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For Lily and Daniel





‘Trees are sanctuaries. Whoever knows how to speak to them, whoever knows how to listen to them, can learn the truth.’

Hermann Hesse
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Chapter 1

The night was scattered with stars like silver sparks – and Daisy Thistledown was dreaming of Mallowmarsh. The dream always began the same way: with spears of light, filtering through the mist rising from the Sighing Forest, shining against the panes of the great, glittering glasshouse and illuminating a table set for tea under the pear trees in the orchard. The light fell like honey over the fat little turrets of a house tucked into the branches of a vast beech tree, flashing off the round windows and pouring into the kitchen, where the housekeeper was fussing as she placed a tray of warm blueberry muffins on the scrubbed wooden counter.

But then the dream would change. The light would falter and grow dark, and Daisy would see that the panes of the glasshouse were smashed and empty, and the turrets of the Roost fallen into disrepair, overtaken by monstrous nettles that rose as high as the sky. The fruit was rotting in the orchard, and the forest nothing but a wasteland of broken stumps.

Tonight, she woke with a cry, heart pounding, feeling dread close around her stomach like a claw.

It isn’t real, she told herself, pressing her forehead into the pillow. It isn’t. It can’t be. The Grim Reapers hadn’t invaded Mallowmarsh – yet. But Daisy knew that magic was beginning to collapse across the Greenwild, and so the danger felt very close, as if it was crouching just outside the window.

Daisy shifted, and the tiny cat that had been snoring on her chest snuffled and woke. Napoleon lifted his head, one silver-green eye staring at her in the darkness. His pointy white whiskers bristled as if he too was thinking of the Reapers. Water slapped against the side of the ship, quiet and relentless. There was no point trying to get back to sleep now. Daisy’s heart was still pounding, and her stomach was growling at her like the engine of a miniature motor car. She had forgotten to eat dinner.

Suddenly coming to a decision, she slipped out of bed, scooping Napoleon onto her shoulder as she left the cabin. She pulled a perfectly round glass paperweight from her pocket as she reached the ship’s dark corridor, and it shone at her touch, sending out a net of cool light. Inside the paperweight was a perfect dandelion puff, shining like a soft silver sparkler. Daisy’s mother had given it to her before she’d left for the Amazon, and it had led Daisy to Mallowmarsh – towards magic. She hadn’t known, back then, that it was called a dandelight, and that it was so rare it might be the only one in existence. She hadn’t known that its light could guide the holder towards the secret doors of the magical world – or that it acted like a key to those hidden entrances, whether or not the holder had magic of their own.

It was also very useful as a torch.

Daisy crept forward by its glow, trying to avoid the creaky bits of the floor. The staircase that led up to the deck was carved with wooden vines and roses, and the wood felt friendly beneath her hand. Outside, the air was cold, and the sky was pricked with a thousand glittering stars. The spiralling shell towers of Iffenwild shone on the horizon, luminous in the dark.

Daisy braced her hands against the rail of the ship and breathed in deeply, feeling her chest loosen. She knew that she probably shouldn’t be out alone at night, but she needed to feel the wind on her face. She also needed to eat, and there was a tin of biscuits stashed behind the mast on the rear deck that would be perfect for a midnight snack.

But someone else was already on the deck. A dark shape loomed towards her, blocking out the starlight – and Daisy screamed.

Max Marina, king of Iffenwild, couldn’t sleep. He’d been at his desk all day – and he’d felt restlessness start in his stomach and rise up his throat until it was all he could do not to shout out loud. He’d left his crown on his bedside table and slipped out of the palace, through the sleeping streets and along the edges of the glittering canals towards the harbour.

He made straight for the Great Mallow, seeing a lone lantern burning at its prow. He was just clambering onto the rear deck, where he knew for a fact that there was a tin of biscuits stashed behind the mast, when he saw a dark shape materialize in front of him.

Max yelped and leapt three feet into the air.

At the same moment, the shape split in two and launched a clawed missile towards him. Max fell backwards onto the deck and looked up to see—

‘Daisy? Is that you? What are you doing here?’

‘Max? What are YOU doing here? I’m the one who sleeps on this ship.’

‘I know,’ he said, scrambling upright and attempting to disentangle Napoleon’s claws from his hair. Suddenly Daisy began to laugh.

[image: A startled Max Marina, king of Iffenwild, tries to lift Napoleon, a cat, from his head, its claws entangled in his hair.]
‘Sorry,’ she said, gasping. ‘It’s just – the way you yelped. You sounded like a baby bat!’

Max glared at her, and then the full absurdity of the situation overcame him. Suddenly they were both laughing, giggling so hard that tears streamed down their faces.

Finally, Daisy collapsed onto the deck, gasping, and unearthed the biscuit tin from its hiding place. ‘Here,’ she said, holding it out to him. Max took one and stuffed it into his mouth.

