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    Letter from the Editor

    Well, chins have certainly been wagging about the appointment of the new leader of the Brothers of Wol, Silas Wolbrother! His leadership has kicked off with a radical new amendment to the treaty between magical and non-magical citizens – magical children below the age of thirteen will now be allowed to attend non-magical schools for the first time in Starfell’s history.

    Head of the Enchancil (Enchanted Council), Celestine Bear, believes that Silas’s appointment as leader of the non-magical community will ensure a happier era for us all. In an exclusive interview (page two), she says, ‘Look at what Silas has achieved in such a short time. Admittedly, it’s not something we magical folk ever actually asked for, so it’s a total surprise, but what a win! Who knows? One day we may even be able to convince the Brothers that a school of our own won’t result in them being blown to smithereens. It’s just so promising!’

    However, our notorious twelve-year-old correspondent, Willow Moss, disagrees. Gazette readers will no doubt be familiar with the young witch’s wild stories – for example, her accusation that the very same new High Master ‘stole a day’ (which, conveniently, no one can remember).

    ‘Silas cannot be trusted. The Enchancil have been tricked by him somehow,’ she claims, adding that he is ‘actually a wizard – who wants to steal everyone’s magic’. Apparently, Willow discovered Silas’s ‘diabolical plan’ while on a trip to the realm of the undead a few months ago.

    ‘Clearly, young Willow has lost the plot,’ counters Bear. ‘Everyone knows that it is impossible to simply “visit” Netherfell – unless you want to lose your soul! The girl is delusional.’

    However, some Enchancil members were concerned by Willow’s claims – as she was backed by the infamous and powerful witch, Moreg Vaine. At Moreg’s request, Willow was allowed to address the Enchancil with her latest tale some months back, despite being underage, and she has been sending the Gazette a steady stream of letters about it ever since.

    Yet fears died down quickly after Moreg went silent on the issue. In fact, she has been missing in action for the past three months.

    Bear adds, ‘Thankfully, sense seems to have prevailed and most now agree that this rumour about Silas boils down to the fact that Willow is either rather unwell or has a desperate need for attention. The fact that Moreg has sloped off – well, that should speak for itself. She’s probably embarrassed that she was ever taken in, if you ask me.’ More on pages three, four and seven, and find Willow’s latest outrageous letter on page nine.

    Another occurrence that has got lips flapping this week is a clash between the elvish city of Lael and the town of Library, as a priceless scroll has been stolen from the bookish town. Many elves believe that the scroll contains the location of the vanished elvish kingdom of Llandunia, which disappeared, along with Queen Almefeira, during the Long War.

    However, most Library historians believe that this is just a myth, as no one has been able to decipher the scroll in over a thousand years. ‘It could be something as boring as an old elvish recipe for bread,’ said one of the Secret Keepers, Copernica Darling, when pressed. ‘Still, it is an ancient, unique artefact and that makes it very valuable. We are offering a reward for its safe return.’ More on page ten.

    Speaking of strange thefts, there has been a string of these recently. Towns around the Midnight Market, Lael and Howling have fallen victim to burglary – including my own home, though the only thing taken was an old eyeball I was saving for a rainy day. Enchancil enforcers believe that the suspects could be linked to a group of pirate-wizards who are trying to reclaim the Ditchwater district within the city of Beady Hill, which was granted Forbidden status earlier this year … More on this on page eleven.

    Finally, in Troll Country (see our double-page spread on pages twelve and thirteen), new attempts to expand Troll territory into Dwarfish lands have been met with resistance.

    Magnus Pack, a spokesdwarf, says, ‘We will not give so much as an extra toehold to those flat-footed monsters. To see our beloved forests trampled by their clubs and heavy feet? They must be mad.’

    Troll chief Megrat hurled a studded club at me when I asked for a comment. I was given to understand by her daughter, Calamity, that this meant I should run, so I did.

    Rubix Grimoire

    Editor-in-chief

  


  
    The hare was a scrawny thing with long limbs, patchy grey fur and an ear that looked like it had endured some chewing.

    It was perfectly ordinary, apart from the fact that it was glowing faintly blue and was, in fact, a ghost.

    The witch kept a watchful gaze pinned on it as it followed after her from a distance.

    Then she reached inside the pocket of her new portal cloak and, after a bit of rummaging, took out a bed roll, a cheese sandwich and a rolled-up newspaper. She was saving the crossword for later.

    It would be some time before she knew again the full comforts of home … For now, there was business to do – a witch’s business, which is always her own.

    Up above the purple marshes, the sky had turned to pewter, and the part of herself that had taken a moment to listen to the song of a passing sparrow heard a storm begin to brew. One that had little to do with the weather.
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    [image: Chapter 1. A Blundering Beginning.]

    In a blister of a village called Mild, where the sun was hunkering down for a sulk, Willow Moss was having a bad day.

    See, it was her first day at a new school – a school that was governed by the Brothers of Wol. And, while first days at a new school are always a bit tough, Willow’s seemed destined to set the record for Worst Day Ever and, with the day being young, there was always the chance that things could actually get worse.

