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            Chapter 1

         

         When the clock struck midnight on Molly Flynn’s twelfth birthday, something strange happened. For a second, her whole body seemed to glow with a faint violet light. Molly didn’t notice because she was in a deep, dreamless sleep, but in a house many miles away, a device that looked a little bit like an old-fashioned clock began to chime.

         The noise was just loud enough to wake Priya, who had always been a light sleeper, and was even more so in her old age. Her husband, on the other hand, continued to snore away, completely unbothered.

         ‘Pat,’ Priya whispered, giving him a gentle shove on the arm. When he did not respond, she poked him hard in the ribs. ‘Pat! Wake up!’

         ‘Zzz-sknarakgh-zzzzzz … Hum, what’s happening?’ he said, pulling himself upright and rubbing the sleep from his eyes. ‘Priya, my love, is everything all right?’8

         ‘Listen. Can’t you hear it?’ she said.

         Although it was too dark for Pat to make out her face, he heard the excitement in her voice and could tell she was smiling. His hearing wasn’t what it used to be, so it took him a few seconds to make out the soft but insistent ding-ding-ding coming from below.

         ‘Ho, ho!’ he said, swinging his legs out of bed and fumbling on the nightstand for his glasses. ‘Could it be?’

         ‘There’s only one way to find out,’ Priya replied as she pulled on her fluffy, pink dressing gown.

         Pat opened the bedroom door as softly as he could, pausing for a moment on the landing to make sure the children were still asleep. When he was certain all was quiet, he crept down the stairs with Priya close behind.

         ‘This is exciting,’ Pat whispered. ‘It’s been a long time since the device last went off.’

         ‘It has indeed. Not since Wren arrived and she’s been with us two years now,’ Priya responded. ‘No, wait, almost three!’

         ‘Goodness, how time flies.’

         Pat pulled open the living-room door and moved swiftly toward the mantelpiece where the device sat, wedged between leftover Christmas decorations. It vibrated back 9and forth, still ringing out its urgent chime.

         ‘The device’, as they called it, was a small brass instrument a little bigger than Pat’s hand. At first glance, it looked like a slightly battered antique clock, but upon closer inspection, it was clear this was something quite different. On a normal clock, you would typically find the numbers one to twelve laid out in a circle, instead, this device was etched with two dozen tiny runes that were small and difficult to read:

         
            ᚠ ᚢ ᚦ ᚨ ᚱ ᚲ ᚷ ᚹ ᚺ ᚾ ᛁ ᛃ ᛇ ᛈ ᛉ ᛊ ᛏ ᛒ ᛖ ᛗ ᛚ ᛜ ᛟ ᛞ

         

         It had three hands, and each one was carved to look like a pointing finger – the longest hand was jet black, the middle one was silver and the smallest was pure gold.

         The most significant difference, however, was that while regular clocks are built to tell the time, the device was built to tell magic. More specifically, it was built to alert Pat and Priya when a young magic user was in need of help.

         Pat reached for the device, eager to see what it would show. The brass was warm to the touch and he could feel the familiar hum of magic radiating off it. He held it at arm’s length and peered over the top of his glasses, then 10almost dropped the device in shock.

         Usually, when the device went off, they would find the hands pointing to three separate runes, each of which held a different meaning depending on which colour arm was pointing at it. It was a complicated piece of magic that had taken Pat years to develop and only the most skilled and patient of magic users could read and interpret its message. But even someone as knowledgeable as he would have trouble understanding this. For the first time ever, all three hands swung around wildly, never pausing in any one spot for more than half a second.

         What could that possibly mean? Unusually, Pat found himself at a loss for words.

         ‘Is everything all right, love?’ asked Priya, after a moment.

         ‘I’m … I’m not sure,’ he replied, handing the device over to his wife so she could examine it too. ‘What do you make of that?’

         ‘I have no idea,’ she said, thoroughly bemused by what she was seeing. ‘It’s never done this before, has it?’

         No,’ said Pat, his brow furrowed with worry, ‘it hasn’t.’

         ‘Do you think it’s broken?’

         ‘I don’t think so. The dwarf craftsperson I hired to build 11it said it came with a thousand-year guarantee.’

         ‘Then what could it mean?’

         For a moment, Pat seemed lost in thought. In his almost seventy years of life, he had encountered many strange things, and he prided himself on his encyclopaedic knowledge of all things magical, so to be confronted with a mystery like this had set him off-kilter. He looked around the room as if searching for an answer when his eyes fell on the Christmas tree in the corner, which had started to wilt and brown. With a small jolt of surprise, he realised that it was already New Year’s Eve.

         A time to celebrate. To let go of the old and embrace the new, he thought.

