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Prologue

Hocus pocus, hubble bubble,

Magic always leads to trouble.

Three brave sisters, one fresh start,

How long till it falls apart?

From Crowstone’s damp and swirling fogs

To hidden rooms and hopping frogs.

A pretty village, so serene,

But something lurks beneath, unseen.

Shuffle-shuffle. What’s that sound?

It’s in the air and all around.

A pinch of magic—use it quick!

There’s danger here in Pendlewick . . .
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Chapter One

Blackbird Cottage

THE WIDDERSHINSES LEFT CROWSTONE just after breakfast.

Granny had popped her head in to wake the girls at sunrise, but Betty Widdershins was already up. All night she had been too excited to sleep, twisting in her sheets and staring at the cracked ceiling. The old building creaked around her, drafts whistling and pipes groaning as they always did. But on this, her last night in the Poacher’s Pocket inn, the familiar sounds felt different. Like a goodbye.

Betty had dressed quickly, then stuffed her nightclothes into the bulging trunk at the foot of the bed she shared with Charlie. Her younger sister slept on, snoring softly. Betty glanced around, expecting a wave of sadness that never came. This had been her room her whole life, all thirteen and a half years of it. But it didn’t feel as if it belonged to her and her two sisters anymore. Not with all their things stowed in the trunk. The closet and drawers were empty, picture hooks were bare, and so were the surfaces normally covered in clutter. There were none of Betty’s maps or Charlie’s toys or Fliss’s doodled poems and rosewater scent.

Fliss stirred in the smaller bed on the other side of the room, then sat up suddenly. Her short hair stuck out in dark, glossy tufts around her pretty, oval face.

Betty grinned at her older sister. “Today’s the day, Fliss,” she whispered. “We’re leaving. We’re really, really leaving!”

“I know,” Fliss whispered back, trying to smile but sharing little of Betty’s excitement. Instead, her large brown eyes filled with tears.

There were more tears later from Charlie. She had spent the morning chasing a scruffy black cat around the pub, pleading with it to no avail.

“Come on, Oi,” she coaxed, as the cat leaped on to a barstool. Charlie bravely tried to pick him up, her small hands almost vanishing into the matted fur. Oi hissed and sank his claws deeper into the stool. “You’ll get left behind!”

“Yes, with a bit of luck,” Granny muttered. “I’ve been trying to get rid of that mangy cat for years.”

“Granny!” Fliss said reproachfully. She was arranging a handful of flowers in a beer glass filled with water on the bar, ready for when the new owners arrived later that day.

Granny waved Fliss away. “Those boxes need loading onto the wagon. And check my lucky horseshoe’s been packed. Mustn’t leave that behind.”

“It is packed, Granny,” said Betty, giving the counter a last wipe down. “Checked it myself.”

A golden-haired boy, only a year or so older than her, appeared, dragging the heavy trunk from upstairs.

“She did, Bunny,” the boy put in. “Twice.” He grinned at Betty as she helped heave the trunk outside. It was now that Betty felt the first pangs of sorrow. The boy, an orphan known as Spit, had lived and worked with the Widdershinses at the Poacher’s Pocket for the past few weeks. During that short time, the girls had grown to care for him very much. Betty was going to miss him dreadfully.

“It’s not too late to change your mind, you know,” she said. “Come with us, like we planned.”

Spit’s grin faded. “Can’t. Not yet, anyway. Not . . . now.”

Betty nodded. She understood Spit’s reasons for staying and knew he was torn. Especially when she saw him gazing at Fliss, even though he pretended not to whenever she caught him.

“Leave it there,” said a deep voice. Betty squinted up through the early-morning sunshine at her father’s unshaven face. Barney Widdershins beamed back at her, sweat already beading his forehead as he loaded boxes onto a wagon they’d borrowed from a neighbor. “Is that the last of it?”

“Yes.” Betty stared at the stacked boxes. It was a surprise to see how little the family owned, even though they’d started packing everything up weeks ago. Most of the furniture and fixtures had to stay in the pub. Some of their belongings had already been shipped to their new home. The rest were so shabby that they probably wouldn’t survive the journey. The Widdershinses had never had much money—well, not until recently when a small windfall had unexpectedly come their way. It was this that had finally given them a much-needed change in luck and a chance to move away from the unappealing prison island of Crowstone.

Betty had longed to leave the place all her life, but now that it was happening, she couldn’t quite believe it. Finally, she was going to get the opportunity to see somewhere new, somewhere different.

“We’ll buy new things,” Granny had announced grandly. “Lovely new things for a lovely new start!”

