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1. A Storm Brews
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What do humans feel? Everything, and nothing.

Even those who seek numbness at the bottom of a glass will feel the call again. It’s inevitable. Anaesthetised by a glass of wine or whiskey, the next flutter of excitement is a heartbeat away, and when it comes, they will follow like children jumping after bubbles. A smile, a kiss, the promise of a kiss, will pull them harder than ropes steering a ship, tilting them after.

And who is the captain of this ship?

What? Are you looking at me? I’m just a dear old lady running a tea shop.

The door jangles. Here he is again. Jim, the old sea captain, is restless. He haunts my tea shop of an afternoon, donning that cap of his, shirt sleeves rolled up to show the tattoos that smudge and bleed into his wrinkled arms. His eyes, though they crinkle at the corners in a smile, are still the same black holes, empty, roving over my shelves for something new, or perhaps something old; remembered.

My booking for the afternoon left not five minutes ago, ladies tugging birthday balloons after them, their laughter whipped away by the sea breeze as they clattered out. Perfect timing. It’s as if he knew.

I think he senses there’s something different about my tea shop. He likes to sample different teas—no, that’s not it. He’s searching for something.

We are alone. Leaning his elbows on the counter he asks, what else do I have? What has he not tried?

Though he likes something new each time, it’s always the same story he tells. I turn my back on him to consider my array of jars.

That night on the sea, when his cruise boat went down. Visions he cannot shake. And he the only survivor. 

Why does he tell me? Done with drowning his grief in a pint glass, is he looking for another solution, a non-alcoholic one? Does he think I have the answer?

He would be right.

I scour the shelves. The poor man has tasted so much guilt in his life—I would never suggest those curl-leafed blends behind Resentment and Remorse. Oh no, not for him. He’s tried blends that inspire joy, contentment, bliss (a zingy variety, you have to keep the lid on tight and scoop quickly, for the leaves tend to float of their own accord), but nothing. Nothing satisfies this man. Still, he returns to my shop, the way he returns to the same story, the same old regret. It holds him in its jagged-toothed maw. A maw I know only too well.

If a story will not let go, well then. Let’s tell it again. Let it stir the waters of memory, hunger and hope, until we can find a fresh ending.

I reach for an unlabelled jar. I will not tell him that it contains Fear. For if we must face the truth once more, let us swallow what frightens us, lest it swallows us.

I unscrew the lid, spoon the leaves into the teapot and set the kettle boiling.

As Jim begins to tell the tale, the croak of his voice melds into the creak and snap of wood collapsing. I let my thoughts drift through his words, back through time, and remember it, in my own way.

The boat rumbling its propellers, deep into the water. The engine in its underbelly pummelling jagged vibrations. And the rabble on board, laughing and clinging to their hats. Such silly, frilly arrogance to think they can ride the waves like that, sitting on top of it all in their best shirts and dresses, sipping cocktails. Looking down on it. As if it were their domain. Behind the laughter, their eyes were glazed with their own distractions: delusions, longings. A barman in a waistcoat, juggling limes for a few tips. If only they’d stepped onto shore, into my café, I could have taken them deeper. A teapot can brew something more wondrous and terrible than you will ever find at the bottom of a glass.

But what am I saying? That was before I had a tea shop. Before I could even hold a teacup.

I was younger, then. Hungrier.

The rumbles of the ship juddered through my skin. An awful din. Softly, from the bottom of the ocean, I unfolded. Pumping my limbs, I drew closer to the surface, scattering fish either way, tasting the sun’s rays. A black shape blotted the light. Propellers thundering, chopping the water. I wriggled to the end of the vessel, reaching a long tentacle over it.

Screams slipped over my skin, their hot, delicious trails quick as melting ice-cream. Pain leapt into my exposed limb as those idiots began hitting and stabbing me with whatever they could find. Smashed glasses, fists, fire extinguishers, chairs. 

I dug in, levered my weight. The bubbles rumbled as the screams turned to shrieks, grew hoarse.

They say the sea never stands still.
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Jim, the old captain, has swallowed enough regret ever since, no matter what beverage he was nursing. The only one to swim to shore when there was no-one left to be saved. He watches me pour the tea, then takes what he wants. A sip, a gulp, and more. Setting down the cup with a crack that breaks the handle—snap—he is gone, wrenched out of his seat.

He’s back in that moment where he belongs. Submerged, arms doing cartwheels, he kicks against the heave of water to get to the breaking shore, but the current is not so kind this time. One way or another, he is dragged under.

