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Chapter One

NOT FROGS AGAIN,” said twelve-year-old Willa Birdwhistle as a large green-and-purple frog landed—splat—on her head.

It was early morning in the city of Bad Faith. The sun was rising, the birds were singing, and the frogs had begun to rain. A small blue specimen landed by Willa’s feet. Then another. And another. Splat, splat, splat they fell, dotting the dirt lane.

Willa poked at the frog squatting happily on her head like a slimy, warty, green-and-purple bonnet. “Off you hop,” she said. “I haven’t got all day.”

“Croak,” said the frog.

“It’s not my fault. Come on, I have to get to the mill.”

“Croak!”

“Oh, please! I’m late for work and I’ll get in trouble.”

“Croak.”

“Fine! If you enjoy sitting up there like a bonnet I’ll sew ribbons on you. And buttons. And lace. And—”

The frog leapt from Willa’s head and vanished into the reeds.

“Thank you!” called Willa, as yet more frogs rained down around her. She frowned. “I should have brought an umbrella.”

While it was true the city of Bad Faith received more than its fair share of frog rain, this wasn’t because amphibious precipitation was a naturally occurring phenomenon. In the same way that Mr. Nibler’s pig walked on two legs, the bees in Weeping Meadow breathed fire, and Mrs. Tewksbury’s rosebushes turned carnivorous on Tuesdays, it was all because of the war.

The Witch War.

You see, the Isle of Dreary was divided into three provinces: Gomerim in the east, home to the Silverclaw witches; Miremog in the west, home to the Irontongue witches; and squeezed between them both was the Wild, where Ordinary Folk like Willa lived.

The two witch covens had been at war for as long as anyone could remember. At least once a week, Irontongue witches gathered on the western border cliffs to cast spells at the Silverclaws, who cast equally nefarious spells right back. Most spells sailed high across the Wild, nothing more than an irritating buzz far above the heads of Ordinary Folk. But sometimes they flew astray and landed in the Wildian city of Bad Faith, where they’d cause a terrible hullabaloo. Spells to make ropes turn into snakes, to make slugs grow the size of houses, to make the hair on your head turn into spaghetti, to make mirrors laugh at the sight of you, and, of course, to make it rain frogs. Nowhere was safe—the wayward spells slipped through windows, shimmied down chimneys, and slunk through pet flaps in doors.

People in the Wild were not fond of magic.

“At least it’s not cows again,” said Willa as she continued her walk to work, careful to avoid stepping on the frogs.

She was equally careful to avoid glancing at the children playing Ditch-a-Witch outside the school—stomping and shrieking and being terribly, horribly wild. Looking would lead to wanting—wanting to join in, wanting to be . . . Willa rolled back her shoulders and marched on.

I don’t have time for silly games, she scolded herself. I have to get to the mill.

It wasn’t unusual for Ordinary children as young as ten to leave school and work, but Willa needed her job more than most: to put food on the table and to escape being bundled off to the Home for Lonesome Children Who Have Lost or Temporarily Misplaced Their Guardians. So she didn’t have time for games or friends or school or fun. Besides, bad things happened when you were terribly, horribly wild.

She waved good morning to Mrs. Tewksbury, who was shooing frogs out from under her prized rosebushes with a broom. (It was Monday, so the old woman was quite safe from being bitten.)

“Good morning, Willa,” said Mrs. Tewksbury. “You mind yourself, now. The blue frogs give you a beastly shock if you touch them.”

“Thank you,” said Willa. She glanced over her shoulder. “Did you hear that, Talon? Don’t play with the blue ones.”

Talon, a black-and-white cat with one eye missing, ignored her. He trotted at a distance behind Willa in a manner that said, I am not following you. I am merely headed in the same direction, which is a total coincidence.

At least today it was only Talon.

