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Magic awaits, all you have to do is believe…

When thirteen-year-old Olia steps through a magical doorway, she discovers another land. A land tangled by magic, where hope is lost, and a scheming wizard holds all the power.

Soon Olia learns that she is destined to save this land, but with time running out and her new friends and family in danger, she must search for the magic within herself – to save everything and everyone she loves.

An enchanting fairy-tale adventure about the power of love and courage, from the bestselling author of The House with Chicken Legs and The Girl who Speaks Bear.
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“Timeless and urgent.” Kiran Millwood Hargrave

“Delicious, exquisite.” Emma Carroll

“Sublime storytelling.”
 Hilary McKay

“Epic fantasy adventure.”
 Fiona Noble, The Bookseller

“Beautiful escapism.”
 Sunday Express S Magazine

“A gem.”
 Catherine Doyle

“Enchanting.”
 The Daily Telegraph

“Heart-stirring storytelling.”
 The Sunday Times

“Sparkles with forest magic and the power of fairy tales.”
 Cerrie Burnell
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To Gemma Cooper, who creates magical doorways in this world.
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So dense the forest no light gleams
 Where I, aglow with youthful dreams,
 With rapturous hope and expectation,
 Summon up with invocation
 The spirits…

From Ruslan & Ludmila
 by Alexander Pushkin,
 translated by D.M. Thomas
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Castle Mila rises from the shore of a lapping lake, as vast and bright as a sunrise. Built entirely from wood, and being five hundred years old, the castle is a little crooked with age. But the pine-log walls gleam like gold and the endless roof domes, which curve higher and higher into the sky, shimmer and sparkle like silver.

The topmost, and biggest, of the roof domes is as dazzling as the sun itself and the thin spire on top of it reaches all the way to the stars. I call this dome Sun Dome, and I’ve often wondered what lies inside it. Castle Mila is full of secrets. There are hidden doors, passageways behind walls and long-forgotten chambers. Though I’ve lived in the castle all my life, I can still get lost and, with a thrill of delight, discover untouched rooms.

One of my favourite things to do is explore the castle, looking for ways into the roof domes. Each one contains a small, round attic, but the staircases that lead to them are all concealed. So far, I’ve found my way into fourteen of the thirty-three domes. Most have been empty, aside from dust and spiderwebs and a warm, tingling feeling that I always get in Castle Mila’s hidden spaces. But a few have contained treasures: rolled-up maps and gilt-edged books; fine art brushes and half-full pots of coloured inks; carved wooden boxes filled with hand-blown glass beads, and other trinkets that must have belonged to my once-royal ancestors.

My family aren’t royal any more, but Castle Mila is still our home. I was born in the warm and cosy kitchen on the ground floor, and learned to walk along the castle’s long and winding corridors. Mama has sung me to sleep in my third-floor bedroom that overlooks the lake, and Papa has shown me where I can climb onto the roof safely, to watch hawks hunting over the meadows and cranes dancing in the marshes.

Both my parents are carpenters, and they use one of the old ballrooms as a workshop. The floor and walls are covered with enormous pictures I’ve been drawing in there since I was old enough to hold a piece of chalk. Some of the other big rooms in the castle are used by the villagers who live nearby. My school puts on a show in the old theatre once a year. And the biggest room, the Great Hall, is used for almost every birthday, wedding and wake.

At these gatherings, I hear stories about the castle’s history that are seasoned with myth and legend. There is a tale that Castle Mila was built by a lone carpenter, using one perfect axe. No nails were used, because the wooden pieces were cut to fit precisely together. And when the carpenter finished, the axe was thrown into the lake, which is why no other castle like it has ever been built. In the summer, I’ve spent whole days diving into the lake with my friends, looking for the axe. The search is fun, but I’m always slightly relieved when we don’t find it, because there is another tale that I’d rather believe instead.

My grandmother, Babusya, says Castle Mila was built from magic, and that to understand why, I should talk to the spirits who live in and around our home. I’ve memorized her descriptions of house spirits, water spirits and tree spirits, and searched for them all my life. A few times I think I might have seen or felt something. But after thirteen years, I still have no proof these spirits exist.

I keep on exploring though. There is nothing like the excitement of finding hidden spaces and forgotten treasures. I’m determined to find my way into every inch of the castle and discover all of its secrets. Now more than ever, because I have a new baby sister.

