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The forest awoke like an old man with creaking knees, reluctant to start the day. There was a phlegmy sort of sound as if it were clearing its throat. Then it rolled its boughed shoulders and finally let the pink dawn trickle through the canopy with a grunt.
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The soft light fell on to Willow Moss as she walked in the undergrowth, picking bark berries still coated with dew.

It was not yet spring, and winter was still hanging on by a fist – though it was possible to see the first signs of loosening fingers, like now, with the early berries. She popped one into her mouth. Tart yet sweet. Delicious. For just a moment, she could almost forget that her magic had been stolen, and that Starfell balanced on the knife-edge of war.

In the pale sunshine, with her basket full of the promise of spring, she felt almost normal – like an ordinary thirteen-year-old girl, alone in the forest, instead of one who’d been carrying the weight of everything that might go wrong on her small shoulders.

Until recently, Willow had been a young witch with the magical ability to find lost things. In fact, she had developed the reverse side of her power too: the ability to make things disappear.

It was just over a month ago that the dangerous wizard Silas had got his hands on a powerful old elvish staff and used it to steal her magic.

Willow had fought him as hard as she could, holding on to the staff even as he’d used it to drain her powers. She had only let go when the very part of the staff that allowed it to steal magic – shaped like an iron half-moon – had torn free. Using the very last drops of her ability, Willow had managed to make it disappear from the staff and reappear in her hand.

Shortly afterwards, Silas had been captured and imprisoned in the Cloud Mountains by the rock dragons. This, as far as anyone knew, was where he remained. But, by stealing Willow’s powers, including the one that allowed her to disappear, he could work out how to escape at any moment. And, if he did, there was one thing everyone was sure of: he would be coming for Willow – and the missing piece of the elf staff that would allow him to steal magic.

Automatically, Willow’s hand reached inside her pocket and traced the edges of the iron half-moon.

She pulled it out and watched as it glittered gold in the low light. It hadn’t glittered before – the sparkle was thanks to a rare and powerful substance known as wispdust, which she’d sprinkled on the piece of metal to protect it from being discovered by magic. Moreg Vaine had shown up at her door with the glittery powder not long after Silas was captured. Willow, too, drank a daily tonic containing wispdust, so Silas could not use magic to find her either, if he came back.
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Willow kept the iron half-moon with her always, even in her sleep. She was ready to defend it with her life. The only thing that had made the loss of her magic almost bearable was the fact that, without this missing piece of the staff, Silas wouldn’t be able to steal anyone else’s abilities …

Unless he found another way. And she was sure he would stop at nothing to rip the magic out of Starfell for himself.

Something Granny Flossy had once told her drifted into Willow’s mind: ‘The thing about worry, child, is that there’s the good kind and the bad kind. The good kind is like an animal pricking up an ear to listen to something rustling in the grass. The bad kind is when we give it so much of ourselves that we forget to live, and forget to rest, so that when the rustle arrives we’re too tired to actually do anything about it.’

Willow had definitely been doing too much of the bad kind of worrying, listening for phantom rustles in the dark.

She put her hairy green carpetbag on the ground, close to a clump of spotted purple mushrooms, and ate some more berries, watching the forest come to life.

A fife tree stretched as it awoke, and Willow noticed that it was dotted with strange black spots all along its bark. It shivered, almost like it had a cold. Before she could wonder about that, though, a small hairy creature with a very large beard, known as an elth, darted between the tree’s roots, a pile of currant buns in his wrinkly dun-coloured hands.

Willow watched him go in surprise. She’d never seen one up close. She was probably staring too hard because he stopped and made a rude gesture at her, which was elthish for ‘bog off’.

Not knowing this, she waved. There was a tiny squeak, followed by a tiny eye-roll.

‘Daft beggar. That big’un got another fink comin’ if it reckons it’s getting its monster mitts on me mam’s fresh buns.’ Then he dashed away.
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Willow snorted, stifling a mad impulse to pinch one of the buns just to see the look on his leathery face. Soon afterwards, a soft plume of steam floated up from the mound below, and Willow figured he must be putting the kettle on for tea.

She opened up the carpetbag to check on Oswin, the monster from under the bed and her best friend. He was a species of monster called a kobold, but asleep he looked even more like a cat than usual. His eyelids flickered when she lifted one of his pale paws, and he muttered, ‘Jes another slice – don’ be shy wiff that jam …’

Willow felt her heart twist as she looked down at him. He hadn’t really been himself lately either. His fur had faded, going from a bright lime green to a pale, washed-out khaki colour. There were even some patches of missing fur, which she’d been told were likely due to him worrying about her – and that made Willow feel terrible. So she left him to his dreams and his rest.