Irontongue witches liked to magic up strange and wondrous creatures, such as frog rain and fire-breathing bees. And not long ago an Irontongue witch had magicked up an army of cats—one hundred of the little beasts!—and commanded them to charge the Silverclaws, to scratch their ankles and bite their fingers and claw out their eyes. But the cats were feeling contrary—as cats are wont to be—and instead had found their way to mooch by Willa’s front door.

“I can’t keep you all!” Willa had gasped.

But the cats had stayed. And now they followed Willa wherever she went. There goes that Willa Birdwhistle, people whispered, her and that army of cats.

It was the sort of thing her father would have clicked his tongue at. “What will the neighbors think?” he’d have said. “It’s not proper.”

Willa quickened her step. Usually she kept thoughts of her parents locked up tight. Memories were horrible things, with sharp edges to cut your hands should you examine them too closely. They were better locked away.

But this morning the echo of her father’s disapproval bounced stubbornly around her heart. It left her bruised and tender. Perhaps it was because today was her birthday and she had no one to celebrate it with. Or perhaps it was because today was also the one-year anniversary of the wayward Clouds-away! curse that had stolen her parents. Though it sounded harmless enough, the Clouds-away! curse was truly unpleasant: it liquified you, evaporated you, then turned you into a cloud. And one year ago today, Willa had watched, powerless to intervene, as her parents had drifted away on the wind, misty white clouds she feared she would never see again.

And it had all been her fault.

The bruise on her heart throbbed painfully, but she was late for work and didn’t have time to wallow. Instead she gathered up the escaped memories—carefully, so as not to cut herself—and shoved them back where they belonged. Hidden, forgotten, ignored.

“Watch out!” cried Mrs. Tewksbury.

Willa looked up to see a puffy orange cloud zipping like a bumblebee toward her—a Silverclaw curse. It pranced and it danced, looping and leaping. With a startled cry, Willa flung up both hands, cowering as she waited for the spell to turn her into a slug, or flatten her like a pancake, or make her bark like a dog. But nothing happened.

Willa lowered her arms and saw that the curse had taken a sudden left turn and crashed into the wall of Mr. Nibler’s barn—and into his chicken coop.

“Oh dear,” said Willa. “That can’t be good.”

In the coop, the puffy orange cloud began to pirouette. Faster and faster and faster it spun until poof! it collapsed into a thousand tiny rainbow sparkles that rained all over the chickens. “Bok, bok, bok,” they clucked, dashing out into the lane. Then, slowly, one by one, the chickens began to dance.

“Oh, this isn’t good at all.”

Willa had seen this curse before: Dance-till-you-drop! It made you dance until you had ground off your feet and your legs, all the way up to your neck. Willa watched in horror as the chickens flapped their wings and danced on their spindly legs, unable to stop themselves. Most wayward spells were irritating but harmless; this one, however, was as evil as a Clouds-away! curse. Seeing it brought back a most horrible feeling of helplessness and a strange sort of tingling in her bones.

Mr. Nibler tumbled out through his front door in his pajamas. “What is it this time?” He startled as his pig came hurtling out of the barn (on two feet, of course) to jig in the middle of the lane with the chickens. “Not my pig! Not my chickens!” he moaned.

Willa searched the Gomerim border until she saw a Silverclaw witch balanced on the edge of the cliff, arms still raised in spell casting.

Silverclaw witches never cut their hair, nor did they cut the nails on their fingers and toes. Consequently, their hair swept the ground as they walked and their nails grew long and yellow and curled. They were short, pretty, hairy things with a serene but vague look in their eyes, as if thinking about a pleasant sandwich they once ate twenty years ago at a family picnic.

The witch peered down at the cursed chickens with a hazy smile. She didn’t cast a counter-curse. She didn’t seem to care at all.

Willa’s blood ran cold. How can the witch not care?

But no matter her dismay, all Willa could do was stand by and watch, utterly, utterly powerless.

