watched Septimus’s departure from the little window at the top of the turret.


  She saw Spit Fyre rise high above the Palace, his big white belly blotting out the sun. She saw the shadows of the dragon’s wings run across the Palace lawns as he headed towards the river, and she saw what seemed to be the precariously balanced tiny green figure of Septimus almost hidden behind the great muscled neck of the dragon. She watched Septimus fly Spit Fyre three times around the striped tent on the landing stage and saw Alther Mella emerge from the tent and wave him off. Then she strained her old eyes to follow Septimus and his dragon as they set off towards a bank of mist coming in from the Port. As dragon and rider became nothing more than a dark spot in the sky, finally disappearing from view, Aunt Zelda sighed and told herself that at least Septimus had the SafeCharm – a live SafeCharm, no less.


  Aunt Zelda stepped away from the window. She took a golden key from her pocket, pushed it into what appeared to be a solid wall and walked into the Queen’s Room. As she stepped into the quiet sanctuary, she put aside her worries about Septimus and turned her thoughts to the boy who had once been Septimus’s best friend. In the Young Army, Septimus and Wolf Boy had been inseparable – until the terrible night when Wolf Boy had fallen from the Young Army boat and disappeared into the dark waters of the river.


  At the sound of Aunt Zelda’s rustling dress, Queen Cerys turned slowly in her chair and her deep violet eyes regarded her visitor vaguely. The ghost of the Queen rarely left the room, for she guarded the Queen’s Way. It was a quiet, usually uneventful existence, and the ghost spent much of her time in a dream-like state from which it was sometimes difficult to rouse herself.


  Aunt Zelda curtseyed once more and drew out the long silver tube from her pocket. The sight of the tube brought Queen Cerys out of her reverie, and she watched with interest as Aunt Zelda took out a piece of parchment, carefully unrolled it and placed it on the arm of the chair in which the ghost sat.


  “This is for a new Intended Keeper, if it please you, Your Grace,” said Aunt Zelda, who did not hold with calling Queens the newfangled “Your Majesty.”


  Queen Cerys didn’t care what anyone called her as long as they were polite. Like her daughter, Jenna, she had always thought that being called “Your Majesty” was somehow ridiculous, and she considered Aunt Zelda’s use of “Your Grace” not much better. But she said nothing and looked with interest at the sheet of parchment before her.


  “I have not had the pleasure of seeing one of these before, Zelda,” she said with a smile. “My mother saw none – although I believe my grandmother saw two or three.”


  “I believe so, Your Grace. That was a bad run. By the time Betty Crackle took over, it was chaos. Poor Betty. She did her best.”


  “I’m sure she did. But you have been Keeper for a long time now, Zelda?”


  “Indeed. For over fifty years, Your Grace.”


  “Oh, please, Zelda, just call me Cerys. Fifty years? Time goes so fast . . . And yet so slow. So who have you chosen? Not one of those Wendron Witches, I trust?”


  “Heavens, no!” exclaimed Aunt Zelda. “No, it is someone I have had living with me for a while now. A young person who has, I am pleased to say, a great feeling for the Marsh and for all things within it. Someone who will make a good Keeper, of that I am convinced.”


  Cerys smiled at Aunt Zelda. “I am very pleased. Who is it?”


  Aunt Zelda took a deep breath. “Um . . . Wolf Boy, Your Grace – Cerys.”


  “Wolf Boy?”


  “Yes.”


  “A strange name for a girl. But times change, I suppose.”


  “He’s not a girl, Your – Cerys. He is a boy. Well, a young man, almost.”


  “A young man? Heavens.”


  “I believe he would make a wonderful Keeper, Queen Cerys. And nowhere in the Tenets of Keeping does it actually say that the Keeper must be a woman.”


  “Really? Goodness me.”


  “But of course the decision is yours, Queen Cerys. I can only advise and recommend.”


