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  Promotion


  Septimus Heap, ExtraOrdinary Apprentice, was woken up by his House Mouse leaving a note on his pillow. Blearily he opened his eyes and, with a sense of relief, remembered where he was – back in his bedroom at the top of the Wizard Tower, Queste completed. And then he remembered that Jenna, Nicko, Snorri and Beetle were still not home. Septimus sat up, suddenly awake. Today, no matter what Marcia said, he was going to go and bring them back.


  Septimus picked up the note and brushed a couple of mouse droppings off his pillow. He carefully unfolded the tiny piece of paper and read:


  


  FROM THE DESK OF


  MARCIA OVERSTRAND


  EXTRAORDINARY WIZARD


  


  Septimus, I would very much like


  to see you at midday in my study.


  I hope that is convenient for you.


  Marcia


  


  Septimus let out a low whistle. Even though he had been Marcia’s Apprentice for nearly three years, he had never had an appointment with her before. If Marcia wished to speak to Septimus, she would interrupt whatever he was doing and speak to him. Septimus would have to stop what he was doing right away and listen.


  But today, his second day back from the Queste, it seemed that something had changed. As Septimus read the note again, just to make sure, the distant chimes of the Drapers Yard clock drifted through his window. He counted them – eleven – and breathed a sigh of relief. It would not be good to be late for his first-ever appointment with Marcia. Septimus had slept late, but that was on Marcia’s instructions; she had also told him that he did not have to clean the Library that morning. Septimus looked at the rainbow-coloured beam of sunlight filtering through the purple glass in his window and shook his head with a smile – he could get used to this.


  An hour later, dressed in a new set of green Apprentice robes that had been left out in his room for him, Septimus knocked politely on Marcia’s door.


  “Come in, Septimus.” Marcia’s voice drifted through the thick oak door. Septimus pushed open the creaky door and stepped inside. Marcia’s study was a small wood-panelled room with a large desk set under the window and a fuzz of Magyk in the air that set Septimus’s skin tingling. It was lined with shelves on which were crammed moth-eaten leather-bound books, stacks of yellowing papers tied with purple ribbons and a myriad of brown and black glass pots that contained ancient things even Marcia was not sure what to do with. Among the pots Septimus saw his brother Simon’s pride and joy – a wooden box with Sleuth written on it in Simon’s loopy Heap handwriting. Septimus could not help but glance out of the tall, narrow window. He loved the view from Marcia’s study – a breathtaking vista across the rooftops of the Castle to the river and beyond that to the green slopes of the Farmlands. Far, far in the distance he could see the misty blue line of the foothills of the Badlands.


  Marcia was sitting behind her desk in her much-worn – but very comfortable – tall purple chair. She looked fondly at her Apprentice, who was unusually well turned out, and smiled.


  “Good afternoon, Septimus,” she said. “Do sit down.” Marcia indicated the smaller but equally comfortable green chair on the other side of the desk. “I hope you slept well?”


  Septimus took his seat. “Yes, thank you,” he replied a little warily. Why was Marcia being so nice?


  “You’ve had a difficult week, Septimus,” Marcia began. “Well, we all have. It is very good to have you back. I have something for you.” She opened a small drawer, took out two purple silk ribbons and laid them on the desk.


  Septimus knew what the ribbons were – the purple stripes of a Senior Apprentice, which, if his Apprenticeship went well, he would get to wear in his final year. It was nice of Marcia to let him know that she would make him a Senior Apprentice when the time came, he thought, but his final year was a long way off, and Septimus knew only too well that a lot could go wrong before then.


  “Do you know what these are?” Marcia asked.


  Septimus nodded.


  “Good. They are yours. I am making you Senior Apprentice.”


  “What, now?”


  Marcia smiled broadly. “Yes, now.”


  “Now? Like, today?”


  “Yes, Septimus, today. I trust the ends of your sleeves are still clean. You didn’t get any egg on them at breakfast, did you?”


  Septimus inspected his sleeves. “No, they’re fine.”