He goes where his guilt takes him, not once looking back. Peace lies for him at the bottom of the ocean.

It’s not often I send someone back into a story. To be fair, it’s not often someone strolls out of one, and he gave me a bit of a start, the first time he arrived.

Is he part of my story? That must be how he did it. Usually, characters stay put, in the life where they belong. But I suppose our fates bumped and became entwined in that storm, even if he escaped the reach of my tentacles. His life wasn’t brewed from a teapot, although it was a special brew that sent him back.

Tea is not for everyone: the gentle infusion that warms the heart and the fingertips, nor the one that makes you gaze out the window and wonder. Those who are restless, unforgiven, may hanker for something stronger. They are usually the ones who come to my shop.

I think that’s why you’re here, isn’t it?

I’ll say this: seek what you will at the bottom of a glass. But only lift the lid off a teapot if you want to know what’s inside.
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2. The Foggy Box
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Let’s be bold, and start with an assam.

You and I have some journeys to go on. Pull up a chair, go on.

Don’t worry, I won’t bite. What you just saw with the dear old captain... He wasn’t happy, you know. He was trapped. Dear, dear, a conscience like that is a terrible thing.

Oh, and no, that’s not what usually happens when you story-travel through tea.

What, you’ve never heard of the power of tea? Surely not.

A fresh pot, I think. A rounded spoonful of assam: a classic, full-bodied tea. And how about something a bit smoky? Lapsang souchong, yes. Just a pinch. Mm, that campfire scent, slightly scorched. A little ginger, a little something else...

There.

I stir the tea, humming a little tune. Taking us right back. Right back. Your eyes look over-bright with curiosity, still startled about the captain, no doubt, but soon, your lids begin to droop. The shop interior spins as I stir, but not unpleasantly.

Let me speak to you through the power of story. I have so much to show you.

The smoke scent rises, the steam becoming a fog. It cloaks us now, drawing in the shadows until you can no longer see the exposed brick walls of the tea shop. That’s because we’re not in the tea shop anymore.

There is nothing like the fog of a Victorian street for harbouring secrets. The dark mist crawls and curls with the unseen. But do not worry, we shall see it soon enough.

Hovering in the smog is a thing no-one can see, besides us, and one other. For there are two things haunting Crawl Street in the year of 1896, and one of them is a banshee.
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In the chill evening air, footsteps clipped against cobblestones. People hurrying home after a long day. But even the tap of their shoes was obscured in the swaddling murk of Crawl Street, sounds that zipped like minnows in a deep river.

Noses tucked into their scarves, no-one bothered to glance up. If they had, they would have stared straight past the thing no mortal person could see. They might be reassured by the thumbprint-smudges of amber light dotting the town, but they would be wrong.

Unseen, and drawn by another unseen thing, only the banshee noticed the glint in the smog. She floated closer, her rags trailing like coils of smoke. A tiny box hovered under a streetlight, refracting colours, promising trinkets. It hung, half-slipping out of a velvet drawstring bag, red as a tongue.

Her knobbly hand reached and curled around the box. Its solidity gave her pause. The drawstring bag was plush between her fingers. She snatched it off, slipped it into the folds of her rags. Something for later.

Familiarity stirred inside her at the touch of the fabric, a restless warning. It was probably just the fog; and she just a banshee, a thing of darkness, a singer of death. Usually, the mutter of a dying man or woman, inwardly scrabbling for a hold on consciousness, was enough to get her rags flowing through the air, a new scream ripening in her throat—but on a quiet night like this, she would be equally delighted by a piece of glinting treasure instead. 

Grinning at her precious find, she tilted the box against the light and unhooked its latch. It swivelled aside with a small squeak. Her heart pounded in her ears, more real by the second. The box was not yet open, but its power flowed down her arm from that first touch, lending her a physicality, a realness. Solidity washed through her limbs like the weight of a fresh cadaver. She gasped as her feet, usually sweeping a few inches off the ground, gently lowered to the pavement, the uneven cobblestones pressing into her soles. A small moan of delight slipped from her mouth.

If the box lent corporeality to a spirit who touched it, what might be inside it?

As her fingers crooked to flip back the lid, a gash of red on her body drew her gaze down. Her rags were no longer: now a plush, crimson cloak flowed from her shoulders, the same shade as that velvet bag. Recognition flooded her senses as she touched her hair, the softness of her young cheek, the smoothness of her arm where the cloak slipped back.