  Queen Cerys sat and gazed at the fire for so long that Aunt Zelda began to wonder whether she had fallen asleep, until her clear, slightly hollow voice began to speak. “Zelda,” said the ghost of the Queen, “I realise that the duties of the Keeper have changed now that the Dragon Boat has returned to the Castle.”


  Aunt Zelda murmured, “That is true.” She sighed. Aunt Zelda missed the Dragon Boat badly. She worried about the boat lying unconscious in the Dragon House deep within the walls of the boatyard – even though that was the very place that had been built to keep the Dragon Boat safe. And while Aunt Zelda knew that this meant Jenna was now free to leave the Castle without exposing it to danger, Aunt Zelda still regretted the loss of her Dragon Boat.


  Queen Cerys continued. “So, it seems to me that, as the duties of the Keeper have changed, maybe the very nature of the Keeper should change too. If you recommend this Wolf Boy, I shall accept him.”


  Aunt Zelda smiled broadly. “I do recommend him, Queen Cerys. Highly recommend him, in fact.”


  “Then I accept Wolf Boy as the Intended Keeper.”


  Aunt Zelda clapped her hands excitedly. “Oh, that is wonderful, wonderful!”


  “Bring him to me, Zelda, so that I may see him. Bring him through the Queen’s Way. We must see that he can go through the Way.”


  “Um. . . he already has. I, um, I had to bring him once before. In an emergency.”


  “Ah, well. He seems eminently suited. I look forward to meeting him. He has done the Task, I suppose?”


  A small butterfly of anxiety settled in Aunt Zelda’s stomach. “He has embarked upon it as we speak, Cerys.”


  “Ah. So we shall await his return with interest. If he does return, then I shall indeed look forward to making his acquaintance. Goodbye, Zelda. Until the next time.”


  Her delight at the Queen’s acceptance of her Apprentice was somewhat tempered by the Queen’s mention of the Task, which Aunt Zelda had managed to put out of her mind for a while. Slowly she rolled up the parchment and replaced it in the tube. Then she curtseyed and went across the room to the unstable potions and partikular poisons cupboard. Cerys watched her open the door and struggle to squeeze inside.


  “Zelda?” Cerys called.


  “Yes?” puffed Aunt Zelda, poking her head out of the cupboard with some difficulty.


  “Is it possible to eat an Enlarging Spell without realising it, do you suppose?”


  Aunt Zelda looked puzzled. “I shouldn’t think so,” she said. “Why?”


  “No reason. I just wondered. Safe journey.”


  “Oh. Thank you, Queen Cerys.” And she heaved the cupboard door closed behind her.


  5


  412 and 409


  Septimus felt elated. He was flying Spit Fyre, and from now on he could fly him whenever he wanted. It was, he realised, the very first time that he had flown his dragon without a sneaking feeling of guilt, and the knowledge that Marcia did not really approve or had actually forbidden it.


  But this time she had waved him off with a smile. She had even given him a hug – which was a bit weird – and now he had the excitement of a whole journey ahead of him, just him and his dragon. And even better, thought Septimus, as he took Spit Fyre up through a low bank of mist and emerged into the sunlight, he was on his way to see all the people who mattered to him the most. Well, nearly all. There were others, of course, but it was Jenna, Beetle, Nicko and Snorri who were waiting for him in an old net loft far away across the sea, and he was on his way to bring them home.


  Septimus knew it would be a long flight. He had done it two days earlier with Marcia, Sarah and the very sick Ephaniah Grebe, and it had not been easy, but that had mostly been due to what Sarah had called Marcia’s “backseat flying.” But now it was just Septimus and his dragon, and he would fly his dragon exactly how he wanted to.