One by one, they clambered onto the wagon and Granny handed the keys to Spit. It had been agreed that he would stay on at the Poacher’s Pocket, which was a comfort. Betty stared back at the ramshackle pub. She couldn’t help feeling fond of the old building, with its flaking shutters and a slightly drunken lean to the left. It may have seen better days, but it was all Betty and her sisters had ever known. It was home.

“It really does look worn-out, doesn’t it?” said Betty, turning to her sister.

“Poor old thing,” Fliss murmured, dabbing at another tear. “I wonder if it’ll miss us?”

Betty snorted. “Don’t be silly. It’s a building. They don’t have feelings.”

“Maybe not feelings,” Fliss said, “but they have a feel to them.”

“Wonder what feel the new place will have?” said Betty, eager to distract Fliss from her gloom. Granny had been annoyingly tight-lipped about the new house and wouldn’t tell them a thing about it. She insisted she wanted it to be a surprise.

A small crowd of people had gathered in front of the Poacher’s Pocket, despite it not being open yet—and despite having been at the inn the night before. Among them were several lovestruck boys who had come for a last glimpse of Fliss before waving her off.

An older man with a leathery face and grizzled hair only had eyes for Granny, however. He blinked forlornly at her through the gray morning light.

“Seamus Fingerty,” Granny sighed. “We said our goodbyes last night. You should have stayed in bed—look at the state of you!”

“Had to see yer off proper, Bunny,” Fingerty grunted, used to Granny’s insults by now. He gave her a loyal wink. “Best landlady this place ever saw!”

“Oh, stop,” said Granny, looking secretly pleased.

Charlie was howling now, her cheeks red and blotchy. She didn’t even quiet when the sweetshop owners, Henny and Buster Hubbard, handed her an enormous paper bag stuffed with candy.

“There, there, Charlie,” said Henny, patting her hand. “This is the start of a new adventure!”

“We don’t need any more of those, thank you,” Fliss muttered under her breath, but everyone except Betty was too busy fussing over Charlie to catch it.

“It’s n-not that,” Charlie said. “Oi won’t come! What if he doesn’t like the new owners?”

“He never liked us,” Betty pointed out.

“But what if they don’t feed him?” Charlie’s eyes were as round as buttons. To someone as fond of food as she was, the thought of hunger was simply unbearable.

“I’ll feed him,” said Spit. He winked at Charlie. “Pirate’s honor.”

Charlie leaned over the side of the wagon and flung her arms around Spit’s neck. Then, before they knew it, the wagon was rumbling away in a cloud of dust. The girls and Granny waved frantically as Nestynook Green and the Poacher’s Pocket slowly grew smaller in the distance. Fliss was sniffling now, too, and even Granny’s eyes were suspiciously damp as she rubbed them and griped about dust. Betty didn’t cry, but there was a hard lump in her throat at the sight of Spit and everyone else they were leaving behind.

“Goodbye!” they called. “We’ll miss you!”

“Jumping jackdaws,” Fliss said, startled out of her tears. She pointed. “Is that what I think it is?”

A black blur was racing after them through the dust cloud. Before Betty could blink, it launched itself at the wagon in a scrabble of claws and clambered in.

“Oh no,” Granny said in horror.

“Oi!” Charlie cried, laughing through her tears. “I knew you’d listen!”

Granny glared at the cat. “Chose not to starve, more like.”

Oi stalked toward Charlie and sniffed at her interestedly before settling down on her lap with one yellow eye firmly on her pocket.

“Is there food in there?” Granny asked.

“No,” said Charlie. “Only Hoppit.”

Betty nudged her hard in the ribs, sharing an exasperated glance with Fliss, but they needn’t have worried. Granny merely rolled her eyes.

“Still got the imaginary rat, then?”

“Yep.” Charlie grinned, revealing a large gap where her front teeth had fallen out. She stared at Oi, overjoyed. “He’s never sat on my lap before.”

“And probably never will again,” said Betty. “Don’t even think about stroking him—he’s just waiting to ding you.”

“Don’t care,” Charlie breathed, too thrilled and terrified to move.

Betty stared back along the road until finally they rounded a corner, and the Poacher’s Pocket was lost from sight.

“He’ll be all right,” Fliss said softly. “Spit, I mean. Maybe Fingerty really can help him.”

Betty nodded. “Fingerty does know a lot of people—and places. If anyone can trace whether Spit has any remaining family, it’s him.” Her voice caught on the word ‘family.’ For a while, she had thought that they would be Spit’s family.

It was a typically drizzly day. Even though it was late June, the girls were used to dampness and marsh mist all year round in Crowstone, and it rarely felt properly warm with coastal winds whipping up all the time. There were still traces of morning mist lurking about, which was bad news for Betty’s wild hair. Already she could feel it frizzling on her forehead, but she was determined nothing was going to spoil her hopeful mood. The future lay ahead, and it seemed every bit as sunny as Betty felt.

