
[image: image]




[image: images]



[image: image]




DEDICATION


For the community of writers at

Vermont College of Fine Arts,

where this story began

[image: images]



CONTENTS



	Dedication

	Map

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Acknowledgments

	Back Ad

	About the Author

	Credits

	Copyright

	About the Publisher






Guide


	Cover

	Contents

	Chapter 1









	i

	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310








MAP

[image: images]





CHAPTER ONE
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IT WAS SNOWING hard in Queensport, and Hilary thought it might never stop. Snow covered the grounds of Westfield House, drifting against the drawing room’s tall glass doors and blocking out every last glimpse of the harbor beyond. When Hilary swung her sword through the air in the figure she’d been practicing all morning, her blade lodged itself once again in the folds of her mother’s best velvet drapes, and she felt tempted to leave it there until spring. “This weather,” she said, “is entirely unsuitable for piracy.”

“I don’t like it one bit,” the gargoyle agreed. He’d spent the morning perched on the mantel above the drawing-room fireplace, commenting on Hilary’s swordplay technique and warming his tail over the embers. “There’s no use in digging for treasure when the ground’s frozen stiff. Or when half the pirates in the kingdom have anchored their ships for the week and gone to visit their relatives,” he added, giving Hilary a look.

“You know I promised Mother I’d visit. It’s pleasant for her to have company during the holidays.” Hilary pulled her sword out of the drapery and frowned at the holes she’d sliced in the velvet. “Besides, we’ll be back at sea as soon as the weather improves.”

“Or maybe even sooner,” the gargoyle said hopefully, “if your mother finds out you’ve been carving up her furniture.”

There was a knock at the drawing-room door. Hilary dropped her sword, kicked it under an ottoman, and hurried to stand in front of the tattered drapes as Bess, her mother’s parlor maid, entered the room. “Excuse me, miss,” she said, “but you’ve got a gentleman caller at the front door.”

This sounded entirely unlikely to Hilary. She couldn’t imagine what sort of gentleman might be calling on her at Westfield House—or anywhere else, for that matter. “Are you sure he’s not here to see Mother?”

“Quite sure, miss,” said Bess. “I’m afraid I didn’t know what to do with him. It didn’t seem proper to invite him in, so I told him to wait on the front step, even though the snow is frightful. But you see, miss, he’s not precisely a gentleman.” She looked around and lowered her voice. “He’s a pirate.”

THE VISITOR WAITING on the front step was a pirate indeed, and a damp one at that. Snowflakes dusted his shoulders and laced the brim of his three-cornered hat. Except for the red woolen scarf wrapped around both himself and his parrot, however, he might have been dressed for a summer’s day at sea. “Ahoy there,” he said to Hilary through chattering teeth. “Are you by any chance the Terror of the Southlands?”

Hilary had never seen this pirate before in her life, but he didn’t look threatening; he only looked cold. She took him firmly by the wrists and dragged him through the doorway. “I am,” she said, “and you’d better come inside before your parrot catches a chill. I’m sorry Bess kept you waiting, but we don’t often receive pirate visitors at Westfield House.” She crossed her arms and studied the pirate, who had begun to drip all over the floor. “Now, who are you, and what do you want with me?”

“My name is Partridge,” said the pirate, unwinding his scarf. His voice was thin and anxious; he sounded more like a shopkeeper than a scallywag. “I came here as soon as I saw your notice.”

“My notice?”

Partridge nodded with great enthusiasm. “The notice you placed in this morning’s Gazette.”

Hilary wondered exactly how long this pirate had been standing in the cold. Perhaps the weather had chilled his brain, for he wasn’t making the slightest bit of sense. “But I didn’t place a notice in the Gazette,” she said. “I’m afraid you’ve made a mistake.”

“I have?” said Partridge. “Oh dear. I am often mistaken, you know. When I confused the grog with the lantern oil, my mates were horribly ill, and our ship nearly burst into flames.” A snowflake dripped from his nose. “Captain Blacktooth dismissed me from the League on account of it. He told me to give up piracy and try my hand at a trade.” Partridge wrung out his scarf, which dripped miserably onto the floor below. “He suggested selling jams and chutneys.”