The bruise on Willa’s heart throbbed until a strange feeling unfurled in her: a breathless, bubbling, blistering feeling. A familiar feeling, buried long ago. It was like being a soda bottle all shaken up and ready to explode. A tiny voice whispered in her mind: You’re not powerless. You can stop it.

Before she could think twice, words bolted from her like wild horses: “You there!”

The witch turned her vague smile toward Willa.

Silverclaw witches rarely spoke, at least not in the way that Ordinary Folk did. They spoke through dance. If you ignored the fact that they were likely to turn you into a banana split if you so much as looked at them wrong, they were quite lovely to watch. Their bodies swayed with liquid grace as they fluttered their fingers and jiggled their legs and swung their hips and spun in circles. It was how they spoke to one another and it was how they cast their magic.

The witch inclined her head as if to say, Go on. I’m listening.

“You fix these chickens this instant,” demanded Willa, brimming with that breathless, bubbling, blistering, bold feeling. She hadn’t felt this way in such a long time. She was surprised how easily she slipped back into it, like a dress she hadn’t worn for years that somehow still fit perfectly. “And the pig. You can’t go about cursing anybody and anything. Accident or not, it’s wrong.”

The Silverclaw witch stared at Willa for a long time, long enough to make Willa’s boldness wilt.

“Oh dear,” she said as the witch began to dance. “I’m about to be turned into a banana split, aren’t I?” Willa took several hurried steps back, almost tripping over a large brown toad. Nothing good comes from being bold . . .

The witch crossed her arms, shimmied up and down, and then twinkled her fingers. A puffy purple cloud shot from her hands and pranced toward the chickens. Willa ducked as the cloud spat out thick, shimmery, butter-yellow sparkles. When the cloud had vanished, not a single chicken was dancing; instead they clucked quietly, pecking the dirt for worms. Percival the pig was still standing on two legs, but at least he was no longer dancing.

The Silverclaw witch nodded once, then turned away, refocusing her efforts on her battle with the Irontongues.

Willa’s hands trembled. Had she really confronted a witch? And lived?

She took off down the lane. If she was quick she could leave behind all trace of that horribly bold feeling—it might fit her perfectly, but she knew all too well it was a disaster waiting to happen. Mr. Nibler shouted his thanks, but Willa didn’t turn back, not even once.

She was breathless and trembling all over by the time she arrived at the mill for her job spinning wool into yarn. “You stay outside,” she instructed Talon—the master weaver despised cats—before she burst through the heavy wooden door. “What a horrible morning. At least things can only get bet—”

The factory was in chaos.

A wayward curse had charmed the long threads of yarn to life. They unwound from their spools and slithered like thin woolly snakes, chasing the poor workers, who bumped into looms and tables and one another as they battled to evade capture. Those who were too slow were quickly wrapped up from head to toe.

The master weaver wriggled on the floor, wrapped in wool like a big hairy blue caterpillar. “Someone get me out of here!” he cried.

Willa moved to help him, but a thick green thread burst out from underneath a loom and looped around her ankles.

“This can’t be good,” said Willa for the second time that morning.





Chapter Two

WILLA TEETERED ON THE SPOT, arms flailing like a dancing chicken. As the cursed thread pulled tight around her ankles, wrapping all the way up her calves, she lost her balance and tumbled to the floor.

“Cheese and rice!” she cried.

Miss Pickwick, the head spinner, screeched as she collapsed against the cutting table. A charmed measuring tape snapped at her like a cobra. “Get back, you beastly thing!” The sour-faced spinner was a tall and willowy bag of bones with nostrils that flared like an angry horse. “Get back!” She kicked the tape and ran, trampling on Willa’s hand as she hurried past.

Willa hissed in pain and collapsed onto her stomach. The cursed thread had wound all the way up to her middle, squeezing until she was breathless.

She rolled onto her back, and something hard and sharp dug into her spine. She shuffled onto her side and saw that she had landed on a pair of shiny silver scissors.