Of course! Her old life.

She was once a woman of consequence. A rich husband, a grand house, jewels on her fingers sparking off the light from a chandelier.

What other gifts awaited her? Her fingertips tingled with anticipation. With a slow caress of the box’s lid, its sparkling, inset stones, she nudged it open.

What did it contain? The heart of a scream. The death that awaits. The cry that would pierce the fog and all the weather-worn souls that heard it, as a spoonful of a late supper trembled in their hand, or as they groaned and rolled over in their sleep.

Tonight, like every night, she would pluck her own scream from a box, having forgotten what happened the night before—and what has happened every night, ever since she became a banshee. All the life she’d known before, drunk into a drawstring bag. Yet she would only sense that flicker of recognition each time she opened it, and touched that softness as if the first time, each night.

For this is the way dark magic must work. It is hidden in a box. It is a trick of the unknown, the half-revealed, to be unleashed upon the curious. But, as with death, it’s never truly anticipated until it’s too late.

Are you sure you want to continue?

For, as you see, curiosity can lead to dire consequences.

As the smoke and the darkness melt away, and the brickwork interior of my tea shop solidifies around us, how can you be sure I am not pulling you into the same dire loop? How do you know that this hasn’t happened before? You and I, in this shop. A pot of tea, a story stirred from its depths.

You don’t. You can’t. And yes, I’m smiling about this, because this is part of the allure of story-travel. It’s how I got hooked. A very long time ago. Such a long time...

A little darkness, a little smoke, as the steam stirs and invokes the flavour. And so we become witnesses to another life, transported to a place we’ve never been.

Here, let me pour the tea. Want to see what happens when we drink it? 

Of course you want to taste it. Of course, you are safe in your own life, and I am just telling a story, perhaps a little more vividly than you’re accustomed to.

The truth is, you must pass through a lot of stories in the hunt for your own.
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Containers, containers. There’s something about containers. Like that magic box, you just have to open them up and see what’s inside. Like my tea collection. Impressive, don’t you think? The way they all glint back the light, full of secrets. Each of these jars contains a possibility. Combined, and stirred in the right way—with the right intention, you know?—they contain multitudes of possibilities. Worlds. 

See this one. A nice fat jar. The lid’s a bit bulky, true, but it’s properly airtight this way. I’ll tilt it, so. These aren’t just dried leaves, you know.

I set the jar down on the counter, then another, and another. Wielding my spoon, I feel your eyes on me, but I won’t turn until I’m done. The kettle rumbles—let me switch that off before it boils. This one requires a subtler brew. Yes... For this story, I need something delicate, to dance upon the tongue and stir the senses. White tea? The unopened buds of the green tea plant, Camellia sinensis. A touch of floral: a pinch of chamomile, that’ll do. Let’s invoke the feminine energy—but I need something cold. Ah, yes. Peppermint. Not too much; I don’t want to overpower the white tea.

Now, I pour. Here, breathe in a bit of that steam. Feel the sharpness, the way cold air tightens your chest.

This is called The Silvered Jar. Keep your eyes on the lake, it has a tendency to crack. 
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3. The Silvered Jar
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Let me see, where is this set? We’re not quite there yet. The peppermint is taking its time to draw. But there’s a starkness underneath the white tea flavour: somewhere abandoned. An outhouse used for storage of the park manager’s tools and gardening implements... and something else. Something secret is being hoarded in this outhouse. Here we are. The scent of ice begins to seep through.

Sometimes it takes a little time to find the protagonist, though, and dig out what’s wrong. Because it’s the wrongness we’re following, do you see that? We follow the sense of wrongness and it takes us to the heart of the story, where the possibility for rightness also lives.

That, and the rising colours as I stir the pot...
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At the edge of a park, the grass curled its frosty hairs and waited. Stillness crooked its fingers.

The night sky was smudged with blue-green trails, slowly brightening.

A pure voice cut the darkness with a sound like ringing glass. Rising, through the empty twig-hands of the winter trees, like the promise of morning... but at its peak, a cry of desperation. A call for help.

In the muffled confusion of half-sleep, a young boy called Tom stumbled after the sound. The rumours of kelpies or water fairies living around the lake, even in dead of winter, had stirred his imagination, ever since joining the local scout group who’d had camping and fishing expeditions here—but this was different. Real. An ancient call, a crying song that dragged him out of bed. The voice reached into the depths of his murky dreams and pulled. Like a rusted anchor wedged at the bottom of the sea, the urge to follow that sound sent a shudder through him and stirred the sands of his sleeping mind.