  Marcia stood up and so did Septimus – an Apprentice must never sit when his tutor is standing. Marcia picked up the ribbons and placed them on the hems of Septimus’s bright green sleeves. In a puff of Magykal purple mist, the ribbons curled themselves around the hems of the sleeves and became part of his tunic. Septimus stared at them, amazed. He didn’t know what to say. But Marcia did.


  “Now, Septimus, you need to know a little about the rights and duties of a Senior Apprentice. You may determine fifty percent of your own projects and also your main timetable – within reason, of course. You may be asked to deputise for me at the basic-level Wizard Tower meetings – for which, incidentally, I would be very grateful. As Senior Apprentice, you may come and go without asking my permission, although it is considered courteous to inform me where you are going and at what time you intend to return. But as you are still so young, I would add that I do require you to be back in the Wizard Tower by nine p.m. on weekdays – midnight at the latest on special occasions – understood?”


  Still gazing at the Magykal purple stripes shimmering on the ends of his sleeves, Septimus nodded. “Understood. . . I think. . . but why. . .”


  “Because,” Marcia said, “you are the only Apprentice ever to return from the Queste. Not only did you return alive, but you returned having successfully completed it. And – even more incredible – you were sent on this. . . this terrible thing before you had even got halfway through your Apprenticeship – and you still did it. You used your Magykal skills to better effect than many Wizards in this Tower could ever hope to do. This is why you are now Senior Apprentice. OK?”


  “OK.” Septimus smiled. “But. . .”


  “But what?”


  “I couldn’t have done the Queste without Jenna and Beetle. And they’re still stuck in that smelly little net loft in the Trading Post. So are Nicko and Snorri. We promised to go right back for them.”


  “And we will,” Marcia replied. “I am sure they did not expect us to turn around and fly back immediately, Septimus. Besides, I haven’t had a moment since we returned. This morning I was up early getting some ghastly potion from Zelda for Ephaniah and Hildegarde – both of whom are still very sick. I need to keep an eye on Ephaniah tonight, but I shall set off on Spit Fyre first thing tomorrow morning to collect them all. They’ll be back very soon, I promise.”


  Septimus looked at his purple ribbons, which had a beautiful Magykal sheen, like oil on water. He remembered Marcia’s words: “As Senior Apprentice, you may come and go without asking my permission, although it is considered courteous to inform me where you are going and at what time you intend to return.”


  “I shall get them,” he said, swiftly getting into Senior Apprentice mode.


  “No, Septimus,” Marcia replied, already forgetting that she was now talking to a Senior Apprentice. “It is far too risky, and you are tired after the Queste. You need to rest. I shall go.”


  “Thank you for your offer, Marcia,” Septimus said, a trifle formally, in the way he thought Senior Apprentices probably should speak. “However, I intend to go myself. I shall be setting off on Spit Fyre in just over an hour’s time. I shall return the day after tomorrow evening by midnight, as this can reasonably be classified, I think, as a special occasion.”


  “Oh.” Marcia wished she hadn’t informed Septimus quite so fully on the rights of a Senior Apprentice. She sat down and regarded Septimus with a thoughtful look. Her new Senior Apprentice seemed to have grown up suddenly. His bright green eyes had a newly confident air as they steadily returned her gaze, and – yes, she had known something was different the moment he had walked in – he had combed his hair.


  “Shall I come and see you off?” Marcia asked quietly.


  “Yes, please,” Septimus replied. “That would be very nice. I’ll be down at the dragon field in just under an hour.” At the study door he stopped and turned. “Thank you, Marcia,” he said with a broad grin. “Thank you very much indeed.”


  Marcia returned his smile and watched her Senior Apprentice walk out of her study with a new spring in his step.
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  Out of the Stew Pot


  “We’ve got to get out of here,” Wolf Boy whispered, heading for the kitchen door. He grabbed the handle and pulled – the doorknob came off in his hand and sent him flying backwards. There was a clink as the spindle fell out on the other side of the door. Wolf Boy stared at the door – how were they going to open it now?