“Perfect!” She grabbed the scissors with her throbbing hand and snipped the thread down to her ankles; it fell away in lifeless fragments. “Ha! Take that!”

Willa scrambled to her feet. Around her, snake threads slithered and screams pierced the air. Her coworkers ran to and fro, faces twisted in fear. Oh, if only I could make these scissors fly! thought Willa. Her stomach fizzed and zizzed. I could—

With a puff of lilac smoke, the scissors leapt out of Willa’s hands and hovered in the air an inch from her nose. Silver wings had grown on either side of the blades, flapping rapidly.

Willa stumbled back, bumping against the cutting table. Another wayward spell? Where had it come from?

The scissors suddenly zapped into the center of the room. Quick as a hummingbird they flew, snipping threads in half, chopping the measuring tape into pieces, and hacking through the cocoon of hairy blue wool encasing the master weaver.

At least this spell is helpful, thought Willa.

Soon the floor was cluttered with scraps of lifeless wool, and the scissors had landed back on the cutting table, wings vanishing with a pop!

Willa narrowed her eyes, daring to prod the scissors with her finger. How odd! I wonder if—

She gasped as a pair of work-rough hands grabbed the back of her neck and spun her around.

“What have you done to my wool?” growled the master weaver, the owner of the hands.

Though Willa was grateful to have found work as a little spinner at the mill, the master weaver was as charming as a regurgitated prune and took great delight in blaming Willa for everything—a stubbed toe, an unexpected rainstorm, a splinter, a sneeze.

“I never did a thing,” said Willa.

The master weaver snorted. “All my stock has been snipped to pieces and it’s you standing next to the scissors. Caught red-handed, I’d say.”

“It was a curse!”

“A curse? Pft!” He looked back at his workers. “Who saw this troublemaker cut up all my stock?”

The dazed workers shuffled nervously in place, eyes darting side to side and hands wringing. Not one of them uttered a word.

Willa stuck out her chin. “See? I never—”

“I witnessed the troublemaker doing it!” cried Miss Pickwick, pushing to the front. She pointed a bony finger at Willa—Willa fought the urge to bite it. Miss Pickwick would shove her own grandmother into the path of fire-breathing bees if it meant impressing the master weaver. “I saw her grab the scissors and cut all the threads in the room!”

“That’s a lie!”

“It’s you who are lying,” crowed the master weaver, fingers digging tighter. “Miss Pickwick saw you, so there’s no denying it. You’ll face rough music for this.”

Willa gasped. Rough music?

The workers cheered—“Oh, goody! Haven’t had a good public clanging in ages!”—as a terrified Willa was dragged into the frog-filled street outside. She tried to dig in her heels, but nothing could stop the master weaver as he set off down the lane, with workers and curious onlookers and Talon trailing behind. Her ribs squeezed as a wave of awfulness surged through her. Her first birthday alone? Awful. Blamed for something she didn’t do? Awful. Rough music? The awfulest awful of all.

“Where are you going with the child?” asked a farmer as they passed his paddock.

“Rough music,” said the master weaver with a glint in his eye.

The farmer hurried to join the crowd.

“What are you doing with poor Willa Birdwhistle?” asked Mrs. Tewksbury as they passed her frog-filled front garden.

“She destroyed my stock,” said the master weaver. “The little troublemaker must pay!”

Mrs. Tewksbury gasped, dropping her broom. But she, too, joined the crowd. As did Mr. Nibler and his pig. And the baker. And the schoolchildren. Willa felt powerless again, and so very afraid.

Suddenly a blast of fiery Irontongue magic came zigzagging toward the crowd. Unlike the delicate, dancing puffs cast by Silverclaws, this spell was all sharp edges and lightning bolts. It hurtled like a runaway horse and cart, and instead of being shaped like a cloud, it was shaped like words, the same words the spell was screaming over and over: “Cruggity speebitty!”

