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1

A Spark’s Life

‘P-I-N-C-H!’ Mum’s voice carried from the kitchen, through two closed doors, to the bedroom where Pinch was arguing with her teddy bear, Sir Furalot.

‘I told you so,’ said Sir Furalot.

Pinch huffed. ‘I told you so,’ she said, mimicking the slow movement of his brown plush jaw. ‘Of course you did. You never stop.’

Sir Furalot had been Pinch’s teddy since she was tiny. He was soft with cuddling and his tummy had a dent from where she leaned her cheek against him each night. She didn’t mind that his dark brown fur was wearing thin or that the stitching in his paws was beginning to fray. He was her friend. When Pinch’s magic had arrived, a few months before, she’d immediately thought of him. Pinch was a Spark: she had the power to bring inanimate objects to life – and what better object to bring to life than dear old Sir Furalot? What conversations they’d have, if only he could talk.

What conversations indeed, thought Pinch grimly. He never shut up.

‘No restraint. No consideration,’ Sir Furalot complained. ‘No concern for the delicate feelings of the items in your care. Not everything wants to come to life, my dear.’

‘Pinch!’ Mum’s voice was louder now, her footsteps closer.

‘Take my own case,’ continued the bear.

‘I’d rather not,’ said Pinch.

‘What have I gained from being sparked into existence? What is this rare gift you have given? A lifetime of worry. You disturb my peace by relating stories of high peril as if they are the jolliest of larks and you are incapable of sitting still.’

‘Look – seriously,’ said Pinch, ‘could you give it a rest –’

‘Would a hug be too much to ask?’ The bear raised his paws to his heart and hazel eyes to heaven. ‘A gentle soothing of my nerves? You are responsible for my condition. It is the least –’

‘Pinch!’ The bedroom door flew open. Pinch plonked a cushion over Sir Furalot and coughed to cover his objection.

‘That sounds nasty,’ said Mum, pulling up short. ‘Are you coming down with something?’ Her blonde hair was skewered with a pencil and she carried a book under one arm: A Lazy Person’s Guide to Dismemberment.

Pinch gestured to the rain beading the window and the flame-headed autumn tree beyond. ‘That time of year, isn’t it? Everyone’s got a cold.’ She coughed again and tried to look wan. Sir Furalot stirred beneath the cushion; she heard him mutter ‘good grief’ under his breath.

Mum narrowed her eyes. Flora Perkins was suspicious by nature; it was an excellent quality in a crime writer, but not in a mother. She was a word witch, able to use rhymes to conjure magic, and she wrote a bestselling series about a butt-kicking pixie detective called Phoenix P.I., who had a difficult relationship with her daughter and an unorthodox approach to solving mysteries.

Just now, she was halfway through writing a new book. That usually meant she’d be too worried about plot holes to notice what her actual daughter was up to, but since she’d fallen prey to a curse over the summer, she’d been more watchful, particularly as far as Pinch was concerned. This seemed unfair given that it was Pinch who’d rescued her. But when were grown-ups fair?

Pinch coughed again. ‘Did you want something?’

‘Yes,’ said Mum, recovering herself. She pointed at Pinch. ‘You. Kitchen. Now.’

Pinch trailed behind her across the attic of 59 Tricky Dragon Lane. ‘It’s possible I might know what this is about,’ she said, ‘and in my defence –’

‘Hello!’ came a shout. ‘Fancy a bagel? Crumpet? Naughty slice of white?’ The red toaster that normally squatted silently on the countertop was calling to them, bouncing its lever up and down and showering crumbs across the counter as it spoke. ‘Sourdough? A pretty pitta? Toast’s not just for breakfast, you know.’

‘I’d just got it to be quiet,’ said Pinch’s dad, Culpeper, from the kitchen table where he’d buried his head in his arms. ‘I must have eaten half a loaf.’ His face emerged from the coils of a home-made scarf. ‘This has got to stop, Pinch. First it was the kettle, then the fridge –’

‘Did someone say FRIDGE?’ bellowed the fridge, opening and closing its door.

‘Now the toaster – what’s next? The toilet?’

‘Don’t give her ideas!’ squawked Mum. She pulled out a chair and manoeuvred Pinch into it, before dropping into a seat of her own. ‘Look, your father and I are delighted you’ve found your gift, but as we keep telling you – it’s powerful stuff. You need to slow down.’