    As far as thoughts went, this wasn’t exactly a comforting one. But that’s the trouble with thoughts, you know? The bad ones grow like spiky weeds and, if you aren’t careful to prune them, you’ll be left with a mind full of thorns. And what Willow was thinking right then was that, if she could do it all over again, she would go about things a bit differently …

    For instance, she might have reconsidered entering the school grounds on the back of a flying broomstick named Whisper …

    She had realised this was a mistake rather quickly.

    Thanks to the screaming …

    … And the way the students scrambled to hide beneath their desks when she entered the classroom. There was also the boy in the corner making the sign of Wol at her as if to ward off evil. Then there was the fact that the teacher had flattened himself against the wall when she turned to him, arms raised above his head, as if Willow were a dangerous viper poised to strike.

    Not exactly ideal.

    The second thing she might have reconsidered was bringing along the monster from under the bed.

    Oswin, the monster in question (and her best friend), chose that precise moment to pop his shaggy head out of the hairy green carpetbag she was carrying. His green, lamp-like eyes squinted in the daylight as he harrumphed, ‘WOT a bunch o’ cumberworlds … Yew’d fink they’d never seen a witch afore. ’Tis not like yer gonna ketch ’em all an’ turn ’em inter stew or sumfink …’ A low belly rumble followed this pronouncement, and he added, a little mournfully, ‘Actuallys, I could jes murder a bowl of stew abouts now …’

    This, unfortunately, elicited more panicked wailings.

    ‘It’s a talking cat!’

    ‘Why is that cat green?’

    ‘Did it just say it wants to turn us into STEW?’

    ‘Oh Wol, it’s changing colour!’

    ‘Oh, the smell! Oh, save us …’

    And that sort of thing.
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    Willow fished out the StoryPass from her pocket. It was a compass-like device from the town of Library that was supposed to help with novel cataloguing, but offered useful life advice as well. The five points were:

    
      [image: One might have suspected as such. There be Dragons. If I were you, I'd run. Turning Point and Cup of Tea?]
    

    It was currently pointing to ‘One Might Have Suspected as Such’.

    Willow sighed, then pushed Oswin’s head – which had turned from the colour of pea soup to a violent blood-orange – back in the bag.

    ‘I is not A CAT … I is the monster from under the bed! Honestly, wot do they teach kits in skewls nowadaisies?’ he hissed.

    ‘Just leave it,’ Willow whispered, pinching the bridge of her nose.

    There was a harrumph from Oswin – who was in fact a kobold, a subspecies of monster. Alas, he did look like a cat, but calling any attention to this resemblance made him rather upset – and this, in turn, made him change colour. Sometimes, if you upset him enough, he blew up … which would only make the situation worse.

    This was not at all how Willow had hoped things would go today.

    Before she’d left home that morning, Willow’s father, Hawthorn, had given her a packed lunch that included two gumbo apples and a sandwich filled with eel-liver paste. It was one of those situations in which the phrase ‘it’s the thought that counts’ was sure to apply. Hawthorn’s almond-shaped eyes, which looked so much like Willow’s, had sparkled.

    ‘Oh, Willow,’ he’d beamed. ‘I still remember my years at school rather fondly, despite all the scars. It will be such fun to compare notes.’

    Willow had felt momentarily uneasy as she nodded and smiled. She did not enjoy lying to her family, pretending she had come round to the idea of attending school, but she could see no other choice.

    Her wrist still ached from writing urgent letters about Silas to the Grimoire Gazette that were dismissed or ridiculed. The editor, Rubix Grimoire – once an ally, and the guardian of Willow’s good friend Essential – had seemingly turned against Willow altogether. And Moreg Vaine, the one person who might have been able to persuade the Enchancil of the truth, was nowhere to be found. All of this had caused Willow more sleepless nights than she could count.

    She was tired of being ignored. Tired of having no answers. She needed to find out for herself why the Brothers of Wol had suddenly changed their minds and allowed magical children into their schools … and why nobody else seemed confused by this reversal.

    In her hairy green carpetbag, Willow had packed enough clothes and food to last for a few days, and she’d left a note in her bedroom telling her family she wasn’t coming home until she’d got to the bottom of what was happening.

    So a better, more well-thought-out plan might have been for her to try to blend in a bit more with the non-magical children – to keep her head down and her eyes and ears open. Instead, she was standing out in a rather worrisome way. But Willow couldn’t help thinking that Oswin had a point. The class’s reaction to her was a little … puzzling.

    The village of Mild was only about five miles away from Grinfog, where Willow’s magical family lived, so she’d assumed they would’ve heard about her. Yet, considering most of the children’s reactions, she might as well have come from somewhere as far away as Starfell’s second moon, Hezelboob (which was said to have spun off several thousand miles away from its first moon, Jezelboob, many eons ago in the luminary equivalent of a family spat). Perhaps it was more than that, though – perhaps they had heard of her, but were still afraid?

    Thankfully, a small handful of children from Grinfog were looking just as puzzled as Willow was by the panic. Willow recognised a boy with green eyes and dark brown skin named Peg Spoon, who she often saw down by the river, fishing. He shot some of the others a bemused look before giving Willow a small wave, which she returned.

    Willow then took a deep, steadying breath and gave the teacher an encouraging look. ‘I’m Willow … Willow Moss? There’s no reason to be scared …’

    She looked from him to a little girl who had started crying and back again. The crying got louder. The teacher’s eyes continued to bulge.