‘Mmmff.’ It was a Russian spice biscuit, one of several dozen made by Rozaliya Volkova, wardrobe mistress of the Nautilus travelling theatre troupe. She had taken Max and Daisy under her wing when they’d first arrived in Iffenwild. The Nautilus had left the city the previous day, taking the last member of Max’s family with it. Max swallowed, remembering the small, indistinct shape of his niece, bundled like a furious Russian doll in Rozaliya’s arms as they’d sailed away. Annika was twelve months old, and the proud owner of two sharp teeth and the strongest set of lungs in the Marindeep. She was no longer the quiet, contented baby Max had first met, slung across her father’s broad chest. In the weeks since Alexei’s death, her eyes had grown wide with bewilderment and she cried late into the night, not understanding why he didn’t come. Perhaps this was why Max could hardly bear to look at her. It was too much like looking at his own grief.

‘Alexei was our captain,’ Rozaliya had said, sniffing briskly as the Nautilus fleet prepared to set sail. ‘He wanted Annika to be brought up with the Nautilus Theatre. But he also wanted her to know her uncle.’ She had deposited the outraged bundle into Max’s arms, and the baby had immediately gone off with a wail like a police siren. Max had flinched and almost dropped her.

‘Is okay!’ Rozaliya had said, swooping to the rescue. ‘It will come in time.’ But Max wasn’t sure that ‘it’ would. He wasn’t sure of anything at all, except that he had felt shamefully relieved when the Nautilus fleet had sailed away across the lagoon, taking Annika with it.

Now, he swallowed and glanced at Daisy. ‘You couldn’t sleep either.’

‘No.’ She finished her own biscuit and brushed crumbs onto the deck. Her long, dark hair was pulled back into a single heavy braid, and her dark brown eyes were anxious. ‘I keep thinking about Mallowmarsh. And about Ma.’

Max looked at her face, which was very pale in the moonlight.

‘I’ve – er – issued a decree,’ he said. ‘Saying it’s treason for any Iffenwilder to support the Reapers.’ He could do this kind of thing now that he was king – a fact that still seemed so unlikely and terrifying that it made him want to laugh, or possibly throw up.

‘Good,’ said Daisy, allowing Napoleon to jump into her lap. ‘The rescue mission leaves for the Amazon tomorrow. You’re still coming with us, right?’ She glanced at him, then away again.

‘Of course,’ said Max, choosing not to mention the fact that his advisors were currently dead set against it. He wanted to reach out and take her hand, but at the last moment he stopped himself. ‘I wouldn’t miss it for anything.’
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Chapter 2

Daisy was red-eyed with exhaustion the next morning, and she yawned so hard that she nearly pulled a muscle in her jaw. She had stayed up talking with Max until the sky turned white at the edges, and the clouds piled up like pink marshmallows on the horizon.

If you’d told her two months ago that she’d enjoy talking to Max more than anyone else in the world, she would have laughed. She hadn’t liked Max at first – in fact, she’d hated him. He had been so moody and superior, and he’d clearly hated her too. But all that had changed, thought Daisy, remembering how they’d worked together to save Iffenwild and defeat the Duchess: a woman in league with the Reapers.

The idea of Max coming with them on the journey to the Amazon made Daisy feel as if she’d swallowed a slice of sunlight. Max’s black hair stuck up in all directions, and his red birthmark stood out like a smashed strawberry beneath his right eye. He was stubborn and quick-witted and sarcastic, and she liked him more than anyone except the other members of the Five O’Clock Club – and Ma, of course.

Daisy swallowed, thinking of Ma: of her long dark hair and her smile and her scent of ink and jasmine. She saw again Ma’s face on the day they’d said goodbye – when Ma had left to research a news story in Peru, and had never come back. It was only later that Daisy found out she had been captured by Grim Reapers.

Daisy missed her so badly that it felt like a constant fever. She missed the way Ma laughed at her own bad jokes, so that she looked more like a mischievous child than a world-famous journalist. She missed the way Ma spent hours reading her bedtime stories until they both fell asleep, and how they’d invent lavish picnics with whatever they could find: fresh bread and butter and shards of old toffee; squashed honey sandwiches and bottles of lemonade; fat red cherries and decadent chocolate eclairs, which were Ma’s favourite food in the world. ‘Picnics should always be over the top,’ she said. ‘Like all the best things in life.’ She never did anything by halves. She thought quickly, talked freely, laughed loudly, forgave easily.

Without Ma, Daisy felt unanchored – a tree without roots. And ever since Ma had disappeared, she had been driven by one pure, singular impulse: to find and rescue her.

‘We’re leaving tonight,’ she told Napoleon now. ‘As soon as the moon rises.’ Then she looked down, frowning. The deck of the ship was covered in small scraps of white, and there were more floating down all around her. A flock of ravens was flying over the city of Iffenwild, letting fall a shower of paper so thick that for a moment the summer sky seemed full of snow. She watched as the curling scraps landed on every front step and street corner, tumbling down cobbled lanes like confetti, floating atop the canals like old petals, and coming to rest on every deck, awning and rooftop in drifts of pure white paper.

Napoleon pounced on one, whiskers bristling. Daisy knelt down to look – and was confronted by her own face.

The photograph must have been taken during her brief and unhappy stay at boarding school. She was scowling at the camera and her eyebrows looked dangerous.

Beneath the photo were emblazoned two lines.