Rosa is three weeks old and makes my heart swell with love every time I look at her. I haven’t figured out how to be the best big sister for her yet, but I want to be strong and brave and good, and show her all the wonders in the world. So, if there is magic hiding somewhere in our home, then I’m going to find it, and share it with my sister.
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I wake at sunrise, ready for the morning chase. The honeyed light oozing through my bedroom window makes the pine walls glow warm and smell sweet. I sit up in bed and peer out into the light, until I spot the silhouette of Babusya. She’s wobbling through the long yellow grass in the meadow, leaning on her two walking sticks. A large birch-bark rucksack is on her back, and she’s halfway to the fruit grove by the lake already. I narrow my eyes and start to count.

One. I slide the huge woollen socks Babusya knitted me over my bare feet.

Two. I leap over the rag rug I made with Mama, swing open my bedroom door and swerve into the long, third-floor corridor.

Three, four, five. I take three running strides, then skid along the corridor, my woollen socks sliding over the smooth spruce floorboards quicker than skates over ice.

Six. I reach the first staircase, jump onto the sweeping oak bannister and zoom down it so fast that my heart races to catch up with me. Several of the portraits of my royal ancestors frown at me, but I ignore them with a whoop.

Seven, eight, nine, ten. I skid along two more corridors, past the ghostly outline of the secret door that leads to the dome I call Musician’s Dome, because in it I found a viola and some ancient handwritten sheet music that crumbled apart when I touched it.

Eleven, twelve. There are two more bannisters to slide down, past more frowning ancestors and a faded and torn tapestry of the royal crest that puffs dust into the air in annoyance.

Thirteen. I land on the wobbly block flooring of the ground floor and start running, because my socks don’t skid so well over the mosaicked patterns.

Fourteen. I race through my favourite part of the castle, our kitchen, waving to my dark-haired papa, who is frying what smells like grenki – eggy bread – on the enormous tiled stove, and my red-haired mama, who is pouring coffee from a long-handled copper pot. The only sign of my sister is a few silk-soft dark curls peeping out from the bright green baby wrap that Mama is wearing to hold Rosa close to her heart.

Fifteen. Sixteen. I stumble to a halt by the kitchen door that leads outside, pull on my boots and the oversized cardigan Babusya knitted me, and smile because I’m making good time.

Seventeen. I burst through the door and fly into the gold-and-rust-coloured autumn world outside. I take a deep breath and squeal with happiness because everything is so beautiful.

Eighteen, nineteen. I sprint down the hill towards the lake shore. The air is cool and brimming with the earthy, maple scents of fallen leaves and ripening nuts.

“Twenty!” I shout as I reach Babusya. “Two seconds faster than yesterday.”

“But you’re still wearing your pyjamas,” Babusya replies without looking up. “And you haven’t eaten breakfast.” She’s focusing on where to place her walking sticks and feet on the rough, hummocky ground.

“My pyjamas are comfy and I’m not hungry yet.” I hold an arm out.

A small growl of annoyance rumbles in the back of Babusya’s throat, but she passes me one of her walking sticks and grips my elbow instead. “You don’t need to keep chasing me out here every morning, Olia. I can walk fine with my sticks.” Babusya lifts her head and her big, dark eyes shine as they reflect the rising sun.

“I know you can. I just like the morning chase. And…” I hesitate, wondering whether to tell Babusya the other reason I follow her out here every morning. “I think I’m more likely to see magic when I’m with you.”

Babusya chuckles. “Magic is everywhere you believe it to be.”

My brow furrows. Babusya has a way of explaining things that seems both simple and complicated at the same time, and the true meaning of her words often feels just beyond my grasp.

We reach the shade of the overgrown fruit grove, and Babusya leads me through it to the sprawling yellow-leaved trees on the far side. “So, what are we collecting today?” I ask.

“Ranet apples.” Babusya stops and I help remove her rucksack and pass her walking stick back. We both peer into the trees. The fruits from the lower branches have already been picked, but the branches higher up are loaded with small, red apples.

I kick off my boots and socks and clamber up the nearest tree, my bare feet gripping the thick, rough trunk and my hands grasping each branch, until I’m surrounded by fruits. Then I swing a leg over a sturdy branch to sit, and pick three perfect apples. I try to pass them down to Babusya, but she’s wandered to the next tree along. She lifts a walking stick, rattles it against a branch, and five apples drop to the ground at her feet. She leans down to pick them up.