  And so, skimming above the mist, Spit Fyre followed the winding curves of the river as it made its way down to the Port. Septimus sat in the Pilot Dip just behind the dragon’s neck and in front of the dragon’s broad, bony shoulders. With every long, slow beat of the wings, Septimus felt Spit Fyre’s muscles move beneath the cool scales under him. He leaned back and rested against a large, flat spine – known as the Pilot Spine – and held on loosely to a short spine at the base of the dragon’s neck, which some handbooks rather scathingly referred to as the Panic Spine but which Septimus knew was more correctly called the Guide Spine, for it was through this that he felt the dragon’s every move.


  Soon Septimus and Spit Fyre were flying across the Port. The mist had disappeared and small white clouds were scudding high above them – happy clouds, thought Septimus. A bright sun shone, and Spit Fyre’s green scales glistened with a beautiful iridescence. Septimus laughed out loud. Life was good – in fact, life was wonderful. He had survived the Queste – even better, he had successfully completed it – the only Apprentice ever to do so. And now, to his astonishment, he was a Senior Apprentice. He checked the hems of his sleeves – yes, the purple stripes were still there, shimmering in the sunlight.


  Septimus looked down. Far below he saw the Port spread out like a patterned cloth. Many of the streets were still dark, as the sun was not yet high enough to reach deep into the warehouse canyons and take away their shadows, but the rays shone on the old slate roofs, which glistened from a recent shower of rain. Lazy curls of smoke rose from the chimneys below, and Septimus caught the sweet smell of woodsmoke in his nostrils. It was a good morning to be out on a dragon.


  Leading away from the Port like a long white snake was a familiar raised road reaching out to the Marram Marshes: the Causeway. He set Spit Fyre to follow the Causeway, intending to fly out across the Marram Marshes to the Double Dune Lighthouse and from there set his course out to sea. As he drew towards the Marsh end of the Causeway, Septimus saw a figure, black against the whiteness of the road, making its way towards the Port.


  Septimus did not altogether believe in a sixth sense. He was inclined to agree with Marcia that a sixth sense was “a load of witchy nonsense.” He did have, however, a well-developed sense of knowing when he was being Watched, and suddenly Septimus knew that the figure at the end of the Causeway was Watching him. Not Ill-Watching but just plain Watching, the kind of thing a Wizard might do when he sees his child off to school and follows his progress, checking that the local bullies aren’t lying in wait.


  Septimus gave Spit Fire two gentle nudges with his left foot and the dragon slowly lost height. Now Septimus could see that the figure had stopped and was looking up, shading his eyes with both his hands. “It’s 409. I’m sure it is,” Septimus muttered, lapsing into his habit of speaking his thoughts out loud when it was just himself and Spit Fyre. “Go down, Spit Fyre. Go down. Hey – not so faaaaaaast.”


  Spit Fyre landed on the Causeway with a tremendous thud and went into a skid on the slippery clay surface. Trying to brake, he held his wings out at ninety degrees to the road and pushed his tail down but only succeeded in making a deep groove in the chalky surface. Front feet splayed, heels dragging, Spit Fyre was still going fast and heading straight for a deep puddle. A plume of dirty water spewed into the air, and finally the dragon ground to a halt, the clay at the bottom of the puddle sticking to his feet like Marcia’s mouse glue – a concoction she used for trapping the paper-eating mice in the Pyramid Library.


  Septimus looked down from his perch. Where was 409? Surely he had been standing just about where they had landed. A horrible thought occurred to Septimus – Spit Fyre wouldn’t have landed on him – would he? Septimus Listened. He Heard nothing, only the soft sighing of the breeze rustling across the reeds on either side of the Causeway.


  In a panic, Septimus scrambled down from the dragon. There was no sign of Wolf Boy in the road behind him; all he could see was the long tail groove and the skid marks of Spit Fyre’s feet. Now an even more horrible thought came to Septimus – had the dragon dragged Wolf Boy along underneath him? “Stand up, Spit Fyre,” he said somewhat squeakily.


  The dragon regarded Septimus as if to say, Why should I? but Septimus was having none of it. “Stand up!” he ordered. “Spit Fyre, stand up at once!”


