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PART I





THE QUEEN’S CHAMBER

The last echoes of the midday bells faded away. In a secret chamber deep in the heart of the Red Palace, three dusty women stood trembling before the Red Queen. The room, at the very heart of the palace, was hexagonal and dimly lit by one slit window high in the only wall that faced the central gardens. Despite its opulence, it felt like a prison.

From her golden throne on a dais, the Queen glared at the women. “And where,” she demanded, “where is the sorcerer I sent for?”

The women did not respond. This was not because they had no answer, but because the guard at the door had told them that if they valued their lives they must wait five seconds before replying. The Red Queen was offended by those who did not appear to think carefully about their answers.

Conscious of the Queen’s pale blue eyes upon them, two of the women were pretending an interest in the red and gold tiles of the floor. The third, the youngest, stared ahead beneath lowered eyelashes.

The Red Queen sized up the women. There was a large blowsy one wrapped like an untidy parcel in blue silks, who was known as the Lady and was the sister of the sorcerer the Queen required. To the left of the Lady stood her sidekick, Mitza Draddenmora Draa: a square, hatchet-faced woman with hair scraped back and a mouth like the edge of a knife. In Mitza the Red Queen recognized a kindred spirit.

The third woman was little more than a girl. The Queen regarded her with narrowed eyes. This one she knew only by the name Marissa. She had an insolent stare and was dressed in what the Queen considered to be a most peculiar style: she wore beads woven though her hair, a leather headband, a dusty green cloak and heavy boots. She was scruffy and pretty and the Queen did not take to her at all. The Marissa girl had, she thought, the look of a witch about her.

Marissa felt the gaze of the Red Queen upon her and risked an upward glance. Their eyes met. The Queen saw something dark and shifting beneath a layer of carefully constructed innocence. Just as the Queen was wondering whether it might be wise to chop this witch’s head off before she caused any trouble, the five-second pause was over and the Lady stammered out her answer.

“Y-your Majesty. My brother is ill . . .” Her voice faded away under the steel-blue stare of the Red Queen.

The Queen said nothing. She moved her gaze to a point just above the women’s heads, and once again an uncomfortable silence fell. The Queen was thinking out her strategy. She knew that she appeared to have all the advantages and those before her thought they had none, but this was not so. The women held the key to something she had been promised. The Queen wanted it—and she wanted it now. With a great feeling of longing she thought about the distant Castle the sorcerer had promised her. His descriptions of its beautiful old buildings and its biddable inhabitants longing for a strong ruler replayed in her head. Not to mention its rich surroundings that would also be hers for the taking: the verdant farmlands, the nearby forest, a wide river running to the sea and a wealthy Port. The Red Queen wanted to have that Castle so much it hurt. She was sick of the dry red dust and the heat of her city, the press of the people, the beggars crowded outside the city walls. Her subjects were surly fools who did not obey her as they should—it would be wonderful to have a new start. The Queen glanced down at the sharp dagger of sunlight that stabbed through the window slit and cast a white strip upon the red floor. She longed for the gentle green of what she now thought of as her Castle.

However, the Red Queen was not going to admit to any longings. No one had ever given her anything just because she longed for it, and she did not expect that to begin now. She must play this game carefully to get what she wanted. Her low voice flowed menacingly around the chamber. “I did not ask about the state of the sorcerer’s health,” the Queen said. “I asked for his whereabouts. I repeat: Where is the sorcerer?”

The sorcerer’s sister just about managed to speak. “Y-your Majesty. M-my brother is at Hospitable Gard, for which we thank you. It is only your immense kindness and hospitality that—”

The Queen cut her short. “That is not where he is meant to be,” she snapped. “I summoned him to my presence for the midday bell. Why is he not here?”

The woman in blue hardly dared to repeat what she had already said, but she could think of no alternative. A small, frightened voice emerged from the bundle of blue silks. “Because, Your Majesty, he . . . he is ill.”

“No one is too ill to refuse my summons. No one.”

The Lady glanced helplessly at her companions but they would not meet her gaze. She became flustered. “Your Majesty. I beg you. My brother cannot move. He has the most terrible . . .” Her voice failed her.

“Terrible what?” demanded the Queen.

“Headache.” As soon as she said the word the Lady knew she had a made a mistake. It sounded like such a pathetic excuse. There was a silence that seemed to go on forever. The Lady heard the trickle of water from the fountains in the gardens beyond and she felt as though her life were dripping away with it.

“Headache,” the Red Queen finally repeated, as if the word was a piece of dog dirt she had found upon her shoe. “The powerful sorcerer Oraton-Marr has a . . . headache.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” said his miserable sister. And then added, “It’s really bad. Really, really bad. It’s—”

“Silence!” the Queen barked. She continued in a low, menacing voice. “I have a way of curing headaches.” The Queen’s hand went across to her sword, which hung down from a scabbard attached to the left side of her throne. “If your brother does not respond to my next summons I will assist him with his little problem. I will make sure that he has no head to ache. Understand?”

“Y-yes, Your Majesty,” the Lady stuttered.

“Now—go!”

Behind them the doors swung open and the women backed out, amazed at their reprieve. But they knew it would not last.

THE SUMMONS

Oraton-Marr lay prone on his bed as he had done for many weeks. Beside him sat his sister, still trembling from her audience with the Queen. “Orrie,” she whispered anxiously. “Are you feeling any better?”