His foot caught on a stone, and in the shudder of pain that cowed him over, checking there was no blood, a memory flashed. A water nymph, a silvery goddess of the lake, had lit his dreams once, more dazzling than his friends had described. Calling to him, begging him to sing for her... Like most dreams, it was a muddle of patched-together images and made no logical sense.

Staggering over the grass in nothing but his pyjamas, Tom’s teeth chattered uncontrollably, and he bit his tongue, tasting blood. For a beat or two the hypnotic spell was almost broken: he stopped, clutched his jaw, silently cursing himself. The choir master would be so angry with him for this—oh, but he was no longer in the choir. He left it months ago. It was all too strict, and Scouts was so much more fun. Funny he should think of it now—but there it was again. The voice. The song that dragged him here. A voice that seemed to ask him to recall his own singing voice.

The hems of his pyjamas were streaked with icy wetness from tramping through the grass. He peered up at the indigo-green sky, pronged by the wooden fingers of the trees, and the shock of the cold made him shiver. How did he get here? Was this a dream? But the cold was real. He had to keep moving. But every turn back towards the park gates, towards the sensible choice, and home, was rebuffed by another tug towards that beautiful sound—the voice that cut him to his very soul.

He staggered on.

The outhouse. It had to be coming from there. He’d often wondered about this place: ramshackle, the bolt half broken, dangling free, but every dare from his schoolmates to tiptoe closer and pull open the door ended in a sheepish change of subject. No-one could bear to get up close enough.

Now Tom was here alone, without the reassuring chatter of his friends, the weird silence that always hung about this place rose up like a wall. It was still there, behind the ringing voice and the crunch of his slippers on frost.

There was no choice but to face it, now. Tom knew this at last, with the clumsy numbness of his fingers as he clawed for a hold on the doorhandle and yanked it open.

No flashlight to show him, the black, jumbled space reeked of terror, old Wellington boots, sawdust and mud, and yet the voice was... everything. Filling the space like light inside his mind. But there, over there, was a sliver of actual light. The edges of a huge glass container in the corner, like an oversized jar, threw a silver streak against the dust-ridden floor as if the moon had left a slice of itself behind. And inside, her fingers pressed against the glass, was the most breathtaking, impossible creature: the fairy of his dream. Wings like water crystallised along the patterns of a spider’s web. Droplet eyes, refracting the light into blues and greens. Her body had no clear outline, its edges only quivering into substance and out again as she twisted and turned, trying to get a glimpse of this intruder, her mouth stretched open in fear. It was only then he noticed that she was submerged in water, her hair splaying out in slow motion. She was a creature of the lake, and she sang in words that trilled bright as the fibrous trails of her hair. The sounds wrapped themselves around his heart and pulled.

“Escape, I must escape. Before the bad man comes back.”

The boy gaped, caught between the knife-edge of fear and the astonishing wonder of her voice.

“What bad man?”

But as he uttered it, between shivers, the sureness of that tall, dark shape striped itself in his mind, quick as spilled ink. A dreaded silhouette that had stalked his nightmares ever since he and his friends were caught lurking. The edge of a spade, its metal dragging against the ground in a threat.

“How can you get out?” he whispered, clutching his arms.

He rushed over, stood on tiptoe to grasp the massive, corked lid—but it was too high for him, and too smooth to climb. He cast about for a ladder, or anything to prop up as a step. A box: he picked it up, only to find it empty, and made of sagging cardboard. Not enough.

He hurried to the jar again, flushed with embarrassment to be so close to that god-like creature as he stretched. His thumbs brushed the edges of the lid as he stretched on tip-toe, but it was too far for him to gain traction, and rammed tight.

The liquid creature wriggled like a silvery fish. “Sing, sing for me like you did before.”

The boy fell back, surprised. Like I did before? Never had he sung in the park, or near the lake where she must come from. The very idea pricked his cheeks with shame—if one of his friends caught him wandering around singing in public... Only in dreams had he ever sung to her.

Could that be it?

He gathered his wits, frayed with cold and disbelief, and this bizarre request to sing, of all things—until a distant sound of a car door slammed. He jerked, glancing around with wide eyes, as if he might see the bad man through these thick walls.

The park keeper, in the middle of the night?

Impossible—yet all of this was impossible.