There was another reason, though, that Willow didn’t want to wake Oswin. There was something she wanted to try, and she didn’t want an audience. Or a lecture. Oswin was very fond of those.

Inside the hairy carpetbag was a broomstick that had been folded down to a quarter of its size with the help of some Elvish Reduction Rings. They resembled brass curtain rings and had been fitted on each end of the broom. Through a complicated bit of elvish magic, the rings made the broom act a bit like an accordion, compacting down. She’d got them as a gift from her elvish friend, Twist, who tamed the north wind. Twist had visited her by tornado for tea a few weeks earlier and given her the rings so that Willow could always have her broom, Whisper, with her, ready for when she got her magic back.

Willow had been touched by Twist’s faith just as much as she had been by the gift, which was incredibly useful at times like this: when she wanted to try flying in secret.
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Willow held on to the elvish rings on each end of her broomstick and pulled until Whisper began to stretch before her eyes.
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For a moment, she held her breath, her heart filled with hope … But the usual blue glow whenever her hands touched Whisper was gone. Even the tail end, full of pale, beautiful cloud-dragon feathers, was now a strange, dull grey; like a sad feather duster.

Even though it wasn’t the first time she’d seen it like this, it brought a catch to Willow’s throat.

She put the broom between her legs and begged softly, ‘Please, Whisper. Come back to life. Come back to … me.’

But nothing happened. Just as nothing had happened the day before or the day before that.

Willow tried a few more times, adding in a running leap and a jump or two, which just made her crash to her knees. She held out her arms to brace herself and went skidding into the dirt. Tears threatened, but she took a deep breath, raised her chin and dusted some of the mud off. She looked at Whisper as she would a dear but ill friend. ‘We’ll try again tomorrow.’

Then she had a silent word with her tear ducts, encouraging them to think of other things, like funny little elths who were overprotective of their currant buns.

Willow sighed. Brooms chose their owners by responding to the magic within them. She knew that at some point she should just give up, admit defeat and accept that her magic was really, truly gone, and that was why Whisper didn’t work: it simply couldn’t. But she kept hoping that a tiny seed of magic had been left behind, one that she just needed to coax into life …

The idea that Silas might soon break free and attempt to finish what he’d started, and she wouldn’t be able to stop him, just devastated her. It was why she had been doing everything she could think of to get her magic back.

Apart from trying to will it to return, she’d attempted all manner of other things as well.

A month before, Willow had visited the town of Library to search for information about magic loss with the help of a Secret Keeper and librarian named Copernica Darling. None of the books they’d found had said anything about how to actually get magic back, though, just that people who suffered magic loss often felt cold and tired – something Willow knew from experience already. It was the main reason she had left her draughty attic to share a room, once more, with her sister Camille. She’d spent a great deal of time there, wrapped in blankets and drinking hot tea.

While Willow had loved being back in the bookish town, it had been a disappointment. She’d been so sure the answer would be there among all those old tomes and scrolls. Copernica had promised that she’d keep looking, but she hadn’t seemed very hopeful.

Willow had gone to bed that night feeling despondent, wishing that Granny Flossy were still alive. She couldn’t help thinking that Granny might have had an idea – some potion experiment or plant remedy that could help … which was when she’d jumped out of bed, breathless with excitement, realising that perhaps her grandmother still could.

Willow had torn into the attic, where Granny Flossy used to sleep, and begun frantically searching for her notebook, where she had recorded all her potion experiments. In hindsight, Willow might have considered not taking the stairs at a gallop as it was well past midnight. Seconds later, her mother’s sleepy face had appeared, demanding to know what on Great Starfell she was doing. When Willow had explained, her mother’s face had fallen, and she’d told Willow something very unfortunate indeed – that she’d given the notebook to Granny Flossy’s old potions partner.

‘Um, this was before I knew that Amora Spell was a—’

‘—conniving, thieving, backstabbing liar who caused the accident that ended Granny Flossy’s career and took credit for her life’s work?!’ Willow had roared, utterly incensed.

‘If yew wos a kobold like me, yeh’d ’ave exploded right then,’ Oswin had pointed out.