WANTED: Daisy Thistledown, Botanist

REWARD: 1,000 gold moon pennies



Daisy looked around, feeling dizzy. There was little doubt who was behind this.

‘The Grim Reapers,’ said Artemis, when Daisy sprinted up to the quarterdeck, clutching the paper in her hand. She felt as if she’d slipped off the edge of a cliff and her stomach was still somewhere mid-plummet.

Artemis was the commander of Mallowmarsh, one of the biggest pockets in the Greenwild. She was also Daisy’s grandmother, and the wisest and strongest Botanist Daisy had ever met. She would know what to do.

‘Don’t panic,’ said Artemis firmly. ‘The Reapers thrive on spreading fear and division. They want us to feel scared.’

‘But why are they after me?’ asked Daisy, collapsing onto a barrel that was being used as a chair. ‘How do they know who I am?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Artemis slowly. ‘But we must be careful. The reward will be an irresistible temptation to many.’ She reached for Daisy’s hand. ‘Whatever happens, you’ll be with me. I am your grandmother, and I will protect you, no matter what.’ Daisy felt the fist in her stomach unclench slightly.

Daisy barely remembered her father, who had died when she was three years old. She remembered the warm rumble of his voice, and his smell of rain and sandalwood, but she’d had no idea that his mother – her grandmother – lived in the Greenwild. No idea even that such a thing as the Greenwild existed.

The Greenwild.

Even after all these months, the thought of it gave her a thrill of happiness. The Greenwild was a secret world that shone with magic, filled with the kind of plants that no longer existed in the non-magical world, or ‘the Greyside’, as it was known here.

Of course, Ma had never told Daisy about any of this. She hadn’t told Daisy that the Greenwild was full of milk chocolate trees and giant lily-pad boats and seeds that could turn you invisible – as well as a whole host of dangerous, poisonous and outright nasty plants that would seize any opportunity to bite off your hand or knock you unconscious.

[image: Daisy sits on a barrel holding a paper in her right hand, while Artemis, her grandmother, stands holding her left hand on the quarterdeck of a ship. Napoleon, beside Daisy, looks at Artemis. A huge tree without roots stands before them and a large branch passes through a shroud.]
She hadn’t told Daisy that there were hidden doorways into the Greenwild tucked away in every country of the world, visible only to people with green magic. And she definitely hadn’t told Daisy that she was a Botanist – a person with that same magic running bright through her veins.

Now, Daisy placed a hand on the wooden rail of the ship, and a small shoot rose at her touch from the living wood, unfurling leaves that released powdery pollen into the air. Napoleon sneezed grouchily from her shoulder, but for once Daisy didn’t laugh.

‘We leave for the Amazon tonight,’ said Artemis. ‘In the meantime, be careful, Daisy. Don’t leave the ship. And trust no one. The Reapers are growing more powerful with every passing day, and we don’t know what they’re planning.’

Daisy felt the hairs rise on the back of her neck. The Reapers were ruthless, dangerous, and hell-bent on attacking the Greenwild and taking its magic for themselves. Most of them belonged to the Greyside, but a few were Botanists who had betrayed their roots – and in doing so, slowly destroyed the magic they had been born with. ‘The Reapers are driven by greed,’ Artemis had told Daisy once. ‘The kind of greed that is never satisfied; that makes you hungrier the more you take.’ Little was known of their leader, but rumours of his cruelty spread fast and wild as fire.

‘I heard that he eats children,’ Daisy had overheard one boy saying.

‘I heard that he collects their teeth.’

‘I heard that he calls himself the Reaper King because he gathers souls to wear like a cape.’

Whatever the truth of these rumours, there was no doubt that the Grim Reapers and their leader were the greatest threat the magical world had ever faced. The Reaper King had a weapon that made him almost invincible: an object called a mortle, which allowed him to strip magic from Botanists and take it for himself. The mortle was also known as the ‘death seed’, because so few people survived the theft of their magic.

Daisy shivered and Artemis raised an eyebrow.

‘Where did it come from?’ Daisy fidgeted with the edge of her sleeve. ‘The mortle, I mean.’ Her mind kept worrying at the question, like a tongue touching a loose tooth.

‘Ah.’ Artemis stared out over the harbour, watching as two seagulls battled for a piece of fried potato. ‘It’s an exceedingly rare and dangerous thing. Specimens turn up on the black market, perhaps one in every decade. But as to where they come from – no one knows.’

Daisy thought of Ma, trapped in the Reaper prison, and despair twisted in her stomach. ‘Can they be destroyed?’

‘Ah, Daisy.’ Artemis sighed. ‘I can’t answer that question.’ One of the seagulls finally won the battle for the potato and soared away, squawking triumphantly. Artemis looked at her granddaughter with concern, taking in her pale cheeks and clenched fists. ‘What you need,’ she said firmly, ‘is a good breakfast. But first, I have something to ask of you . . .’
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Chapter 3

Ten minutes later, the remaining Wanted posters had been swept firmly into the canal, and the Mallowmarsh crew were all lounging casually around the deck, polishing knives, repairing fishing nets, and making sure that no one unfamiliar came anywhere near Daisy as she ate her breakfast. ‘Just let them try,’ said the Prof fiercely, as Daisy went to join her friend at the table on deck.