Hilary almost felt sorry for him. After all, Captain Blacktooth had dismissed her from the Very Nearly Honorable League of Pirates as well—or, rather, she had dismissed herself. It had all amounted to the same thing in the end: bone-chilling threats from Blacktooth’s friends, scathing reviews of her swordplay technique in the League newsletter, and endless reassurances from her mates that a career as a freelance pirate wasn’t as grim as it currently seemed. “Did you take Captain Blacktooth’s advice?” she asked Partridge.

“I did my best,” he said, “but I kept confusing the chutneys with the jams, and no one wants to buy preserves from a pirate, anyway. That’s why I answered the notice in the Gazette—but I suppose I’ve got that mixed up as well.”

His parrot looked pleadingly at Hilary.

Hilary took Partridge’s damp scarf and hung it from the lowest limb of the coatrack, hoping her mother wouldn’t spot it there. “I may not be the person you’re looking for,” she said, “but I won’t let you go out into the snow until you’ve gotten warmed up. I’ll ask Bess to bring you some tea.” She guided Partridge and his parrot across the hall into the blue parlor, where a fire crackled in the grate. “Oh, and if Mother stumbles across you, do you think you could pretend to be a High Society gentleman? I’m not supposed to let scallywags into the house.”

“I suppose I could try.” Partridge sounded slightly more hopeful than he had a moment earlier. “Perhaps she’ll want to purchase a chutney.”

Then he settled himself in Mrs. Westfield’s favorite chair, which was sure to smell of wet parrot for the rest of the winter, and Hilary set off to ask Bess about tea.

WHEN SHE RETURNED to the drawing room, Hilary found the gargoyle hopping up and down the length of the mantelpiece. “Tell me everything!” he cried. “I’ve been stuck up here the whole time you’ve been gone! Was there really a pirate at the door? Was he one of those nasty sorts from the League? Did you have to challenge him to a duel?”

“Not exactly.” Hilary picked up her sword from under the ottoman and polished a tarnished spot with her sleeve. “There was a pirate, but he seems to have come here by accident. Now he’s in the blue parlor, drinking tea.”

“Well, that’s not very exciting,” the gargoyle said. “I hope the next one will have something more interesting to say.”

Hilary nearly dropped her sword. “The next one?”

“He’s coming across the lawn right now.” The gargoyle nodded toward the drawing-room windows. On the other side of the glass, a man trudged through the snow. A belt was wrapped around his massive waist, and a glinting, sharp-looking cutlass hung at his side. “You’d better take me with you this time,” the gargoyle said. “If there’s going to be a duel in your mother’s front hall, I don’t want to miss it.”

Hilary didn’t think a duel was likely, but the man with the cutlass had arms and legs as thick and sturdy as the logs in the fireplace. She picked up the gargoyle and tucked him under her arm, just in case.

When they reached the front door, they found Bess with her hands on her hips, giving the second pirate a stern look. “They’re multiplying, miss,” she said to Hilary. “Shall I tell Mrs. Westfield?”

Hilary shook her head violently.

Bess raised an eyebrow. “I’ll put more water on for tea, then.”

The second pirate stepped inside without being invited. He was so wide that he had to turn ever so slightly sideways as he passed through the doorway, and so tall that he had to remove his hat. “The Terror of the Southlands, I presume!” he said. His voice filled every spare inch of the room. When he shook Hilary’s hand, he nearly lifted her straight out of her boots. “The name’s Flintlock. I’m here on account of the notice you placed in the Gazette.”

The gargoyle looked up at Hilary. “You placed a notice in the Gazette?”

“I didn’t!” said Hilary. “I don’t know anything about any sort of notice.”

“Ah.” Flintlock winked. “I understand. You don’t care to speak about your treacherous plot in public. That’s very wise, Terror—the League’s spies might be anywhere.” He gave a meaningful sort of nod in the gargoyle’s direction.

Hilary could hear Mr. Partridge humming sea chanteys to his parrot in the blue parlor, but she did her best to ignore him. She wasn’t sure she could manage more than one outlandish pirate at a time. “If you’re looking for treacherous plots,” she said to Flintlock, “then you’re searching in quite the wrong place. I don’t know what the newspaper’s printed, and I swear I’ve got nothing to do with it.”

“Quite right.” Flintlock winked again and lowered his voice to a rumble. “You’re a convincing actress, Terror, but I didn’t come here to attend a theatrical performance. Is there a place where we might discuss your plans without being overheard?”