“Gerrrr . . .” was the only reply.

His sister persisted. “Orrie, the thing is, the Queen is getting impatient. She wants her Castle. You know, the one those kids and that dragon came from. The one you promised her.” She refrained from saying the one you so stupidly promised her, which was not yours to promise anyway. The Lady had learned not to upset her brother in his present state.

His reply was another groan.

“She’s going to summon you again, Orrie. And if you don’t go to her I think something very bad will happen. I think . . .” The Lady paused. She hardly dared put into words what she thought would happen, but she was desperate. She had to somehow get her brother up from his sickbed. “I think she might cut off your head.”

Oraton-Marr thought the Queen would be doing him a favor if she cut off his head. It was no use to him in its present state. It felt as though someone were driving a red-hot spike through it and nailing it to the bed. He could no more go to see the Queen than he could fly to the moon. “Good,” he said.

It was four in the morning, in the deep, dark hours before dawn when a fearsome knocking on the door of Hospitable Gard woke the entire household. The Lady sat up in bed, her eyes wide with fear as she listened to the pounding echoing up the stairs. She got out of bed, wrapped her silk coat around her and crept down to the ground-floor atrium. There she found a wild-eyed Mitza clutching a hammer and Marissa looking artfully disheveled in a long nightdress, beneath which the Lady spotted a pair of sturdy boots, ready to flee. The three women stared at the heavy front door, which shivered under the onslaught of the pounding.

“What shall we do?” the Lady whispered.

Mitza tightened her grip upon her hammer. “We must answer it, my Lady,” she said. “And see what they want.”

“But we know what they want,” said the Lady. “They want Orrie.”

“Then they will have to have him,” Mitza said coldly.

Suddenly the pounding ceased and a shout of “Open up in the name of the Red Queen!” came from the other side of the door.

“We should open the door,” Marissa said. “They’ll break it down otherwise. It’s best to look helpful.”

The Lady knew Marissa was right, but even so she had hoped for a little more resistance. “You open it, then,” she said sulkily.

Trilling out in her most girly voice, “Hang on a mo’! It’s a bit heavy for us girls!” Marissa made a lot of noise pulling back the long bolt, then she heaved the door open, flicked back her hair and leaned languorously against the door breathing heavily, as though exhausted by her efforts.

The three guards outside were speechless for some moments until one of them managed to mumble, “Sorry, miss.”

The Captain of the Guard recovered his senses. Steadfastly avoiding looking at Marissa, he stepped forward brandishing a scroll with a large red seal. “I have a Royal Summons for the sorcerer Oraton-Marr,” he said.

The Lady held out a chubby, shaking hand. “I’m his sister. I’ll give it to him,” she said.

The Captain kept hold of the scroll. “Madam, I am ordered to deliver it to the sorcerer personally. Take me to him. At once!”

The Lady knew there was no point in arguing. The two remaining guards watched the Lady lead the Captain up the stairs, then they turned their attention to Marissa.

“What’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?” the youngest one asked.

Marissa giggled. “Same as you. Doing what I’m told.”

“Are you some kind of maid or something?”

“Something,” Marissa said, casually letting the top few buttons of her nightdress fall open. “What are you looking at?” she suddenly demanded.

“Um . . . your, um . . . key,” the young guard stammered. “It looks . . . um . . . very nice,” he finished lamely.

“Oh, this key,” Marissa said, sounding bored. She lifted up the plain iron key that she wore around her neck on a piece of green ribbon. “This is the key to the Castle. Now that is something the Queen would love to get her hands on.”

It was all too much for the young guard, who turned bright red. “Ha! I’m sure I would too,” he said with a nervous snort.

“Quiet!” the older guard said, cross at being left out of Marissa’s game.

“So,” Marissa asked, “are you taking the sorcerer away?”

“It’s not for us to say, miss,” the other guard said grumpily.

“If he doesn’t come now, we’ll be back later,” the young guard said. “To surprise him.”

“What a good idea.” Marissa giggled. “You are so clever. So . . . what time is best for surprising sorcerers, then?”

The older guard stepped between them and roughly pushed the younger to one side. “Cut it out, Number Three—or there’ll be trouble.”

The young guard cut it out. Silence fell in the atrium and they listened to the footfalls above. Soon footsteps were heard on the stairs and the Captain appeared without the summons, closely followed by the distressed Lady. “Please,” she begged, “please, surely you can see how impossible it is for him to even move from his pillow, let alone come to the Palace.”

“I merely deliver the summons,” the Captain said gruffly. “It is not my job to comment upon the capabilities of those receiving it.” With that he strode over to the door and the two guards fell in behind him. Marissa arranged herself so that she was leaning dreamily against a pillar, and as the young one went by he whispered, “See you again at three bells tomorrow morning.” He winked. “The best time for collecting sorcerers.”

Marissa smiled. “Can’t wait,” she said.

And then the Queen’s Guards were gone, leaving behind a wide-open door, the rush of cold night and a long wail of despair from the Lady as she fell to the floor.

While the Lady was being inexpertly comforted by a kneeling Mitza (gripping a hammer in one hand while with the other at arm’s length she warily patted the Lady like one would a small, snappy dog), Marissa shut the door and bolted it. Then she turned to the huddle on the floor and said, “I have a plan.”

The Lady looked up with an expression of despair. How could Marissa possibly have a plan? She was just a silly, empty-headed girl.