  Spit Fyre knew when he had to do as he was told, but it didn’t mean he had to do it gracefully. Irritably, he raised himself out of the puddle, which he was quite enjoying sitting in. Very warily Septimus peered underneath and suddenly felt much better. There was no sign of 409.


  “Something wrong with the undercarriage, 412?” came a cheery voice from behind Septimus.


  “409!” said Septimus, spinning round just in time to see his old friend emerge dripping with water from the reed beds. “I couldn’t Hear you. For a horrible moment I thought. . . well, I thought –”


  Wolf Boy’s brown eyes laughed. “409’s been squashed,” he finished. “No thanks to you that I wasn’t. Your driving is a menace. Had to throw myself into the reed beds.” He shook himself like a dog, and a shower of drips flew off and landed on Septimus’s wolverine skin. Wolf Boy eyed the skin suspiciously. He didn’t like to see wolverine pelts being worn. Wolverines were family.


  Septimus caught Wolf Boy’s glance. Sheepishly he removed the wolverine skin and threw it on to Spit Fyre. “Sorry,” he said.


  “Don’t worry. People wear ’em, I know that.” Wolf Boy chuckled. “There’s always trouble around here, isn’t there?” he said.


  “Is there?” asked Septimus.


  “Yeah. You know – weird stuff falling out of the sky. First your brother and now you.”


  Septimus was not sure he liked being compared to that particular brother. He knew that Wolf Boy was referring to the time that Simon, in possession of the Flyte Charm, had swooped down on them almost where they were standing now and had tried to grab Jenna. But Septimus could never be annoyed when he was with Wolf Boy. He smiled and said, “Well, at least you didn’t take a shot at me with your catapult.”


  “Nah. Still carry it though. So what are you doing, then?”


  “I’m going to get Jenna. And Nicko and Snorri. And Beetle. Bring them home.”


  “What – all of them? On that?” Wolf Boy eyed Spit Fyre dubiously. The dragon returned the compliment.


  “Yep. It’ll be fun.”


  “Rather you than me. I prefer where I’m going any day.”


  “So where’s that – the Port?” This was not a difficult guess – the Causeway led nowhere else.


  “You got it. Zelda wants me to –” Wolf Boy stopped. Aunt Zelda had told him to tell no one what he was doing. “Do some stuff,” Wolf Boy finished lamely.


  “Stuff?”


  “Um, yeah.”


  “It’s OK, you don’t have to tell me. There are things Marcia doesn’t let me tell anyone either. Want a ride?”


  “Oh.” Wolf Boy looked at Spit Fyre. He had sworn that he would never, ever get on that dragon again. The scales gave him the creeps, and the way Spit Fyre flew – up and down like a yo-yo – made his stomach churn.


  “It’s a long walk to the Port,” said Septimus, who didn’t want to leave his old friend on his own in the middle of nowhere. “And we won’t go fast, I promise.”


  “Well, I. . . oh, all right then. Thanks.”


  


  Septimus was as good as his word. He flew Spit Fyre very slowly about fifty feet above the Causeway, and they soon came to the first outlying buildings of the Port – a few rundown workers’ cottages. Watched by some silent young children – who had emerged wide-eyed at the sound of the dragon – Wolf Boy slipped down from his place behind Septimus. He landed on the Causeway like a cat and pulled his backpack straight.


  “Thanks, 412. That wasn’t so bad.”


  “Any time. Look, watch out for the Port Coven, won’t you? They’re worse than they look.”


  “Yeah. And they don’t look so great, either,” said Wolf Boy. “Hey – how d’you know I’m going to the Coven?”


  Septimus was suddenly concerned. “I didn’t,” he said. “You’re not really going to the Coven, are you?”


  Wolf Boy nodded. “Aunt Zelda, she . . .”