“What are you going to cook?” I ask, letting the apples I picked fall into the grass below.

“A sharlotka apple cake, for the harvest moon feast tomorrow night,” Babusya replies, hitting another branch with her walking stick until a few more apples fall.

I lick my lips, thinking not just of apple cake, but of all the foods that will be at the feast. Once a year, when the harvest moon rises, fat and red, Castle Mila glistens like a ripening blackberry and its Great Hall fills with people carrying the last fruits of autumn, baked into pies and boiled into jams of every colour and flavour imaginable.

There will be music and dancing all through the night, until the harvest moon sets and the sun rises again over Lake Mila. This year, the celebrations will be bigger and merrier than ever before, because this year is Castle Mila’s five hundredth birthday.

I’m most excited about the patch that I’ve made. It’s a small square of fabric, about the size of my palm, with a picture stitched onto it. Someone from our family makes one every year, and tomorrow I’ll add mine to the four hundred and ninety-nine other squares that make up our patchwork family blanket.

I’ve always dreamed about having a brother or a sister, and since Rosa was born all I’ve wanted is to be the best big sister for her. The patch I’ve made feels like a start. It shows how much I love her, and once I’ve sewn it onto the blanket it will prove for ever how glad I am that she is part of our family.

I turn to look at the castle, thinking of all the adventures I want to have there with Rosa as she grows up. The huge, round roof domes reflect so much light that I have to shield my eyes to look at them.

“Every year they glow brighter.” Babusya straightens her back and follows my gaze.

“Papa says the aspen shingles that cover the domes get more silvery as they age, reflecting more light.” I reach up into a branch so full of apples that it’s bowed under their weight.

Babusya snorts. “Your papa is a fine carpenter who knows all about the wood of Castle Mila, I’m sure. But he’s never paid any attention to the castle’s magic, even when he was a young boy. The castle domes are filled with magic that has been locked away from the world, and they glow brighter every year because that magic is trying to escape.”

I look up at the domes again. They are radiant, shimmering like quicksilver. “Why is Sun Dome the brightest?” I ask, hoping Babusya will tell me again, but that this time I’ll understand her explanation.

“Because the key to unlock the magic is hidden inside that dome.” Babusya’s eyes twinkle. “No one has ever found a way up there. I’ve spent years of my life looking, but the spirits tell me even they can’t get into that dome. And if they could, the key isn’t a key anyway, and the lock is hidden somewhere else.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.” I shake my head, pick a few more apples, then lean over to drop them near Babusya. “Do you think it’s even possible to unlock the magic trapped inside the domes?”

“If you believe you can do it, then you will. Belief is everything, Olia. You can never have enough of it.”

“I want to believe.” I gently sway, like the leaves rustling above me, and sigh dramatically. “But I don’t see magic the way you do, Babusya.”

“Nobody sees things the same way.” Babusya laughs. “That’s why it’s important to look from different angles.”

I lean even further over, until I’m dangling upside down from the branch. “You mean like this?” I smile. Babusya rolls her eyes, but smiles back. “What would happen if I did unlock the magic?” I ask.
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Babusya stares long and hard at the domes, as if she’s trying to figure something out.

“Then the magic would be free,” she says finally.

“Would that be a good thing or a bad thing?” I ask, unable to read Babusya’s expression.

“Like everything else, it depends on how you look at it and where you’re standing.” Babusya frowns as a wind blows from the direction of the castle, rakes through the meadow and agitates all the trees in the grove. It smells faintly of the castle’s hidden spaces – of warm pine, dust and old books – but also of something far more ancient, like sun-baked stones and dry, cracked earth.

Cold air needles through my cardigan and pyjamas. I shiver, and grip the branch I’m holding tighter. My hair whips around my face and flashes of golden light dance in front of my eyes. I stop breathing and stare at the sparks in wonder. I’ve never seen anything like them.

Then, as quickly as it arrived, the wind falls away and the lights are gone. I’m left feeling ruffled and breathless. It’s as if – just for a moment – a veil over the world blew back, and I saw something glittering and tangled beneath.

I swing down from the tree and land next to Babusya, my pulse racing.

“You saw magic, didn’t you?” Babusya leans towards me and looks right into my eyes.