         He decided that was a good sign. He took a breath, turned to his wife and smiled. ‘I think it means that something unexpected is about to happen.’

         Priya reached out and squeezed his arm. ‘Well, that’s exciting!’

         ‘Do you think you can get the tracing spell up and running?’ he asked.

         ‘It will be difficult, without the usual guidance,’ Priya said, nodding toward the device. ‘But not impossible. I’ll start on it first thing in the morning.’12

         Satisfied, Pat tapped the top of the device and whispered the word of command the dwarf had taught him to use: ‘Hætta.’ The device fell silent instantly.

         With a yawn, he slung an arm around his wife’s shoulders and guided her back upstairs.

         ‘We’d best get a room ready for the new arrival,’ Priya said as she slipped back into bed. Pat knew she was already thinking of all the ways she would make the place feel homely for the child. There would be much work to do to prepare… but not tonight. Tonight, he would rest. He gave Priya a quick kiss on the forehead before rolling over and falling back into his own deep slumber.

         In a bedroom many towns over, Molly turned over in her sleep and began, finally, to dream.
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            Chapter 2

         

         Molly took a last look around the room, making sure she had packed everything. The few items of clothing she owned were already stowed away in a small wheelie suitcase and her battered old teddy bear was peeking out of the top of her backpack. Molly picked up the bear, suddenly unsure if it should go in the suitcase or the backpack. She didn’t want it to get squashed, but she didn’t want to seem like a baby either. Finally, she shoved it deeper into the backpack and zipped the bag shut. Then she checked under the bed again, just in case there was something she had missed. When she was sure she had everything, she headed downstairs to meet her social worker, Kitty.

         Every time Molly saw Kitty, she was dressed head-to-toe in a brightly coloured outfit – that day, it was a fluffy yellow jumper and beige pants, which Molly thought made her look like a freshly hatched chicken.14

         ‘Hiya, Mols!’ said Kitty, plastering on a wide grin. ‘So lovely to see you again!’

         ‘Hi,’ mumbled Molly, keeping her voice steady to avoid showing her nerves.

         ‘Are you all packed and ready to go?’

         Molly nodded.

         ‘Great! Now, what do you say to Mrs Byrne for taking such good care of you?’

         Molly turned to the older woman who had been her carer for just under a year and was surprised to see that there were tears in her eyes. ‘Thank you for letting me stay here,’ she said.

         Mrs Byrne produced a balled-up tissue from the sleeve of her cardigan and dabbed at her eyes. ‘Oh, it was no bother at all, love, no bother at all. I only wish … had I been in my full health …’

         She trailed off and Molly simply nodded in reply. She had been in care for six years and this would be her fifth move. She was used to it by now. Sometimes her carers had to move away for work, while others like Mrs Byrne had health issues they needed to deal with. All of them were careful to let her know that their decision had nothing to do with Molly herself – in fact, every one of them 15spoke of what a delight she was to have around.

         ‘So well-mannered and polite,’ they would say.

         ‘As quiet as a mouse. Sure, you’d hardly know she was here!’

         ‘An absolute dream!’

         After the third move, Molly began to suspect they were lying and that something was wrong with her, something that made her impossible to be around. Was she boring? Too difficult to connect with? She wasn’t sure. All she knew was that, whenever she was placed in a new home, she couldn’t allow herself to get too comfortable because sooner or later she would be on the move again.

         Kitty gave a tiny cough to clear her throat. ‘Well, if you’re ready, Mols, I suppose we’d best be on our way.’

         Mrs Byrne leaned down and gave her a final squeeze. ‘Be good, pet,’ she said, before bursting into tears and blowing her nose loudly.

         I will, I promise.’ Without another word, Molly grabbed the handle of her suitcase and followed Kitty out to her car. Like everything else about the woman, Kitty’s car was colourful. It was a luminous green so bright it could easily be spotted a mile away.

         ‘Oh, I know it’s a bit much,’ Kitty said, when she noticed 16Molly’s expression. ‘But at least I never lose it in a car park!’

         Molly threw her suitcase in the boot and slid into the back seat.

         ‘Off we go!’ said Kitty in a high sing-song voice. ‘Time to see your new home.’

         As she glanced back at Mrs Byrne’s house for the last time, Molly realised she didn’t know anything about this new home or the people who would be taking care of her.

         ‘Um, Kitty … where are we going?’ she asked as they pulled out of the housing estate.

         ‘Oh, I’m sorry, dear,’ said Kitty. ‘I can’t believe I didn’t tell you! Just a second.’ Without taking her eyes off the road, she fished around in her handbag and pulled out a sheet of paper. ‘Here,’ she said, twisting her arm around to pass it to Molly. ‘Take a look at that … unless you get car-sick reading?’