Marissa knew exactly what the Lady was thinking. That was fine by her. Let her think it. She would find out soon enough that she was wrong.

TEA AND PLOTS

Marissa shepherded the Lady and Mitza to the divans arranged around the edge of the atrium. She sat them down, found soft blankets to wrap around them—the Lady was shivering from shock—and told them to wait while she fetched some mint tea. Then she tiptoed away to the servants’ kitchen, hoping they did not notice her boots.

Marissa lit the small spirit burner to heat the water, and as she snipped off the tender top leaves from the peppermint plant, she considered her course of action. Marissa had far more to gain from the sorcerer’s recovery than she would ever admit to her two companions. Before Oraton-Marr had been poisoned with a HeadBanger potion, when he was convinced he was about to become the world’s most powerful sorcerer and take over the fabled Wizard Tower, he had been rather free with his promises. Not only had he promised the Red Queen the Queenship of the Castle, he had also promised Marissa that he would help her become Witch Mother of the Wendron Witches, the coven that inhabited the Forest just outside the Castle. Marissa had also extracted a promise that the coven would, for the very first time, be given a base inside the Castle. She had her eye on a nice row of houses near the Moat.

Like the Red Queen, Marissa was reluctant to let go of the dream that Oraton-Marr had dangled before her. There was, she thought, still much to play for. Marissa enjoyed a game, and this was an exciting one with a good prize at the end of it. But she must play it carefully.

Marissa walked softly into the atrium carrying a tray of sweet peppermint tea and saffron wafers. Trying to look humble—but not entirely succeeding—she placed the tray upon the low table in front of the divan, dropped to her knees and poured the tea. Marissa waited until both the Lady and Mitza had settled comfortably back against the cushions and then, still kneeling, she began to speak. Careful to refer to Oraton-Marr in the way he had insisted upon before the HeadBanger potion, she said, “We must do our very best to save His Highness.”

“But what can we possibly do?” said the Lady. “There are guards on the gate.”

“We could smuggle him out,” Mitza suggested. “Put him in a sack. They might think he was turnips.”

The Lady looked horrified. “Orrie? Turnips? In a sack?”

Marissa suppressed a smile. She would love to put the sorcerer in a sack—and hurl him off the top of Hospitable Gard while he was in it—but she had her career to consider. “It’s simple,” Marissa said. “We must get His Highness well enough to answer the Queen’s summons—and, more important, well enough to take over the Wizard Tower.”

“But how?” the Lady wailed.

“I will go and get the antidote from the Apothecary—”

But the Lady was not listening. All her pent-up grievances and petty annoyances with her brother were tumbling out. “He’s hopeless! I told him he shouldn’t count his Orms before they were hatched, but he wouldn’t listen. And then he promised that awful Queen something that there was no way he could give her. And even if he gets better now, what use is the Wizard Tower to him without the Orm? He’s never going to be powerful enough to run a place like that. Never.”

Marissa saw Mitza looking at the Lady, shocked.

“Well, he’s not,” the Lady said defiantly. “I know my brother. He needs all the lapis lazuli he can get to be even a half-decent Wizard. He knows a few Darke tricks and he can Conjure up some nasty creatures, but he’s not properly trained.”

Marissa busied herself pouring out more peppermint tea, listening with great interest as the Lady continued to pour out her frustrations about her brother. At last the Lady subsided, exhausted by her rant.

“Actually,” Marissa said, “the Orm is already where His Highness wants it: in the Castle. I hear they are going to set it burrowing under the Wizard Tower so there’ll be plenty of lapis lazuli for him. It already sits on a load of the stuff anyway. In fact there will soon be so much lapis underneath it that anyone could run it.” Marissa affected a giggle. “Even little old me.”

“Huh!” Mitza burst out. “A silly, empty-headed little thing like you? That, girl, is taking things too far.”

Marissa felt like kicking Mitza, but she merely said, “Miss Mitza, do have a drop more tea.” Marissa poured the tea and then hurried upstairs to get her witch cloak. She took a wad of money and a few trinkets from the Lady’s bedroom in case a bribe was needed, then ran back down and headed for the door.

“Marissa,” the Lady called querulously. “Where are you going?

Marissa stopped halfway out the door. “To the Apothecary. To get the HeadBanger antidote. Must go. Got a camel train to catch.”

“But Marissa . . .” the Lady called as the door was closing.

“What now?” Marissa demanded.

“You won’t be back until nearly midnight. What shall I do if they come for Orrie before then?” The Lady’s voice rose into a wail.

What Marissa wanted to say was, Who cares what you do, you stupid old bat? But she restrained herself. “They won’t,” she said, and slammed the door.

Mitza waddled over to the door and pushed the bolt across. “She’ll never get it. There is no way that nasty Apothecary woman is going to give that silly witch the antidote to the HeadBanger. No way at all.” Mitza shook her head with a grim enjoyment.

The Lady sighed. “Well, if anyone can persuade that ghastly Karamander Draa woman to hand it over, Marissa can. She seems very determined, don’t you think? I find her rather scary, to tell you the truth.”

Mitza tried not to look surprised at the Lady’s confidential way of speaking to her. She had noticed that since Oraton-Marr had been rendered incapable, the Lady had relaxed and begun to take her into her confidence. Mitza realized that she was metamorphosing from a servant to a companion—maybe even, she thought, a friend. Although Mitza was not entirely sure what a friend actually was, she liked the idea. It would give her much greater influence over events. And probably better food, too.