The master weaver flung Willa to the ground and landed in the dirt beside her; screams rang out as everyone dived out of the way. Boom! The spell hit and the earth shook. Boom! Boom! BOOM!

Once the dust had settled, Willa opened her eyes and found herself face-to-face with a wide-eyed frog.

“Fart,” said the frog.

“I beg your pardon,” said Willa.

“Burp,” said another frog.

“Puke,” said a third.

“How rude!” said Willa. But it wasn’t the frogs’ fault. They’d been hit with a Naughty-talky! curse. It was truly a bad day for wayward spells.

The master weaver grabbed Willa’s arm and hauled her to her feet. “We don’t have time for this,” he grumbled. “Can’t they take their war somewhere else?”

Willa’s heart stuttered as they set off again, followed by a chorus of frogs croaking rude words. Eventually, the master weaver marched Willa through the high-arched gates that led to the Inner Circle.

Bad Faith was a city of two halves—or, rather, two circles. The Inner Circle was where you found the royal castle (and other assorted royal buildings), the merchant houses, the main market, the Rest-a-Spell Tavern, the Academy of Ordinary Studies, and the Holy Sanctum of Everyday Wisdom. The Outer Circle was where you found everything—and everybody—else.

A high stone wall separated them.

Willa lived in the Outer Circle and had never in her twelve years stepped through the royal gates into the Inner Circle. Until a year ago, she’d hardly ever left her house. Willa’s parents had insisted on homeschooling her and had been of the opinion that people and things outside the house were not to be bothered with.

“Quit dragging your feet and gawping like a cursed frog,” scolded the master weaver.

But Willa couldn’t help it.

A mishmash of buildings soared above her—three, four, and five stories tall, each one blasted, zapped, and cracked by magic, patched up willy-nilly over and over again. Ordinary Folk bustled along the cobblestone streets, wheeling carts overflowing with apples, shouting, “Bit early for a battle, don’t you think?” to a friend across the street. “Worst one we’ve had in years!” There were sparkling dresses and fine suits, and people of every size and shape and skin color. There were horses and carriages and shops and—oh dear, was that a magically talking dog?—and it was all so wondrously, chaotically new.

Willa was dragged into the market square, where, in the very center, sat a solid metal box with a thin rectangular eyehole. Though she’d never seen it before, she knew exactly what it was: the Rapscallion’s Cage.

Willa’s stomach sank like a rock.

By the letter of the law, someone accused of a crime ought to go before the royal clerk, but that involved filling in a great many forms and waiting a great many months for the case to be heard. So Wildians preferred to deal with legal matters on their own. All you needed was a witness and an accuser.

Willa struggled as she was shoved into the cage. A large crowd gathered around her, their faces twisted, their voices jeering. The people of Bad Faith loved a good punishment—it was the best entertainment they had.

“Lock her up!”

“Punish her good!”

“Puke! Fart! Burp!”

The cage door slammed shut behind her.

“Gather round, everybody,” said the master weaver.

Willa peered through the peephole and trembled as pots and pans and wooden spoons and lead pipes and sticks and hammers were handed throughout the crowd. However, if she angled her head just right, she could see the sky. Spells sailed far overhead—colorful, dancing, puffy clouds and screeching lightning bolts shaped like words. But beyond the spells were the real clouds. Big and billowy and white.

Willa searched for the two that looked most like her parents. If she squinted, she could almost convince herself she saw them, and it made her heart swell and ache at the same time.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. She had tried so hard to fit in, to be the daughter her parents had wanted, but trouble followed her like an army of cats.

Willa’s eye was drawn to the master weaver as he climbed onto a box in the middle of the crowd, puffing out his chest grandly. “I hereby convict Willa Birdwhistle of the following crimes: unlawful destruction of property and blatant lying. Miss Pickwick, you are the witness. What say you?”

“Guilty!” cried Miss Pickwick.

Willa let out a whimper.