    ‘Erm. Blink if you can hear me,’ she said.

    The teacher, dutifully, blinked.

    Willow tried to explain. ‘Um … my mother wrote a note?’ She held it up like a white flag declaring a ceasefire.

    The teacher seemed to recover slightly, finally unsticking himself from the wall to take the folded-up piece of paper from her.
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    ‘I’ll just sit down over here, all	right?’	suggested	Willow, heading to a vacant desk near the centre of the classroom. She was surprised and pleased when Peg came to sit next to her.

    ‘Y-yes,’ squeaked the teacher as he began to read the letter, the blood draining further from his face.

    

     

     

    
      Dear Sir,

      We are proud to be sending our youngest child, Willow Moss, to attend your school. What a time to be alive! We – her parents – are delighted at the amendment to the treaty. I can only imagine your own excitement – I just wish I was there to witness it!

      I can’t foresee a teacher of your fine calibre having any doubts about managing someone with a magical ability. (I’m sure there will have been rigorous training for this new endeavour, and I trust that only the most stalwart of educators have made the grade.) However, if you experience even a momentary twinge of concern, have no fear! I can reassure you that in sending you Willow, who is the least dangerous of my three witch daughters, there will be no risk of her blowing up any of your students or sending them hurtling through the sky with her mind! (Kids, am I right?)

      Admittedly, there is the small but, alas, real danger that she might make one or all of the children disappear due to an ability she acquired in recent months. (We blame puberty – it’s havoc.) Nonetheless, rest assured in the knowledge that, for the most part, she has this under control (except when she sneezes) and is able to return those she has vanished fairly unscathed. No doubt this will offer complete comfort all round.

      In terms of her educational background, Willow has been home-schooled by her granny – the renowned potion-maker Florence Moss – who has sadly passed on. However, as my mother-in-law had lost most of her marbles before she died, due to a potion explosion in the mountains of Nach, this means you may have your work cut out for you. Sorry.

      Sincerely,

      Raine Moss

      Resident witch of neighbouring Grinfog, renowned seer and creator of the Travelling

      Fortune Fair*

      * Tickets available by raven, half-price for the Midnight Market (sale offer for the period of the Greening Moon only)

    

    

     

     

    The teacher blinked a few times as he read, then reread, the letter – perhaps in the hope that it was all some sort of dream. Finally, he looked at Willow the way someone might contemplate a large spider.

    ‘Do you … um, feel well?’

    ‘Perfectly, thank you.’

    He cleared his throat, then glanced at the letter again, his skin mottling slightly. ‘No … er … c-colds or s-sniffles at all?’

    It took a moment for Willow to grasp what he was referring to. ‘Oh, that? I feel fine! Besides, I recently worked out that if I hold my nose when I sneeze, no one seems to disappear.’

    Another shockwave went through the class.

    The truth was that when she had done that – held her sneeze in – she had made herself vanish instead. Only for a minute. But Willow filed this information under ‘Things Best Left Unsaid’.

    ‘And the, um … creature? We don’t usually allow … pets.’

    ‘A WOT?’ came Oswin’s outraged voice from the carpetbag, which began, worryingly, to smoke.
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    Willow pulled a grim face and shot back quickly, ‘That’s all right, as Oswin isn’t a pet. And he won’t cause a problem.’ She turned to Oswin’s now pumpkin-orange eye, just visible through a hole in the hairy bag, with an expression that threatened … consequences. The sort of consequences that resulted in a bath.

    There was a sulky sort of grunt from inside. ‘Fine. But ’tis bad enough when these cumberworlds fink I is a cat. “Pet” jes takes the blimmerings cake. No respect, an’ me being the last kobold an’ all …’

    ‘Um, right. V-very well. Erm. Welcome, Willow. I am Master Cuttlefish,’ said the teacher, patting himself down in his nervousness, as if to assure himself of who he was. He glanced at the hairy green bag at Willow’s feet, then chose to simply ignore it, which was probably wise.
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    Willow felt someone tugging on her sleeve and turned to find Peg looking at her with wide green eyes. Up close, she noticed that he had a smattering of freckles across his nose. ‘You can make people vanish?’
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    The spirit hare stood in the clearing.

    ‘You have what I have asked of you?’ said Silas.

    The hare stared at him for a long moment, then opened its mouth. It made a hacking, coughing sound, then something round and grey rolled towards him.

    It was an eye.

    A clouded eye.

    Silas bent down and picked it up gingerly. The thing looked dead, but as he touched the eye it grew darker, like a day shrouded in fog.

    The wind began to whistle, and up ahead a storm gathered.

    Silas allowed himself the smallest glimmer of a smile. ‘You have done well.’
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    [image: Chapter 2. Something windy this way comes.]

    Willow gave an embarrassed sort of nod in response to Peg’s question. ‘You know I find lost things, right?’ She had helped Peg find a few things in the past – he seemed to have a habit of misplacing his fishing flies as she recalled.

    He nodded.

    ‘But making them vanish started happening last year,’ she continued. ‘Do you remember … Elth Night?’

    Peg stared, then after a moment he clapped a hand over his mouth and sniggered. ‘So it WAS you! You were the reason Birdy Pondwater found herself starkers at the bunfire.’