Mitza considered her answer carefully. “There is indeed something about that witch, my Lady,” she said. “But even so, I do not think the Apothecary will give her the potion. She will not forget that His Highness stole her children from her.”

“But it’s not as though he kept them,” the Lady protested a little petulantly. “She got them back in the end, didn’t she?”

Mitza nodded. “She did indeed. And why she wanted them back I cannot imagine. That small one was a noisy little brat. And the big one was plain rude.” Mitza sighed. “But children are precious to their parents, so they say. And that can come in useful at times.” She smiled, showing her sharp little white teeth, so closely packed together. “Very useful in all kinds of ways. Ha-ha.”

The Lady flashed Mitza a puzzled glance. Sometimes the woman worried her.

Mitza warmed to her theme. “Perhaps Marissa is planning to do something unpleasant to one of them and use it as a bargaining tool. I imagine that would work.”

“I imagine it would,” the Lady replied, a little uncomfortably. Then she brightened up. “Well, as long as she comes back with the antidote I won’t be asking how she got it.”

Mitza was silent. The talk of children and their parents had turned Mitza’s thoughts to Alice TodHunter Moon and the Castle, where the girl now lived. If there was any chance of going there soon, then Mitza must make her own visit to an Apothecary. She would hate to be unprepared for a meeting with young Alice. It would be a wasted opportunity, and Mitza hated waste.

FISHFACE

Dawn was breaking as Marissa hurried out through Beggars’ Gate, the only unguarded entrance to the Red City, and joined the queue for the camel train. As Marissa waited, she took in the scene. Spread before her was a sprawling encampment of tents of all shapes and sizes and conditions, ranging from a ragged blanket thrown over a few sticks to some large circular structures of richly embroidered cloth, which were quite beautiful. Their inhabitants were a mixture of beggars, free spirits, criminals, conjurers, mavericks and misfits—anyone who preferred to live outside the harsh regime of the Red Queen. Many there felt that the sacrifice of a house with stone walls was worth the peace of mind it brought. It was, with some justification, known as the City of the Free.

As Marissa shuffled forward, getting ever closer to the steaming, harrumphing camels, she gazed down at the sea of tents, many of which glimmered from within with candlelight, and in the dull light of the dawn they looked far more enticing than the camel train ahead. Marissa watched the early-morning activity; she saw fires being coaxed into life, listened to the gentle murmur of conversation and smelled the coffee being brewed. Then she looked out to the empty desert beyond and up to the lightening sky, where a few stars were still visible. Marissa was used to the confines of the Forest and the city, and the great emptiness of the desert sent a feeling of panic rushing through her.

To overcome the panic, Marissa concentrated on the camels ahead. She saw hot camel breath steaming in the air, heard the phlegmy snorts, felt the ground shake with the thud of their stamping feet and watched their ungainly lurching lope as they set off with their passengers. Which made her feel even worse.

So Marissa turned her thoughts to the earlier hours of the morning. What stuck in her mind was her comment to Mitza about the Wizard Tower: Anyone could run it. Even little old me. Mitza’s scathing response rang in her ears, and Marissa thought how fed-up she was with people treating her with no respect. If she ran the Wizard Tower, that would show them. No one would dare belittle her then. Marissa allowed herself to savor the idea: Witch Mother in charge of the Wizard Tower. Why shouldn’t a witch run the Wizard Tower? With all that new lapis soon to be made by the Orm, it was true that pretty much anyone with a little bit of Magyk could run it. All they needed was the nerve to walk in and do it. And she, Marissa thought with a smile, had more nerve than anyone else she knew.

The queue shuffled forward one place and the person behind stepped on Marissa’s cloak. Fired up with her newly imagined status, Marissa turned around and glared imperiously at the man, who, to her immense satisfaction, shrank back with a hasty apology. Marissa turned away nursing a smile. She could get used to this.

Suddenly, Marissa found herself at the head of the camel queue. Her smile changed to an expression of distaste as she eyed “her” camel. It was a large, ragged beast. Its hair was coming off in clumps, half its ear was missing, and its yellow eyes regarded Marissa with undisguised malevolence. It did not smell too good either.

“Where to, missy?” the camel driver asked.

A sudden realization came over Marissa: she did not want Oraton-Marr to recover. She didn’t want him bossing her around again and making snide remarks—and more to the point, she did not want him in the Wizard Tower—she wanted it for herself.

Marissa looked at the camel driver: small, wrinkled and burnished like a nut from the desert sun. She saw his one-toothed smile and his calculating leer, and it was with great pleasure that she told him, “Nowhere, Fishface,” then turned on her heel and walked away.

A LOZENGE FOR A BAG OF KRAAN

Marissa took the path down into the encampment and wandered slowly through the tents. She stopped a few people to ask for what she sought, and after ten minutes she found herself outside a beautiful tent with faded red and blue stripes. A small handbell sat on a low stool; Marissa rang the bell and waited. Some minutes later—just as Marissa was thinking of giving up—a tiny woman with piercing blue eyes looked out suspiciously.

“Yes?” she asked.

“Are you an Apothecary?” Marissa asked.

“What if I am?” the woman demanded angrily.