Tom stood there, the icy, damp ends of his pyjamas clinging to his ankles. His feet were numb, except his toes, which began to burn with cold.

Footsteps crunched closer. A malicious intent compacted in those shoes, the weight of them stomping hard on the frozen ground.

The water nymph shivered her silver hair at the boy and broke once more into song. Wordless ropes of sound flung their tendrils into the night air, snaking around him, softly.

The footsteps drew closer, heavier, scuffing against mud so clearly, he could see it in his mind’s eye. He glanced this way and that, looking for a hiding place—for it was too late to run. He’d be seen. But he couldn’t move anyway. His feet were fixed on the floor as if they had been frozen there, or were bound by the invisible leashes of her voice.

Let her hold him, then. In that moment, it no longer mattered. He would do whatever she said, in a wild, pointless hope that it might work. He threw back his head and sang.

In his mind’s eye, he pictured the intersecting rafters of the old church where he had once sang as a choir boy, and a new intensity and lightness burst forth. It was the song he was always meant to sing, yet it was a mystery, flowing through his veins, wordless.

The nymph’s voice entwined with his, one thread crossing and twisting over the other until they formed a fabric, a tapestry in the air. The footsteps stumped behind the boy—the man was there, in the room with them, barely an arm’s reach away—but Tom didn’t turn. Maybe they had a beat or two of extra time, bought by the man’s hesitation. For the spectacular glow of the water nymph, and their singing, would have given anyone pause. With a visible effort, the nymph’s voice lifted again, and the boy found himself on tiptoes, as if his own voice really were a thread snagged from somewhere deep inside him, now entangled with his in the air above them, and he couldn’t let go if he tried. He could almost see the veins of silver-white threads floating above his head, as a tear of effort slid from the corner of his eye and trickled into his ear.

The nymph plunged her hands down at her sides. Her voice swooped higher into a near-scream, then dived low, pulling the boy’s voice down with it, forcibly. An invisible weight plummeted from the ceiling, bumping the boy’s head and knocking him to the ground. A gunshot made him gasp and roll aside, covering his head with his hands. Peering between his fingers, he caught sight of a jagged, grey line down the nymph’s container. There’d been no gunshot. It was the glass cracking under the pressure of the sound.

The jar split again. Cracks squirmed like lightning jags, then shot wide. The nymph plunged and twisted in a dazzling circle. Glass splintered. Water burst out and churned, frothing. Tom hid his face as a mix of glass shards and liquid were flung across the room. Icy splinters ran their sharp claws through his skin, though he no longer knew if it was the cold, or pieces of glass, that cut him so.

Water enveloped him. He raised his head to gasp air, and found he was buoyant, thrown against the wall of the outhouse. A spade clattered to the floor, but more slowly than it should, slowed by the water that was high deep, neck deep, higher.

The parkkeeper’s shout was muffled in the rage and swirl of water.

Tom squinted at the bleary shape of glowing silver and reached for what must be the water nymph’s hand.

She pulled him under, deeper. They were nowhere he knew. Kelp fronds danced around him. A grey fish whipped past. This wasn’t the outhouse floor. They were under the lake.

Tom’s lungs burned and burned, squeezing for air, until they didn’t.

With a touch of the water nymph’s lips against his, he no longer craved the air. He was a thing of the lake now. Moving under the water, unseen, not caring for anything but his silver-gilled queen.

And so it is, that sometimes believing in the impossible can take us further than this life ever can. 

But I see you look faintly disturbed, that the boy lost all prospects of an ordinary life. His parents would have grieved, naturally. His sister was left with a hole inside her soul for the rest of her days. But think of the wonder he would now see! He was no longer caught in the trap of normal life, and all the banal expectations that come with it. He’d been set free, as much as the kelpie had.

He got more than the little taste you get, as your eyes trail over these words. He was in a story.

I can take you inside. I can take you deeper. Let me brew another pot, something more earthy this time. 

Drink this, and I’ll show you more.
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4. Madam Della and the Carnival
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“Oy, pet! You left your scarf behind!” 

But the girl had disappeared.

Madam Della dropped her hands by her sides, staring through the busy park. Shrouded in the fast-falling dusk, dozens of kids, mostly teenagers, mooched on the well-trodden grass in their jackets and jeans, dropping sweet-wrappers everywhere, laughing at the world. The ones who came to see her—she never remembered their names. That was Pixel’s job.