  “Leave it, stupid!” hissed Lucy. “Come on!” She grabbed Wolf Boy’s hand – the one that did not hold a disgusting tentacle tip – and dragged him across the sodden kitchen, through the mush of rubbish and past silent, Watching cats. They had just reached the cellar door when the ladder began to shake. Wolf Boy glanced around and saw the unmistakable spikes of the Witch Mother’s boots appear through the hole in the ceiling. He did not resist when Lucy pulled him through the door.


  Wolf Boy closed the door and began pushing the huge bolt across it.


  “No,” whispered Lucy. “Leave it open. Like it was. Otherwise they’ll guess we’re here.”


  “But –”


  “Come on. Hurry.” Lucy pulled Wolf Boy down the cellar steps. With every step he felt more trapped – what was Lucy doing?


  At the foot of the steps they were met by a sea of filthy water heavily populated by pulsating brown toads. Wolf Boy was shocked – was this where Lucy had been kept prisoner? He stopped for a moment, wondering how deep it was. He really didn’t like water – it always seemed to turn up in his life when things were bad. Lucy, however, was unperturbed. She waded in and, to Wolf Boy’s relief, the water only came up to her knees.


  “Come on,” said Lucy, kicking a toad out of the way. “Don’t just stand there gawping like a stuffed herring.”


  In the kitchen above, the Coven streamed off the ladder. The sound of their boots hitting the ground sent Wolf Boy ploughing through the toad-strewn water. Wading frustratingly slowly, as if he were in a bad dream – a really bad dream – he followed Lucy across the cellar, trying to avoid the well-aimed spit of the toads. At the far end of the cellar, Lucy stopped and proudly indicated a few missing bricks in the wall.


  “It’s the old coal chute. They bricked it up. But look at the mortar, they got the mix wrong, it’s all powdery.” Lucy demonstrated, but Wolf Boy’s attention was not on the quality of the mortar – he was listening to the heavy thumps coming from above. Lucy took out a couple of bricks and handed them to Wolf Boy.


  “Oh, gosh, hang on, I forgot,” said Wolf Boy, realising he was still clutching the tentacle tip. He quickly shoved it into the leather wallet that Aunt Zelda had made him wear around his waist; then he took the bricks and quietly put them in the water.


  “I spent all yesterday and today doing this,” Lucy whispered. “I was nearly out of here when that spiteful cow came and grabbed me.” Quickly she removed a couple more bricks. “We can get out through here on to the pavement. Good thing you’re thin. I’ll go first and then I’ll pull you up. OK?”


  The voices of the Coven in the kitchen were getting loud and angry. Wolf Boy helped Lucy up to the hole. She wriggled in, and soon all he could see of her were the wet soles of her boots – and then she was gone. Wolf Boy peered in, and a shower of dust fell. He wiped the dust from his eyes and grinned. Far above he could see Lucy’s grubby face looking down and behind her was a small chink of blue sky.


  “Come on,” she said impatiently. “There’s a weird nurse person wanting to know what I’m doing. Hurry!”


  Suddenly a howl of rage came from the kitchen. “Blood! Blood! I smell Grim blood. Blood, blood, I taste Grim blood!”


  “Oooh!” This was from Dorinda.


  And then: “The blood – it leads to the cellar. They’ve taken our Grim to the cellar!”


  A thunder of feet pounded across the kitchen towards the cellar stairs.


  “Hurry up! What are you waiting for?” Lucy’s voice came from far above.


  Wolf Boy was not waiting for anything. With the sound of footsteps clattering down the stairs, he pulled himself up into the hole. It was not as easy as Lucy had made it look. Although he was thin, Wolf Boy’s shoulders were broad and the coal chute was a tight fit. He raised his arms above his head to try to make himself narrower and, skinning his elbows and knees, he pushed up through the rough bricks towards the light. Lucy’s helping hands reached down to him, but Wolf Boy could not reach them. Try as he might, he could not move.


  From the coal cellar came Linda’s furious yell. “Double-crossing little toe rag! I can see you. Don’t think you can get away with this, you – you GrimKiller.”