         ‘No, I’m fine, thanks.’

         Molly opened up the paper and saw a photograph of a kindly looking couple gazing back at her. There was a short, balding man who seemed to be in his late sixties and looked, for all the world like Santa Claus without the beard. Though the picture was in black and white, Molly 17could tell that his round face was rosy-cheeked and that his eyes twinkled behind a pair of half-moon glasses. His arm rested around the waist of a tall, willowy woman whose grey-streaked hair was pulled into a long plait that fell past her shoulders. It was hard to tell because the photo was a bit grainy, but she appeared to have a painted dot in the centre of her forehead that Molly had learned in class was called a bindi. According to the document, their names were Pat O’Neill and Priya Chaudhary, and they were a married couple who lived above an antiques shop, which they ran together. Molly knew it was silly to judge people by a picture alone, but there was something about these two that seemed warm and welcoming. She began to feel hopeful that this placement wouldn’t be so bad.

         ‘Just wait until you meet them,’ said Kitty in her best upbeat voice. ‘They are such a lovely couple. The house is so quirky! It’s right in the middle of Limerick city, but it’s so quiet and peaceful, you wouldn’t even know it. And the other kids in their care? Such dotes. I know you’ll be great friends.’

         Molly’s shoulders tensed up and her momentary flicker of excitement fizzled and died. She hadn’t stopped to consider there might be other children at this placement. 18None of her previous carers had any children, except for Mrs Byrne, but her both her sons were long since grown and had moved out by the time Molly came to stay. She had never really spent much time around other kids outside of school and wasn’t sure how to act around them.

         She remembered a time when she was eight years old, living in a foster home outside Galway. One day she had been invited to play a game of ‘Forty-Five’ in the park across from the housing estate. She was so excited, she felt she could burst. Finally, a chance to prove herself and maybe make a few new friends. She had never played the game before and was quickly told the rules.

         ‘You’re going to be “it” this round,’ said the leader of the group, a girl called Róisín who lived across the road. ‘You just close your eyes and count to forty-five out loud and we all run and hide. Then you have to try and find us before we make it back here, got it?’ Róisín tapped her knuckles against the lamp post they were using as ‘home’. Molly nodded. She turned her back on the group and began to count.

         Once the time was up, she set off in search of the other children. Minutes passed and she began to get worried. She hadn’t found a single one, but looking back over her 19shoulder, she noticed that none of the other kids had made it back ‘home’ yet either. She bit her lip. Had she done something wrong? She was close to giving up when she heard it – giggles coming from Róisín’s back garden. From the sounds of it, there were at least two or three kids hiding in there. Molly smiled to herself and crept closer. She was about to pop out and surprise them all when she heard something that made her stop in her tracks.

         ‘Do you think she’s still looking?’ said a voice she thought belonged to a boy called Jack.

         ‘Who cares?’ Róisín replied. ‘As long as it keeps the weirdo busy.’

         The kids burst out laughing, but Molly did not stick around to hear any more. She turned and ran back home before anyone could see her cry.

         Molly realised Kitty was still babbling on about something, but she wasn’t listening.

         ‘What does it matter if there are other kids?’ she thought, ‘I’m sure I won’t be there for long anyway. Someone will get sick, or they’ll move away … or they’ll decide they’ve had enough of me.’

         Molly resolved to do her best to keep quiet and try not to give them any reason to dislike her. She folded up the 20paper and went back to staring out the window, watching the miles tick by as she sped toward her new home and her new life.

         
            * * *

         

         ‘Nearly there!’ said Kitty, and Molly felt the knot in her tummy grow tighter. She looked out over the River Shannon, which sparkled in the late February sunshine as they whizzed across one of the bridges that led into the city centre. Molly spotted a group of girls in dark, maroon-coloured school uniforms sitting on some benches, eating chips and laughing. She wondered what school they were from and if she would be sent there in September. She almost forgot she would be going into first year in the autumn – as if she didn’t have enough to worry about. Her anxiety grew as they wound through the streets, passing groups of shoppers and cafés filled with people chatting over cups of coffee. Eventually, they turned onto a narrow one-way street lined with old red-brick buildings.

         ‘Your destination is on the left,’ said Kitty’s GPS in a cheery British accent.

         Kitty pulled into an empty parking space and turned 21around to Molly with a smile. ‘Come on, let’s go meet your new carers.’

         Molly swallowed and opened the car door. She stepped out onto the road and stared up at a four-storey brick building with a cherry-red front door. To its left, similar buildings stretched halfway down the street and to its right was an archway, which appeared to open out into a narrow alleyway.