Pinch offered a non-committal mumble and flopped her fringe forward to hide her eyes. She didn’t want to slow down. Being a Spark was fun – the most fun – and it made every day exciting. She loved bringing things to life and discovering who they were – even grumpy Sir Furalot. After years of being one of very few children on Tricky Dragon Lane, she suddenly had lots of new friends. The golden light of her magic hopped and jumped inside her. Ignoring it felt like sitting indoors on a sunny day.
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‘It’s a responsibility, Pinch,’ said Dad. He reached a long white finger across the table to brush aside her hair. ‘Do you understand?’

Pinch rolled her eyes. ‘Responsibility … don’t bring things to life … blah, blah … but, Dad – look at Misty –’

The little bluebird was pecking at one of the holes in Dad’s scarf, pulling on a fraying end of wool as if it were a worm. She was herself knitted, with wonky wings and a yellow stitched beak, but Pinch had brought her to life over the summer.

‘Misty’s different –’ said Dad.

‘And what about Teapot?’ Pinch pressed her advantage. ‘She’s much happier.’

All three Perkinses glanced at the kitchen counter where their teapot was wearing a loud pink cosy at an angle and using her spout to flick through the pages of a fashion magazine.

Hearing her name, she looked up and wiggled. ‘So much happier. Who wants to sit around stewing all day? I’m free to follow my passion – and it’s fashion! I mean – Culpeper, that scarf? To. Die. For. You’ve got such a way with accessories.’

Pinch snorted as Dad – whose idea of looking cool was wearing one of Mum’s jumpers when his were in the wash – gave a shy smile.

‘That’s kind,’ he said. ‘I do try to coordinate my socks and pants, but I didn’t think anyone had noticed –’

‘We’re getting off the point,’ said Mum. She swivelled in her seat towards Pinch. ‘You tell us you’re not a little child, so stop behaving like one. No more bringing things to life, not on your own. Do you promise?’

Noooooooooooooooooo, shouted Pinch to herself. Objects all over the house called to her: why, even here in the kitchen, she could sense Dad’s hairy brown slippers wanting to woof and scamper, free of his stinky feet.

‘How am I supposed to learn if I don’t?’ she cried aloud. ‘Beady never lets me practise during lessons – we just spend hours writing out mouldy old principles of magic and learning about witches who made it rain frogs because they didn’t clean their cauldrons properly. She’s so boring!’

Beady Meledew was governess to Pinch’s best friend, Henry de Sallowe, and made from snake venom, cobwebs and meanness. Pinch knew Mum and Dad didn’t like her much either from the way their voices became thin and polite when they spoke about her, just as Mum’s did now.

‘I know the sessions aren’t as exciting as you’d hoped –’

‘I’ve had more fun defluffing my belly button,’ said Pinch firmly. ‘Honestly, I don’t think she knows anything about being a Spark. She’s dug up some book and she just spouts from that.’

‘No one knows much about being a Spark,’ said Dad. ‘It’s kind of Beady to step in – yes –’ he held up his hand when Pinch scoffed – ‘you might not like her approach, but it is kind of her to help while we find you a tutor with specialist knowledge.’

‘And in the meantime, no more magic on your own or –’ Mum’s lips curved into the smile she wore when she was devising a particularly gruesome death for one of her characters – ‘you’re not going anywhere this weekend.’

‘Mu-um!’ wailed Pinch. A few weeks ago, Dad had announced he was taking her and Henry on a mystery day trip, and that Henry would stay the night afterwards. Her parents had been dangling it over her ever since.

‘I mean it.’ Mum’s face resolved into hard lines. ‘Promise us.’

‘OK, whatever,’ Pinch grumbled. ‘No more magic on my own.’

Dad gave a soft sigh. ‘Say it again with your hands where we can see them.’

Pinch uncrossed her fingers, lifted her hands above the table and waved them at her parents. ‘No more magic on my own,’ she parroted, toes crossed in her slippers. ‘Can I go now?’

Dad nodded and Pinch shoved her chair back with a screech.

‘Aw, leaving so soon?’ called the toaster. ‘Hot cross buns are ALWAYS fun! One for the road?’