Her mother had winced. ‘Y-y-yes,’ she’d admitted, mortified.

Perhaps it was seeing her mother look so abashed, but Willow’s anger had deflated like an old balloon. ‘I suppose you didn’t know … but now what? We can’t let that awful fraud keep it. We owe Granny that much.’

‘You’re right,’ her mother said, which had been something of a surprise.

The next day, they’d gone to confront Amora at her last-known address. Willow had vowed to prise the notebook out of the old woman’s pilfering hands if she had to – but they were too late. The trickster had moved on, and no one had seen or heard from her in months. Willow had been forced back to square one.

The following week, she had heard about a visiting wizard named Igh Falutin, who was said to be one of the few magic folk in Starfell who could still perform spells. Willow invited him over for tea, and he accepted rather quickly, perhaps not realising who her family were. It turned out that the only ‘spell’ he knew how to cast was fooling people into believing he had any magic at all – just before he took their money and made a run for it. He didn’t get far, though, as Willow’s sisters soon caught up with him …

One of their neighbours reported that he had been blasted to smithereens, and another said that you could see his legs sticking out of a nearby farmhouse, but Willow was sure that those were just rumours.

Mostly sure.

She hadn’t had time to check the nearby farmhouse for Igh Falutin’s dangling legs because soon after she was nearly swindled by him the effects of her magic loss really started to catch up with her. Willow grew ill, feeling constantly cold and tired no matter how many jumpers she wore or how much sleep she got.

It was then that her mother and Moreg had decided it might be best to take her to a professional healer. Unfortunately, that professional healer turned out to be the hedge witch Blu-Scarly Pimpernell, whose enchanted tower deep in the heart of the Howling Woods hadn’t been high up on Willow’s list of Top Ten Places to Visit Ever Again …

… Considering the witch had once locked her up right at the very top and refused to let her out.
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Despite Oswin’s screeches – ‘Oh no, oh, me greedy aunt! Anywhere but that infermerol place!’ – Willow’s mother had forced the issue and taken Willow and Oswin to Pimpernell’s tower.

But, whatever they might have thought before, so far – over the past two weeks – they had been looked after really well. Though eccentric and prone to taking things a bit too far, Pimpernell was good at what she did. She had given Willow a new tonic that not only contained wispdust but also helped to lessen some of the effects of magic loss, so at least she didn’t feel completely exhausted and cold all the time. She still needed a lot more rest than usual, but she almost felt normal.

Staying at the tower was also a double protective measure against Silas. To Willow’s surprise, she’d learnt that the gold glitter covering the building was in fact a coating of wispdust, used by Pimpernell to protect her patients.

Willow was even having some fun, thanks mainly to Pimpernell’s new assistant, Willow’s friend Essential Jones. The Enchancil had appointed her so that the hedge witch didn’t go about locking up any more people against their will, even if she insisted it was for their own good.

In the mornings, like today, Willow could go out for strolls in the woods to collect ingredients for remedies. And, of course, it gave her the opportunity to try flying Whisper.

For now, though, Willow shrank her broom back down to its compact size, slipped it into her bag, and sat under the fife tree. Then she popped another bark berry into her mouth – only to spit it out again because it was rotten. She frowned. It had appeared fresh. She tried another one, and it had turned too. That was strange. She’d never had that happen before – where a piece of fruit looked normal but tasted off.

Just then, from the sky above, a single perfect snowflake fluttered down. Willow blinked in surprise, then instinctively held out her hand to catch it. It landed gently in her palm and melted. She looked up at the sky, waiting for more, but nothing came.
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Odd, she thought, before making her way back through the woods to Pimpernell’s tower.

The tower sparkled in the sun. To be fair, it probably sparkled in the dark too, because it was covered in moons and stars and the wispdust glitter. Willow had always thought that it might have been subtler to have had a flashing neon sign that said: A WITCH LIVES HERE.

Just as Willow approached, the tower’s door was flung open, and Essential Jones hurried out. She was a tall girl with brown skin and long curly hair. She used to be rather short, like Willow, but she’d grown several inches over the past year, though she still had the same thick glasses that always slipped down her nose.

‘Willow! Finally! I’ve been looking for you. I’ve got rounds to do – I thought you wanted to come with me?’