Today, the Prof was wearing a pair of green overalls, and as usual, her sharp elbows were poking out from holes in her shirt. Her halo of black hair was pulled back from her warm brown cheeks with a green headband, and she had a book called A Treacherous Treasury: Tropical Plants of the Amazon Basin propped against the teapot. Daisy thought her friend’s name suited her perfectly. The Professor could speak twelve languages, not counting Latin and Greek, and she had a near photographic memory. ‘The Reapers don’t stand a chance,’ she told Daisy now, taking a piece of toast and spreading it briskly with marmalade. ‘Not with Artemis here to protect you. All the same –’ she frowned at a rogue Wanted poster that had got stuck to the side of the honey jar – ‘it’s odd. I mean, what do they want with you?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Daisy, looking at her friend’s wide, worried eyes behind her gold spectacles. The Prof was an orphan who had grown up in Mallowmarsh with her brilliant, eccentric grandfather – until he had come out of retirement and been captured while exploring in the Amazon.

The Prof was also one of the four members of the Five O’Clock Club, so called because they met at five each afternoon to exchange news and snacks. As well as the Prof, the club included Indigo, who was the same age as Daisy (nearly twelve), and Acorn, the youngest, who had just turned nine. They had welcomed Daisy unhesitatingly when she’d first arrived at Mallowmarsh, and they were as determined as she was to find the missing Botanists.

Now, Daisy looked around to see Indigo staggering onto the deck, rubbing sleep out of his eyes. There was a parakeet perched on his head, a pine martin curled on his shoulder, and a particularly affectionate moth riding on his ear like a clip-on earring. Indigo could talk to animals, and most creatures couldn’t resist being around him. Even now, a small flock of birds was hopping towards him across the deck, gathering to peck lovingly at his hands.

‘Here we go again,’ said the Prof, rolling her eyes. ‘It’s like living with a fairy tale princess.’ Daisy thought that this wasn’t far off the truth. Indigo always looked as if he’d fallen into a pot of liquid amber, with his gold-flecked eyes and gold-brown skin. He often wore a pair of sunshine-yellow overalls, and his curling, lion-coloured hair stood up in all directions.

‘Morning,’ he said, grinning at Daisy as he sat down. ‘This is an honour. It’s not often we get to share breakfast with a wanted criminal.’

‘Honestly, Indigo. This isn’t a joke.’ The Prof looked peeved. ‘The Reapers are dangerous!’

‘I know,’ he said, frowning. ‘Has the paper arrived yet? I heard a rumour that Silvestrano is under attack.’ He swallowed, and Daisy watched as his parakeet, an emerald-coloured bird called Jethro, cheeped worriedly and pecked the inside of his ear. Indigo and his dads had moved to Mallowmarsh several years ago, but Daisy knew he’d been born in Silvestrano, one of the biggest pockets of the South American Greenwild, and that most of his family still lived there.

‘No paper yet,’ said Daisy, squeezing his hand. ‘We’re still waiting.’ But she felt distracted.

‘What?’ asked the Prof, looking at her shrewdly.

Daisy took a deep breath. ‘Artemis asked me something just now, before breakfast. She wants me to give her the dandelight for safekeeping. She says it’s too dangerous for me to carry around, especially if the Reapers are after me.’

‘What are you going to do?’ asked Indigo, eyes wide.

Daisy closed her eyes. ‘I don’t know.’ The dandelight had been in her family for centuries. It had belonged to her father, and before that to Artemis, and her mother before her, going all the way back to the eighteenth century, when it had been created by a Mallowmarsh Botanist called Robert Chiveley. He had fallen madly in love with a Greysider woman, and made the dandelight as a key so she could visit him in the Greenwild whenever she wanted. Daisy had since heard all sorts of stories about it, including that the dandelight had allowed the lovers to communicate when they were apart, and that it gave the holder supernatural cake-making abilities – although there was no evidence for either of these things.

‘But you can’t give it away,’ said the Prof, looking horrified. ‘We need it!’ The dandelight had been very useful to them on several of their previous adventures.

‘No,’ said Indigo. Daisy looked at him, surprised. ‘Artemis is right. Imagine if it was stolen and ended up in the wrong hands. It could lead the Reaper King straight to all the pockets that are still hidden.’

Daisy swallowed. She hated the thought of giving up the dandelight. But how could she keep it, if doing so would put Indigo’s family – and others like them – in more danger? ‘You’re right.’ She blinked, feeling a lump in her throat. ‘I’ll . . . I’ll give it to Artemis this afternoon.’

She looked around in time to see the final club member coming from below deck, her bright red hair pulled into two tight pigtails. Acorn had changed in the months since her father – a Mallowmarsh Botanist – had vanished on a mission in Brazil. She chewed her fingernails until they bled, and her usually cheerful, freckled face looked pale and strained. She had big dark smudges under her greeny-blue eyes, and even her usually flaming red hair looked dull and subdued. The only thing that seemed to give her comfort was her pet caterpillar, Albert – a hairy brown creature that had been a birthday present from her father. Daisy saw Acorn place his matchbox by her elbow as she set about shredding a lettuce leaf for his breakfast.