  Now came the sound of splashing. Linda was wading across the cellar and fast. Desperate, Wolf Boy thought feral. He was a wolverine trapped in a burrow. The owner of the burrow, a Forest night creature, had woken beneath him. He must reach daylight now. Now. And then suddenly Lucy’s hands were in his, pulling him up, up towards the light, dragging him out of the burrow while the night creature snapped at his heels and dragged off his boots – yelping as the toad spit burned into her hands.


  Wolf Boy lay prone on the pavement, shaking dark, wolverine thoughts from his mind. But Lucy would not let him be.


  “Don’t just lie there, stupid,” she hissed. “They’ll be out here any minute. Come on.”


  Wolf Boy did not resist as Lucy dragged him to his feet and pulled him, barefoot, along with her as she fled down the street in the late afternoon sunshine. Behind him Wolf Boy was sure he could hear the locks and bolts of the Coven’s door being opened and feel the eyes of the Darke Toad following him.


  The Coven – minus Linda – were out the door before Lucy and Wolf Boy had turned the corner. Dorinda hung back, unwilling to risk her towel unwinding in a chase. The rest set off in pursuit, but the Witch Mother got no farther than the front step of the house next door before she gave up. Her boots were not made for hot pursuit. That left Daphne and Veronica to go clattering down the road, running in their very own peculiar knees-together-feet-out style. It was not an efficient way of covering ground, and Dorinda knew they would never catch Wolf Boy and Lucy. Dorinda might not have bothered about this had not the sight of Wolf Boy and Lucy fleeing hand-in-hand made her feel very jealous. And so Dorinda scuttled off to the cellar to find Linda.


  Linda was out the door in a flash – literally. The Coven did not do broomsticks – no one did broomsticks any more – but they did do some FlashBoard riding, and Linda did it particularly well. A FlashBoard was a simple idea but a dangerous one. It required nothing more than a small slab of wood and a slow-release StunFlash. The StunFlash was harnessed to the wood, which the rider balanced on as best she could. Then the rider set off the slow-release StunFlash, trusting to luck and no one being in the way.


  Generally Linda found that no one ever did get in her way on the FlashBoard. Dorinda and the Witch Mother watched admiringly as, with a roar of flame shooting from below the board (which was, in fact, the top of Dorinda’s dressing table), Linda careered off down Fore Street, scattering a group of old ladies and setting fire to the cart of the Port and Harbour Daily News delivery girl. In a Flash Linda overtook Daphne and Veronica as they tripped girlishly around the corner and sent them tumbling down the basement steps of the local fishmonger. They emerged sometime later covered in fish guts.


  To Linda’s irritation, there was no sign of Lucy and Wolf Boy, but that did not deter her. Linda was an expert at tracking down fugitives from the Coven. Using her own foolproof system, she began to systematically cover the warren of streets leading down to the harbour. In this way, Linda knew that her quarry must always be in front of her. It was, she thought, like herding sheep into a pen – sheep that were soon going to be acquainted with mint sauce and roast potatoes. It never failed.
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  Harbourside


  That afternoon, while Wolf Boy was trying not to feed Lucy to the Grim, Simon took Maureen’s advice. He sat on a bollard on the quayside and stared gloomily across the open space of the harbour front.


  It was a wide, paved area surrounded on three sides by a variety of tall flat-fronted houses. Sandwiched between the houses were a few shops. In addition to the popular Harbour and Dock Pie Shop, there was a small, rundown shop selling artists’ materials, a tiny bookshop specialising in maritime manuscripts and Honest Joe’s Chandlery. The chandlery took up the ground floors of three adjoining buildings next to the Harbour Master’s imposing red-brick house. All manner of ropes, blocks, windlasses, nets, boat hooks, spars and sails tumbled out from its open doors and colonized the harbour front. The Harbour Master was engaged in a perpetual quarrel with Honest Joe, for the chandler’s wares often spilled across his impressively pillared front doorstep.