         ‘This way!’ said Kitty. As they came closer, Molly noticed that above the entrance to the alley there was a faded green sign that had the words ‘Fox’s Bow’ painted in old-fashioned lettering, along with an image of a fox looking back over its shoulder.

         What a strange name for a street, she thought. Although the sign was scuffed with age, it seemed as though the fox was giving her a cheeky grin, inviting her to follow it on an adventure. Molly hoped that was a good omen for what was to come.

         By the time they reached the front door, her palms were sweating and she was so dizzy, she almost failed to notice the brass plaque that was tacked onto the door:

         
            O’Neill & Chaudhary 

            For shop business, enter through Fox’s Bow [image: ]

         

         22Kitty gave her a reassuring squeeze on the shoulder and pressed the doorbell, which rang out a cheerful bing-bong tune.

         ‘Coming!’ came an excited voice from within.

         Molly jumped back with a start as the door was ripped open and she came face-to-face with the man from the photograph. He was shorter than she had imagined, only a few inches taller than her, and he did indeed have bright, rosy cheeks that made him look even more like a beardless Santa Claus. He grinned widely at her and thrust out his hand to shake hers.

         ‘Ah, welcome, Molly! Welcome to your new home! I’m Pat O’Neill, but please call me Pat.’

         She took his hand, and it was warm and surprisingly strong.

         ‘And Kitty!’ he said, his voice delighted. ‘Lovely to see you again. I hope your drive was pleasant? Here, let me take that for you.’

         Before either of them could respond, he swooped down and grabbed Molly’s suitcase.

         ‘Come in, come in! Will you have a cup of tea? Maybe a scone?’

         Molly’s head was spinning as she followed the old 23man through the door and into a narrow hallway covered in rugs, and walls that were almost completely taken up with bookshelves and paintings. She had no time to admire any of it before she was swept along into the living room and offered a seat on a worn green couch. She gazed around her in amazement. If anything, this room was even more packed than the hallway. Everywhere she looked she saw piles of books and strange ornaments, from antique wooden birdcages to maps of the world. Above the fireplace sat the oddest clock that Molly had ever seen.

         ‘You two just make yourselves at home,’ said Pat. ‘I’ll go and help the missus with the tea.’

         ‘No need,’ said a soft voice that came from behind Molly. She turned to find a woman backing into the room, using her hip to prop open the door while her hands held a tray with a teapot and baked goods. She spun round and placed the tray down on the coffee table without so much as spilling a single drop. ‘I hope you’re not talking the ear off of them already, Pat!’ She looked up at Molly and winked. Molly realised this must be Priya.

         ‘Me? Talk the ear off someone! Well, I never …’ said Pat with a chuckle.24

         Priya handed Molly a teacup, ‘Welcome, dear. We’re so happy that you’re here.’

         Molly took one of the freshly baked buns Priya offered her and sat back in the chair to listen as Pat chatted with Kitty. She felt the knot of worry inside her begin to ease, just a little.

         After two-and-a-half iced buns and two cups of tea, Kitty stood up and brushed the crumbs from her lap.

         ‘Goodness, will you look at the time! I’d better head away,’ said Kitty. She said her goodbyes to Pat and Priya and pretended to protest when Priya pressed a bag filled with more baked goods into her hands.

         ‘In case you get hungry on the way home.’

         ‘Oh, I couldn’t possibly eat any more,’ replied Kitty, but Molly noticed she still she tucked the bag of buns away in her handbag.

         Finally, Kitty turned to Molly and wished her well, adding that she would check in on her soon. Then she was gone, and Molly was alone with Pat and Priya. Suddenly, her palms felt sweaty and she was sure her heart was beating so loudly that Priya would be able to hear it all the way across the room. Molly had moved so much in her short life, she thought she should be used to it by now, but she 25already liked these people and she wanted them to like her as well.

         Don’t mess this up, Molly! 

         ‘I’ll go and check on the other two,’ said Pat, easing himself off his chair with a groan. ‘Make sure they’re not tearing the place – or each other – apart.’

         The other two. The words made Molly’s stomach twist with nerves. For a while she had managed to forget there would be other children here.

         As if sensing her discomfort, Priya laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. ‘You’ll meet Lorcan and Wren later. Don’t worry, they’re both lovely, I promise,’ she said, ‘but for now, we’ll give you some time to settle in. I’m sure you’re tired.’

         Molly smiled up at her gratefully and was surprised to find that she was, in fact, quite sleepy. It was only early afternoon, but all the worry and stress of the morning had caught up with her.

         ‘Come on,’ said Priya. ‘Let me show you to your room.’