  “Hmm,” said Septimus. “Well, just remember that Aunt Zelda didn’t get to be a Keeper by being a goody-goody white witch all the time.” He fixed his gaze on his friend’s dark brown eyes and lowered his voice. “No one gets to be Keeper without touching Darke, 409. Take care. Don’t get too close, OK?”


  “I won’t. And you take care too. Come and see us when you get back.”


  Septimus thought how wonderful it would be to spend some time at Aunt Zelda’s with Jenna and Nicko, just like it had been when they first met – only better. “We’ll all come and see you,” he said. “I’ll bring Nicko and Snorri – and Beetle too, and Jenna.”


  “Great. And I’ll show you the Marsh. I know all the paths – well, most of them. I’ll take you to Chicken Island. I’ve got some good friends there.”


  “Sounds good. Really good.” Septimus looked at Wolf Boy and wished he wasn’t headed for the Port witches. Septimus wasn’t sure that his friend understood just how dangerous they were. He reached into one of the pockets on his silver Apprentice belt and drew out a small metal triangle. “Here, take this,” he said. “It’s a Reverse. If those witches try anything, point the sharp end of this at them. It will send it right back to them – with knobs on.”


  Wolf Boy shook his head regretfully. “Thanks, but no thanks,” he said. “Got to do this on my own.”


  “OK,” said Septimus, replacing the Charm. “I understand. Be careful.” Septimus watched Wolf Boy’s long, loping stride take him quickly past the cottages and on to a narrow, cobblestone track that led into the dark streets of higgledy-piggledy houses, which hugged the fringes of the Port. He watched until Wolf Boy turned a corner and disappeared into the shadows. Then, under the somewhat disconcerting gaze of the silent crowd of grubby toddlers and young children, he told his dragon, “Go up.”


  Spit Fyre, who – despite what Barney Pot thought – was very careful of small children, cautiously beat his wings, and Septimus slowly saw the ground below loosen its hold once more.


  They were on their way.


  6


  Jim Knee


  Like a spider returned to its web, Merrin was back in his secret space.


  He had discovered it by accident a few days earlier when, sauntering down the Long Walk on his way to the Manuscriptorium, he had seen Sarah Heap hurrying towards him. Merrin had panicked; he was caught in a particularly open part of the Long Walk with no shadows to lurk in and no doors or curtains to slip behind. Merrin never thought well in a panic, so all he did was press himself against the ancient panelling and hope that, by some miracle, Sarah Heap did not notice him. But, to Merrin’s amazement, another kind of miracle happened – the panelling behind him swung open and he fell backwards into an empty space.


  Merrin had sat, winded, deep in layers of dust and watched Sarah Heap hurry by with never a glance at the dark gap in the panels. Once she was safely past, he had inspected his hiding place. It was the size of a tiny room and contained nothing more than a broken-down old chair and a pile of blankets heaped in the corner. Half afraid of what they might conceal, Merrin prodded the blankets with his foot – they promptly fell to dust. Coughing, Merrin had rushed out of the cupboard only to see Sarah Heap heading back towards him. He dived back into the concealed room and, desperately trying to stifle the coughs, crammed his knuckles into his mouth. Merrin need not have worried, for Sarah had other things on her mind right then, and the sound of muffled choking noises coming from inside the wall did not even intrude on her anxious thoughts.


  Since then, Merrin had paid quite a few visits to what he thought of as his secret space. He had stocked it with essentials: water, candles and liquorice snakes, plus a few Banana Bears that were new at Ma Custard’s and, if chewed at the same time as a liquorice snake, tasted rather interesting. Whenever he could, Merrin sat quietly in the room listening and watching, a spider in the centre of its web, waiting for a young, innocent fly to wander by – and eventually one had indeed wandered by in the form of Barney Pot.