“I don’t know. It might have been…” I bite my lip. “How can I be sure?”

“Your heart knows the truth.” Babusya leans even closer and whispers into my ear, “Time is running out, Olia. If the magic isn’t unlocked soon, it will break out on its own. And that would be a bad thing, from whatever angle you look at it.”

Babusya’s words land heavily, sending waves through my mind. I’ve always looked for magic because the idea of it makes me feel curious and excited, but I’ve never considered that something bad might happen if I didn’t find it. What if I’m meant to be looking harder or doing something more to reach it?

Another breeze whirls around me, and I nestle deeper into my cardigan. “I think it’s just a cold autumn wind,” I say to Babusya, trying to reassure myself rather than her. Because I feel in my heart that this is no ordinary wind, and I feel like something is about to happen. Excitement is fizzing up from deep inside me, but my stomach is flipping with nerves too, because I’m not sure that I’m ready for whatever this thing is.
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I pick the last apple off the ground as my parents walk into the grove, hand in hand. Papa is carrying a basket and has our faded blue picnic rug thrown over his shoulder. Mama is cradling Rosa, who is still tucked into her baby wrap, but she lifts a hand to wave when she sees me.

“We thought we’d bring breakfast to you, seeing as you were too busy chasing your grandmother to eat this morning.” Papa smiles and the dimple in his left cheek deepens. Mama calls it the mark of Mila, because Babusya, Papa, me and many of our ancestors in the castle paintings have the same dimple. I’ve even seen a tiny version of it on Rosa. We all have the same eyes too – big, dark and wide set – and the same dark curly hair, although Babusya’s is now white with age.

“Shall we eat in the sun?” Mama looks towards the lake shore, away from the shade in the grove. Her green eyes are as bright as the horsetails growing at the water’s edge, and her long hair, tied back in a plait, is as red as the fireweed among them. Although I didn’t inherit any of Mama’s bright colours on the outside, Papa says that I did on the inside. He says Mama and I are the kind of people who make rainbows out of rain.

I stow Babusya’s rucksack, which is now brimful with apples, beneath a tree in the grove, while Mama, Papa and Babusya lay out the breakfast picnic near the lake. There is a small mountain of the grenki I smelled Papa cooking earlier, along with syrniki – cottage cheese pancakes – plus pots of sour cream and cloudberry jam, fresh blackberries and bilberries, and tomatoes and ham for Babusya, who prefers savouries to sweets.

Mama beckons me to sit next to her and passes me a pancake topped with blackberries, which she knows are my favourite. “Did you sleep well?” she asks. I nod and take a bite out of my pancake as I peep into the baby wrap to look at Rosa. She’s asleep, one of her tiny hands curled close to her lips. She spends most of her time sleeping at the moment, but I don’t mind. I love watching her peaceful face, especially when Mama lets me hold her and she snuggles against me, all warm and soft.

“So what are you doing today?” Papa asks. “Are Dinara and Luka coming over?”

Dinara and Luka have been my best friends for ever. They live in the nearest village, which is a twenty-minute walk away – or a ten-minute run. We spend nearly all our time together. I stop at their house on the way to school, then we sit next to each other all day. Most weekends we’re together too – either in the village or here, near the castle and the lake. Today is Saturday, but Dinara and Luka are visiting one of their aunts. I shake my head at Papa and reach for another pancake. “They’re coming over tomorrow. I thought I could help you and Mama today.”

“There’s plenty to do,” Mama says. “The tables need setting up for the feast, and the Great Hall needs decorating. Some of the villagers are coming to make straw wreaths and clay statues of the harvest spirits.”

A clattering of jackdaws wheels through the sky and Mama beams up at them. She stands and breaks the slice of grenka she’s holding into small pieces as she walks towards them, then she throws the bread up into the air. The jackdaws swoop down and grab it mid-flight, shrieking and cackling with delight. Mama laughs and I smile. Mama has the loveliest laugh, light and easy, like wind chimes in a breeze.

“I could do with some help looking for a way into Aurora Dome, if you have time,” Papa says. Aurora Dome is the smallest and most easterly dome of the castle. It got its name because, when I was younger, I thought I saw ribbons of golden light streaming out from it one morning. Papa said they were most likely reflections of the sunrise. But now, after seeing those lights on the wind in the grove, I wonder if they were more. “I heard rattling up there last night,” Papa explains, “so I’d like to check the roof, but I can’t find a way in. You’ve always had a talent for spotting the secret doors.”