Granny shuddered as they approached the crossroads.

“Hurry up, Barney,” she moaned, linking her thumbs and fanning her fingers like birds’ wings over her heart to make the sign of the crow. “We shouldn’t have come this way! It’s asking for trouble.”

Father said nothing but shook his head with a bemused expression. Granny always made a fuss about avoiding the crossroads. It was here, she said, that gallows once stood that were used to carry out the island’s hangings and where people suspected of witchcraft were buried. Thankfully, those sorts of punishments took place inside the prison walls now.

Soon they reached the harbor where their own little boat was moored. It was a pretty sea-green color, with its name painted in white letters on the side: The Traveling Bag. Betty felt a bubbling thrill at the sight of it. This was it! A journey that would change everything!

“All aboard,” said Father with a grin. He began loading the boxes and trunks onto the boat as the girls and Granny clambered onto the swaying vessel. Oi skulked inside the wheelhouse, tucking himself under a bench, but not before exchanging hisses with Bandit, the harbor cat, perched on top of a neighboring boat’s cabin.

“Ooh,” said Fliss, clutching her tummy as she stepped aboard.

“You can’t be seasick already,” Charlie snickered. “We haven’t even moved!”

“Want to bet?” Fliss said unhappily, her rosy cheeks losing color by the minute.

“Here,” said Charlie, offering her the bag of sweets. Her own cheeks bulged with candies rattling against her teeth. “Have a marsh-melt.”

Fliss shook her head tightly. “Maybe later.”

Betty helped herself to a jumping jackdaw. The delicious sweetness spread over her tongue before the popping candy fizzed in her mouth. She sighed happily as Father unwound the mooring rope and steered the little boat out of the harbor. She joined him at the wheel, dodging a swipe from Oi, and peered at the map her father had spread out in front of him. As she studied it, the fizzing sensation spread to her tummy. Maps were to Betty what sweets were to Charlie. All those places just waiting to be explored! She and her sisters had hardly traveled outside Crowstone until now, which hadn’t much bothered Fliss—but seeing the world was the thing Betty craved above all else.

“Where are we going?” she asked slyly, hoping to catch Father off guard now that he was concentrating on steering the boat. It was the same question she’d asked many times since the pub had been sold, but both he and Granny had remained infuriatingly silent. Even now, Father refused to tell her, his only response a cheeky wink. Betty gave up and went outside, too restless to stay in one place. There was a light breeze now that they were moving. She gazed into the distance at the gray, marshy water.

Even if the sun had been shining, nothing could make the prison appear cheerful. It was a huge, squat building that dominated Repent—the closest neighboring island to Crowstone. Hundreds of dangerous prisoners were shut inside, just a ferry ride away. Behind it, just visible through low-hanging cloud, was the island of Lament, where Crowstone’s dead were buried. The final island was Torment, a place the Widdershins sisters had never been to. Banished folk lived there, and it was forbidden for anyone to visit—or leave. Together, Crowstone and its three neighbors were called “the Sorrow Isles.” Betty wasn’t at all sorry to be leaving them behind and heading for the mainland.

As they passed the prison, the boat fell into shadow. Under her thick woolen shawl, goose bumps broke out over Betty’s skin as the temperature plunged. There was one part of the jail that didn’t fit with the rest—a high tower that loomed above. This was the oldest part of the prison, partly built with ancient cairns gathered from the graves on Lament. It was here that anyone guilty of witchcraft or sorcery was imprisoned, for magic could not be performed inside its walls.

“Crowstone Tower,” Charlie murmured beside her, slipping a sticky hand into Betty’s. “I won’t miss it. Will you?”

“No way.” Betty stared up at the darkened windows. She had been inside the tower with her sisters only once, but she’d remember it forever. It was a long way up . . . and an even longer way down. She gave Charlie’s hand a small, secretive squeeze. “I hope we never see it again.”

By the time they reached dry land, warm sunshine had broken through the clouds and Fliss had been sick three times. They climbed off the boat in a bustling harbor, where their pale skin and heavy traveling cloaks looked out of place next to the tanned, lightly dressed fishermen. Betty gazed around, thrilled with the newness of it all, and then Father revealed a rather lovely surprise. He beckoned them over to where a fellow stood by a pony and cart. Father shook his hand and then the other man left.

“Where’s the driver going?” Fliss asked.

“He’s not the driver,” Father explained, gesturing to the pony cart. “I am. This is ours.”