The Prof pushed a cup of hot, sweet tea in Acorn’s direction, and Indigo passed her a piece of toast as more parakeets flew overhead. Small flocks of them arrived for Artemis every morning, bearing updates from across the Greenwild in their beaks or tied to their legs. Birds were the only creatures that could pass directly through the invisible walls surrounding each pocket, and these parakeets had been specially bred for speed and intelligence, which made them perfect messengers.

Unfortunately, the news they brought was not good. In the last week alone, four pockets had fallen to the Grim Reapers, including Fontainfeuille in France, Astria in Greece, and Warada in Morocco. The rumour was that their locations had been betrayed by spies on the inside. So far, the other pockets remained hidden, but many Botanists had been killed and thousands of families had fled their homes. It didn’t help that Moonmarket, the Greenwild’s great international crossing place, had also been captured – which made travel between pockets much more difficult.

Finally, a pair of parakeets dropped that morning’s edition of the Greening Standard on the breakfast table, and Daisy snatched it up to see the front page emblazoned with the headline:


SILVESTRANO FALLS TO REAPERS

Hundreds killed in brutal attack as Silvestran refugees flood neighbouring pockets in Argentina and Paraguay.



The rest of the page was filled with a black-and-white photo of displaced families – parents, grandparents, and small children – with suitcases in their hands and grief in their eyes. There was a small girl in the corner of the picture with a teddy bear squeezed under her arm, and her hair tied up in a stubby ponytail on top of her head. It reminded Daisy of the way she had worn her own hair when she was little. She swallowed and looked away.

Indigo was staring down at the paper, blinking back tears. ‘My aunts and uncles,’ he said quietly. ‘My grandmother . . .’

‘I’m sorry.’ Daisy reached for his hand. It was ice cold. ‘Maybe they escaped. It sounds like lots of people made it into other pockets.’

‘Yeah,’ said Indigo, and Daisy saw a small spark in his eyes. ‘My great-aunt Antonella can summon thorns the size of carving knives. There’s no way the Reapers got anywhere near her.’

Daisy nodded. They needed all the hope they could get. She didn’t want to think about what would happen to those who hadn’t escaped, but she couldn’t stop her mind from flashing to the Reaper King and the mortle.

‘We’ve got to stop the Reapers,’ said Acorn, speaking up for the first time in two days. Her voice was quiet but fierce. ‘We’ve got to.’

Daisy swallowed, reaching into her pocket for the cool, comforting weight of the dandelight.

But her pocket was empty. The dandelight was gone.
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Chapter 4

‘It’s not here,’ said Daisy, panicking. They had spent the last hour scouring the deck of the ship and the whole of the surrounding dock.

‘It must have fallen out of your pocket,’ said the Prof, glancing worriedly at Daisy’s face.

‘No,’ said Daisy, patting her overalls for the hundredth time. ‘These pockets are deep; nothing could have fallen out by accident.’

‘Do you think someone stole it?’ asked Indigo. He was holding a half-eaten apple, too distracted to take another bite as they searched.

Daisy remembered the rush of sailors criss-crossing the deck earlier that morning. Had someone bumped into her?

She stood with one hand on the rail, fighting back a stinging in her eyes. She felt a wave of loss so huge that it seemed to rise up from the sea-floor deep below them. The dandelight was the only thing she owned that had belonged to her father; and it was the last thing Ma had given her before leaving for the Amazon. She felt in her bones that it was gone, and the loss settled despairingly on her shoulders like a black travelling cloak. Stupid, she thought. She should have given it to Artemis sooner, the moment she’d asked. She’d wanted to hold on to it for just a few more hours – and now she’d put everything at risk.

Daisy glanced up, throat tight, just in time to see a black dot growing larger and closer above the ship. She saw wide black wings fan out, and for a moment she froze, thinking of the ravens that had dropped the Wanted posters across the city.

[image: Professor, Indigo and Daisy, all wearing full-length jumpsuits, stand on the ship's deck. A large toucan flies toward the deck and a startled Daisy clutches the rail. The Professor and Indigo, each holding a half-eaten apple, look on. A rescue tyre is tied to the rail.]
But no – this was something different. Something with a long beak the precise colour of a sunset, with airy black wingbeats and flashes of red on the underside of its tail. Daisy gasped and jumped back – just as a toucan landed on the guard rail and cocked its head.

The toucan’s enormous orange bill was almost as long as its glossy black body, and it curved downwards into a sharp point, which it used to spear the apple from Indigo’s hand.

‘A toco toucan,’ he said, looking awed. ‘It must be a magical variety. Most toucans can’t fly long distances, and I’d say this one has come pretty far.’

The bird looked at Daisy with a beady black eye and dropped a wadded-up square of paper onto her plate. Moving slowly, Daisy picked up the paper and unfolded it, heart pounding in her throat. It had been almost a month since she’d last heard from Ma, but she recognized her dashing black handwriting in an instant.