“I’d love to help.” I look from Papa to Babusya, wondering if she has a tale about Aurora Dome, but she isn’t paying attention to us. Her gaze is focused on an oak tree further along the shore. A breeze whispers through its crisp copper leaves. Three of them break free and flicker in the light as they’re carried towards us. Two land at my feet, but the third is swept up and away, until it disappears into the brightness of the sky.

Babusya pokes the leaves at my feet and frowns. Then she pulls a fingerful of salt from her pocket and throws it into the wind. Babusya makes salt offerings all the time, to chase away what she thinks are bad omens or to please the various spirits she believes in.

“What do you see?” Mama asks Babusya. While Papa has logical explanations for the strange things Babusya sees and hears, Mama has always been more accepting. She once told me that there is more in this world than most people ever see or understand, and that Babusya is one of the few people lucky enough to realize it.

“A journey.” Babusya’s frown deepens. “Because of a fierce storm.”

I shift uncomfortably and draw my feet away from the leaves. I don’t want there to be a storm, or a journey. I don’t want anything to disrupt the feast tomorrow.

“All the farmers have been predicting a mild autumn.” Papa looks up. “And there isn’t a cloud in the sky.”

Babusya makes a short grunting sound that manages to express her complete distrust of farmers and clouds predicting the weather, compared with whatever omen she’s just seen. “I’m going to have my morning nap,” she announces loudly, and picks up her walking sticks.

I jump to my feet, eager to escape the unsettling breeze. “I’ll help you back to the castle,” I offer and, for once, Babusya doesn’t argue.

“Perhaps you could make Babusya some of her tea, then come to find us in the Great Hall,” Mama suggests.

“I will. Thanks for bringing me breakfast.”

I head back towards the castle with Babusya, stopping in the grove to collect the rucksack full of apples. As I lean down to pick it up, another cold wind raises goosebumps on my arms.

“Do you know what the winds of change are, Olia?” Babusya asks suddenly, making me jump. The curly mass of her white hair is like an enormous cloud around her head, and there is a flash of lightning in her eyes. “They tear things down.” Babusya’s eyes widen. “To make you see.”

Confusion swirls around me like the breeze. “I love you, Babusya, but sometimes you don’t make any sense.”

Babusya laughs her familiar, croaking chuckle. “You don’t need to understand, Olia. You just need to be willing to see. Here.” She points at her eyes. “And here.” She puts a hand over her heart. “And from all around.” She waves her walking stick vaguely and laughs again.

“I’ll try my best.” I nod, though I still don’t understand. Then I secure the rucksack on my back before guiding Babusya on to the castle.

When we reach the kitchen, I offer to make some of the bitter-smelling frankincense tea that she drinks for her rheumatism, but Babusya says she’s too tired. So I help make her comfortable on the bed she has next to the stove, and she starts snoring happily almost as soon as her head touches the pillow, her mouth wide open.

Babusya’s talk of a storm and a journey scampers through my mind, like a mouse looking for seeds in the meadow. I decide to go to one of the highest domes of the castle to take a good look at the sky. So, after making sure that Babusya is tucked up warm, I race to my bedroom, where I quickly change into my cord trousers and favourite green jumper that used to be Mama’s. The wooden box on my dresser catches my eye and I open it to look at the patch I made for the family blanket.

It shows me, holding Rosa. Our parents and Babusya are beside us, and all around, in the shape of the castle, are the faces of our friends and the spirits that Babusya sees too. I used some golden thread that I found in one of the dome attics to make swirling patterns in all the empty spaces, to represent the magic that I want to find and share with my sister. I stroke the image of Rosa, before tucking the patch into my jumper pocket. Talk of the feast has made me excited about sewing the patch onto the blanket tomorrow, and I want to keep it close until I do.
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I continue up to the fifth floor of the castle. At the end of one of the long, winding corridors is a door hidden behind a cobweb-filled bookcase. The door groans as I push it open, and the narrow stairs behind it creak as I run up them two at a time. I emerge through a small trapdoor into the attic of a dome I named Astronomer’s Dome, because it contains an ancient, dilapidated telescope. The telescope doesn’t work, but when I look out of the small, arched windows dotted around the dome, I can see for miles anyway.