Marissa took out the money that she had intended for Karamander Draa and held the notes out flat on her palm, as though she were offering sugar lumps to a horse.

The woman looked at the notes; it was more than she would earn in months. “Come in, my darling,” she told Marissa. “You are lucky. You have found the most skilled Apothecary in the City of the Free. I can supply anything you wish.” The woman cast her shrewd gaze over Marissa. “And no questions asked, my lovely, no questions at all.”

Marissa handed over the notes and stepped into the dimness of the tent, redolent with the tang of bitter powders, fragrant with the oily musk of suspensions.

An hour later, Marissa slipped unnoticed into Hospitable Gard. To the sound of snores drifting down the stairs, she quietly made Oraton-Marr’s favorite sherbet drink and laid it on a tray with a small bowl of sugared almonds—the only food he could bear to eat. Beside the bowl she placed the green lozenge for which she had exchanged her handful of notes. Treading softly on the stone stairs in her bare feet, Marissa took the tray up to Oraton-Marr’s room on the upper floor. As she pushed open the door the long white muslin drapes in front of the window moved gently in the cool morning breeze.

The sorcerer lay prone on a simple, low bed covered with a linen sheet. His green eyes, dark with pain, watched Marissa as she walked lightly across the room. As Marissa knelt down beside him with the tray, Oraton-Marr attempted a smile. It was, Marissa noted, very weak. She did not give him much longer in this world. “Good morning, Your Highness,” she whispered. “I have brought you something to ease the headache.”

Oraton-Marr groaned. “Nothing . . . will ease it,” he whispered. “Only . . . only the Apothecary . . .”

“I have been to the Apothecary,” Marissa said, well aware that there was only one Apothecary who Oraton-Marr would think she meant.

His eyes lit up with hope. “She gave you something?” he whispered.

“She gave me this.” Marissa showed him the green lozenge.

“For me?” he asked.

Oraton-Marr’s expression reminded Marisa of a dog begging. It revolted her, but she hid her revulsion well. “It is indeed for you, Your Highness,” Marissa replied. “And here is a sherbet to help you swallow it.”

With a wheeze of pain, the sorcerer struggled to raise his head.

Marissa closed her fingers over the lozenge, trapping it inside her fist. “But first,” she said softly, “first, there is something I want.”

Oraton-Marr let his head fall and gave a cry of pain. “A price . . .” he murmured as his head hit the pillow. “But of course . . .” He looked Marissa in the eye. “Name it. I will pay.”

“I need a bodyguard,” Marissa said. “Something really scary.”

“How scary?” asked Oraton-Marr.

Marissa leaned forward. Oraton-Marr smelled her breath, sweet with one of his sugared almonds. “Extremely scary,” she whispered. Marissa had given some thought to how she was going to clear the Wizard Tower of its current occupants. “And it must particularly prey on Wizards. Oh, and Apprentices too, of course.”

Oraton-Marr opened his eyes wide in amazement. But he felt too ill to question Marissa. All he wanted was the lozenge. “I have . . . something,” he croaked.

“I knew you would,” Marissa said.

Oraton-Marr said nothing. Marissa was extremely lucky that he had what she wanted. He was an itinerant sorcerer and traveled light, with little Magykal hardware—as it was known in the Wizarding trade. He kept what he had in a wooden trunk recently painted purple in honor of the position he had hoped to occupy in the Wizard Tower. The contents of the trunk were a mixture of stolen Charms, Engenders and Talismans—none of which were of any use to him in his present state. “Kraan,” he whispered. “In the trunk. They kill . . . anyone with . . . green eyes.”

Marissa rifled through the contents of the trunk, gritty with sand. She had no idea what she was looking for. She held up each object in turn until she showed him a soft black leather drawstring bag. “Yes,” he grunted.

Marissa weighed the bag in her hand. It was very heavy for its size. She pulled open the cords and peered inside to see it was full of shining red beads. “So how do they work, then?” she asked.

“Instructions in . . . bag,” Oraton-Marr whispered. “Take six beads. Only six. Makes one Kraan.”

“I’ll take the whole bag,” Marissa said, jiggling it up and down, listening to the glassy clinking of the beads, as though it were a toy.

Oraton-Marr groaned. The noise felt like needles stabbing his eardrums. He looked regretfully at the soft black leather bag. He would miss those little red beads. He had been planning to use the Kraan to help him take over the Wizard Tower—once he had acquired a pair of dark glasses, of course. But Oraton-Marr would pay anything the witch asked if she would only give him the green lozenge to cure his headache.

It was only after he had swallowed the lozenge and was falling headlong into a deep pit of sleep that Oraton-Marr realized that Marissa had never actually said that it would cure his headache.

With the bag of Kraan weighing heavy in her pocket, Marissa let herself into a deserted courtyard, which contained nothing more than a channel of cool, clear water running around the edge of its high walls and a single palm tree in the middle. She walked into the small patch of shade beneath the tree and disappeared.
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PART II





DUST IN HIS EYE

In the Castle, in the cool of the early morning, Septimus Heap and his young Apprentice, Alice TodHunter Moon—known to most people as Tod—were setting off to visit Septimus’s eldest brother, Simon Heap.