“A pony?” Charlie squeaked, looking like all her birthdays had arrived at once. She pulled up a handful of grass and fed it to the animal, as fearless as ever.

“A working pony,” Granny put in. “Not a pet. Now that we’re on the mainland, we need a way to get around. There’s more land to cover here, even though Pendlewick is only slightly larger than Crowstone—” She stopped, clapping a hand over her mouth, but it was too late.

“Pendlewick?” the girls shrieked in excitement. “Is that where we’re going?”

Granny smiled, and Father roared with laughter. “Secret’s out now,” he said, locking the trunks and boxes in the wheelhouse of the boat. “I’ll come back for those—they won’t fit in the cart with us.”

Indeed, it was a squeeze, but none of the girls minded.

“We’re still a good hour away from the new house,” said Granny, passing around jam sandwiches that were both squashed and delicious. Afterward, they shared the last of the sweets, and even Fliss was in a cheerful mood.

“I wonder what our new home is like?” she said, sucking happily on a marsh-melt. “I’m on tenterhooks!”

“What’s that mean?” Charlie asked.

“It means when you’re in suspense about something,” Betty explained.

“Oh, yes.” Charlie agreed. “I’m on tentacles, too!”

For once, Betty didn’t correct her. She was too busy thinking about where they were going and imagining what they’d find there. “Pendlewick,” she whispered, liking the taste of it. It made her think of fairy tales, of ticking clocks and flickering candles. It sounded familiar, as if she’d seen it on one of her many maps as a dot or a scribbled word. Never a place she would have thought she’d visit, let alone live.

“Pendlewick, Pendlewick,” Charlie sang. “Take us there and make it quick!” She winced as the cart went over a bump and Oi, who was on her lap, yowled and sank his claws into her arms.

“The beast!” Betty exclaimed, seeing rows of red pinpricks on Charlie’s skin. “Look what he’s done to you.”

“I don’t mind,” Charlie said bravely, but her eyes watered every time they hit a pothole.

Betty leaned over the side of the cart, eager to see as much as possible. The pony’s hooves clip-clopped ever closer to their new home, taking them over tiny stone bridges and past farms and fields and towns and villages. Even the air was different here: heavy and sweet with summer and hope. Fliss seemed enchanted by it all, exclaiming at the variety of wildflowers and birds nesting in the hedgerows.

“Whoa,” said Father to the pony, slowing the cart as they began to go down a steep hill. “Slow there . . . no, slow. Not stop!”

But the pony had stopped and was refusing to budge.

Granny woke from a long doze and sat up. “Oh, we’re here.”

“Are we?” asked Fliss doubtfully, looking around. The only thing visible among the hedgerows and fields was a church spire in the distance. “Where’s the house?”

“You go ahead and take the girls,” said Father to Granny. “I’ll follow when I can get this stubborn creature to move.”

“This way,” said Granny, joints clicking as she set off down the lane. “First place on the right—”

But the girls had already raced past her, laughing and elbowing, each wanting to be the first to see their new home. The gate came almost without warning, tucked in a leafy nook set back from the road. Betty stopped dead and stared as Charlie and Fliss almost skidded into her. Their giggling was cut off abruptly.

“This can’t be it,” said Fliss, her lip curling in disgust. She tugged Betty’s arm. “It must be farther on.”

“No, that’s right,” called Granny, puffing along to catch them up. “This is it.”

The girls stared past the rickety gate. BLACKBIRD COTTAGE said the weathered sign on the house. A house absolutely nothing like what Betty and her sisters had been expecting.
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Chapter Two

The Crooked House

“IT’S CROOKED!” FLISS BURST OUT. “It looks like it’s about to fall down!”

“Well . . . the Poacher’s Pocket was crooked, too,” Granny objected, but Betty thought she detected a hint of worry.

“No, the Poacher’s Pocket had a bit of a lean,” Fliss argued. “This is wonky!”

Charlie wrinkled her nose. “Really wonky.”

“I think that’s the least of our problems,” Betty said, gazing at the cottage in dismay. True, it might have been pretty years ago, but now the whitewashed walls were filthy and gray. The garden was choked with weeds, and a thicket of dying roses and brambles hung in a curtain over a peeling, black door. The thatched roof sagged, and the windows were caked with dirt. Some of them were broken.

“It looks like a witch lived in there,” said Fliss.

“It looks like a witch died in there,” said Betty.

“And after we were on tentacles to see it, too,” Charlie added, releasing a struggling Oi from her arms. He vanished into the wild greenery.

“Oh, for crow’s sake.” Granny glowered. “Can’t you at least pretend to like it?”

“Crows,” Fliss repeated faintly, pointing to the roof.