Daisy, joonam,

I am sorry you have heard nothing from me for so long. Living as a prisoner is not exactly restful, and opportunities for letter-writing are few and far between. I have been saving this piece of paper in my pocket, waiting for the right moment. Something is happening here, Daisy. The prison has been filling up with more and more captured Botanists. As fast as they arrive, other prisoners vanish, taken from their cells in the middle of the night. We don’t know what is happening, but it doesn’t take a genius to work out that it’s nothing good.

Now the Reapers are on the move, Daisy. I’ve been listening to the guards, and it seems their leader is expanding his stronghold from Peru across the whole of the Amazon basin. They’re after Amazeria, my rascal. If Amazeria falls, the whole rainforest falls. And if that happens, the entire world will be lost.

I think that is why we are being moved – we’ve been put into trucks and taken through the forest. We’re heading for Brazil. Towards the heart of the Amazon. The Reapers have been building a prison there – far more formidable than the place we have left behind. They are gathering for an attack on Amazeria – and we are going with them.

I hope that you got my last letter and that you found Iffenwild and its water magic. Wherever you are, tell the people of the Greenwild – and the Marindeep, if they will listen – that the Amazon needs our help. A war is coming, and every one of us will be needed for the fight. Tell them, my rascal. Bring help, or watch our world go up in smoke.



The letter finished with a hasty scrawl.


Don’t worry about me, joonam. I don’t know why, but the Reapers haven’t touched me. And if they try, I can look after myself. Sending all my love to you always, and a thousand chocolate eclairs.

Ma



Daisy felt a terrible sinking in her stomach. They had risked everything to find out where the missing Botanists were being held in Peru. Now, that knowledge was useless.

She swallowed as the deck came back into focus. Everyone was staring at her, including the toucan. It blinked a beady eye at her and stole a corner of toast from her plate.

‘What is it?’ asked Indigo, looking sick. ‘Is it from your mother?’

Slowly, Daisy nodded and handed over the letter. ‘She’s still alive.’ Or at least she was when she sent the message, she added silently. The note was dated from several weeks ago.

She glanced down again, rereading the last part of the letter over Indigo’s shoulder.

They are gathering for an attack on Amazeria.

Amazeria was the biggest and most magical pocket in the South American Greenwild – bigger even than Silvestrano. If the Reapers were planning to attack it next, then the Greenwilders would have to move fast.

‘What’s going on?’

Daisy looked up to see that Artemis had come over from the helm, and she handed over the letter with a feeling of relief. Her grandmother read quickly, and when she looked up her blue eyes were troubled. ‘I’ve heard rumours that the Reapers are closing in on Brazil, and this confirms it. Amazeria needs our help; we shouldn’t wait another moment.’

‘That’s not all,’ said Daisy, swallowing hard. ‘It’s about the dandelight.’ And she told Artemis what had happened.

‘Ah,’ said Artemis, her face tightening. ‘That is . . . unfortunate. We have to warn Amazeria of the danger. Their wards have kept them hidden, and we believe they’re safe from spies – but if the dandelight falls into the enemy’s hands . . . it will lead the Reapers straight to their door.’

She whistled, and a pair of parakeets came soaring down to settle on the taffrail in front of her. ‘I’m writing to the Amazerian king to let him know the situation. I’ve told him we’re coming with a fleet of reinforcements from across the Greenwild, and that we plan to meet in Brazil and sail to Amazeria together.’

Over the last month, Artemis – already the most powerful Botanist of her generation – had stepped forward as the leader of the free Greenwild, coordinating the pockets still standing united against the Reapers. She’d engineered the rescue mission in defiance of a ruling from the Bureau of Botanical Business, the organization which governed the magical world – and which everyone suspected had been taken over by the Reaper King. ‘Sometimes,’ said Artemis, ‘wisdom is knowing when to break the rules.’

Now, she glanced up at the clear, deepening sky. ‘I only hope the Amazerians can hold out until we arrive. We leave at moonrise.’ Then Artemis drew three small, lime-green booklets from her pocket. ‘That reminds me. I brought you a grassport, Daisy. And Indigo and the Prof’s, too, since they, ah, left them behind when the three of you left Mallowmarsh.’

This was a polite way of saying that they had stowed away illegally on the Mallowmarsh ship during the adults’ last attempt to get to Amazeria. Daisy took the three booklets and tucked them away carefully. She had never had a grassport of her own before. It made her feel that she really belonged. This time, she had earned her place on the expedition.

Five minutes later, Daisy was scribbling Max a note and sending it towards the palace by parakeet.

We leave at moonrise. Be ready.
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Chapter 5

Max was, at that moment, sitting in the council chamber of the royal palace of Iffenwild, trying to remember how a king ought to behave.

‘Yes,’ he said, looking at his advisors from behind the great shell-inlaid desk in the centre of the room. ‘I know I’m twelve years old. It may surprise you to know that I’m capable of remembering my own age.’

He could hardly forget it. There was a constant chorus in his head reminding him that he was too young, too inexperienced, too foolish to be the ruler of Iffenwild. What had they been thinking, allowing him to be crowned?

‘Of course, your highness,’ said Franz Graf von Wimpffen, the head of the Sailmakers’ Guild, chewing his walrus moustache. ‘All the same, we can’t be too careful. It would be safer for you to stay here. We are already sending out our most trusted—’

He broke off as a parakeet came soaring through the open window and dropped a ball of paper on top of Max’s head. Max grabbed it and spread it open on the desk, seeing Daisy’s handwriting.