“Then I, the accuser, hereby sentence the child to ten minutes of rough music!”

The crowd raised their pots and pans with a splintering cheer. Inside the cage, Willa’s knees knocked together as she trembled in fear. She covered her ears.

Rough music was the standard punishment in the Wild. It went thus: The convicted was placed in a thin metal cage while the crowd bashed makeshift instruments against the sides. The sound this caused inside the cage was the most horrible cacophony you could imagine. The cage shook and the clanging of metal rattled your bones and your ears rang and your head pounded and you’d see stars for days.

“Now!” shouted the master weaver, wielding a hammer above his head. “Do it now!”

Boom! Bang! Bash! Willa cringed as the ringing, clanging, earsplitting noise filled the cage. How would she survive ten minutes?

But as quickly as it had started, the noise stopped when a puffy orange cloud zipped like a bumblebee into the market square.

A spell.

It bounced off Willa’s cage, knocking it to the ground. The door swung open, and Willa tumbled to the cobblestones.

“Cheese and rice!” she cried out.

“Are you all right?” asked a voice behind her.

“I’m—”

Everyone screamed, throwing their instruments to the ground, as the cloud began to pirouette in the middle of the square.

Rainbow sparkles of magic shot everywhere. The owner of the voice gripped Willa and pulled her out of harm’s way. She found herself peering up into the face of a boy, thin as a beanstalk with scruffy brown hair and brown skin and ears that stuck out fabulously.

“Oh,” said Willa. “Um . . . Thank you.”

The boy bowed deeply with an elaborate flourish of his arms. “Gish Huckabee at your service.”

A thundering thump-thud thumping turned Willa’s head. It seemed as though the master weaver, Miss Pickwick, and some other Ordinary Folk—and quite a few frogs—had been caught up in the puffy orange spell: another Dance-till-you-drop! curse.

“Help me!” cried the master weaver, his legs a blur as they kicked and skipped and jumped on the spot.

The witch who’d cast the curse, a hairy Silverclaw perched on the Inner Circle wall, heard the cries for help and, to the surprise of all, cast the counter-curse immediately.

“Oh, thank heavens!” puffed the master weaver, doubled over and sucking down air. “Thank you, thank you!”

Willa’s tongue tingled with the urge to shout: You didn’t deserve to be saved, you cruel-hearted regurgitated prune! But she swallowed back the bitter-tasting words. Good girls don’t shout, said her mother’s voice in her head.

“Look out!” cried the gangly boy.

A blast of Irontongue magic came screaming toward Willa from the west. “Vompity dabbity!” screeched the spell, the words themselves a streak of red lightning. Willa ducked out of the way and the spell hit the stonemason. The color drained from his face as he gripped his stomach and promptly began to vomit up daisies.

Willa spied the source of the spell: an Irontongue witch was crouched on the west side of the city wall, a crow perched on her shoulder.

Irontongue witches were hairless, warty, and green. They were also tall and knobby and hunched, like the hollowed-out trunk of an ancient tree. They never smiled (only sneered or smirked or sniveled), and they had a sharp look in their eyes, as if thinking about a difficult jigsaw puzzle they’d rather spit on than solve. This particular Irontongue witch wore a tattered black robe that rippled like a coat of snakes.

Ordinary Folk dived for cover as the witch shrieked, “Stabbity liberty-jig ab stabbity!” She poked out her tongue, waggling it like a dying fish, before glowing orange words shot from her mouth and screeched through the air.

The Silverclaw witch twirled out of the way and the words flew by him. He began to dance. With a jiggle of his leg and a hop to one side, a green cloud shot from his hands and flew across the market square. The spell landed in the vegetable stall, making a table full of apricots turn into bats. The vegetable seller fainted as the bats took off in a swarm, their leathery wings beating heavily. The swarm hovered above the Irontongue witch before, all at once, they began to poop apricot pits.

On and on raged the battle, right in the center of the city.