There, next to the chimney, was an old iron weathervane shaped like two black birds. As soon as she saw it, an old crow superstition Granny was fond of repeating popped into Betty’s head.

One for marsh mist, two for sorrow . . .

“Not crows,” Granny said impatiently, tapping the wooden sign. “Blackbirds.”

“Blackbirds,” Fliss whispered. “Black birds . . . don’t you think that’s strange, Betty? It’s almost as though the crows from Crowstone have followed us here.”

Betty did find it a little odd, but she wasn’t about to say so. She prided herself on being the sensible member of the family, not one to dwell on superstitious nonsense like Granny and Fliss. She was determined that the sight of the crumbling cottage wouldn’t ruin her excitement, though she had to admit bad luck had a way of following them.

Granny stooped and took a key from under a cracked flowerpot.

“Who left that there?” Charlie demanded.

“One of the neighbors.” Granny shoved the brambles aside to unlock the door. “Farther down at Rose Cottage. Or was it Lark Cottage? A key was left with them so our things could be taken inside.”

“Why couldn’t this one have been called Rose Cottage?” Fliss said unhappily. “Or Lark Cottage, or . . .”

The door creaked open and a musty odor wafted out. Charlie took a wistful sniff.

“Smells like the creepy cupboard back home.”

“This is home now,” said Granny, barging into the darkened cottage. Fliss and Charlie followed, but Betty held back, pausing to take in the sights and smells of their new home. How unfamiliar it all was, just begging to be explored!

 She went in, feeling a peculiar swaying sensation as she moved. Granny was throwing back makeshift curtains and opening windows, letting light and air inside.

“Don’t just stand there,” she snapped at Fliss. “Help!”

“It’d be easier if the house wasn’t making me seasick,” Fliss grumbled, motioning to the sloping floors.

Betty had to agree. Once, a traveling fair had visited Crowstone and one of the attractions had been a Crooked House. The strange, unbalanced feeling she had now was exactly how she’d felt then.

“Seasick!” said Granny. “Don’t give me that piffle.” But again Betty thought she detected a note of doubt in her grandmother’s voice.

“It really is wonky, Granny,” she said.

“I have to say, I don’t remember noticing that when I viewed the cottage before,” Granny admitted, looking uncomfortable.

“How can you not have noticed?” Fliss asked.

“Perhaps we’ll get used to it,” said Charlie, brightening as she wandered into the kitchen. “Look at the size of the larder. It’s enormous! And oh—” Her foot scuffed something on the floor, sending it rolling across the tiles. She pounced on it gleefully and held up a silver coin. “Look! Money!”

Betty turned around slowly. Now that the open windows and fresh air had chased away the shadows and mustiness, she was getting a proper look at the cottage. It was full of cobwebs and dust. But it wasn’t as unpleasant as she’d first thought, and it was far roomier than she’d expected. The kitchen had plenty of space and a wide window that looked out onto an overgrown garden. There was a large fireplace with bread ovens on either side, and another smaller fireplace in a living-room area where several boxes and some of their furniture sat waiting for them. At the back of the kitchen was a sturdy wooden door that presumably led to the garden.

“Maybe it’s not . . . that bad,” Betty said.

“Not that bad?”

Her father ducked in through the front door, thumping a hand against the wall approvingly.

“Good solid house, this is. Built two hundred years ago.”

“Bit of a mess, though, ain’t it?” said Charlie, blowing at a thick cobweb.

“Mess we can deal with,” said Father. “A good clean and a few licks of paint and this place will feel like new, trust me. All it needs is some love, and we’ve got plenty of that.” He scooped Charlie into his arms, tickling her mercilessly. “And you haven’t even seen the best part yet.”

“What’s the best part?” the girls asked together.

Father put Charlie down. “This way.”

They followed him back in the direction of the front door, discovering a narrow staircase set in an alcove. The cottage had been so dark when they entered that they had missed it completely. Father took the lead, having to stoop under the low ceiling, and the girls went after him.

“Stop it,” Fliss scolded, as Charlie scrabbled to get to the front. “Don’t you know it’s bad luck to cross paths on a staircase?”

“Not if we’re going the same way,” Charlie said, pushing past her.

At the top of the stairs they found a galleried landing with a cupboard, and doors to three bedrooms. Each one was as crooked as the next. They were also full of cobwebs, but not quite as gloomy as the downstairs had been, for the windows were bare and warm sunlight streamed in. The air was fresher up here, too, wafting in through some of the broken windowpanes and bringing the scent of summer.

“Dibs on this one!” Charlie yelled, racing from room to room. “No . . . this one!”

Father led them into a room on the right, which looked out over the back of the house. It was bare, except for a built-in closet and its own little fireplace.