Pinch raced down the passage to her bedroom. Sir Furalot was going to have to keep his voice down, at least until Saturday.
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2

Pencils and Pongs

It was the darker end of Thursday afternoon and Pinch was half asleep, resting her chin in her hand. She knew she was in the library at number 57 Tricky Dragon Lane, the gloomy mansion Henry de Sallowe called home, and she had a dim memory of being told to read the book in front of her – but then her mind had slipped away and somehow the wooden desktop under her fingers had begun to grow, sprouting branches like a tree. Now, as she looked down, it no longer felt separate from her hand, but was part of it, and there were buds beginning to burst from other parts of her body too, sprouting from her arms, shoulders and chest. She tried to shout, but her mouth was full. There was something inside she needed to spit out –

‘Miss Perkins. Miss Perkins!’

Pinch coughed and opened her eyes.

Beady Meledew was standing in front of her. The ancient governess was immaculate: no crease dared wrinkle her dark grey skirt; no moth was brave enough to attack her dark grey cardigan. She glared at Pinch, her powdery-white cheeks sucked in hard with disapproval.

‘Really, Miss Perkins, if you cannot stay conscious for a simple explanation of Professor Zerr’s Fourth Law of Spectral Galvanization, I do not know how you hope to grasp the distinction between Vitalised and Zerrkurst entities. You may read it for homework instead. Pages 279 to 463 before our next lesson, when you may expect an exhaustive examination on the subject.’ Beady drummed her nails, decorated as ever with purple-bruise-coloured polish, on the corner of the desk. ‘You are dismissed.’

Pinch waited until Henry’s governess had stalked out of the library. Then she raised a shaking hand and pulled an object through her parted lips. It was a dark green leaf. She dropped it with a shudder, grabbed her glass from the desk and swilled water round her mouth.

Since Pinch had come into her gift over the summer, she’d started having strange dreams. She’d met the tricky dragon who gave the Lane its name in one. He’d scoffed pear drops and given her an unhelpfully vague warning that something bad was coming. It had made her worry for a while, until the fun of being a Spark had pushed it from her thoughts. But today’s nightmare … well, that had been odder … as if – Pinch wrinkled her brow – as if it wasn’t her nightmare at all.

She looked at the leaf where it lay, bright against the musty pages of the old textbook. It seemed ordinary enough. Perhaps it was just another odd side effect of her magic? The corner of her mouth hitched at the idea she might be able to bring things to life in her sleep. Can’t tell me off for that, she thought with a grin.

Gathering her belongings, she left the library and paused on the grand staircase that wound its way up through number 57. She could hear Henry practising the piano in a faraway room. She stood and listened. He was playing something sad and the world slowed and her heart filled with sudden sorrow. Then the piece ended and the moment passed.

She hesitated, wondering whether to go and say hello – but she knew Henry preferred not to be disturbed when he was playing. Music was everything to him: when he wasn’t practising, he was always whistling or humming or tapping out a tune on one knee. It was a peculiar trait for a child, but Henry was a peculiar child: he had grown up in the echoing rooms of number 57, with only Beady and the staff for company. Pinch suspected she was his first friend. Henry’s mother, Lady de Sallowe, was always travelling; no one seemed to know where or why.

She ran downstairs and slipped round the imposing front door into the twilight. It was cold and as she passed into the shadow of the old tree that neighboured the rose garden at the heart of the lane, she shivered and buttoned her coat. Funny – she’d only noticed the tree recently, but now it was impossible to miss. Its trunk was a twist of darkness against the twilight sky; its leaves were fireworks of autumn red.

Just then, Dad emerged into the square from the southern end of the lane. The sight settled the uneasy prickle in Pinch’s stomach and she scurried to meet him.

‘Were there unicorns?’ she called.

Dad smiled and waited for her to catch up. He’d been on a day trip to the Great Forest beyond the city and was wearing wellington boots, a muddy anorak and a wonky green bobble hat knitted by Mum. ‘Not this year,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Hardly any animals at all. Caught a flash of white through the trees, but that was it. Never known it so quiet.’