         She followed Priya back out into the hallway and up a wooden staircase that creaked slightly underfoot. It wound upwards to the second floor where Priya paused for a moment to point out the main bathroom, the bed26room she and Pat shared, and a third room she called ‘the study’. ‘That’s where we keep all of our books,’ Priya said. She must have heard Molly’s slight gasp because she laughed and told her she would be free to explore it later and to borrow anything she liked.

         They continued up another flight of stairs and stepped out onto a landing with three doors.

         ‘This room is Wren’s,’ said Priya, pointing to a door on the left with a glittery pink sticker of a ballerina along with a handwritten sign tacked underneath that said, in bold, blocky letters, ‘NO BOYS ALLOWED’.

         ‘Lorcan’s is the middle room,’ she continued, pointing to a door with a distinct lack of decoration, ‘and this one is yours.’ Priya pushed open the door and Molly was shocked to find the most beautiful bedroom she had ever seen. It was far larger than she had imagined it would be, with a tall window on the opposite wall that looked out onto the street. In one corner was a dark wooden wardrobe with carvings that looked like swirling ivy and beside it sat a matching chest of drawers. In the centre of the room was a four-poster bed strung with fairy lights that looked like something out of a storybook.

         ‘I hope it’s all right,’ said Priya. ‘It’s a tad bare at the 27moment, but once you’ve unpacked, it’ll start feeling a little cosier.’

         ‘Are you sure this is all for me?’ Molly stammered. She did not want to seem ungrateful, but she was in complete shock.

         ‘Of course,’ said Priya. ‘We want you to feel at home here.’

         ‘Thank you,’ said Molly shyly.

         ‘It’s our pleasure. I’ll leave you to unpack and settle in. We can call you when dinner’s ready if you want to rest for a bit?’

         Molly nodded. The afternoon had been wonderful and that worried her. ‘Wonderful’ meant she now had something to lose if it all went wrong. The thought was overwhelming, so she was grateful to have a few moments to herself.

         ‘Come find us if you need anything,’ added Priya. ‘We’ll be right downstairs.’

         After she had left and closed the door behind her, Molly let out a deep breath. Of all the places in the world she could have ended up in, she could not believe she had landed here. She thought about putting her things away, but she let out a deep yawn and decided to crawl into bed 28instead. Within seconds of her head hitting the pillow, she was fast asleep.
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            Chapter 3

         

         The room was still lit with a pale brightness when Molly woke in a tangle of bedsheets. She rubbed the sleep out of her eyes as she glanced around the unfamiliar bedroom, which smelled faintly of lavender and furniture polish. For a moment, she forgot where she was. Then her eyes landed on the suitcase shoved in the corner and the events of the morning came rushing back to her. She swung her legs out of the bed, searching for a clock to tell the time. Finding none, she went to the window and peered out. The sun had just dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows on the street below. She guessed it was around five o’clock, which meant she must have slept for more than two hours! She was about to turn away when something unusual caught her eye.

         Across the road a man stood, as still as a lamp post. He wore a long forest-green coat buttoned up to his chin with 30a fur trim that looked far too warm for a mild February evening. Molly leaned closer to the glass, her breath fogging the window, and watched as he glanced both ways and stepped off the kerb. As he dodged between the cars, his hood slipped back and Molly’s breath caught. For an instant, she thought she saw two dark, curved points jutting from his temples that looked almost like horns!

         No. Don’t be ridiculous. She blinked hard. She was still groggy from her nap; maybe her brain was making things up? She was, after all ‘still adjusting’, as Kitty would say.

         She forced herself to look again and spotted a pair of glossy black hooves poking out from under the hem of his coat, right where his feet should be. Her pulse thudded in her ears. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be.

         As the stranger passed under the battered sign for Fox’s Bow, the painted fox’s brushy tail gave a tiny swish – she was sure of it – and the wooden sign seemed to ripple like water.

         She stepped back from the window, feeling suddenly dizzy. She should tell someone. But what would she even say? ‘Hi Priya, what’s for dinner? Oh, by the way, I just saw a man with horns disappear under a magic sign’? They’d think she was weird. Or worse – they’d think she was a liar. That 31she was making things up for attention. She swallowed. No, she couldn’t have that.

         ‘What are you looking at?’ said a soft, high-pitched voice from behind her. Molly yelped and spun around, heart still pounding, to find a small, elfin-faced girl peering over her shoulder. She wore bright pink leggings and a top with a tutu-like frill attached to the bottom. Her hair was done in dozens of intricate braids with pink and white beads threaded onto the ends. Molly guessed she was about seven or eight years old.

         At the sound of Molly
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