  Merrin had been an efficient spider and now he was back in his den, excitedly clutching the spoils of his very first ambush. He struck the flint of his tinderbox and, with the spark, lit the candles that he had “borrowed” from the Manuscriptorium. Gingerly he closed the section of panelling that faced the Long Walk, taking care to wedge the catch open. Ever since his nurse – on the orders of DomDaniel – locked him in a dark cupboard whenever he did not do what he was told, Merrin had a fear of being trapped in dark spaces, and the one drawback of his den was that he could not work out how to open the door from the inside.


  After testing the door thirteen times to make sure it still opened, Merrin settled himself on some cushions that he had taken from a storage cupboard in the Palace attic. Then he bit off the head of a brand-new liquorice snake, stuffed a Banana Bear into his mouth and sighed happily. Life was good.


  Merrin inspected the small gold bottle, which was still warm from Barney’s hand. He smiled; he’d done well. He could tell the bottle was pure gold just by how heavy it was and by the deep untarnished sheen that glowed almost orange in the candlelight. He looked at the silver stopper and wondered what the strange little pictogram was on the top. The bottle looked like a scent bottle, and he reckoned the symbol was the name of the scent. He’d seen some similar ones in the window of a little jewellery shop near Ma Custard’s place, and some of them were very expensive indeed – enough to buy Ma Custard’s entire stock of liquorice snakes, Banana Bears and probably most of the FizzBom specials too. Merrin’s mouth began to water, and he dribbled liquorice spit down the front of his grey Manuscriptorium robes. He grinned and popped another Banana Bear into his mouth. Decision made – that was exactly what he would do: he would take the gold bottle to the jewellery shop and sell it, then he would go straight to Ma Custard’s and buy up her entire stock of snakes and bears. That would show the old bat. (Merrin’s liquorice-snake consumption had outrun his Manuscriptorium wages, and Ma Custard had informed him that she did not do credit.)


  Curiosity began to get the better of Merrin, and he wondered what the scent in the bottle smelled like. If it smelled really nice, he thought, he could charge even more. He inspected the brilliant blue wax that sealed the stopper; it would be easy enough to melt the wax in the candle flame and reseal it – no one would know. He stabbed at the seal with a grimy thumbnail and began to scrape it away. Soon most of the wax lay in grubby curls in his lap and the smooth silver that had been hidden under the wax was shining in the candlelight. Merrin took the little stopper between his finger and thumb and pulled. It came out with a small sigh.


  Merrin raised the gold bottle to his nose and sniffed. It didn’t smell very nice. In fact, it smelled distinctly unnice. However, he was not to know that jinn are not known for smelling sweet – and many of them make a point of smelling fairly disgusting. In fact, the jinnee that dwelled in the gold bottle clutched in Merrin’s sticky hand did not smell too bad, as jinn go – a subtle mixture of burned pumpkin mixed with a touch of cow dung. But Merrin felt disappointed in his scent bottle. Just to make sure it really did smell so bad, he put the bottle right up to his left nostril and sniffed hard – and the jinnee was sucked up his nose. It was not a good moment for either of them.


  The jinnee probably had the worst of it. It had waited in its bottle for many hundreds of years, dreaming of the magnificent moment when it would be released. It had dreamed of the sweet, cool air of a spring morning on a mountainside, just like the last time it had been released by an unsuspecting shepherd, not long before some scheming no-good witch had tricked it into the smallest bottle in which it was possible to fit a jinnee. Since it had been Awakened by Aunt Zelda, the jinnee had been in a frenzy of anticipation, imagining an endless variety of fantastic release scenarios. Probably the only one it had not imagined was being sucked up Merrin Meredith’s nose.


  It wasn’t nice up Merrin’s nose. Without going into too many unpleasant details, it was dark, damp and there was not a lot of space for a jinnee longing to expand. And the noise was atrocious – even in the centre of an enchanted whirlwind, the jinnee had never heard anything like the howls that filled the tiny cave it had been dragged into. But suddenly, to the accompanying sound of the most enormous sneeze, the jinnee was let out, propelled from the cave like a bullet from a gun. With a scream of exhilaration it hit the open air and shot across the tiny room in a flash of yellow light, where it bounced off the wall and was hurled deep into a pile of ancient dust. Merrin stared in absolute amazement and not a little pride – he had never seen a bogey like that.