“There,” he said, pointing to the window. “See that?”

The girls gazed out through the buttery-yellow light. Betty felt her breath catch. Beyond the window was the small walled garden she had seen from the kitchen. Overgrown, but now she could make out vague rows and sections, and a few broken canes sticking out of the dirt. A cottage garden. Past that, through a leafy archway, there was a path leading to a large area of grass and wildflowers and trees and even a small pond. It stretched back, a thick hedge separating it from a vast expanse of cornfields and meadows. Betty could see the heat from them shimmering on the horizon. One or two buildings were dotted in the distance.

“It’s ours,” Father said. “All this land—ours, right up to the hedge. Know what that means?”

“Chickens?” Charlie said hopefully. She pointed at a rotting mass of wood that might have been an old coop. Oi was prowling around it, sniffing.

Father laughed, ruffling her messy hair. “It means we can grow things.”

“Flowers,” said Fliss dreamily.

“Food,” said Father. “But yes, flowers, too.” He put his arm around Fliss’s shoulders and squeezed. “I know how much you like them, so that little patch there in the sun is just for you to fill with roses and lavender.” He winked at Charlie. “And we’ll see about getting some chickens. Imagine that—fresh eggs every day.”

“Yes!” Charlie whooped and began a ridiculous dance, flapping her arms like wings. “Buck-buck-buck-erp!”

From the corner of the room, Father picked up a long, thin tube and handed it to Betty.

“Here,” he said. “I got this for you weeks ago. I’ve been saving it for today.”

Betty took the tube with a familiar rush of excitement. She could already guess what this was—one of her favorite things in the world. From inside it, she withdrew a thick, crisp roll of creamy paper and held her breath as she unfurled it.

“A map,” she whispered. “My very own map of Pendlewick.” Fliss and Charlie peered over her shoulder as she greedily scanned the inked surface. A twisting stream, a church, a village green . . . and, beyond that, a vast expanse of thick woodland. “Tick Tock Forest,” she murmured, once again thinking of fairy tales and magic. “What a lovely name.”

“What do I get?” Charlie complained, pouting jealously. “Betty got a map, and Fliss got a rose garden. And don’t say chickens, ’cause there ain’t any yet!”

Father chuckled. “Well, you see that big tree?” He pointed through the window to the land beyond the cottage garden. “Looks like it could do with a swing to me.”

“A SWING?” Charlie looked as though she might sprout feathers herself at this point. “Let’s make it now! Can we, please?” She grabbed Father’s hand and pulled him from the room, leaving Betty and Fliss alone.

Betty tore her gaze from the map and placed it carefully back into the tube. Her eyes roamed over the golden land beyond the window. A garden! A proper garden—something they’d never had before. Back at the Poacher’s Pocket there had only been a scrappy yard full of crates and beer barrels, and a couple of patchy flower beds that never bloomed. But this . . . For the first time since they’d entered Blackbird Cottage, she began to believe that Granny had chosen well.

“Oh,” said Fliss. “Look at the windowsill—there’s something on it. It looks like chalk dust.” She shuddered. “I really hope this place doesn’t have an ant problem.”

Betty frowned, pressing a finger into the white substance. There was a line of it running all along the ledge. She rubbed her fingertips together. “It’s grainy.”

“Sugar?” suggested Fliss.

“I think it’s . . . salt,” said Betty, half remembering something Granny had once said. “That’s odd.” She stepped back from the window, and as she did, she saw a flash of silver on the floor, an object caught in a beam of sunlight. She moved closer to investigate. “Another coin, like the one Charlie found downstairs.”

“Whoever left this place was careless with their money, then,” said Fliss. She went to pick it up.

“Leave it,” said Betty. She felt a flicker of something, though she didn’t quite know what. Not worry exactly, but something. “Look,” she said, “over there.” She crossed the room, the crooked floor making her stomach lurch. There were a few dry leaves in the corner that she swept aside with her foot. “Another coin.”

“And a fourth,” Fliss finished, pointing. “How peculiar!”

Betty went into the next room. “More in here. And salt on the windowsill again.” She ran into the third bedroom with Fliss on her heels. “And the same in here. A silver coin in every corner of every room.”

“It has to be something to do with ants.” Fliss gazed out of the window, her eyes full of summer and longing.

“Chestnuts keep spiders away, don’t they?” Betty said, suddenly recalling this from a particularly spidery autumn a few years back. “It must be something like that. Come on, let’s go outside!”

When they got downstairs, Betty saw another line of salt by the door, which they’d disturbed as they’d entered the cottage. They found Granny standing by the kitchen window, staring at another white, powdery trail and muttering to herself. She’d unpacked the kettle, but it dangled half-forgotten in her hand. She looked up as Betty and Fliss approached.