She sighed and trudged back into her tent, a booth small enough, it was draped in fabric that might have been a giant, patterned skirt. In fact, the fabric was made from six skirts stitched together. Still. She felt as raggedy and weathered as it looked. 

She grumbled under her breath at the stitched-on sign with its rainbow curve over the flap of the entrance, currently unlit with these unreliable lights. She needed to repair the “De La” and add the extra L, make it official. She used to be Madam De La Future, but she lost the Future.

The alteration annoyed the carnival manager, Mr Egsby, but he didn’t appreciate the subtleties of being a clairvoyant. Really, what was going to happen was rooted in the here and now, in the present, and reading the present tense was her specialty. Dah, but he was always grumpy anyway, and would never understand.

But she allowed herself a secret smile as she lifted the door flap. There was no-one quite like Madam Della.

The fairy lights strung around the doorway fizzled on again, the orange one shedding a bulbous glow through the fabric onto her wrist. These lights! What was wrong with them? She backed out again to peer at them, and bumped into Pixel, his cheeky, mud-smudged face grinning up at her.

“Whatchoo doing here?” Madam Della waved him off like a fly buzzing around a hotdog. “You’re meant to be off finding me new customers.”

The little thing had the audacity to pout. “I need a break! And wasn’t that last one juicy enough for you?”

Madam Della raised her eyebrows. “Aye, that was a good one. You did some good detective work there, my little chap.” 

She ruffled his hair, and he beamed up at her like a ‘good dog’. And it was a good job: he trailed after likely teenagers, girls mostly, the ones with that misty, heart-aching air about them. Listening in on their conversations, picking up names, dreams, longings. Then he jumped out as if from nowhere, offered them a free lollipop on behalf of the carnival, which had an advert for Madam Della along the stick. After a few prophetic hints and a bit of encouragement (and a lot of winking—really, she had told him to hold back on the winking, already), the girls would gradually but inevitably pick their way to her tent. Once it was in their eager sights, Pixel mysteriously disappeared—he was quick, that boy, and skinny, and could hide better than a weasel in a hole. Further mystified and intrigued, the girls would be sure to creep the rest of the way to her tent, the invisible hand of destiny beckoning, while Pixel texted Madam Della all he knew about them at lightning speed.

Perhaps she didn’t pay him enough. But that last girl, with her boyfriend troubles and mascara-encrusted astonishment, was only the second one of the night. Neither of them would make any decent money tonight if Pixel kept slacking off.

Madam Della shooed the boy off again and ducked into the tent’s opening.

“Oh, but I know something,” he called after her.

“What? What’s that?” Madam Della turned back, planting her hands on her stout hips.

He leaned closer and whispered, “It’s about Mr Egsby.”

Madam Della frowned, not moving. With a twist of her mouth, she huffed and beckoned him into the booth. Might as well get it over with, whatever it was.

“Well?”

“Aren’t you going to offer me a seat?” Pixel’s eyes glittered with mischief, staring hungrily at the crystal ball on the table (which was covered with a piece of black fabric, as it should be), and the two fold-out wooden chairs perched on the grass either side of it.

She rolled her eyes. “Go on then.”

But to her surprise, he scrambled over to the opposite chair—her chair. Before she could stop him, he’d whipped off the fabric cover and his dirty, sticky fingers were roving all over her crystal orb as he muttered some made-up language under his breath. An outright mockery of her profession!

“Pixel, get your hands off that!”

He paused his mock-rapture, his wide eyes sliding onto hers in innocence. “But I’m not even touching it! Look!”

Hands twitching to just grab him by the scruff and haul him off, Madam Della pursed her lips and leaned over to examine the ball. True, he’d been careful not to touch it, his fingertips hovering a good inch away. Very careful. Even so, Pixel was a cheeky sod, and this was all getting a bit much. She began to say, “Now look here...” when something made them both stiffen and stare down.

The crystal ball was glowing. A misty white light emanated from the orb. Madam Della was reminded of a shaken snow globe, but only if each tiny, spinning fibre were lit by something like starlight.

“Oh. What is that?” Madam Della crept over to the other chair and dumped herself down in it, her disbelieving eyes never leaving the orb. “It’s never done that before.”

Pixel, for once in his little life, had nothing to say. His fingers still pronged the air around the crystal ball as if half-afraid to move one millimetre in case it broke the spell. Madam Della froze, too, to encourage him to remain as still as possible.

“Pixel. What are you thinking about? What were you feeling, just as you spread your hands like that around the ball?”
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