    Willow blushed crimson.

    Technically, the old woman still had on a pair of red-and-white striped bloomers, so she wasn’t exactly stark-naked, but yes: Willow had somehow, accidentally, made the old woman’s dress vanish … in public.

    She closed her eyes, wincing at the memory. It was not one of her finest moments. When she opened them, Peg was still staring at her, looking amused.

    ‘I believed you when you said it wasn’t you … You know, before the villagers threw their currant buns at you, and your sister dragged you off.’ He grinned, revealing a dimple in his cheek.

    Willow fought back a grin herself. ‘Juniper didn’t drag me off. She … er … marched me firmly away from the stampeding horde.’

    ‘Oh right … That’s totally different.’

    ‘Yep.’

    They shared a grin.

    ‘Erm, but it turns out it was me … though I didn’t know that at the time. My magic started to go a bit haywire – or at least that’s what I thought was happening. It’s a long story, but I’ve developed the other side of my ability. Now, as well as finding things, I can make them disappear. People too … though mostly by accident. I can’t quite get it right on purpose.’

    She didn’t tell Peg that, when she tried, she usually made the wrong person vanish – like her mum when she was really aiming for her sister Camille. It had caused more than a few awkward moments at home and plenty of time spent in the attic, where she was supposed to ‘think about her behaviour’ while Camille gloated at her from the stairs … and so the cycle repeated itself.

    It was quite a relief that her sisters were too old for the new mixed schools.

    To Willow’s surprise, instead of looking scared at the prospect of vanishing, Peg’s face split into a mischievous smile. ‘It’s a pity you haven’t got it nailed down just yet,’ he said, casting the teacher a sideways glance. ‘That could come in handy. You have no idea how boring Cuttlefish can get when he puts his mind to it. And he always puts his mind to it.’

    Willow chuckled softly.

    Peg’s face turned serious for a moment and he whispered, ‘It’s wild that you’re here, though. My mum couldn’t believe it when she heard that they’d changed the rules …’ His smile faltered, and he looked a bit sheepish. ‘She’s a bit, er … old-fashioned.’

    Willow nodded. She’d guessed as much. His mother, Begonia, always wore a ‘witch-resistant necklace’. It was made out of goat hair and wigweed sprouts and was supposedly meant to protect the wearer against magic. It didn’t work, but Willow would never tell Peg that.

    When she was little, Willow had passed Begonia in the street, and something about the way the woman had clutched at her necklace had struck Willow as odd. She’d gone to find Granny Flossy – who had been brewing up a potion for improved digestion that would later destroy part of the greenhouse – to tell her about what had happened.

    Granny had moved aside a long strand of green hair and looked up at Willow in surprise. ‘That necklace Begonia wears? It’s jes old bits and bobs strung together – they sell them at some of the markets. I’ve even made a few of them meself in me time, ter	smooth	things	over when us magical folk started moving inter their towns. It won’ do much apart from keep the fleas off her. Best not ter let on, though,’ she’d said, tapping the side of her nose. ‘Sometimes ye’ve got ter let people have something ter believe in so their fears don’ take ’em over.’
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    Willow had been a bit shocked. ‘You’ve made them yourself – even though you know they don’t work? Isn’t that, well, a bit … wrong?’

    Granny Flossy had considered the question while cutting up a bunch of grumbling Gertrudes for her potion – probably to disguise the bad taste. The purple juice stained her fingers. ‘Fear is a dark mistress, and it don’ play fair, child. It’ll take up all the room in yer brain if yer let it, so it’s a kindness ter find ways ter help people keep it at bay. ’Tisn’t exactly right or wrong, but a bit of both – like life itself, which is a mix too. You see?’

    And Willow had. But she knew that not everyone would.

    She looked at Peg, who seemed a bit embarrassed. ‘I wish she wouldn’t wear that necklace,’ he said softly. ‘I mean, she knows there’s nothing to fear really …’

    ‘It’s fine, Peg. I don’t mind.’

    Part of Willow wished she had a load of those necklaces now, so that she could offer them to the rest of the class and make them feel better. But a bigger part of her wished that they wouldn’t want them, that the children would see for themselves that they didn’t have to be afraid just because she was a bit different.

    Peg sighed. ‘I mean, it’s silly that Mum’s still a bit wary of witches. All I’ve seen your family do is help people, and she knows that too, I think … She even said that you have a right to learn just as much as any of us. But, considering how scared people are, it’s a bit weird that they changed things, um, so suddenly, from one week to the next.’ He looked embarrassed. ‘Um, not that they shouldn’t have.’

    Willow was quick to reassure him. ‘No, you’re right. It is weird …’

    She thought once again of how little her own parents had listened to her concerns, and how much it had convinced her that something wasn’t right …

    A few weeks ago, her parents had attended an Enchancil meeting informing them of the new legislation. When they’d come home and told Willow the ‘happy news’, it was like waking up in a house that you thought you knew, only to find yourself tumbling down a set of stairs you never realised existed.

    They’d looked blissfully happy about the idea of sending their youngest daughter to a school governed by the Brothers of Wol – an order now headed by the person Willow and her friends had discovered was actively trying to steal everyone’s magic and start another war.

    ‘You can’t be serious?’ Willow had cried. ‘Why on Starfell would you choose to trust Silas, after everything that’s happened?’