The gargoyle put his snout to Hilary’s ear. “What is he talking about?” he whispered. “And why does he keep winking like that?”

Hilary didn’t know any more than the gargoyle did, but she could tell that trying to reason with this pirate wasn’t likely to do much good. “You may as well wait in the blue parlor,” she told Flintlock, pointing to the door. “I’ll be there in a moment.”

The pirate bowed to her and crossed the hall. When he had closed the parlor door behind him, Hilary set the gargoyle down and began pulling open drawers, overturning trunks, and rifling through closets. “What are you doing?” the gargoyle asked.

“I’m looking for this morning’s Gazette,” said Hilary. “I’ve got no idea where Mother keeps it.” Her former governess, Miss Greyson, had always encouraged her to follow the news of the day, but Hilary had been far more interested in piracy than in current events, and she hadn’t seen what use a dull old newspaper could possibly be to her on the High Seas. Now, however, she wished she’d paid a bit more attention during all those blasted lessons. “Finding one strange pirate on one’s doorstep is an accident,” she said, “but finding two is a pattern. I’d like to read this notice for myself so I can find out why these scallywags are here.”

The gargoyle shifted his weight from side to side. “Actually,” he said, “I happen to know exactly where your mother put the Gazette.”

Hilary flipped through a stack of ancient-looking naval forms. “You do? Where is it?”

“In the drawing-room fireplace,” the gargoyle said. “It did an excellent job of warming my tail.”

“Oh dear.” Hilary stared out the window. “And there’s someone else coming up the front steps.”

“My goodness!” said Bess, who was crossing the hall toward the blue parlor with a fresh pot of tea. “This house hasn’t seen so many visitors since your mother’s last masquerade ball. I can’t imagine why half the kingdom wants to pay you their respects in this weather.”

“Neither can I,” said Hilary, “but I’m desperate to find out.” She opened the door and studied the person in front of her. “I suppose you’re here to respond to my notice as well?”

“Naturally,” said the pirate on the doorstep. This one was a young woman. Her hair was pulled back in a short, tidy braid, and her coat and breeches were pressed and spotless. In one gloved hand, she held a snowy scrap of newsprint. “I’m Lucy Worthington,” she said. “I’m sorry it took me so long to get here, but I made seven wrong turns and ended up halfway across the city before I’d realized my mistake. I hope I’m not too late to help you, Terror.”

Hilary kept her eyes on the scrap of newsprint in Worthington’s hand. “I think I know exactly how you can help me,” she said, leading the pirate inside. “Is that the notice from the Gazette?”

Worthington nodded. “I hope it’s all right that I brought it with me. I wanted to be sure of your address.” She smiled at Hilary and handed her the newsprint. “It’s awfully difficult to remember where you’re going once you’ve started on your way there, don’t you think?”

Hilary didn’t answer. She stared at the words in front of her, printed in letters as black and dangerous as cannonballs.



NOTICE

TERROR OF THE SOUTHLANDS
SEEKS PIRATE LEAGUE PRESIDENCY

Pirate Hilary Westfield, the Terror of the Southlands, will soon announce her intention to challenge Captain Rupert Blacktooth for command of the Very Nearly Honorable League of Pirates. Captain Blacktooth currently serves as the League’s president and has held this position for the past eighteen years. In recent months, however, Captain Blacktooth’s connections to villainous activities have raised questions about his ability to serve as the head of an organization that claims to be honorable (or very nearly). The Terror of the Southlands resigned from the League six months ago in protest of Captain Blacktooth’s leadership, for she believes that the scallywags of Augusta deserve a captain who is a true pirate—not a cowardly criminal.

All pirates who wish to assist the Terror in her bid for League presidency should demonstrate their support by reporting immediately to Westfield House in Queensport.



Hilary had to read the headline three times before she could believe it. “It says I’m going to challenge Captain Blacktooth,” she told the gargoyle, who was craning his neck to get a glimpse of the paper. “It says I want to be the president of the VNHLP.”

The gargoyle froze. “Challenge Captain Blacktooth?” he said. “Are you crazy? He’ll send his mates after us! They’ll slice us up and fry us for supper!” He squeezed his eyes shut. “They’ll serve me with potatoes.”