“Salt,” she said, her voice hoarse. “On all the windowsills down here and by the doors. And silver coins in every corner.”

“It’s the same upstairs,” said Betty. “In the bedrooms.”

“I don’t like it,” Granny muttered, shaking her head. “I don’t like it at all.”

“Granny, whatever is the matter?” Fliss asked, reaching out to touch their grandmother’s arm. “You look worried.”

“I am worried.” Granny banged the kettle down on the table and started rummaging through one of the boxes. “Where’s my lucky horseshoe? Who packed it? I want it out, now.”

“It’s among the things we brought with us this morning,” said Fliss gently. “On the boat. Father has to go back for it, remember? You wanted it with us on our journey.”

“What’s wrong, Granny?” Betty asked. She had only seen their grandmother anxious like this a handful of times, and it was no less unsettling now. Like everyone else, Betty was used to seeing Bunny Widdershins as the fearsome landlady who could keep even the most unruly locals in check. What was it Granny had said about salt?

“It’s to keep bad things out,” Granny said, almost as though she’d heard Betty’s thoughts. “People used salt for protection. Harmful things can’t cross it.”

Betty nodded, remembering now. When the girls were little, both Granny and Father had told them plenty of stories. Father’s were mostly of smugglers and adventure, but Granny’s had always been spookier. Tales of wicked witches, vengeful ghosts, and mischievous fairies. One night Betty had been thrilled by the story of a hobgoblin who was trying to get into a house but was prevented by a line of salt in the doorway.

“Surely that’s not what’s bothering you, Granny?” she asked. “How is it any different from you hanging up hagstones and horseshoes? It’s just superstition, isn’t it?”

“There’s a difference between a few lucky charms in the windows and sealing up every entrance like this,” said Granny. “And then there are those coins . . .”

“What do they mean?” asked Fliss, looking a bit nervous now.

Granny hesitated. “I’m not sure exactly. But I think I remember hearing something once about silver coins and . . . and selling souls to the Devil.” She whispered the last word and made the sign of the crow, then pulled out her pipe and began stuffing it with tobacco.

A horrid little prickle shot up Betty’s back. The flicker she’d felt earlier returned as she recalled what Fliss had said about places having a feel to them. Right now, Blackbird Cottage definitely had a feel, and it wasn’t good.

“Who lived here before?” she asked, half fearing what she might hear.

“They never said,” Granny replied, shrugging helplessly. “The place had been empty for months. I’ll tell you one thing, though. Whoever it was must have been scared. Really scared. Someone only goes to all that trouble”—she gestured to the windows—“when they’re afraid of what might get in.”

Betty felt herself tense at Granny’s words and, before she could help it, an even darker thought popped into her head.

Or afraid of what might be let out.
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Chapter Three

Magic

MEDDLING MAGPIES, BETTY WIDDERSHINS!

Betty scolded herself and pushed the thought away—along with the feeling of dread. She’d always refused to get swept up in Granny’s superstitions, but it was something that rubbed off no matter what, and she was annoyed with herself for letting it. This was their new start and she wasn’t about to let it be ruined by silly, old folk tales.

“Listen, we’re all tired and we’ve had a long journey,” she said. “We’re bound to feel a bit strange in a new place, but it’s like Father said. Once it’s cleaned up and painted, it’ll feel like new. Like ours.”

“Betty’s right,” said Fliss, patting Granny’s hand. “I’ll put the kettle on, and we’ll have a nice cup of tea. And then I’ll sweep up all that salt and start on the cobwebs.”

Granny patted down her pockets for her matches. “Just the salt,” she said. “And the tea. The rest can wait. I’m sure you girls want to go out and explore.”

“Can we?” Betty asked hopefully.

“Just for an hour or two,” said Granny. “There’s a farm your father’s hoping to find work at, so it wouldn’t hurt to go over and introduce yourselves.”

“I’ll go and call Charlie,” said Fliss, heading to the sturdy wooden door at the back of the cottage.

Betty was about to follow her, but Granny placed a wrinkled hand on her arm and lowered her voice.

“Betty? Get rid of all those silver coins. But don’t spend them.”

“Don’t spend them?” Betty repeated.

“Give them to charity,” Granny said. “Chuck them down a wishing well—I don’t care. I want them out of this house.” She stuck her pipe in her mouth, signaling an end to the matter and went to the door Fliss had vanished through. When she unlatched it, Betty was surprised to see that it didn’t lead outside as she’d thought it would. Instead, it opened into another room.