    Willow’s mother, Raine, had tutted. ‘The Enchancil have cleared all that up. It was just a silly misunderstanding …’

    ‘A … misunderstanding?’ Willow had stared at them both in shock. Just two weeks before, when Silas had been appointed, her mother had said they needed to find Moreg and that it was time to take a stand against the Brothers … and now this? Suddenly she thought it was all right to send her youngest child to a school run by these people?

    ‘Oh yes, my dear, it’s nothing for us to worry about,’ her father had said.

    Willow had blinked, looking from one parent to the other. From underneath the table, there had been a faint ‘Wot?’ from Oswin, who seemed as confused as she was.

    Willow stared. ‘But … we know what Silas wants, and he’s getting even stronger – he’s overthrown the Brothers of Wol. Can’t you see how suspicious it is that he’s now inviting magical children into his schools?’

    Raine had huffed. ‘Overthrown? Don’t be silly. He’s been voted in as leader. That’s how it works. And, as for “suspicious”, you just sound paranoid. Things change. This is what real progress looks like! You simply got the wrong information, that’s all …’

    Willow had continued to stare at her parents in disbelief. ‘The wrong information? When my friend saw Silas’s own memories, proving that he’s trying to become the most powerful magician in our history? That he’s planning to rip all the magic out of Starfell?’

    ‘Yes, that’s just nonsense. It’s why we need to send you all to school, you see, so you can sharpen your minds, accept the truth.’

    Willow had spluttered, ‘Accept the truth? The only truth that needs accepting is that Silas must be stopped!’

    Why were her parents acting like this?

    Willow’s father had shaken his head benignly. ‘Oh, Fetch,’ he’d said, using an unfortunate nickname that Camille had started when she was little and Willow still couldn’t quite shake off. ‘It’s all going to be just wonderful, you’ll see.’

    In the weeks that followed, Willow had tried her best to get through to her parents, but they’d only looked at her with slightly vacant expressions whenever she brought up Silas or his plans. Willow had been forced to conclude that something odd had happened at that Enchancil meeting …

    She turned to Peg. ‘I was starting to worry that I was the only one who thought it was weird that the Brothers suddenly wanted us in their schools!’

    It was good to have someone agree with her. It hadn’t occurred to Willow that it must have seemed very odd from the non-magical community’s perspective too.

    ‘Nope,’ he said, then jerked his head in the direction of a few of the other children who were still cowering beneath their desks. ‘I bet they think it’s odd too … if I were to take a wild guess.’

    Willow gave a hollow laugh.

    ‘But maybe it’s nice that it’s happening,’ he said.

    Willow looked from Peg to the other children, who had now picked up their chairs and desks to get as far away from her as possible. Somehow, she thought, despite Peg’s kindness, ‘nice’ was a stretch. In fact, she was a bit worried that the Brothers were trying too hard to make things seem ‘nice’.

    Master Cuttlefish called for their attention as he picked up a box from the floor.

    ‘Instructions and workbooks from the Brothers of Wol, for our n-new undertaking,’ he said. ‘We were instructed to only open this box if one of you actually showed up.’ He broke off, cleared his throat and took out the instructions. As he read, he picked up several pieces of chalk from within the box and muttered, ‘Ah! That is a relief. I wondered if the Brothers had completely lost their minds … Though, of course, I shouldn’t have doubted their wisdom … Oh yes, indeed. I see now.’

    From near Willow’s feet, there came a faint ‘Wot’s ’e on about?’

    ‘I don’t know,’ whispered Willow, feeling the hairs begin to prickle on the back of her neck. She shared a confused look with the kobold, whose green eye was just visible through a small hole in the carpetbag.

    The teacher straightened and it was as if all his earlier fear had left him. The colour returned to his cheeks and he called out, ‘Nigel?’

    The ginger-haired boy at the back who had made the sign of Wol at Willow squeaked in reply, ‘Yes, master?’

    ‘Please come over here and help distribute these.’

    Nigel hesitated for a moment, as it meant passing Willow, but then went to help Cuttlefish hand out the thin blue volumes to the class.

    When one of them landed on Willow’s desk, she stared at it. In the middle was a large ‘W’ embossed on the cover in red.

    But, before she could open the book, the sky outside suddenly turned the colour of an old bruise. The air crackled with electricity and the classroom door was flung open, slamming against the wall with an enormous crash.

    ‘Oh nooooo,’ cried Oswin. ‘Oh no, oh, me greedy aunt! Wot new eel is this?’

    Willow blanched. What new ‘eel’ indeed?

    The air had turned cold and the wind began to howl as something wild, something blue, something utterly terrifying came hurtling towards them.

    It was a tornado.

    Everyone began to scream blue murder. Wind whipped through the classroom at a rate of knots, overturning desks, blowing papers everywhere and frosting everything with ice.

    The hairy green bag began to shake as Oswin zipped himself more securely inside. ‘I really should ’ave stayed under the bed today,’ he whimpered. There was an eerie wailing sound, loud enough to break glass, and, as the swirling mass came closer, everyone gasped in shock.

    Right in the centre of the whirlwind was a girl.
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    Frost spread across the floor as the girl spun into the classroom.