Pinch sighed. She’d wanted to see a unicorn ever since she was little. They were the most magical of creatures, but rare. She’d had to make do with watching Uny Toons, a cartoon series about a boy band of mischievous unicorns who got into scrapes and occasionally saved the world. There were reruns on the Bedazzled channel at teatime every afternoon and Pinch had a shoebox of the toys under her bed. She was too old to play with them any more … except when she did.

‘Can I come next time?’ she asked, as she’d asked every year since she could remember. ‘You said I could, when I got my magic.’

‘Maybe,’ replied Dad, as he’d replied every year. ‘If you study and learn to control it. Lots of odd creatures and beasties in the Great Forest, not to mention ghosts and ne’er-do-wells.’

That’s why I want to go, thought Pinch, slowing her steps to let Dad stride ahead.

She felt like a prisoner sometimes, locked up in the Crooked Mile. The Mile was a Sanct: a place of refuge where magical folk hid in plain sight. There were many such sanctuaries in the city. Empty old tower blocks, overgrown car parks, narrow, twisty alleys that disappeared into shadow: these were the cracks in reality where witches, fairies, pixies and all manner of enchanted creatures lived safe from witch-hunters and the prying eyes of Humdrums, as the city’s non-magical inhabitants were known.

Safe. Bleurgh. Pinch was sick of it. She knew how big the outside world was now – she’d caught a glimpse on Midsummer’s Eve when she and Henry had snuck out to look for a cure for Mum’s curse. They’d braved some of London’s oldest and most powerful beings, and in the end the most dangerous place had been the Crooked Mile. It had been one of Tricky Dragon Lane’s residents, Mrs Wreake – a pinny-wearing ghost Pinch had known since she was tiny – who’d been stealing souls and hiding them in a magic mirror. Pinch had defeated her and saved Mum, and in their happy relief, her parents had said they’d allow her to explore further afield. Yet somehow – Pinch kicked a pebble – they always had a good excuse when she asked.

‘Come on, little one,’ called Dad. He’d reached the house and was holding the door open for her.

Culpeper Perkins was a green witch. Plants whispered their secrets to him, helped him conjure new potions and find new spells. He visited the woods regularly and always brought back new tales of the Heartwood, the deepest part of the forest, where unicorns roamed free and magic literally grew – if not on, then in trees, flowing through their sap. Two ancient brothers protected them, Dad said: the Holly and Oak Kings. The Oak King stood guard in spring and summer, the Holly King in autumn and winter, and they lived in a castle made of silver birch.

Pinch tried to imagine it as they climbed the stairs to their attic flat at the top of number 59, but after a flight or two, she found herself distracted by the fact Dad was emitting a definite whiff.

‘Sorry about the pong,’ he said, seeing her wrinkled nose. ‘The woods were so quiet, I got over-excited when I thought I spotted a blushing hoodwinkle. Wriggled under a bush for a better look and well –’ he looked down apologetically at the muddy front of his anorak – ‘landed in a heap of tawny-backed farthog dung.’

Mum was waiting for them at the top of the stairs. ‘You, homework,’ she said, pointing at Pinch. ‘And you –’ she glared at Culpeper, who returned a rueful smile – ‘bath. Leave your coat and boots outside.’

They did as they were told, and Pinch spent the next half-hour sitting at the living-room table, once again hunched over Heinrich Zerr’s 1798 blockbuster, The Rational Sorcerer: Logical Discourses on Conjuration. The words swam before her eyes; they were very small and very long and Heinrich had a liking for sentences that ran on and on, until she couldn’t remember where they started and began to think that maybe a dance or a small snack might be what she needed to concentrate, or perhaps a spot of TV, or –

Pinch gave herself a shake. She wanted to learn how to be a proper Spark. She just wished it involved more doing and less reading.

As so often since she’d come into her magic, her thoughts turned to her many-greats-grandma, Butterwort Bailey. Butterwort had been a Spark too, and Pinch had often wished she could learn from her. She sounded brilliant – a crackling live wire with a sharp mind and mane of wild brown hair she’d bequeathed to many of her ancestors, including Pinch. True, she was dead – but plenty of other family ghosts paid the Perkinses visits, particularly at this misty time of year when the veils between the worlds were so thin. But Grandma Butterwort never turned up, even though they knew for a fact she’d died in the house. Mum said perhaps she’d ‘gone on’, whatever that meant, but Pinch still hoped that this year – knowing she was needed – she’d finally make an appearance.