“They won’t do anything of the sort,” said Hilary. “You’re far too crunchy. But someone’s made an awful mistake, and we’ve got to fix it at once.” She turned on her heel, left Lucy Worthington standing in the hallway, and hurried into the blue parlor without bothering to knock.

In blue velvet armchairs in front of a blue-tiled table, Mr. Flintlock and Mr. Partridge were absorbed in an energetic game of cards. Their teacups had left damp rings on the furniture, and steam rose off the coats they had left to dry in front of the fire. When Hilary laid the notice down on the table in front of them, their playing cards fluttered in all directions. “This is why you’re here, isn’t it?” she asked. “To help me take over the pirate league?”

Mr. Partridge and his parrot both nodded at once. “Of course,” said Partridge. “Ever since Captain Blacktooth ended my career, I’ve been eager to return the favor.”

“So have I,” Flintlock boomed. “I was a loyal pirate for nearly fifteen years, but it only took one mishap for Blacktooth to turn me out of the League for good.”

The gargoyle hopped in from the hall. “What was the mishap?” he asked.

“I was a human cannonball.” Flintlock sighed. “I got stuck in my cannon.”

Hilary turned to Worthington, who had come to stand in the doorway. “Did Blacktooth dismiss you, too?”

“He did,” said Worthington, “not more than a month ago. I was training as a pirate’s apprentice, and he told me there wasn’t any place in the League for a navigator who couldn’t navigate.” She scowled. “We always got where we were going eventually.”

All three pirates shook their heads.

“It’s a good thing the Terror gathered us here,” said Flintlock. “When we’re done with Blacktooth, he’ll be nothing but knucklebones.”

“Knucklebones!” said the parrot.

“So, Terror,” said Partridge, “when do we start?”

Hilary scuffed her boots across her mother’s good carpet. All three of the pirates seemed so hopeful, so certain that she could help them. “I’m afraid we’re not starting anything,” she said. “I’m not going to challenge Captain Blacktooth.”

The pirates’ faces crumpled. Even the kings and queens on the playing cards looked more dejected than usual. “You’ve changed your plans, then?” Flintlock asked.

“I never had any plans to begin with!” said Hilary. “I don’t know where the Gazette got that notice. Hardly anything it says is true.”

Worthington looked puzzled. “Do you mean to say that Blacktooth isn’t a villain?”

“Well, no,” said Hilary, “that’s not what I mean at all. He wants all the kingdom’s magic for himself, and he’s been completely dishonorable about trying to get his hands on it.”

“But you still think he should be in charge of the League?”

“Of course not!” said Hilary. “He should be locked up in the Royal Dungeons!”

Flintlock scratched his chin. “In that case, Terror,” he said slowly, “why aren’t you challenging him?”

Hilary frowned. “I may want Blacktooth gone,” she said, “but that doesn’t mean I should be the one to replace him. It would be ridiculous! I don’t know a thing about leading an entire league of—”

“Pirates!” said her mother.

Mrs. Westfield stood at the parlor door, with one hand braced against the door frame to keep herself from fainting on the spot. Partridge, Flintlock, and Worthington all offered their own hands for her to shake, but she simply looked from one pirate to the next.

“Hilary, dear,” she said, “when I told you that I wished you would be a bit more sociable, this was not precisely what I meant.” She looked down at the blue carpet, which was sprinkled with clots of mud from someone’s boots, and her face paled. “If only you’d let me know that you were hosting tea for a band of pirates, I could have suggested a more suitable location.”

“Pirates?” said Partridge. “I, for one, am a High Society gentleman!”

“Knucklebones!” said his parrot.

“I’m so sorry, Mother.” Hilary moved to Mrs. Westfield’s side. “These guests arrived unexpectedly, and—well—I didn’t want to be an ungracious hostess.”

Mrs. Westfield’s color improved considerably.

“But they’re just about to leave. I’m afraid there was a misunderstanding, and I’m not the scallywag they meant to visit after all.”

All three pirates looked thoroughly downcast at this, and Partridge’s lower lip began to tremble. Hilary hoped he wouldn’t start dripping all over again. “I’m sure they’ll find the person they’re looking for,” she added.

By now, Mrs. Westfield had managed to remove her hand from the door frame. “I’ll have the coachman drive our visitors home,” she said, as though that would solve everything. “It wouldn’t do for them to walk; the snow is still ferocious.”