    Willow shivered violently in her thin green cloak, her eyelashes crusting with icicles.

    And then, quite as suddenly as it had appeared, the wind and the cold and the swirling blue tornado died down, revealing a tall girl around Willow’s age. Her hair was white and appeared to crackle as it quivered around her head in a kind of electrified cloud. She inspected the class with piercing blue eyes – the kind that seemed not only to see you but take an X-ray too. Then she calmly told the icy wind, which was now swirling more gently by her side, ‘Selia – scatter now.’

    And it did, departing in an intricate swirl of mist and ice.

    When the girl saw the many pairs of fearful eyes, like peeled grapefruits, pinned on her, she frowned.

    Everything she wore – from the long white dress that brushed the tips of her black, pointed, lace-up boots, to a thick cream cardigan – was twisted. Yet, despite the fact that she looked a bit like she’d been dragged backwards through a hedge, met the resident wildlife, got into a fight and won … she was somehow still elegant. Willow was reminded of the way an old house can sometimes seem both stately and slightly dilapidated at the same time.

    The girl’s pale eyes took in the fallen desks and she sighed. ‘Skiron can be a real menace indoors. North winds, you know?’ she said.

    None of them did know. They all blinked at her in horror.

    Unfortunately, the fierce, swirling, frosty wind that was lurking just outside the classroom door seemed to take sudden offence at the girl’s words. A screeching, ear-splitting noise erupted, making all the children clap their hands over their ears, as the wind gusted itself into a furious frenzy and hurtled inside once more.

    The girl tapped her foot impatiently, lips pursed. ‘Skiron, it’s not like you to be so sensitive. Honestly, you’re embarrassing yourself.’

    This, unfortunately, made things worse.

    The door began to slam violently on its hinges, and the wind swelled to three times its size as it spun like a top into the centre of the room. Everyone screamed as desks and chairs and children started to rise into the air.

    Clouds of condensation left their mouths and ice crystals hardened on the floor. Inside the hairy green bag, Willow could hear Oswin’s teeth chattering, along with a muffled ‘Oh nooo, oh, me ’orrid aunt … Oh, fings is turning blue which should not be blue …’

    Some of the children managed to hold on tight to their desks or chairs, their legs floating behind them, but others were thrown roughly against the walls, their screams reaching a deafening pitch.

    Willow winced as Nigel, the ginger-haired boy, was gusted upwards, and there was a nasty cracking sound when his head met the ceiling.

    This made Willow’s entrance seem like a breeze in comparison. She gingerly got out of her chair, fighting hard against the fierce wind, and edged towards the girl. Willow’s lips were turning blue from the freezing cold, and she wasn’t sure what she was going to do exactly, but she hoped to help.
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    However, it soon became clear that help was not needed.

    The girl used that strange word again: ‘Selia.’ But nothing happened. She raised an eyebrow, then said in a low voice that was only mildly terrifying, ‘I am going to count to three, but it would be better for us both if you decide to be reasonable and obey the command before that happens.’

    The wind was being – there was no other word for it – stubborn. At that moment, in sulky response, it knocked over a big wall display that featured the children’s artwork.

    The girl’s eyes glittered. Thunder rumbled as if from nowhere, and it took a moment for Willow to note that it had come from the girl’s open mouth as she boomed, ‘ONE!’

    Everyone flinched.

    ‘Oh noooo! Don’ make her count ter free!’ cried Oswin, the top of his head peeking out of the bag. ‘Oh, me heart!’

    The wind, it seemed, agreed. It beat a hasty retreat through the classroom door.

    With that, the temperature returned to normal. The frost melted away as suddenly as it had appeared. The classroom furniture and a handful of children came tumbling to the floor with a crash.

    The windswept girl, however, made no comment. Perhaps she was used to this. Instead, she turned back to the class as if it were completely normal to have thunder coming out of your mouth. ‘Sometimes you have to bring the thunder to avoid the lightning,’ she explained. Then she smiled, which was also a bit terrifying.

    ‘To tell you the truth,’she added, rubbing her throat, ‘it doesn’t half burn when it comes out. My Aunt Dot says gargling with salt water helps strengthen the vocal cords, but so far nothing … Then again,’ she snorted, ‘she’s got the west wind – the gentlest one, which brings along spring, you know? It’s not like she ever needs to call on the thunder when her wind, Zephyrus, ignores the command to scatter. She can just summon a slight drizzle and hers just flies away, absolutely terrified. Skiron, on the other hand, is one of the toughest and the fiercest – that’s why he’s mine,’ she smirked.

    Willow’s mouth had been hanging open, and that’s when the girl finally noticed her. She seemed a little amused or surprised – it was hard to tell. ‘Were you coming to help?’

    ‘Um, y-yes.’

    The girl stared. ‘Can you tame winds too?’

    ‘Er, no …’ admitted Willow. ‘Not at all. That was, well, brilliant, what you did. I just thought maybe you could use a hand?’ Then she blushed. ‘Um, but obviously you had it under control.’

    The girl’s pale eyes regarded her for some time. ‘Yes, I certainly did,’ she said, then she frowned. ‘But you didn’t know that. You came to help, despite having no ability to do so … which tells me something. You’re either a bit odd, or you’re a witch.’ Her eyes danced. ‘Probably a bit of both.’