  Like an attentive audience in the theatre, Simon watched the comings and goings across the Quay. He saw the Harbour Master – a portly man wearing a navy jacket with a good deal of gold braid – emerge from his house, pick his way over three coils of rope that lay neatly set out on his doorstep and march into the chandlery. A line of children chattering and clutching their notebooks walked past on their way to the little museum in the Customs House. The Harbour Master – somewhat redder in the face than he had been – came out of the chandlery and marched back into his house, kicking the rope to one side and slamming the door behind him. A few minutes later Honest Joe scuttled out. He recoiled the rope, replaced it on the doorstep and added a few boat hooks for good measure. All this Simon watched with a steady gaze, waiting for the moment when Lucy would walk across the harbour front, as surely she must – eventually.


  Every now and then, when it grew quiet, Simon stole a glance at a small window at the top of the stucco-fronted Customs House. The window belonged to the attic room that he and Lucy had rented a couple of days ago, after leaving the Castle rather more suddenly than they would have wished.


  It wasn’t a bad room, thought Simon. Lucy had seemed really excited when they saw it, talking about how she would paint the walls pink with big green stripes (Simon hadn’t been so sure about that) and make some rag rugs to match. They had taken the room right away, and when Lucy had said she wanted to go to the market “just to check out that fun stall with the fabrics and all those ribbony things,” Simon had pulled a face and Lucy had laughed. “Yeah,” she had said, “you’ll only get bored, Si. I won’t be long. See you!” And she had blown him a kiss and breezed out.


  No, thought Simon, Lucy hadn’t been in a temper. If she had been, he would not have wandered off, happy and carefree, down to the old bookshop in Fishguts Twist to see if there were any Magyk books worth having. He had been lucky and found a very mildewed and ancient Spell Book with the pages stuck together. A suspicious lumpiness had told him that there were still some Charms trapped between the pages.


  Simon had been so absorbed in extricating the Charms and discovering the delights of his purchase – which was a good one – that he had been surprised to find it was already getting dark and Lucy had not returned. He knew that the market closed one hour before sunset, and his first thought was that she had got lost. But then he remembered that Lucy knew the Port far better than he did – having spent six months living and working with Maureen at the pie shop – and a stab of concern shot through him.


  That night had not been good for Simon. He had spent it searching the dark and dangerous streets of the Port. He had been mugged by a couple of pickpockets and chased by the notorious Twenty-One Gang – a group of teens, many of them ex-Young Army boys, who lived rough in Warehouse Number Twenty-one. At dawn he had trailed back to the empty attic room in despair. Lucy was gone.


  Over the next few days, Simon had searched for her ceaselessly. He suspected the Port Witch Coven and had knocked loudly on their door, but no one had answered. He had even crept around to the back of the house, but all was quiet. He waited outside the house the whole day and Listened. But he had Heard nothing. The place seemed deserted, and eventually he decided he was wasting his time.


  By the time he had talked to Maureen in the pie shop that morning, Simon had convinced himself that Lucy had run off with someone else. He didn’t really blame her – after all, what could he offer her? He would never be a Wizard, and they would for ever be exiled from the Castle. She was bound to find someone else sooner or later, someone whom she could take home to meet her parents and be proud of. He just hadn’t expected it to be quite so soon.


  The afternoon wore on and Simon did not move from his bollard. The harbour front became busy. A flood of officials in navy blue Port uniforms embellished with varying amounts of gold swept across the quayside like a dark riptide. They negotiated around the ambush of boat hooks and rope and poured into the Harbour Master’s house for the annual Harbour Moot. Behind them they left the usual detritus of the Port – sailors and shopgirls, fishermen and farmers, mothers, children, dockhands and deckhands. Some rushed by, some sauntered, some dithered, some dallied, some nodded to Simon and most ignored him – but not one of them was Lucy Gringe.


  Still like a statue, Simon sat. The tide rose, creeping slowly up the harbour wall, bringing with it the fishing boats that were being made ready for departure on the high tide later that day. Morosely Simon stared at all who walked across the harbour front, and when it began to empty in the lull before the evening’s activity, he stared at the fishing boats and their crew instead.