“That’s very good of you, ma’am,” said Flintlock. He bowed to Mrs. Westfield and ducked out of the parlor, with Partridge and Worthington at his heels. “If it’s acceptable to my new acquaintances,” he said, “I’ll instruct the coachman to take us to the Salty Biscuit, where we can weather the storm around the grog barrel. You’ll find us there, Terror, if you change your mind.”

    

    From

The Illustrated Queensport Gazette

YOUR GATEWAY TO THE CIVILIZED WORLD!

MUTINEERS STILL AT LARGE,
ENCHANTRESS SAYS

PEMBERTON, AUGUSTA—It has been six months since Miss Eugenia Pimm, Enchantress of the Northlands, disappeared mysteriously from her home in Pemberton and was rescued by the pirate Hilary Westfield. At this time, however, the queen’s inspectors have not made any arrests in the case. Miss Pimm still maintains that she was kidnapped by a band of villains calling themselves the Mutineers. “They wanted to replace me as the Enchantress,” she told the Gazette. “They hoped to take all the kingdom’s magic for themselves, and I must say they came remarkably close to succeeding.”

According to Miss Pimm, the Mutineers’ ringleaders are the former naval admiral James Westfield; the pirate captain Rupert Blacktooth; his sister, Mrs. Georgiana Tilbury; and Mrs. Tilbury’s daughter, Philomena. “The Mutineers specialize in theft and treachery,” Miss Pimm told this reporter. “To be perfectly frank, they are not nice people.”

So far, however, inspectors have been unable to confirm Miss Pimm’s story. Admiral Westfield was arrested nearly two years ago for attempting to steal a sizable stash of magic, and he currently resides in the Royal Dungeons, making it impossible for him to have played a role in the kidnapping. As for Captain Blacktooth and the Tilburys, Inspector John Hastings says there is no evidence linking them to the alleged crime. “Mrs. Tilbury tells us that Miss Pimm fell ill on a visit to Tilbury Park,” Inspector Hastings said. “She was in no state to travel home, and she began making up fanciful stories about villains and kidnappings. Now I suppose she believes those stories are true, but I suspect her illness has addled her mind, for I have never heard of the Mutineers, apart from the tales I’ve been told by Miss Pimm and her friends. I have no reason to believe they exist.”

When told of Inspector Hastings’s remarks, the Enchantress reacted in a surprisingly unladylike manner. “That man is a dratted fool!” she said. “Of course the Mutineers exist. It’s only a matter of time before they make another attempt to control the kingdom’s magic, and they’re not likely to fail twice. Perhaps Inspector Hastings will finally believe me when the Mutineers blast him into the next kingdom over.”

Unfortunately, Captain Blacktooth and the members of the Tilbury family could not be reached for comment. Mrs. Georgiana Tilbury is confined to Tilbury Park under a royal guard’s watchful eye after stolen magical items were discovered in her possession, Miss Philomena Tilbury refuses to speak to the press, and Captain Blacktooth fired a volley of cannonballs at this reporter when she tried to approach his pirate ship.







CHAPTER TWO
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WHEN THE PIRATES’ carriage had disappeared down the lane and Mrs. Westfield had retreated to her private rooms to recover from the morning’s excitement, Hilary walked down the long hallway lined with stained-glass windows and pushed open the heavy door of her father’s study. No one had dared to use the room since Admiral Westfield had been marched off to the Royal Dungeons; even the maids hadn’t been bold enough to enter. Cobwebs dimmed the light that came through the windows, all the nautical instruments lining the walls had wound down ages ago, and the drawers full of charts and maps were preserved under a thick layer of dust. The admiral’s chair, however, was pushed back from his desk at an imperfect angle, as though he’d simply stepped out for a moment to stroll in the gardens or chastise his officers. Every so often, a clock in the far corner let out a half-hearted tick.

Admiral Westfield had left his desk unlocked, and Hilary rummaged through it as quickly as she could. In the topmost drawer, behind a small golden spyglass and a thick card pinned with rows of iridescent moths, she found a battered pen, a bottle of ink, and a faded old map of the Southlands coast; they would do, she thought. The admiral would most likely be furious if he discovered the map was missing—but then, Hilary reminded herself, he wouldn’t be able to discover any such thing while he was safely imprisoned in the Dungeons. The clock ticked again. “NO VISITORS TODAY,” she wrote on the back of the map, doing her best not to smudge the ink. “AND PLEASE, NO MORE PIRATES.” Then she signed her name with a flourish, recapped the ink bottle, and slammed the desk drawer shut, sending the spyglass and the moths clattering back into the darkness.