At night, millions of stars can be seen from here, glittering over the lake, the fields and the meadows. Sometimes Mama and I come up to gaze at them and she tells me their stories, and how the stars are where we all came from and where we’ll all return to. But now, the sky is bright and blue. Papa was right: there isn’t a cloud to be seen.

Something rattles on the east side of the castle, and I tense when I see flashes of light whizzing around the domes there. But then a wood pigeon takes off with a flutter, and I realize the bird might have knocked the roof shingles, making sunbeams bounce off their shiny surfaces.

The gentle lapping sound of the lake drifts up to me on the lightest of breezes. “It’s a beautiful day,” I say aloud, “not a storm in sight.” I turn away from the window, ignoring the creak of Sun Dome’s spire – it doesn’t take much wind to make it sway.

I slide my hand into my jumper pocket to feel the patch once more, and tell myself that everything will be fine for the feast tomorrow. Then I race to the Great Hall to help with the preparations, trying to unknot the small tangle of worry in my stomach and banish Babusya’s strange talk about tearing winds, by sliding down every bannister on the way.
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The Great Hall is on the ground floor, in the centre of Castle Mila. It’s enormous – as long and wide as the field we play games on behind my school – and it’s almost the full height of the castle. The round ceiling, which is painted with green and gold swirls, is directly beneath Sun Dome. Between the ceiling and the bright dome there must be a hidden attic. Babusya’s talk of a key to unlock the magic inside it and time running out makes me burn with even more curiosity than usual. I’m desperate to find a way up there soon, but right now the hall is filled with people, as busy as squirrels gathering nuts.

I help sweep the floor, assemble the tables for the feast, and load them with glowing jam jars, baskets of shining fruits, and stripy pumpkins and squashes. When some of my friends from school arrive, we stack up more pumpkins into the shape of a giant, who manages to look both benevolent and slightly angry. Then we sit and weave straw decorations beneath him.

When Mama appears holding the family blanket, my heart leaps. I drop the straw bear that I’ve been making and rush over to help her hang it at the far end of the hall. Unfolded, the blanket is big enough for the whole family to snuggle under in winter. It has loops sewn onto the top two corners, and we use the poles for opening the castle’s windows to lift the blanket high, then dangle it from two hooks in the wall.

I step back and stare at all the patches. Every year since Castle Mila was built, someone in my family has added a patch to the blanket, showing a scene from their life, so it has become a record of the castle’s and our family’s history.

The first patch shows a prince and princess holding hands beneath the newly built golden domes. Then there are patches showing huge parties, babies in long white dresses, dark-haired children growing into crowned adults, ageing monarchs in fur-lined robes, and rooms filling with treasure.

After the patch with the fallen throne, which represents the revolution about one hundred years ago, there is a patch that shows my great-great-grandfather turning the ballroom into a carpentry workshop, and more patches showing my family working alongside villagers to plant seeds and harvest crops.

Babusya appears as a toddler talking to a tree spirit about seventy years ago, and Papa’s birth is marked by a huge picnic attended by hundreds of people about forty years ago.

Papa sewed the patch showing my parents’ wedding and, a few years later, the patch of me as a baby in their arms. My first steps, my first swim and my first day at school are all sewn onto the family blanket. There are pictures of my friends and all the villagers during feasts and celebrations too.

Last year’s patch, which Babusya helped me sew, shows my parents and me rowing on the lake. I added Babusya sitting on the shore, and she added a water spirit between us.

There is a space on the bottom right corner of the blanket, waiting for the patch in my pocket – the first patch I made all by myself. When I sew it on tomorrow night, the blanket will be a perfect rectangle, and Rosa will become part of this patchwork history too.

“Have you finished making your patch?” Mama asks, following my gaze.

“Yes.” My hand hovers over my pocket. It takes all of my willpower not to pull it out now to show Mama, but I want it to be a surprise tomorrow. I lean down to look at Rosa instead, tucked into her wrap, and her eyes peep open.

“Oh, she’s awake.” Mama’s eyes glitter as she looks from Rosa to me. “Would you like to give her a cuddle?”

“Yes, please!” I find the nearest chair, sit down and wait for Mama to lift Rosa out of her wrap. The first time I held Rosa was just moments after she was born. I held her close to keep her warm, looked into her tiny squashed-up face and said, “You’re as new and sweet as a rosebud,” and that’s how she got her name. I can’t believe how much she’s grown since then – although she’s still the tiniest person I’ve ever seen. Especially now, when she emerges from the baby wrap all bunched up.