  Simon did not realise how threatening he appeared to the fishermen. He still had a certain brooding quality to him, and his Magykal green eyes had a commanding stare, which was not lost on the superstitious fishermen. His clothes also set him apart from normal Port folk. He wore some ancient robes that had once belonged to his old Master, DomDaniel – when the Necromancer had been younger and a good deal thinner than he later became. Simon had found them in a trunk and had thought them rather stylish. He was unaware of the effect that the embroidered Darke symbols had on people, even though they were hard to see now that the cloth had faded to a dull grey and the symbols themselves had begun to unravel and fray.


  Most fishermen were too wary to approach Simon, but one, the skipper of the nearest boat – a large black fishing boat named Marauder – came up to him and snarled, “We don’t want your kind here, ill-wishin’ the fishin’. Bog off.”


  Simon looked up at the skipper. The man’s weather-beaten face was far too close for comfort. His breath smelled of fish, and his black-button little piggy eyes had a menacing look. Simon got to his feet and the skipper stared belligerently, his short grey hair standing on end as if personally offended. A large vein in his wiry neck throbbed underneath a tattoo of a parrot, making it look as though the parrot was laughing. Simon had no wish for a confrontation. With a certain dignity, he wrapped his tattered robes around himself and walked slowly away to the Customs House, where he trailed up the stairs to the attic room and resumed his watch from the window.


  The window looked across the quayside, quiet now in the hiatus between the daytime bustle and the night-time Port life. The only activity worth watching was on the Marauder. Simon saw the skipper yell at his crew – a boy of about fourteen and a thin, shaven-headed man with a nasty scowl – and send them off to Honest Joe’s. A tall, bony woman with spiky hair emerged from the Harbour Master’s house and went across to the Marauder, where she stood on the quayside, talking intently to the skipper. Simon stared at the woman. He was sure he knew her from somewhere. He searched his memory and suddenly her name came to him – she was Una Brakket, someone with whom Simon had had dealings during an episode involving some bones, an episode he would like to forget. What, he wondered, was Una Brakket doing with the skipper? The boy and the shaven-headed man came back clutching armfuls of rope – the boy carrying so much that he looked like a pile of rope on legs. They were sent back for more, and the skipper’s conversation continued.


  Simon thought the skipper and Una Brakket looked like a most unlikely couple, but you never knew. After all, who would have thought he and Lucy . . . Simon shook his head and told himself to stop thinking about Lucy. She must have found someone else; he was just going to have to get used to it. He watched Una Brakket hand over a small package, give the skipper a thumbs-up sign and stride off. Not the most romantic of goodbyes, thought Simon gloomily – but who cared? Romance was a waste of time.


  A waste of time or not, Simon could not tear himself away from his window. The shadows were beginning to lengthen and the wind was picking up, sending the occasional pie wrapper skittering across the old stones. On the water the excitement of the high tide was beginning to take effect. The last of the nets were being stowed, and fishermen were beginning to unfurl their sails and make ready to leave. The Marauder already had her heavy red canvas staysail fixed at her stern, and her crew were hauling up her mainsail.


  Simon felt his eyelids begin to droop. He had had very little sleep since Lucy disappeared, and the soporific feeling of the late afternoon was beginning to catch up with him. He leaned his head against the cold glass of the window and briefly closed his eyes. A chorus of shouts jolted him awake.


  “Hey!”


  “Bad luck – look away, look away!”


  “Cast off, cast off!”


  The crew of the Marauder were frantically untying their last mooring rope and pushing off from the harbour. And as Simon wondered what could possibly be sending them into such a panic, he saw a boy and a girl hand-in-hand, dirty and drenched, come tearing across the quayside. The girl was dragging the boy behind her, her plaits flying just like Lucy’s always did, and –


  Simon was out the door, leaping down the narrow stairs three at a time, down, down through the tall Customs House he flew, skidding around the corners, scattering the returning line of children and at last hitting the harbourside just in time to see his Lucy leap on to the departing Marauder with the barefoot boy at her side.