  Merrin’s pride quickly evaporated and his amazement turned to fear as a large, glowing yellow splodge emerged from the pile of dust – the bogey in the dust was growing. A squeak of terror escaped him as the mass spread and, like a pan of milk boiling and bubbling, began rising up and up. Now the mass began to spin, pulling itself upwards as it swirled and grew, glowing ever brighter, drowning the warm candlelight and filling the tiny chamber with a dazzling yellow light.


  By now Merrin was cowering in the corner, whimpering. At first he had thought that one of the Manuscriptorium scribes had somehow stuck an Expanding Bogey Spell (an old Manuscriptorium favourite) on him when he wasn’t looking. But now – even with his eyes shut tight – Merrin knew it was worse than that. He knew that inside the chamber was another Being – a Being much bigger, older and scarier than he was. And something told him that the Being was not particularly happy just then.


  Merrin was right – the jinnee was not happy at all. It had been longing for wide-open spaces and here it was boxed into a tiny cupboard, full of ancient dust and with the Great One Who Had Released It cowering and snivelling in the corner. Of course, all jinn were used to a bit of terror at their appearance – many went out of their way to cultivate it – but there was something about this jinnee’s Great One that it did not take to. The hunched-up, miserable-looking human had an unpleasant air about it and was most definitely not the kind of Great One that the Awakening song had led the jinnee to expect. It didn’t even look right. Annoyed at being tricked once again, the jinnee heaved an irritable sigh. The sigh howled around the chamber like a banshee. Merrin threw himself to the ground and covered his ears with his hands.


  The jinnee spread itself across the ceiling and regarded Merrin’s prone, snivelling figure with distaste. But if the jinnee wanted to stay out of the bottle, the next step had to be taken fast. It had to receive a command and obey it. In this way, it would once again become part of the world and could adopt human form – not that that was a great advantage, thought the jinnee, looking at the pathetic figure below.


  The next thing Merrin heard – despite sticking his fingers into his ears – was a voice that felt as though it was deep inside his head, saying, “Be you Septimus Heap?”


  Merrin opened one eye and looked up fearfully. The yellowish splodge on the ceiling hovered menacingly. Merrin managed a small squeak. “Yes. I be – well, once I been. I mean was.”


  The jinnee sighed and a great howl of wind whistled through the little box of a room. How could its Awakening have been so wrong? This snivelling brat had said he was Septimus Heap, and yet the figure cowering in the dust was nothing like the glowing description of the Magykal boy Aunt Zelda had given the jinnee. The portrayal of Septimus Heap had been such that even the jaded jinnee had been almost looking forward to seeing its new Master, but now it was clear – yet another double-crossing witch had deceived it. It had no choice but to continue with the Second Question.


  “What Do You Will, Oh Great One?” Just for fun the jinnee made its voice the scariest it possibly could. Merrin stuffed his fingers back in his ears and shook with terror.


  The voice repeated its question impatiently. “What Do You Will, Oh Great One?”


  “What?” said Merrin, covering his face with his hands and peering out through his fingers.


  The jinnee sighed again. This was a really stupid one. It repeated its question yet again, very slowly, and began to slide down the wall.


  “What . . . do? I. . . will?” Merrin echoed like a scared parrot.


  The jinnee decided it must have chosen the wrong language. For the better part of the next five minutes it ran through all available languages while it wandered aimlessly around the chamber, watched with horror by Merrin. It had no success. As it reached the very last language it knew – a dialect from an undiscovered river valley in the Snow Plains of the East – the jinnee was in a state of panic. If the stupid Great One didn’t answer the question soon, it would be right back in that awful little bottle and then what? It had to get an answer – now.