‘You’re not doing much reading,’ said Dad from the living-room doorway. He’d washed and changed clothes and, to Pinch’s relief, no longer smelled of farthog. He crossed the room and sat down opposite her, placing a large wooden chest on the table.

Pinch grinned. It was his autumn box. He’d spent the last month filling it with fallen leaves from the trees in the Crooked Mile. Now he’d turn them into garlands for the inhabitants of the Lane to decorate their homes. She always helped, which probably meant she could give Heinrich Zerr’s Rational Sorcerer a rest.

She slunk round to sit beside Dad, watching as he arranged his needles and thread and lifted the lid of the chest. They each drew out a handful of leaves and began to piece them together on the tabletop, looking for the right combination. Misty fluttered down to peck among the foliage as if she was looking for worms.

Pinch found herself mesmerised by the different colours. Yellows, browns, greens, oranges … She frowned. ‘Not many red ones.’

‘Oh?’ said Dad. He peered at Pinch’s collection, squinted and gave a frustrated snort. ‘Too dark for my old eyes.’

He fetched an ancient floor lamp with an enormous ginger shade that had presided over one corner of the living room for as long as Pinch could remember. As he dragged it over, it flickered on and off.

‘Been doing that all day,’ said Mum, striding through from the kitchen with a mug of coffee. ‘Barely a hundred years old and it’s carrying on like it runs on Humdrum electrickery and needs a new bulb. Mum’s mum bought it from an illusion-mage down Portobello Road – supposed to be charmed with a Light Everlasting spell.’ She shook her head and looked around. ‘Either of you seen my red pencils? Can’t find them anywhere.’

Pinch knew the pencils were now living happily in an old biscuit tin behind a pile of books on the floor of Mum’s study, relieved to no longer be victim to casual chewing when their owner couldn’t think of a word. But in the hope that they wouldn’t be discovered until after Saturday’s mystery trip, she settled deeper into her chair, watching from the corner of her eye, until Mum shrugged and wandered off in the direction of her office.

Pinch turned her attention back to the table. Misty had scattered the leaves she had picked out. She tsked at the little bluebird and rearranged them. ‘Definitely short on red ones,’ she said, eyeing the pile. ‘We could get some from the tree in the square.’

Dad’s forehead wrinkled. ‘Tree in the square?’ He paused as the floor lamp flickered on and off half a dozen times. ‘Goodness – what’s wrong with that thing?’

‘Near the rose garden,’ said Pinch. ‘Looks like a maple maybe, but the bark’s all wrong.’

Dad looked perplexed. ‘There isn’t a maple –’

CRASH!

Mum had stormed back into the living room and slammed an open biscuit tin down on the table. Four pencils, in various degrees of sharpness, were peering over the rim, looking apologetic. ‘Pinch – would you like to explain why my writing implements are currently – and I quote – exploring their retirement options?’

Pinch gave a sheepish grin. It was going to be a long night.
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Cartomancy

Pinch’s feet were planted in dark black earth. Her body was stiff, her arms stretched through mist to a midnight sky. She wanted to move, but couldn’t. She could only stand as rain slid, cold, down her cheeks.

With a start, she woke, drawing quick breaths in the gloom of the November morning. Her hand strayed to her face. It was wet.

Shivering, she reached under her pillow and pulled out a crumpled dark blue handkerchief. Mum had given it to her when she was little and embroidered a message in wonky white stitches along one edge. Let my little dreamer roam, but always find a safe way home. Pinch traced the letters with her fingertips. I’m home, she thought. It was just a nightmare.

A soft knock at the door made her jump. Dad stuck his head round. ‘Come on, niblet, we’ve got somewhere to be.’

Her nose and mouth were full of a sickly-sweet smell … What was it? Rot and earth … a forest maybe? But the dream faded as Dad’s words wormed their way into her brain. She sat up with a grin. ‘I can still go?’

His mouth quirked. ‘After much debate, you can still go. But you’re on your last warning, understand?’ He waited until she nodded, then gave Sir Furalot a friendly pat and tweaked the teddy’s necktie to a rakish angle.