  “Lu— !” Simon began, but his shout was cut short. A great roar like a furnace came from behind him and something Darke pushed him out of the way. Simon fell through a tangle of ropes, hit his head on an anchor and tumbled into the deep green water, where he drifted down and came to rest on the harbour bed.
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  Into the Fire


  Simon lay on the stony harbour bed, fifteen feet underwater, wondering why he had decided to lie down in such an uncomfortable, wet place. Dreamily he looked up through the murky green blur. Far above him, the dark hulls of the fishing boats moved lazily in the swell, long tendrils of seaweed wafting from their barnacle-encrusted keels. An eel swam across his line of sight and a few curious fish nuzzled at his toes. In his ears the swish-swash sound of the sea mixed with the rattle of the stones on the harbour bed and the distant thud of the hulls bumping above. It was, he thought as he watched his robes waft around in the cold currents of the incoming tide, very strange.


  Simon did not feel the need to breathe. The Darke Art of Suspension Underwater – something that the old bones of DomDaniel had made him practise every day with his head in a bucket of water – had automatically kicked in. Simon smiled to himself as he slowly came to and realised what he was doing. Sometimes, he thought, a Darke Art came in useful; he liked the almost forgotten feeling of being in total control, but. . . Simon frowned and a few bubbles loosed themselves from his eyebrows and drifted lazily to the surface far above. But that was not why he was down here. There was something he had to do – something important. Lucy!


  At the thought of Lucy, Simon’s Darke control left him. A sharp pain shot through his lungs, accompanied by an overwhelming urge to breathe. Panicking, Simon tried to push himself off from the harbour bottom, but he couldn’t move. His robes. . . they were caught. . . on what – on what?


  With frantic, cold fingers Simon pulled the frayed hem of his tunic off the barb of an old anchor and, with his lungs screaming to take a breath now, now, now, he kicked off from the gravelly harbour bed. The buoyancy of the water quickly propelled him upwards, and a few seconds later he broke the oily surface of the harbour like a cork out of a bottle – to the amazement of a rapidly gathering crowd.


  The crowd had not actually gathered to see Simon. But when Simon’s seaweed-covered head appeared suddenly, coughing and spluttering, it quickly switched its attention from Linda and her FlashBoard to Simon. And while the crowd watched Simon swim to the steps and climb out, his robes dripping dramatically, the Darke symbols standing out against the water-darkened fabric, his green eyes flashing in a way that some of the female watchers found rather interesting, Linda took her chance. Quietly she picked up the FlashBoard and sneaked away.


  Linda had not had a good reception when she had screeched to a halt on the edge of the quay. A crowd had quickly gathered, the majority of whom had been all for pushing her into the harbour. The Port Witch Coven was not popular in the Port, and as Linda slunk off into Fishguts Twist she knew that she had had a narrow escape. Salt water and Darke Witchcraft do not mix well. A witch as steeped in the Darke as Linda would be in danger of dissolving into a pool of Darke slime within a few seconds of contact with the sea, which is one of the reasons you will never see a Darke witch cry. Lucy Gringe had taken advantage of this fact and had gambled that Linda would not dare take the FlashBoard out across the water – and she was right.


  But Lucy had not thought past escaping the dreaded Linda. And as the Marauder sailed out of the harbour Lucy began to realise that maybe she had – as her mother would have put it – jumped out of the stew pot and into the fire. Lucy and Wolf Boy had leaped aboard one of the nastiest boats in the Port, skippered by a most unpleasant – and deeply superstitious – skipper. If there was one thing that this skipper disliked it was women on board, especially women with plaits. Theodophilus Fortitude Fry, skipper of the Marauder, did not like women – or girls – with plaits. Theodophilus Fortitude Fry had grown up as the youngest brother of eight sisters. And they had all worn plaits. And the biggest, bossiest one had worn them with lots of ribbons, just like Lucy did.


  And so as Skipper Fry surveyed his unexpected passengers with an expression of dismay, his bellow
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another Time, murderous fishermen, a

vindictive ghost and a couple of ancient

entities — just another everyday family
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holiday. In every book I find a character
S
who becomes more important than I
| expected, and in Syren it was Milo Banaa.

Who is not as annoying as one might

think — unless you happen to be Jenna.
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