By the time Hilary had slipped out of the study and returned to the front hall, she’d managed to brush most of the cobwebs from her coat. The gargoyle looked on as she tacked her sign to the front door of Westfield House. “What I don’t understand,” he said, “is who placed that notice in the newspaper. It must have been someone who wants you to lead the VNHLP.”

“Or someone who wants to blacken my name even more than it’s already been blackened.” Hilary stepped back to examine her handiwork. “I hope Captain Blacktooth doesn’t subscribe to the Gazette. I can’t imagine what he’ll do if he sees it.”

“I can imagine,” the gargoyle said, “and it’s not a pretty sight.”

Hilary’s makeshift sign seemed to be effective, for no pirates interrupted her lunch or the rest of her sword-fighting practice. When the drapes had become more holes than velvet, she curled up on the drawing-room floor with a thick and discouraging book Miss Greyson had loaned her called Common-Sense Tips for the Freelance Pirate. She had barely read past the first page, however, when a commotion rose up from the front hall.

“I’m terribly sorry,” she heard Bess say, “but Pirate Westfield isn’t accepting visitors. It says so right here on this sign.”

“But she’ll want to see us,” someone said with great confidence.

The gargoyle’s ears pricked up. “More pirates?” he asked.

There was a flurry of footsteps, followed closely by an enormous bang.

Hilary didn’t quite understand what was happening, but she was certain of one thing: the drawing-room door, which had been resting peacefully on its hinges, was now barreling through the air and heading in her direction. She grabbed the gargoyle and ducked under a table as the flying door sailed over them, collided with the wall, and crashed to the floor. “Horsefeathers!” someone cried from the hallway.

Hilary stood up. “That’s not pirates,” she said to the gargoyle, who was shaking like a small earthquake in her arms. “That’s Claire.”

Like an actress late for a performance, Claire Dupree hurried into the room. She was wrapped in a long woolen coat and an even longer striped scarf, and she gasped when she saw the door lying in the middle of the room. “Oh, drat,” she said. “I knew I shouldn’t have used that magic piece. I only asked it to lead me to you, Hilary, but I suppose I was a bit too enthusiastic. I haven’t squashed you, have I?”

“Not quite,” Hilary assured her. “It takes more than a drawing-room door to squash a pirate.” She climbed over the wreckage to give Claire a hug. “But what are you doing here? I thought Miss Pimm was keeping you busy with magic lessons over the holidays.”

“We had lessons in the coach all the way from Pemberton, though I’m not entirely sure they stuck.” Claire poked at the door’s bent hinges with the tip of her boot. “And as for Miss Pimm—well, she should be right behind me.”

In the doorway, Bess cleared her throat, and Miss Pimm herself entered the room. She looked as grand as ever, but she walked more slowly than Hilary remembered, and she leaned on a carved wooden cane that Hilary hadn’t seen before.

“The Enchantress of the Northlands,” said Bess with a curtsy. “I’m sorry I didn’t knock, miss, but the door is gone.”

“Gone,” said Miss Pimm, “is a very strong word. I believe the door has merely traveled.” She looked across the room at Claire and gave her a thin smile. Then she reached into her handbag and produced a golden sphere the size of an orange. “Magic,” she said, “please replace this door in its proper location before someone trips over it at Ophelia Westfield’s next luncheon.”

As Hilary watched, the door picked itself up, floated across the room, and settled itself obligingly in its frame.

“Much better,” said Miss Pimm. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to sit down.” Without letting go of her cane, she settled herself in an elegant high-backed chair. Like most elegant things, the chair was exceedingly uncomfortable, but Miss Pimm did not seem to mind. “I must apologize for visiting unannounced,” she said. “We were in a great hurry, and there wasn’t time to send a message.”

“That’s all right,” said Hilary. “We’ve already had three pirates here today. They didn’t bother to announce themselves either.”

“They wanted Hilary to be in charge of the pirate league!” said the gargoyle. “What do you think of that?”

Claire and Miss Pimm exchanged a glance. “I thought you told me,” Miss Pimm murmured to Claire, “that pirates are never prompt.”