Pinch panicked. There’d be no day trip if Dad discovered she’d brought Sir Furalot to life, only a marathon telling-off and a Cinderella level of chores. But the bear sat still and silent. He was sporting his golfing look today: knickerbockers, socks to the knee and a tweed jacket. She knew he’d be itching to straighten his tie, but his only tell was a tiny muscle twitching beneath his black nose. Luckily Dad had other things on his mind.

‘Hurry up,’ he said, pulling the curtains. ‘Breakfast’s ready and Henry will be here soon.’

Pinch threw off the covers and raced to find some clothes. ‘Where are we going?’ she shouted, head buried in her sock drawer – but Dad had already left the room.

‘Achoo!’ Sir Furalot sneezed. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me. My nose is full of stuffing and my throat –’ he hem-hemmed – ‘is rough as tree bark.’ He sneezed again.

Pinch bounded forward to shut the door before the noise travelled, then flew back to peer at the bear. His eyes were dull and his forehead hot to the touch. ‘I think you’ve got a cold,’ she said. ‘They’re not much fun. Germs crawl up your nose and galumph around your innards till your immune system fights back, and then it’s – boom! crash! – battle in your body. That’s what Mum says, anyway.’

Sir Furalot raised his head in alarm. ‘Boom? Crash? Will I survive?!’

‘You’ll feel better in a few days,’ said Pinch, pulling on her jeans. ‘I had a sniffle last week and I’m fine now. Come to think of it –’ she threw him an awkward grin – ‘I – er … I might have given it to you.’

‘You … you … might have?’ Sir Furalot spluttered and wheezed. ‘Are you telling me this is another one of your gifts?’ He slumped back on the pillow, covered his face with his paws and began to mumble. ‘Galumphing germs? Battle in your body? This child is insane! Uncouth, unclean, always a drama … I am in hell!’

Pinch started to get annoyed. ‘I’m not unclean. Mum made me have a bath last night and that’s the second one this week. Just stay in bed and wait till you feel better. I’ll be back later. I’ll bring you some of Dad’s Snot-Be-Gone potion and tell you about the day trip.’

Sir Furalot gave a wan cry. ‘More adventure! My nerves! I don’t think –’

Pinch scuttled for the door and closed it on his wail. She slid down the hall on her socks and found Dad in the living room. He gestured to the table, where a steaming bowl of porridge and honey waited, then bustled away to answer a knock at the front door.

It was Henry, looking – as ever – like a grown-up in training. Every black hair on his head was in place and he wore a smart blue suit, polished shoes and tie. But his cheeks and sticky-out ears were flushed with running and when he dropped his overnight bag on the floor, a huge grin split his lips.

‘Have you heard? Where we’re going? Pinch – it’s the –’

‘Zapps factory,’ said Dad with a laugh. ‘Don’t steal my thunder,’ and he ruffled Henry’s hair.

Pinch’s eyebrows whooshed skywards. Zapps. Now that was an adventure. Dad’s day trips were always fun … ish. Often he took her foraging, showing her scraggly beauties that grew between paving stones, like chickweed, groundsel and shepherd’s purse. But they always stuck close to home. A trip to the Zapps factory meant travelling between Sancts, through the Glare – that was what witches called the human world, because Humdrums liked things bright and noisy and powered their lives with electrickery. Magical creatures couldn’t be around electrickery for long; it made them muddled and confused, as Pinch had discovered over the summer, when she and Henry had braved the Glare to save Mum. They’d found themselves becoming more and more tired, until they’d discovered Zapps, an enchanted sweet that chased away the brain fog.

It was made in London, right on the edge of the Great Forest, and its ingredients were a closely guarded secret. All Pinch knew was that unicorns were involved in the production process. She’d often wondered how, imagining them stirring potions with their horns. Now she was going to find out – and finally get to see one of the magical creatures. She jumped up and threw her arms around Dad.

‘That’s a brilliant surprise.’

‘You don’t deserve it after this week, but it was all arranged.’ Dad gave her a pointed look and glanced across at Henry. ‘I’m sure I don’t need to tell you both to be on your best behaviour. The world outside the Crooked Mile can be dangerous – you know that now. No wandering off, no daydreaming and definitely –’ he glared at her – ‘NO magic.’

Pinch nodded dutifully. She felt sorry for grown-ups. They could look fun right in the eye and still only see its sensible shoes.