Willa was frozen in shock. She had only been this close to a battle once, one year ago exactly. It was so frighteningly familiar: the zaps, the screeching, the colorful clouds, the lightning. She scrunched her eyes shut, trying to ward off the horrible memories making another dash for freedom.

But she remembered: A field. The squelch of mud under her feet—bare feet. “It’s not proper!” Laughter. “You can’t catch me!” Her father’s face, purple with anger. “Come back at once, you unruly girl!” A fizzing, zizzing feeling bubbling up inside her. Freedom! Until . . . what’s that? Something blue. Coming fast. Breathless fear. “Out of the way, Willa!”

No, no, NO! She didn’t want to remember this. Get back where you belong!

She opened her eyes as another lightning bolt zapped past: “Boompity bobajagg bibobobit!” The gangly boy dragged Willa behind an upturned horse cart.

“This is horribly exciting,” he said.

Willa shook her head. The breathless, bubbling, blistering feeling was growing inside her again. Like adrenaline or fear or . . . something. “I’m sorry, but who are you?”

“Gish. I’m the royal dogsbody. I do all the odd jobs around the castle.” He waved a stack of envelopes under her nose with a cheeky grin; his front tooth was chipped. “Supposed to be delivering these, but, well.” He shrugged. “And who are you? A master criminal?”

“I’m nobody.”

“They don’t put nobody in the Rapscallion’s Cage. You must be somebody.”

Willa shook her head and turned away.

The battle raged on. With a gasp Willa spied Talon, sitting in the middle of the square, licking his tail and paying no mind to the chaos around him.

“Talon!” she cried. “Get away from there! It’s dangerous!”

The cat ignored her, rolling onto his back to groom his tummy. Suddenly an Irontongue curse was hurtling directly toward him. Willa watched in horror.

Not again. Please not again.

Before she knew what was happening, the breathless, bubbling, blistering feeling had pulled Willa to her feet. She was so full of fizz she thought she might explode. You’re not powerless! The whisper had become a shout: You can stop it!

“Stop!” she shouted.

And the spell stopped.

It hung in the air—icy blue and in the shape of words: Duggity quabbity.

Everyone in the market square watched as the words disintegrated into ash and floated away on the wind.

Willa fizzed all over, as if her veins had been filled with orange soda. What had she done? All eyes were on her; even the two witches were staring.

There was a pause. A long, aching, terrifying pause in which nobody spoke and nobody moved; not even the wind blew.

Then . . .

“Witch!” cried the master weaver, jabbing his finger at Willa, his eyes large with terror. “She’s a witch!”





Chapter Three

I KNEW IT! I always said she was trouble! I always—” The color leached from the master weaver’s face. He took off running through the sea of pots and pans.

“Why are you running?” cried Willa. The other Ordinary Folk ran too, diving behind upturned tables and chairs and rubble. Even Gish ducked behind the overturned horse cart. Willa quickly stamped down the fizzy, zizzy, orange-soda feeling, burying it good and deep and proper—it always led to trouble, always! “I’m not a witch! I’m not going to hurt you!”

But it wasn’t Willa they were running from.

The Irontongue witch swooped from the city wall and landed in front of Willa, her tattered robes billowing. She licked her lips with a tongue made of iron. It wriggled like a thick, gray slug with every word she uttered.

“Mm. Fear tastes yummy!” she said. Her bald head was painted with golden swirls, and a wonderfully giant wart was perched on the end of her nose, almost big enough to have eyes and a nose and a mouth of its own. She smirked at Willa. “There you are, my dear. What impressive magic you have. You must come with me to Miremog.”

Willa backed away, heart thundering. “Th-th-there’s been a mistake. I’m not—”

The Irontongue witch cackled and stalked forward, crooked fingers reaching for Willa. But, in a flutter of crepey white robes, the Silverclaw witch landed between them.

Willa froze, fear turning her blood to ice. She had never been this close to a witch. Two witches.