Willow’s eyes brightened. This, to be fair, wasn’t most people’s reaction to the idea of doing chores, but Willow wasn’t like most people. She really enjoyed going on Essential’s rounds, visiting Pimpernell’s patients – witches and wizards with minor magical maladies who didn’t need long-term care in the tower – to bring them tonics, potions and salves that the hedge witch had prepared.
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The day before they’d helped someone who had been growing an onion out of their big toe.

An actual onion.

It was utterly, unbelievably gross. But also kind of brilliant. To Willow’s surprise, she had enjoyed it. Well, not the toe onion exactly, but the fact she could help. It made her feel a bit like her old self, as in the past she’d spent most of her days using her magic to help reunite people with their lost belongings, and this felt a little like that. In fact, it was one of the first things Pimpernell had prescribed for Willow, sensing, perhaps more than her family had, that she’d been missing helping others almost as much as she missed her magic.

‘I do want to come! I was just out collecting these bark berries for Pimpernell – she mentioned that she might need some soon to bulk up her supply of salves for magical misfires. She said it was one of the ingredients …’ Willow patted her basket, then frowned. ‘But I did notice something strange. Some of them taste rotten, but they look fresh. I’m not sure how we’ll work out which ones are okay to use?’

Essential frowned and peered into the basket. ‘Hmm, that is a bit weird. We’ll mention it to Pimpernell when we’re back – I’m sure she’ll know. We’d best be heading off, though. Let’s go and pack the Ambulbroom!’

Unfortunately, this was the precise moment that Oswin chose to wake up. There was a harrumph, followed by the sound of the hairy carpetbag being unzipped, and he appeared, glaring at Willow.

‘Oi, wot is the meanerings of this?’ he hissed. ‘I said I wos goings fer a monster-nap. Not that I would likes ter be monsternapped! ’Tis a big difference. Not even askings me if I wants ter come. No respect – and me being the last kobold …’

Technically, this wasn’t true. Oswin was the second-to-last kobold, but he didn’t like to mention his cousin. He felt Osmeralda ‘damaged’ the ‘good reputation’ of kobolds by engaging in scandalous activities such as having a bath more than once a year.

Willow, who was used to his grumblings, shot him a look. ‘So, should I leave you behind at the tower?’

There was another harrumph, louder than the first, at the idea of being abandoned, and Oswin crept back inside the bag, muttering darkly about ‘completelys missing the points’.

She took that as a no.
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Step into Starfell and discover where Willow’s story begins …
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Willow Moss, the youngest and least powerful sister in a family of witches, has a magical ability for finding lost things like keys, or socks, or wooden teeth. Useful, but not exactly exciting … Then the most powerful witch in the world of Starfell turns up at Willows door and asks for her help. A whole day last Tuesday to be precise has gone missing. Completely. And, without it, the whole universe could unravel. Now Willow holds the fate of Starfell in her rather unremarkable hands … Can she save the day by finding the lost one?

Click on the cover to read more.
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The anticipated second book in 2019’s breakout magical fantasy series, Starfell, starring misfit witch Willow Moss. Perfect for readers of 8+ and beautifully illustrated throughout by Sarah Warburton.

Willow Moss, the youngest and least powerful sister in a family of witches, recently saved the world. The problem is, nobody can remember it – and, to make matters worse, her magical ability seems broken. Instead of finding lost things, objects keep disappearing against her will … which is especially troubling now that her friend Sometimes needs her help!

Sometimes has discovered how to see ten minutes into the future. Unfortunately, that’s only enough time to find out that his kidnappers are on their way! His only hope is to write an urgent letter to Willow, asking if she wouldn’t mind trying to find him.

As Willow and her friends piece together what has happened to Sometimes, their adventure takes them from an enchanted tower to the magical forest of Wisperia and into dangerous new realms … Can Willow save Sometimes when her own powers are out of control?

Click on the cover to read more.
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The third book in the magical Starfell series, starring misfit witch Willow Moss. Perfect for readers of 8+ and beautifully illustrated throughout by Sarah Warburton. Willow Moss and the Lost Day was selected as Waterstones Book of the Month.

For the very first time, magical children like Willow are allowed to go to school alongside their non-magical neighbours. But Willow is suspicious. She knows the Brothers of Wol are up to no good, so why are they changing the rules all of a sudden?

On her first day, Willow meets an elf girl named Twist, and soon they are embarking on Willow’s most urgent mission yet: to protect the children of Starfell, uncover the mystery of a long-lost kingdom – and prevent the very source of magic from getting into the wrong hands …

Click on the cover to read more.
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