They hurried down Wizard Way, the broad avenue that led from the Wizard Tower to the Palace, keeping to the middle to avoid the early-morning bustle that accompanied the opening of the various shops and businesses that lined the Way. The rays of the sun, still low in the sky, skimmed across the low roofs and sent shafts of light glinting off tall silver torch posts, eclipsing the light of their still-burning flames. At the far end of Wizard Way, Septimus and his Apprentice took a sharp right turn into Snake Slipway. This was a much narrower, winding street that led down to the Moat. On either side were houses, the more impressively tall ones on the right-hand side, but it was to the smaller houses on the left that Septimus and Tod were heading. The waters of the Moat were in sight, flowing sluggishly by the end of the slipway, when Septimus took a turn into a pretty front garden, walked up a short path and knocked on a bright red front door.

A young woman opened the door. Lines of worry etched her face, and her brown hair was hastily braided and tied in a knot, lacking her usual ribbons. She wore a long white tunic covered with intricate colorful embroidery, and some serious brown boots. “Hello, Lucy,” Septimus said. “I just got your message.”

“Oh, Septimus. Thank you for coming,” Lucy Heap said with a strained smile.

“Tod’s with me; hope that’s okay?”

“Tod is welcome here anytime,” Lucy said. She looked at Tod, who was hanging back behind Septimus. “You know that, Tod, don’t you? Anytime, night or day. After what you did for our William, this is your home too. Anyway, come in, both of you. Simon’s upstairs.”

Septimus and Tod followed Lucy along the narrow corridor to the stairs. “Your message said that Simon has dust in his eye?” Septimus asked.

“Yes. Dust,” Lucy said.

Septimus thought she sounded somewhat overwrought about such a little thing. “I was wondering,” he said carefully, for Lucy was clearly on a short fuse, “whether Simon should see a physician. Have you asked Marcellus to look at it?”

Lucy wheeled around to face her visitors. “It’s not that kind of dust,” she said desperately, and she turned and ran up the stairs. Septimus and Tod hurried after her.

Lucy led Septimus and Tod into the large room at the front of the house. Simon was lying on the bed, which was made up for the day and covered with a patchwork quilt. He was half propped up on a nest of pillows with his head tilted back and his eyes closed. “Si,” Lucy said quietly, “there’s someone to see you.”

Simon covered his right eye with his hand and pushed against it hard as if to keep it in place. Warily, he opened his left eye. “Oh,” he said. “Sep. Tod. Sorry, can’t sit up. Afraid of it all . . . falling out.”

“Falling out?” asked Septimus. “What . . . you mean your eye?”

“Yeah. What’s left of it,” Simon answered quietly.

Lucy slipped her arm around Tod’s shoulders and they drew back while Septimus went over to his brother. “It’s your lapis eye?” Septimus asked, knowing full well it was, but needing time to think. The iris in Simon’s right eye, already injured, had turned to lapis lazuli after he had used Darke Magyk to travel through solid lapis in order to rescue his son, William. This had, of course, blinded him in that eye, but apart from that had given Simon no trouble—until now.

“When did it happen?” asked Septimus.

“Been coming on for some time, I think,” Simon said. “It’s been feeling very scratchy, like there was grit in it or something.”

“And the color changed too,” Lucy chimed in. “It used to be so bright, such a brilliant blue with a little streak of gold in it, but for a few weeks now I’ve thought it was getting duller, and then last night I thought it looked quite gray. But this morning it was . . .” Her voice trailed off and she put her hand over her mouth to stifle a sob.

“Could I take a look?” Septimus asked Simon. “Just so I know what we’re dealing with.”

“Yeah. I warn you, it’s not a pretty sight,” Simon said.

Gingerly Simon took his hand away from his eye and opened it. Septimus leaned over and was shocked to see a damp clump of gray dust filling the eye socket. He had never thought of Simon as blind in one eye before, for the lapis had had a sparkle to it and had suited him. But the grayish-white dust looked dead and blank.

Septimus straightened up and tried to think of something positive to say. “It looks like it’s still in one piece. I don’t think it’s going to fall out.”

“Doesn’t feel that way,” Simon said.

Suddenly Lucy burst out with, “But why? Why has it done that? Don’t you have any idea, Septimus?”

Septimus shook his head. “I suppose the Magyk that transformed the living eye to lapis has faded.” He shook his head. “But it is very odd. The lapis seemed so stable.”

“Can’t you put the Magyk back somehow?” Lucy asked. “Make it turn to lapis again?”

Septimus was not at all sure that he could, but he didn’t want to upset Lucy any more than she was already. “I’ll do my best to try, Lucy,” he said. “I’ll go straight to the library and look it up. I’ll ask Marcia, too. I’ll do everything I can. I promise.”

“Thanks, little bro,” Simon said. He put his hand firmly over his eye once again and leaned back on the pillows.

Lucy showed them out. “Promise you won’t tell anyone?” she said. “You know how gossip gets around, and I don’t want William to hear it. I don’t want him scared.” She lowered her voice. “Simon thinks that it’s going to spread. Because it was only the iris that was lapis, but now his whole eye is dust. He’s afraid his brain will be next.”

“No!” Septimus was shocked. “That won’t happen. Surely. It’s just the eye, that’s all.”

Lucy shook her head. “I don’t know, Septimus,” she said. “I think Simon might be right, and I can’t bear—”

A sudden thud from the attic made Lucy stop midsentence. “That’s William,” she said. “I must stop him running in to bounce on our bed. And . . . oh gosh, he’ll be late for school if I don’t hurry.”