‘Least you’ve got your magic,’ muttered Henry under his breath as Dad crossed to the mantelpiece to rummage through a heap of post. It was common for young witches to come into their gift around the age of twelve, but Henry was still waiting. Pinch tried not to rub it in. Too much.

‘Aha!’ Dad straightened up, holding an envelope that was the orangiest thing she’d ever seen. It was addressed – in neon-blue writing – to The Perkins Family. He drew out the folded piece of paper inside and spread it on the living-room table.

It was a map of London. In the bottom left-hand corner was a tiny picture of 59 Tricky Dragon Lane and in the top right-hand corner was a tiny picture of the Zapps factory. Someone had marked the route in between with a bright orange line.

‘Directions?’ asked Henry from the other side of the table. He twisted his head to see the map the right way up.

Dad shook his head. ‘Cartomancy.’ He noticed their blank expressions. ‘An enchanted map. Too labour-intensive for long distances, because someone has to actually make the journey on foot, conjuring way stations, but perfect for short hops. You’ll love it. Probably. Always a chance it’ll make us sick on our shoes and deliver us to a roundabout in Croydon, but we won’t dwell on that. Now watch how it works.’

He placed a fingertip on the image of 59 Tricky Dragon Lane and traced the orange line along roads and around corners, until he reached the Zapps factory. He tapped its picture three times and said, ‘X marks the spot.’ The map shivered and the orange route blazed.

Dad grinned. ‘I’ll go first to make sure everything’s in order. Give it a few seconds, then follow me, one at a time.’

He kissed Pinch on the head and clapped Henry on the shoulder, before pressing a finger to the glowing image of the Zapps factory as if ringing a doorbell. With a whoosh, a cry and a whirl, he disappeared.

‘Where’d he go?’ said Pinch, staring at the map.

‘Dunno,’ said Henry, looking apprehensive. ‘Can I go next? Get it out the way?’

Pinch turned the map to face him. He hummed a little fanfare and then, looking braver, leaned over and pressed a finger to the Zapps factory. There was a pause as if someone was opening a door at the other end, and Henry too disappeared with a whoosh, a cry and a whirl.

My turn, thought Pinch. She pulled up her socks, tightened her backpack straps and threw her scarf over her shoulder. Then she pressed the pulsing picture of Zapps.

She stood, listening to the distant thud of Mum typing in her study and the muffled cough of a sickly bear. For a second she felt guilty, but then:
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She was spun on the spot by an invisible hand, before being picked up and sucked into the map. Faster than a blink, she was tobogganing, feet first, jolting and juddering, along a tunnel, when:
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she flew round a corner and now she heard the beep and roar of London traffic and she prised her eyes open and realised she was rocketing along, just above the heads of the Humdrums who crowded the streets, until:

[image: No image description]

her insides gave a violent lurch as the route jinked left, right, up and down, before finally spinning her round again and spitting her out in front of a cheerful-looking young witch with a clipboard.

‘Perkins? Party of three?’
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4

The Zapps Factory

Pinch nodded and put a hand to her mouth as her stomach lurched.

She was standing in front of a three-storey building clad in wood. Its large windows reflected the blue morning sky and the trees of the Great Forest to the east. Its roof was fringed with bright green moss. Pinch saw with excitement a neon-orange sign across its facade that read Zapps. Below, through an open door, was a room with a reception desk and a bank of similarly orange chairs full of people waiting to take the tour.

The young witch gestured to them. ‘Take a seat. My colleague will bring you a lemonade to settle your tummy. Go on –’ she added, as Pinch continued to sway in front of her – ‘the trip will start soon – the guide’s just running a bit late.’

Pinch swallowed hard to prevent her porridge making a reappearance and staggered to where Henry had saved her a chair.

‘Were you sick?’ he asked. ‘I was, all over my jacket. Your dad’s lent me his jumper.’ He looked down at the holey green sweater and grimaced. ‘Beady’s going to kill me. Again.’

Pinch wiped a hand across her clammy brow. ‘Worst way of travelling, ever,’ she said. ‘My stomach’s still at home.’

‘Lemonade?’ asked an elderly witch. She was wearing bright orange factory coveralls and a blue plastic apron and pushing a trolley crammed with bright orange beakers. ‘It’ll pick you up.’ She waited as they took a
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