  Merrin by now had gathered enough courage to sit up. “Wha— what are you?” he stammered as the blob settled itself on the floor. The jinnee’s panic lessened a little – the Great One was finally talking some sense, and it now knew which language to use. But time was short. It was beginning to feel the pull of the little gold bottle, which the Great One still clutched in his hand. It knew it must appear patient and friendly – that was its only hope. Slowly it answered Merrin’s question.


  “I am a jinnee,” it replied.


  “A what?”


  Oh merciful spirits, this was a truly stupid one. “A jinnee,” said the yellow blob, very, very slowly. “Jin . . . nee.”


  Merrin’s nose was blocked, his eyes were still watering from the jinnee incursion, and his ears were still buzzing from the whistling sigh. He could hardly hear.


  “You’re Jim Knee?” he asked.


  The jinnee gave up. “Yes,” it agreed. “If you wish it, Great One, I am Jim Knee. But first you must answer my second question: What Do You Will, Oh Great One?”


  “Do? I will do what?”


  The jinnee lost its temper. “Will!” it screamed. “Will! What – do – you – will, Oh Great One? It means what do you want me to do, stupid!”


  “Don’t call me stupid!” Merrin screamed back.


  The jinnee stared at Merrin in amazement. “Is that your answer – don’t call you stupid?”


  “Yes!”


  “Nothing else?”


  “No! Yes, yes – go away, go away!” Merrin threw himself on the ground and had his first tantrum since the last time his nurse had locked him in the closet.


  The jinnee could not believe its luck. What a turnaround! Heady with celebration, the jinnee took on human form in a more extravagant manner than it might have done had it been less euphoric. Soon the secret chamber was no longer full of an amorphous yellow blob but occupied by an exotic figure wearing a yellow cloak, jerkin and breeches, all topped off by a hat – the jinnee liked hats – that looked remarkably like a pile of ever-shrinking bright yellow doughnuts balanced on its head. The outfit was set off by what the jinnee considered to be a most becoming moustache – it had always fancied a bit of facial hair – and a set of long, curling fingernails. It had a slight squint, but some things could not be helped.


  The jinnee could hardly believe his luck (it had decided to be a him – with a name like Jim Knee, what else could it be?). He had gone from the very brink of being forced back into his bottle to total – or almost total – freedom in one minute flat. As long as he steered clear of the old witch who had Awakened him for the next year and a day he would be fine, and he certainly had no intention of going anywhere near the pestilential marshes where he had been Awakened, no intention at all.


  The jinnee looked at Merrin lying facedown on the floor, drumming his feet and wailing. He shook his head in bemusement. Even though in the dim, distant past he had been one himself, humans were a weird bunch – there was no denying it. With an overwhelming desire to smell some fresh air at long last, the jinnee rushed out of the secret chamber, causing a great draught of air to slam the door with a bang.


  Inside the secret chamber Merrin’s tantrum abruptly ceased – just as it always did as soon as the nurse slammed the closet door on him. In the sudden silence, with his ears still ringing, Merrin slowly got up and tried to open the panel. It did not move.


  


  An hour later Merrin was slumped on his cushions, hoarse from yelling, and Sarah Heap was sitting in the Palace kitchen talking to the cook.


  “I’m hearing things behind the wainscotting,” she said. “It’s those poor little princesses Jenna told me about. Poor little trapped ghosties. It’s so sad.”


  The cook was matter-of-fact. “Don’t you go worrying about it, Mistress Heap,” she said. “You hear all kinds of things in the Palace. Terrible things ’as ’appened here over the years. You just got to put it out of your mind. It’ll soon go away, you’ll see.”


  Sarah Heap tried, but the yelling continued all that evening. Even Silas heard it. They both went to bed with cotton stuffed in their ears.


  Merrin did not go to bed at all.
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