Tod and Septimus walked back to the Wizard Tower. “Did Simon’s eye look bad?” Tod asked.

“It did,” Septimus admitted. “It looked horrible.”

“Do you think you can you find some Magyk to turn it back to lapis?” Tod asked.

Septimus shook his head. “I shall turn the library upside down to look,” he said. “But what happened to Simon’s eye is some kind of ancient Earth Magyk, and very little is written about such things.”

Tod was silent for a while. As they walked beneath the Great Arch into the Wizard Tower courtyard, she said, “So . . . could it spread into Simon’s head?”

Septimus sighed. “Maybe if I understood what has caused this, I would know the answer. But right now, I don’t.”

“So we have to find out,” Tod said.

“Yes, we do,” Septimus agreed. But he did not sound very hopeful.

GROUNDWORK

Some miles away in the depths of the Forest, Marissa was stepping out of what looked like a small ramshackle hut built of logs and festooned with twigs. No stranger to the Forest, Marissa then made her way confidently through an avenue of immensely tall trees and set off along the dark and narrow Forest paths. She walked alone, but her plans for the future kept her company, whirling around her head, growing ever wilder and more exciting. Marissa longed to take the first step with her plans and Engender a bodyguard Kraan, but before she did that, there was something she had to fix.

Before Marissa had left the Forest for the Red City, she had asked a select band of the younger witches loyal to her—known to the other witches as the Toadies—to kidnap the baby Orm from the Castle. This had been part of Marissa’s old deal with Oraton-Marr. Her new plans called for something quite different. She now needed the Ormlet to take up residence in the Wizard Tower and start producing precious lapis lazuli beneath it as soon as possible. There must be no stealing of the Ormlet—or Ormnapping, as the witches called it. Marissa hoped they had not already done it; the last thing she wanted was to turn up at the Summer Circle to find that vicious little creature waiting inside her tent.

Marissa hurried along the path that led up to the coven’s Summer Circle, and as she rounded a bend she was pleased to see two young witches, Ariel and Star. They were wandering along deep in conversation, but at the sight of Marissa they became silent and looked, Marissa thought, a little guilty. Anxious to get on with her plans, Marissa ignored her niggle of doubt. “Hey, guys!” she said brightly.

“Hi there,” Ariel said.

“How’s it going?” asked Star.

“Oh, really well. Fantastic, in fact,” Marissa said. “How’s Morwenna?” Morwenna Mould was the ailing Witch Mother of the coven.

“Not great,” Star replied. “It’s sad, really. She keeps falling over. And she’s going a bit . . . you know . . . strange. Obsessed with searching for some kind of key.”

“We’ve found all sorts of keys for her, but they’re never the right ones,” Ariel added.

Marissa knew perfectly well what kind of key the Witch Mother was searching for: the Universal Castle Key. Many hundreds of years in the past it had been lost by a careless ExtraOrdinary Wizard and picked up by a passing witch, who had soon become Witch Mother of the coven. Since then the key had been passed down as a secret symbol of office from one Witch Mother to the next. Marissa—and the young guard—knew exactly where the key was: hanging around her neck on a green ribbon. “Oh, that’s so sad,” she said, trying to sound sympathetic but failing utterly.

“Yes, it is,” Star said crossly.

Ariel hurriedly changed the subject. It would not be good to alienate the person who was clearly going to be the next Witch Mother. “Marissa, it’s good to see you,” she said. “We’ve not seen so much of you recently.”

“We’re all up in the Summer Circle now,” Star chipped in, understanding what Ariel was doing and trying to be friendly herself. “It’s great after that gloomy quarry.”

“Yeah,” Marissa said. “I hate that place. So dark.”

“Mind you, you look like you’ve been in the sun,” Star said.

“Really?” Marissa laughed. “It must be all that fresh air down in the Port. I’ve had a bit of business. With You-Know-Who.”

Ariel and Star gasped. “Not the Port Witch Coven?”

Marissa put her finger to her lips. “Shh. I’m saying nothing. Hey, guys, listen. There’s something important I need you to do. Okay?”

“Okay,” said Star.

“You know the plan to get the Ormlet? Well, it’s canceled.”

“Oh! But why?” Ariel asked.

“I’ll explain later,” said Marissa. “No one’s got it yet, then?”

“Not after it bit Selina’s little finger off, no,” Star said a little sourly.

“Oh, did it?” Marissa thought how glad she was not to have to deal with the Ormlet anymore. “Well, pass the word, will you? Ormnapping is off. Okay?”

“Okay,” Ariel said.

“Quick as you can.” With that Marissa turned on her heel and hurried off with the air of important things to do.

Ariel and Star—personal spies of the Castle Queen, Jenna—watched Marissa stride away into the leafy shadows.

“I hate the way she calls us ‘guys,’” said Ariel.

“And then treats us like servants,” added Star.

“So do we report this?”

“Yeah, you know what Queen Jenna said: Report everything. And besides, I fancy lunch at Wizard Sandwiches, don’t you?”

“You bet I do,” said Ariel. “And supper.”

It was late afternoon when Marissa finally had her destination in sight: the old Castle Infirmary. A dilapidated wooden building set away from the Castle on the far side of the Moat, the Infirmary languished in the shade of the outlying trees of the Forest and had a dank, musty air to it. Recently it had been the subject of a little more attention than it had been used to, for it had become the venue for wild parties thrown by the older Castle Apprentices, scribes and the younger witches. This had done little to enhance its looks.