Rosa sinks into my arms. Her limbs unfurl and she waves her hands around, as if searching for something. I offer her a finger and she wraps her own tiny fingers around it and stares up at me. Love balloons through me until I think I might burst. “I’m going to be the best big sister for you,” I whisper. Rosa keeps staring at me, and I think I see a smile twitching on her lips, but then her mouth opens and she moves her head from side to side, the way she does when she’s looking for milk. “I think she’s hungry,” I say, offering Rosa back to Mama.

“I think you’re right.” Mama gently lifts Rosa out of my arms and sits down to feed her. I watch for a while, until the pumpkin giant topples over on the other side of the hall, and I rush over to help my friends rebuild him.
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The day whizzes past like a dragonfly. It’s not until the sun sets, and Babusya wobbles into the hall to tell us she’s made dinner, that I remember I was going to help Papa look for a way into Aurora Dome. But Papa says he’s starving and that can wait for another day.

There are only a handful of people left in the hall now and they’re packing up to leave too. We wave them goodbye then head to the kitchen, which is filled with the warmth of the stove and the rich, savoury smell of Babusya’s solyanka soup.

After we’ve eaten, I get ready for bed. But thoughts of a key hidden in Sun Dome buzz in my mind. I know I won’t be able to read or sleep, and it’s too dark to look for a secret staircase now. So I pull my cardigan over my pyjamas, slide the patch I made into my pocket, and return to the kitchen.

I curl into my comfy chair in front of the stove like a field mouse curling into a nest for winter. Rosa is asleep, resting against Mama’s chest. Babusya is propped up by pillows on her bed, trying to do some mending, but she’s soon snoring. Mama lifts the torn blouse from her hands and finishes sewing it for her, while humming a lullaby she once told me her own grandmother used to play for her on a balalaika.

Papa reads one of the puzzle books he keeps by his chair, and I stare at the flames dancing in the stove. Usually I’d be solving riddles with Papa, but tonight I can’t concentrate.

A crackle comes from inside the stove, followed by the gentle pop of a stick splitting. Then, as fast and fierce as a hawk hunting, a gust of wind slams into the kitchen window, cracking the glass. Everyone in the room jumps in shock, except Babusya, who carries on snoring.

The wind swoops and zooms up the walls outside, hissing through the pine logs and making threads of moss fly into the air from between them. I grip my chair, my muscles tight with fear, and stare at my parents with wide eyes. Mama and Papa look at each other, concerned frowns rumpling their brows as the wind reaches the roof. It squeals with glee as it whirls around the domes.

Rosa starts crying and Mama stands and sways back and forth, patting her back to soothe her. There is a creaking noise that gets louder, and for a moment I feel like the whole castle is tilting… Then there is a bang so loud that I cover my ears, followed by a clattering that sounds like a herd of moose clashing antlers.

“What was that?” I whisper nervously when the noise subsides. In my heart I know the wind must have broken some part of the castle – and judging by the loudness of the noise, it was something big.





[image: Images]

“The bang came from the Great Hall.” Papa rises to his feet. “I’ll take a look.” Another burst of wind explodes against the kitchen window, shaking the already cracked glass. Papa crosses the room and swings the interior shutters closed, then picks up his tool bag. “I won’t be long.” He disappears out of the door and worries crowd around me.

“Why don’t you put some spiced milk on the stove?” Mama whispers as she sits down. She’s managed to rock Rosa back to sleep, but is still patting her gently.

Glad of the distraction, I fill a pan with milk. I can’t stop Babusya’s words about a storm from thundering through my mind. And I can’t forget the lightning in her eyes when she spoke of winds tearing things down.

Wind whistles down the chimney, long and loud, and my hand shakes, making a few drops of milk splash out of the pan and sizzle on the stove top. I’ve never heard winds like these before. And I’ve never felt Castle Mila shake. But right now the walls, the floor and the ceiling all seem to be trembling in fear. What if something happens to the castle? Or to Papa while he’s trying to fix it?

“Your papa knows how to keep himself safe,” Mama says softly, as if she’s read my thoughts. “And whatever the wind has broken, we can repair or replace.”

I nod, not wanting
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