    Willow didn’t know whether to feel insulted or not, but she could tell that, if anything, the girl seemed to warm to her. Besides, if Willow were honest with herself, she’d lost the battle with being ‘a bit odd’ a long time ago.

    She decided it was best to change the subject. ‘I can’t believe another witch has lived near me this whole time!’

    The girl looked askance. ‘A witch? I should think not.’

    Willow blinked in surprise. ‘B-but—’

    ‘I’m an elf.’

    Willow’s eyes shone in amazement as she noticed the girl’s pointed ears. ‘Oh!’

    Elves kept themselves to themselves, so she’d never actually met one before. She knew they were excellent craftspeople and traders of magic, though, and some of the best magical objects and devices – like Moreg’s portal cloak – came from the elvish city of Lael. The girl’s storm magic also made a little more sense now, as it was only elves who seemed to have some control over the weather. (Well, elves and Moreg Vaine, who could make lightning and thunder strike too – though, to be fair, not out of her mouth.) And, unlike humans, who didn’t always get any magical ability, all elves did, though no one really knew why.

    Elves were also rumoured to have some kind of collective magical power called elfsense. Willow wasn’t sure how it worked, but then not many humans did.

    ‘I’m Twist Howling,’ said the girl, holding up her index finger. Seeing that Willow clearly didn’t know what she was meant to do, Twist’s mouth curved into a small smile, and she picked up Willow’s hand to touch her finger to Willow’s own. A small blueish-green spark emitted from them both, which took Willow by surprise.

    ‘Knew you were a witch,’ the elf girl said.

    ‘I’m Willow Moss,’ said Willow, still a bit puzzled by the sparks.

    The girl’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘YOU’RE Willow Moss?’ She didn’t let Willow’s hand go. In fact, she pulled her closer to get a better look.

    The way Twist was staring made Willow feel a little awkward. There were some people in the magical community who had heard of her now, mostly due to the reporting in the Grimoire Gazette – which, unfortunately, made her sound like she needed to be carted off somewhere.

    ‘Er, yes. I’ve, um, been mentioned in the Enchancil newsletter … a few times.’

    Twist let out an odd barking laugh that made a few of the children jump in their seats. ‘A few times? It’s been every week without fail for the past three months.’ Then she frowned. ‘They don’t seem to like you much.’

    Willow didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t untrue.

    ‘Well,’ Twist carried on, ‘you’re the reason I came to this school. I wanted to track you down. I need to talk to you.’

    Willow’s eyes bulged and she took an involuntary step backwards.

    From the hairy carpetbag, there came a whispered ‘Oh no.’

    Which was probably what Willow’s knees would say too, if they could speak.

    The fiercest person she’d met since Moreg Vaine had come to track her down?

  


  
    [image: Chapter 4. An Elvish Legend]

    ‘Really?’ said Willow, finally managing to pull her fingers from Twist’s grasp. ‘Um, w-why did you want to talk to me?’

    But Willow wasn’t to learn why just yet, as right then there was the sound of a throat being cleared rather loudly.

    It was Master Cuttlefish. He had managed not to stick himself to the wall at Twist’s arrival, and it appeared that his impatience at her continued interruption of his lesson had, at last, outweighed his fear.

    ‘If you two have quite finished getting acquainted? Not to mention destroying my classroom before we’ve even started our first lesson?’ he added sarcastically.

    Willow blushed. ‘Sorry,’ she said.

    Twist, however, did not apologise. She merely stared at Cuttlefish until he cleared his throat again and said, a bit more politely, ‘I-I presume you’re also starting with us today?’ His tone implied that he wasn’t exactly thrilled about this.

    And, to be fair, given the state of his classroom – which now looked rather worse for wear, the children windswept and dishevelled with tracks of tears down their faces, skin mottled from screaming – he might have had good reason to feel put out.

    Twist nodded. ‘Yes. I had a note, but there’s a strong possibility it got blown away …’

    ‘You don’t say,’ he muttered. ‘Well, never mind. I think I get the gist: new student, magic, lucky me.’

    Willow shared a look of surprise with Oswin, who muttered, ‘Someone ’as ’ad a change o’ heart.’

    Willow agreed. Cuttlefish had indeed made a remarkable recovery in his approach to magical children in a relatively short space of time, considering his earlier fear of her.

    ‘Class started twenty minutes ago, Miss Twist. Do not be late again,’ he said.

    Twist didn’t reply. She simply cocked her head to one side and stared at him with those odd, piercing eyes of hers.

    After a rather awkward moment, as Cuttlefish grew ever paler, he suggested weakly, ‘Er, p-please. T-take a seat.’

    The rest of the class gave them both a wide berth, setting their now-righted desks and chairs down as far away as possible. The two girls were left in the centre, like a small leper colony. Only Peg stayed near, giving them both a shaky smile. He touched his throat for a moment and Willow wondered if he was thinking about borrowing his mother’s necklace after all …

    Cuttlefish handed Twist one of the blue books. Then he turned, walked over to the classroom door, and drew a small x on it with chalk. Once done, he addressed the rest of the class as if this were perfectly normal behaviour.