The Silverclaw had golden-brown hair so long his bare feet trod on the ends with every step. His arms were silver from his elbows to the tips of his fingers, where the nails grew long and curling and yellowed. He folded his arms and jutted out his chin: Back off, Irontongue scum!

“Scram, you chicken-hearted fustilugs!” hissed the Irontongue. “You’re too late! The girl is mine!”

Mine? Willa gulped.

“Eh, excuse me? Witches?” The master weaver poked his head around the corner of an upturned table. He bowed deep enough to kiss the cobblestones when both witches turned to glare at him. “Um. That is to say . . . Are you, eh, taking the girl with you and, ah, leaving? If she’s, um, magic, she can’t stay here. So, eh, you could just take her and go. We wouldn’t mind a bit.”

“But I’m not a witch!” said Willa. Tears of frustration welled in her eyes. No one born in the Wild had magic. Willa was Ordinary. She never played Ditch-a-Witch; she ate all her vegetables; she said please and thank you and Lovely weather we’re having today, Mrs. Tewksbury, though it’s sure to rain frogs later. She was as dull and as sensible and as Ordinary as her parents had always hoped she might be. She’d made sure of it; she had promised. “Truly, I’m not!”

But the Irontongue witch hissed at the master weaver. “Well, good sir, I am Ferula Crowspit, wolf-tier witch of the Irontongue coven, and I claim this girl as mine.”

Mine. There it was again, that awful word that made Willa’s knees knock and her teeth chatter and her heart go ka-boom!

The Silverclaw witch blew a raspberry, sending spittle flying everywhere. “She is Silverclaw!” he said. He blinked in surprise at the sound of his own voice, so unused to speaking with words. “She must come with me, Eladar Moonshine of the Maithwood Circle.”

Ferula wheezed with laughter. “Prittle-prattle! She already has a familiar!” She pointed a crooked finger at Talon, who was rubbing against Willa’s shins. “Thus she is Irontongue!”

In response, Eladar swirled his arms like lassos until a lilac cloud burst from his fingertips. A bucketful of glittery slime rained down all over Ferula.

Ferula spat slime on the ground. “Ptooey! You meddlesome gobbermouch! I ought to—”

A trumpet blared, followed by the thump-thump-thump of a hundred pairs of boots stomping across the cobblestones. The Royal Guard, in their forest-green uniforms, filed into the market square.

Gish poked his head up from behind the cart. “Uh-oh. It’s the royal clerk.” He stood to attention, straightening his rumpled shirt.

The Royal Guard parted to let through a small, round woman with light-brown skin and a dark-brown pantsuit clutching a briefcase. Her brow was lined with worry wrinkles and her eyes darted constantly, like a fly unable to contain its glee at a banquet of cakes.

“Do you have a permit for this gathering?” huffed the royal clerk.

Both witches blinked in confusion.

The clerk spied Gish. “You! Dogsbody! Get over here!” Gish ran, and skidded to a halt at her side. She shoved a handful of papers at his chest. “Any type of gathering of five or more people not listed on the Approved Gathering list requires a Permission to Loiter form submitted in triplicate. Hand these out, boy.” She pointed a finger at all those around her, including the master weaver, who had once again poked his head out from behind the table. “First I hear reports of yet more unsanctioned rough music, and now whatever this is!”

Willa noticed how quickly the clerk’s eyes darted from one object to the next. Was that why she didn’t realize she was addressing two witches and was currently one insult short of finding herself turned into a banana split?

While Gish ran around handing out forms, the clerk went on. “What’s this gathering in aid of, hmm? If it’s a protest, you need to fill out a Permission to Make Unfounded and Untrue Comments Against the Royal Family form, and those take ten years to process and never get approved. They are pretty to look at, though. So many little boxes to fill in.” The clerk dug into her briefcase. “I have one here, I think. But I might have spilled my tea on it.”
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