“Oh,” said Betty, peering in. “I thought this led to the garden.”

“It probably did once,” said Granny. “This is a newer part that’s been added on, most likely for storage.” She removed the pipe from her mouth and pointed with it to the back of the new room. “That’s the outside door there.”

Fliss appeared in the doorway, eyes shining. There was a tiny flower in her hair that looked like a fairy crown. “I like it in here. It’s so bright! And the floor isn’t crooked. Can this be my room?”

“I don’t see why not,” said Granny.

Fliss did a twirl in the middle of the room, then went to the largest window. It looked out onto a small paddock and a stable at the side of the house, where Father had left the pony.

“That’s ours, too?” Betty asked in amazement. She was starting to see why Granny had been so taken with the place.

“I love it,” said Fliss happily. “Right next to the garden. I’m going to call it ‘the Snug.’ Actually, no. ‘The Nest.’”

“It’s right next to the kitchen, too,” said Betty. “Handy for brushing up on your cooking.”

“Hey!” Fliss objected.

“Wait, does that mean Charlie and I are sharing again?” Betty asked, trying to keep the disappointment out of her voice. “There are only three rooms upstairs.” It wasn’t that she minded sharing with Charlie, but she had so hoped for her own bedroom.

“No,” said Granny. “You and Charlie will have a room each, and your father, of course. I’ll sleep down here on a fold-out bed in the sitting room. My knees and stairs don’t get along nowadays.” She gave Fliss a shrewd look. “Besides, someone needs to keep an eye on you when it comes to garden doors and boyfriends, young lady.”

“I don’t have a boyfriend,” Fliss muttered, going red.

“Yet,” said Betty. “Just think—a whole village of boys you haven’t kissed.”

“Oh, shush,” said Fliss, scuttling off to the kitchen to fill the kettle.

Betty grinned to herself as Granny went outside and lit her pipe, wandering through the garden to find Charlie and Father with a cloud of gray smoke trailing behind her. The smile faded when she went back to the kitchen and found her sister sweeping the salt from the windowsills.

“Will you collect all those coins?” Fliss asked. “I don’t want to touch them.”

“You’re as bad as Granny,” Betty retorted, though privately she didn’t want to touch them, either. She took a dusty glass jar that had been left in the kitchen and began popping the coins into it. They were little slivers of cold against her warm fingers. She wondered how long they had lain there undisturbed. And, more importantly, why.

“Do you think it’s true, what Granny said about them?” Fliss asked in a low voice. “That they have something to do with selling souls?”

Betty shrugged. “Granny’s the expert on superstitions. What we need to remember is that just because whoever lived here believed it, doesn’t mean it’s real. We can’t let ourselves be scared by what someone else thought.”

“But, Betty,” Fliss said, her voice quieter still, “we know that . . . that certain things are real, don’t we? When just a year ago, we didn’t. We know magic is real—”

“Yep.”

The voice came from the door that led to Fliss’s room and startled them so much that Fliss yelped and Betty almost dropped the jar of coins.

“Charlie!” Betty exclaimed. “Why are you creeping up on us like that?”

“Practice,” said Charlie, looking mightily pleased with herself. She strolled into the kitchen importantly. “You know, for when you’re talking about ‘big sister’ stuff. And for when we’re playing hide-and-sneak.”

“Hide-and-seek!” Betty and Fliss chorused.

“Same thing,” Charlie said impatiently. Her green eyes sparkled with mischief. “This place has so many good hidey-holes!” She paused. “Why were you talking about magic?”

“Er . . .” Fliss shared an awkward glance with Betty. There wasn’t much that scared Charlie, but they both knew that talk of selling souls wasn’t for the ears of a seven-year-old.

“Fliss was wondering where I’d packed the dolls,” Betty said, thinking quickly.

“Where did you pack them?” Charlie asked.

“I didn’t.” Betty reached into her pocket and removed a set of wooden nesting dolls, the kind that hid away inside one another, each a little smaller than the last. They were smooth and beautifully painted, with auburn hair and freckles. “I kept them with me the whole time.”

“Let me have them,” Charlie begged. “Just for a minute.”

“Charlie,” Betty said in a warning tone. “Granny could come back.”

“She won’t,” Charlie said. “She’s too busy nagging Father to go and fetch her horseshoe off the boat. Please, Betty!”

“All right.” Betty handed her the dolls. “But be quick.”

Charlie took them eagerly.

Betty had received the dolls from Granny on her thirteenth birthday. Ordinarily, a gift like this would have been better suited to Fliss, who liked pretty things, or Charlie, who loved toys but had very few. But these were not toys, and they were certainly not ordinary. For, by placing a small item such as a hair or a
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