    ‘Welcome back, everyone. Before we get started on the new curriculum, I think a brief recap of what we learnt last year might be helpful for our old and, er, new students,’ he said, and his voice took on a monotonous drone as he began going over what they had covered the year before, most of which seemed to involve methods of farming.

    Within minutes, Willow was finding it hard to pay attention … and she wondered if the Brothers of Wol’s plan was simply to bore magical children into submission.

    ‘Told you,’ whispered Peg. ‘He takes being boring seriously.’

    Willow grinned, then introduced Peg to Twist.

    Twist nodded at him in greeting, then tilted her head at the chalk on the door, whispering, ‘What’s with that? Is it something to do with the lesson?’

    Peg shook his head. ‘No idea! First time he’s ever done that.’

    There was a harrumph from the hairy carpetbag and Twist turned to it in confusion. ‘That’s Oswin,’ Willow said quietly. ‘He’s a kobold. I’ll explain later.’

    From within the bag, Oswin muttered, ‘Can yew smells that? That chalk smells a bit weirds.’
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    ‘What?’ asked Willow, but she was distracted when Cuttlefish asked the old students to take out their notebooks and summarise some of last year’s lessons. A boy at the back of the classroom was asked to outline the history of farming in Grinfog, and he started on a long monologue about the types of apples they grew in their county. A girl with pigtails was next, describing the different harvesting methods and how they had changed over the years.

    Willow found herself stifling several yawns.

    ‘Oh no,’ whispered Oswin. ‘I’m actually gonna be bored ter death. The Flossy Mistress always made learnin’ much better than this – excitings … cos yew never knew if she wos gonna blow the roofs off again or not.’

    Willow felt tears smart in her eyes.

    ‘I miss that,’ Oswin said mournfully.

    Willow had to bite her lip to stop it from wobbling. ‘Me too,’ she whispered.

    Granny Flossy’s lessons had been about life and, despite what her mother thought, Willow knew her grandmother’s wisdom was probably a lot more valuable than knowing the various types of apple rot, which Peg was now reluctantly reciting.

    Before Willow could get swept away in her memories, though, she was interrupted by Twist.

    ‘Willow, like I said – I need to talk to you. This week’s Gazette – did you read it?’

    Willow nodded. ‘Look, I know everyone thinks I’m sick or mad or making things up to get attention, but that’s not true. It’s Silas – he can’t be trusted.’

    Twist stared at her as if she were an idiot. ‘Course he can’t. We all know that.’

    Willow blinked in confusion.

    Twist went on, ‘By “we”, I mean elves. I don’t know why all the other magical folk have suddenly decided to accept everything Silas and the Brothers are saying … I mean, it doesn’t make sense, does it?’

    ‘Exactly!’ cried Willow in an agitated whisper. ‘That’s what I’ve been thinking. It’s like something happened at the last Enchancil meeting – since then, it’s as if all the grown-ups have just decided to blindly trust Silas and the Brothers, ignoring everything else. I mean, until then my parents had been quite suspicious of them.’

    ‘Interesting … We elves haven’t had a seat on the Enchancil for years. We were thrown off after a bit of an incident. My Aunt Tuppence lost her temper when she caught someone lying … She may have overreacted a little, blasting him with a bolt of lightning – you know, the usual stuff – but maybe that explains why the elves feel differently … because they weren’t there?’

    ‘That would make sense!’ said Willow, though a small, dismayed part of her was picturing Twist’s aunt blasting someone with a lightning bolt … But she managed to push that thought aside for the moment. ‘My parents have been impossible to reason with ever since that meeting. That’s why I came here today – to see for myself what the Brothers are really planning with this new idea to mix magical and non-magical children together. Something about it just feels … weird. I don’t know what they’re up to, but I want to find out.’

    Twist smiled. ‘Well, I figured you’d be trying to do just that. I was sure I’d find you here.’

    Willow stared at her in surprise. ‘So … what did you want to talk to me about?’

    ‘It’s about Silas. I think he stole the scroll.’

    ‘What scroll?’

    Twist looked impatient. ‘The ancient elvish scroll that was stolen from Library!’

    Willow frowned. She vaguely remembered there had been a string of burglaries throughout Starfell lately, including the theft of an old scroll, but she hadn’t paid much attention, to be honest. She had other worries to focus on – like the fact that all the grown-ups seemed to have lost the power of rational thought, for one.

    ‘Why do you think Silas has taken it?’ Willow asked carefully. Then she frowned, recalling what the Gazette article had said. ‘No one has ever been able to decipher that scroll, right? They said it could be something as simple as an old elvish recipe for bread or whatever.’ Willow remembered that part because it had been a quote from Copernica Darling, a librarian and Secret Keeper she’d met once when she visited the town of Library.

    To her surprise, Twist let out a short laugh. ‘They’re lying! That’s their job as Secret Keepers. Of course they know what the scroll says!’

    Willow blinked.

    ‘Okay, well, not in detail,’ Twist continued. ‘I don’t think they’ve lied about not being able to translate it properly. But all elves know that it contains the last words of Queen Almefeira and the truth about what happened to the vanished elvish kingdom …’

    Willow had heard the stories over the years about the kingdom of Llandunia that had mysteriously disappeared during the Long War, and the infamous scroll that had appeared afterwards with the queen’s seal. She’d always thought it was just a story really – a fairy tale about a beautiful queen and a
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