Marissa took the Universal Castle Key from around her neck and turned the lock of the battered Infirmary door. It swung creakily open and Marissa stepped into the musty gloom. She locked the door behind her and crept stealthily through an eerie ward of empty beds with bare mattresses. Spooked by the dimness of the ward, the festoons of cobwebs and its gloomy shadows, Marissa stopped at the nurses’ desk and found her supply of candles. With the help of a lighting flint she managed to get a candle lit, but a sudden gust of wind blew through a broken window and snuffed the flame out. With shaking hands, she grabbed all the candles and lit the lot.

Marissa sat for a few minutes watching the candle flames burn bright. She took a deep breath to steady her nerves and then opened the bag of Kraan and looked at the little red beads inside. They shone in the candlelight like hundreds of knowing little eyes staring at her. Fear stole over Marissa like a dark cloud. She felt as though the beads were ganging up on her, whispering to one another, laughing, plotting . . . She shoved the bag of Kraan into a drawer and slammed it shut.

A wave of exhaustion engulfed Marissa. She lay down on the nearest bed, pulled its blanket around her and fell asleep, leaving the forest of candles burning merrily.

CHARM SCHOOL

That afternoon, when Tod came into the Charm Library on the tenth floor of the Wizard Tower, she found Jo-Jo Heap leafing through the Global Charm Index. That was strange, she thought. Jo-Jo was not a frequent visitor to the Wizard Tower.

Jo-Jo looked up and saw a girl, tall for her age, with brilliant green eyes and her dark hair cut short except for a long, neatly plaited elflock. She wore leggings and a short jacket in regulation Apprentice green, and around her waist was a battered but impressive thick silver belt. “Oh, hi, Tod,” Jo-Jo said.

“Hello, Jo-Jo,” Tod replied coolly. She found Jo-Jo the least likable of the six brothers of her tutor, Septimus Heap. Although Jo-Jo was almost four years older than Septimus, he did not seem very grown-up. He hung out with the more unpleasant Apprentices in the Wizard Tower, and Tod knew he was friendly with Newt Makken and his brother, Drammer, another first year Apprentice. Drammer was no friend to Tod. He blamed her for taking away his chance to be in the prestigious Apprentice Sled Race and never missed an opportunity to taunt her for not finishing the race.

But the Makken brothers were nothing compared to Jo-Jo’s ex-girlfriend: a witch named Marissa. Marissa had recently put the lives of Tod and her two friends, Ferdie and Oskar Sarn, in great danger, and the Wizard Tower gossip was that Marissa and Jo-Jo were back together. Tod had no wish to be in the same space with someone who had anything to do with Marissa. If she had not had a tutorial with the Charm Wizard, Rose, she would have walked straight out and not come back until Jo-Jo had gone.

But Rose was already coming out of the inner Charm Chamber. A fairly new Ordinary Wizard, Rose still wore her blue robes with a sense of pride. As Charm Wizard she had her specialist’s symbols embroidered on the sleeves, which were edged with a darker blue ribbon. Tall, with her long brown hair neatly plaited into a braid that hung down to her waist, Rose brought a sense of calm wherever she went. Her light green eyes lit up with pleasure at seeing Tod. “Hello, Tod. I’ve been looking forward to this all morning.”

Rose held open the beautifully painted door to the Charm Chamber and a waft of chilly air came out. Tod stepped inside the icy chamber—but not before she had caught a sidelong scowl from Jo-Jo. Rose closed the door behind them and quietly slid the lock across. “Good, he’s out of the way. Now, Tod, are you wearing your Charm bracelets?”

Tod held up both wrists to show Rose two broad pink bands. These helped counteract the low temperature needed to keep the older Charms stable.

“Well remembered,” Rose replied. “Would you like a FizzFroot?”

“Oh, yes, please.”

Tod loved the Charm Chamber. It made her feel as if she had been wrapped up in a huge, multicolored patchwork quilt; although in reality it was a highly organized twelve-sided room in which resided every known example of Charms. The quilt effect was the result of the hundreds of tiny lockers that lined the walls. They were stacked from floor to ceiling, each one painted with different patterns and colors. Tod had a breathless feeling of excitement when she thought about all the Magykal possibilities they contained.

Tod followed Rose past the Charm desk—twelve-sided, rich with complex wooden inlays in which all the keys to the Charm lockers were kept—and headed through a door set within the wall of cupboards. The door was painted to look as though it too were made of cupboards. The very first time that Tod had visited the Charm Chamber Rose had gone through the door without her noticing. Tod had looked up to find that Rose had apparently vanished.

The trompe l’oeil door led to Rose’s private office—a small room with a window looking out over the Forest. It contained a writing desk, two chairs, a tiny sink and a Magykal FlickFyre burner on which sat a neat little copper kettle.

“Sit yourself down, Tod,” Rose said. She clicked her fingers at the burner and told it: “Light!” and then perused the jars set above the sink, each containing small cubes of various colors. “I’ve got blue banana, pink grape, red pineapple and, er . . . something green with orange spots.”

“Green with orange spots, please,” said Tod. She watched Rose take the FizzBom cube from its jar, place it in a jug and pour hot water over it. The water fizzed up into a dark brown froth, and Rose carefully poured it into two glasses
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