He looked up, seized with sudden urgency. ‘Listen. The Greenwilders are leaving for the Amazon tonight. I’ve sworn to go with them.’ He tried to edge out from behind his desk, only to be blocked by his trio of advisors.

‘Surely, your highness wouldn’t be so foolish.’ This time the voice was that of Gertrude von Pock, the head of the Ropemakers’ Guild. Max ground his teeth and tried not to yank at his hair. What was the point of being king, he wondered, if he couldn’t make his own decisions?

Iffenwild was a pocket of the Marindeep, which had cut itself off from the Greenwild several hundred years ago – and the idea of re-engaging with it was clearly causing some anxiety. Max had spent the last week signing decrees, arranging boats and provisions for the expedition, and hearing complaints from unhappy Iffenwilders who were suspicious and angry at the idea of venturing out into the Greenwild – let alone into the Greyside, which was, in their eyes, a realm of pure danger and devilry.

His advisors had sent out messages to the other pockets of the Marindeep asking for their aid on the expedition. Some – including the pockets tucked into Venice, Tahiti, and the Shetland Islands – had said that they would join in support. Most, however, had refused to break the isolation that had defined the Marindeep way of life for centuries.

Max wasn’t, at this moment, wearing the great shell crown of Iffenwild, but he could feel its weight nonetheless, bearing down with solemn heaviness on his unruly black hair. He had grown up in a pocket of the American Greenwild called Bolderdash, which was accessed through a hidden doorway – visible only to those with magic – in an enormous craggy rock in the New York Botanical Gardens. Until a month ago, he – in common with all Greenwilders – hadn’t even known about the existence of the Marindeep; he had thought it was a myth, a story for small children. He hadn’t known that the two realms had once existed side by side: the Greenwild rooted in the magic of the land, the Marindeep buoyed by the magic of the sea. And he definitely hadn’t known that he was the lost heir of Iffenwild, the Marindeep’s capital city, with water magic running through his veins.

The council room was on the ground floor of the palace, and the tall windows were thrown wide to the royal canal that ran just below. Max could feel the surging of the water in mercurial currents, rippling deep below the surface.

He was still getting used to the new sense that came with his blue magic. He could close his eyes and know without looking that there was a pitcher of water on the table behind him, a whirlpool in the middle of the lagoon, and a storm brewing far out to sea. The sense had been growing stronger and sharper in the weeks since his coronation, and it was dizzying, sometimes, the vastness of it – tempting him to lose himself and be swept out into the depths.

He took a deep breath and turned to his third advisor, Margret von Humboldt, who was clearly desperate to speak. She was the head of the Fishers’ Guild, and she was the most cautious of all. ‘Your majesty is so young,’ she said, gesturing with her teacup and accidentally tipping scalding liquid towards her shoes. ‘It is a noble cause, yes, but—’

‘I know I’m young,’ interrupted Max. ‘But I also know that we have to fight the Reapers if we want to stop magic disappearing from our city.’ He looked at a piece of bleached coral sitting on the edge of his desk, and remembered sneaking out to visit the great barrier reef that protected Iffenwild from the outside world. What he’d seen was seared painfully into his memory: the reef bleaching from the sea-floor upwards, and all its shelves of scarlet anemones and radiant clown fish and electric blue corals turning into a graveyard of grey water and white ruin.

Max looked back at his advisors, willing them to understand. ‘The only way to save Iffenwild is to go out and stop the Grim Reapers. Otherwise, everything we love, every starfish and kelp frond, is going to be lost. And’ – he went on, seeing von Wimpffen open his mouth to protest – ‘I need to be there. I may only be twelve years old, but I’m the king. Or at least I’m trying to be.’

‘You may give a farewell speech at the docks,’ said von Wimpffen, with the air of a man giving a child a lollipop. ‘But there’s no need for you to risk your life, your highness. Not when you’re so young; so untested.’

Once more, von Pock attempted to block the way, and this time Max gave up on being kingly. He twisted his hand, and a small wave surged from the canal through the open window, breaking against the desk in a thousand glittering points of light. In two seconds, his advisors were soaked. In three, he was poised on the windowsill. In five, the king of Iffenwild had vanished.
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Chapter 6

Daisy stood on tiptoe on the deck, watching the bustle on the docks in the hour before departure.

‘Forty-three minutes to moonrise!’ boomed the harbourmaster, perched on a barrel of sardines in the middle of the docks. Sailors swarmed up and down the gangplanks of the ships, swinging on ropes and calling loudly to each other as they adjusted the sails and loaded last-minute supplies – crates of tiny, salted fish, barrels of enchanted water that would stay pure and fresh for years, and reams of magical pink seaweed that was known for its efficacy against fevers.

She turned to look at the fleet of boats moored around them in the Iffenwild dock, all built from the wood of the Mondenbaum tree, which was prized for allowing ships to sail directly between Marindeep pockets when the moon shone on the water. Moonlight powered magic like a great, wild generator.