“Well, they aren’t usually.” Claire unwound her scarf. “And I was sure the snow would slow them down. These ones must have been especially persistent.”

Hilary stared at her. “Do you mean to say that you knew I’d have pirates on my doorstep?”

“Strictly speaking,” said Miss Pimm, “we invited them.”

“But they weren’t supposed to arrive for days!” said Claire. “Of course, we had no idea the Gazette would run our notice early. We hopped in the carriage as soon as we saw—”

“You placed the notice?” said Hilary. She almost couldn’t believe it. Claire could be silly, but she was never cruel. “And you told everyone in the kingdom that I’m planning to challenge Captain Blacktooth? Did you want him and his mates to come after us with their cutlasses immediately, or did you hope they’d wait until spring?”

The gargoyle shook his head. “You think you can trust people,” he said. “You let them scratch you behind the ears. Then they get you in trouble with a band of angry pirates, and before you know it, you’re lying at the bottom of the sea with fish swimming up your snout.”

Claire knitted her fingers together, looking as uncomfortable as Hilary had ever seen her. Miss Pimm didn’t seem entirely comfortable, either, but perhaps that was due to the elegant chair. “I can see I owe you an apology as well as an explanation,” Miss Pimm said. “Frankly, however, I’ve never been much good at the first, so I shall begin with the second.” She tapped her carefully clipped fingernails on the handle of her cane. “I am not as young as I used to be—but perhaps you’ve noticed that.”

Truthfully, it had been nearly two centuries since Miss Pimm had been young. Magic, fresh air, and more than a pinch of stubbornness had kept her in good health for two hundred and forty years, however, and she had danced until midnight at her birthday party the month before. “I haven’t noticed a thing,” Hilary assured her. “You’re as vigorous as a swashbuckler.”

“And the kingdom must believe nothing else.” Miss Pimm looked grave. “I will tell you in confidence, though, that being kidnapped by villains puts quite a damper on one’s strength. I have been doing my best to protect the kingdom’s magic, but keeping watch over the entire country has been out of the question for months now. Even when I do manage to spot someone misusing magic, I can’t cast a simple scolding spell without losing my breath or my balance.”

“She’s had to mail people chiding letters instead,” Claire said. “They’re not nearly as impressive as spells are, and the postal courier is starting to complain.”

“But you fixed the drawing-room door!” said Hilary.

“And it took nearly all my strength to do it,” said Miss Pimm. “The fact of the matter is that it’s high time for me to retire. I must let the new Enchantress take over my duties before all the scoundrels and scourges in the kingdom discover I’m no longer a match for them.”

At the mention of a new Enchantress, Claire turned pink and looked down at her scarf. Hilary wondered whether Enchantresses were encouraged to blast doors off their hinges in High Society mansions; it didn’t seem likely. “You’ll be wonderful at the job,” she told Claire. “You’ll sweep villains out of their boots and toss them into the sea.”

But Claire only turned pinker. “I enchanted a cracked pane of glass out of my window last week,” she said, “but it snowed overnight and I was thoroughly soaked. Then I tried to warm myself up, and I set fire to my bedsheets—a very small fire,” she hastened to add. “I suppose I still have a bit to learn.”

Miss Pimm looked as though she supposed so, too. “Although Miss Dupree is alarmingly prone to catastrophe,” she said, “I believe she is talented enough to be a good Enchantress. When Queen Adelaide asked me which girl should be chosen for the position, I recommended Miss Dupree at once.”

“And the queen agreed?” Hilary asked.

Claire buried her face in her scarf.

“Not quite,” said Miss Pimm. “When she announced her plan to appoint Miss Dupree as the next Enchantress, half of High Society flew into an uproar. The Coalition of Overprotective Mothers is even circulating a petition. They believe . . .” She cleared her throat and glanced at Claire. “Ah, they think . . .”

“They think the Enchantress should be a High Society lady,” Claire said. “They certainly don’t think she should be a commoner who grew up on a marsh.”

“What’s wrong with marshes?” the gargoyle asked. “They’re full of interesting bugs.”

“And there’s no reason why the Enchantress can’t be from one if she wants to be,” said Hilary. “Those High Society folks will simply have to get used to the idea.”

“That’s not the worst of it, though.” Claire sounded really upset now. “They’ve offered up a candidate of their own. I’m sure you’ll be able to guess whom they
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