Max had lent the Mallowmarshers their own Mondenbaum boat for the rescue mission, to get them to Rio da Floresta, an ancient trading post on the coast of Brazil and the closest Marindeep pocket to the Amazon. The Bad Penny was smaller than the Great Mallow, but it was built for speed, with a pointed prow, a series of billowing white sails, and a hull of pale silvery wood that shone in the dark like the inside of a shell. Daisy, Artemis, Madame Gallitrop and the other Mallowmarshers had made the move across to the new ship that morning.

‘Very nice,’ said Madame Gallitrop approvingly, running a hand over the polished woodwork. ‘These Iffenwilders know how to build a boat.’ The Frenchwoman’s sleek black hair was pulled back into a large bun, and her small dark eyes were merry. She had gone almost native in the two weeks they’d been docked in Iffenwild, purchasing several shell necklaces and learning a choice set of German phrases, including ‘my canoe is bigger than your canoe’, and ‘your father is a pirate cur’.

Napoleon leapt up onto Daisy’s shoulder and meowed grumpily. ‘I know,’ she said, stroking his tail. ‘Not long now.’ He huffed and settled himself around her neck like a tiny, bad-tempered scarf, his whiskers fierce and pointed. She touched the grassport in her pocket. She had fought hard to be part of this rescue mission. It was strange to think that soon – perhaps in a matter of hours – they would be arriving in the Amazon.

From Rio da Floresta, they would cross into the Greyside city of Belém – and sail down the Amazon River until they reached the doorway to Amazeria. It was hidden in the heart of the Brazilian rainforest, and the plan was to regroup there before attempting to find and rescue the imprisoned Botanists.

‘Ready?’ asked Artemis. She was standing like a figurehead at the prow, her long silver hair blown back by the wind.

‘Yes,’ said Daisy. ‘I think so.’ But she remembered the Wanted posters, and wasn’t so sure.

Perhaps Artemis heard the doubt in her voice, because she turned and smiled at her granddaughter. As always, Daisy felt a rush of reassurance flood through her. It was like placing her hand against the trunk of an ancient and solid oak – utterly good, utterly strong. ‘It’ll be all right, my leafling,’ said Artemis. ‘You’ll see.’ Then she grinned and turned to the Mallowmarsh crew. ‘All hands on deck,’ she cried. ‘It’s less than an hour till moonrise. Look lively, everyone!’ Daisy watched as crowds of people began to surge onto the different ships, tightening winches, unfurling the billowing sails and stowing final supplies.

‘Are the maps in the hold?’ called Artemis. ‘Good. If the Reapers have moved their base, we’ll need every map of the Amazon we can find.’

Daisy hurried towards the back of the deck, where she found the Prof sitting on a pile of rope with her nose buried in a book. Indigo was beside her, feeding Jethro with a handful of seeds from his palm.

‘Where’s Acorn?’ Daisy asked distractedly, scanning the dock below for Max.

‘She’s in the cabin,’ said the Prof, without glancing up. ‘She was looking for something.’

Daisy nodded. Three silvery boats bobbed at the end of the dock, ready to sail alongside them: the Mottled Oyster, the Merry Mollusc and the Saucy Starfish. These belonged to the Iffenwilders who were coming with them on the expedition, crewed mainly by fisherfolk who had seen the bleaching of the coral reef for themselves, and who were desperate and determined enough to break the Marindeep’s long isolation for a chance of saving the city they loved.

Daisy glanced across their decks. No sign of Max’s unruly black hair on any of them. She frowned, massaging her head. She’d had a headache all day, and her mind felt echoey, as if it was filled with voices from another room.

‘Half an hour to departure,’ called a sailor from the dock. ‘All those staying behind, please leave the ships now.’

Daisy walked to the side of the Bad Penny, looking out towards the shell towers of the royal palace in the distance. For a moment her headache flared, and the voices seemed to get louder. Come on, Max, she thought. Where are you?
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Chapter 7

Max sprinted through the docks, scattering barrels, oyster crates and marsh lamps in his wake. He glanced up as the departure bells rang out and saw the royal ship, the Mottled Oyster, sitting at its berth.

Minutes later, he was standing on its deck, looking down at the crowd and pressing his hand against the stitch in his heaving side. He was much stronger now than before – though he still felt the old breathlessness in his chest; a reminder of what he’d been through. When Max was nine years old, he had become very sick. His mother had tried everything to help him, and when magic had failed, they had moved to the Greyside. Max had been admitted to a hospital in New York City, where Greyside medicine had kept him alive. In the end, though, it was a magical plant that had restored his strength. A magical plant, and his mother’s sacrifice. He felt another pain in his chest, one that had nothing to do with breathlessness, and forced himself to look up.

A few people had noticed their king, and were turning to point and stare. Max could see his advisors standing on the dock below, panting. Von Wimpffen looked so furious that he was in danger of swallowing his own moustache, and von Pock’s expression could have started a small thunderstorm.

Max took a breath. He needed to be here, leading the expedition from the royal ship. If he was going to be the






















[image: Max Marina turns the ship’s wheel under a bright moon. A creeper with leaves lies on the deck floor.]
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