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Book 2 of Septimus Heap

Angie Sage

The YearBefore
On the Night of the Apprentice Supper

It is night on the Marram Marshes; a full moon shines down on the black
waters and illuminates the nighttimeThings who are going about their business. Silence hangs in
the air, broken occasionally by the glugs and gurgles of the Quake Ooze as the creatures that live
beneath it make their way to a feast. A huge ship with a full complement of sailors has sunk into
the Ooze and theThings are hungry—nbut they will have to fight the Quake Ooze Brownies for
the leftovers. Every now and then a bubble of gas throws something from the ship up to the
surface, and great planks and spars covered in a thick black tar float across the top of the Ooze.

Nighttime on the Marram Marshes is no time for a human being to be abroad, but in the
distance, paddling steadily toward the ship, is a figure in a small canoe. His fair curly hair hangs
limp in the damp marsh air, and his piercing green eyes stare angrily into the night as he mutters
furiously to himself, replaying over and over a fierce argument he has had that very evening. But
what doeshe care anymore?he asks himself. He is on his way to a new life, one where his talents
will be recognized and not passed over in favor of an upstart nobody.

As he nears all that can be seen of the ship—a single mast sticking out of the Ooze topped with
a limp and ragged red flag with a line of three black stars—he steers the canoe into a narrow
channel that will take him to the very foot of the mast. He shivers, not with the cold, but from the
feeling of fear that hangs in the air, and the thought that beneath himlies the ship's carcass,
picked clean by the Quake Ooze Brownies. Now the debris is slowing him down. He propels the
canoe forward until he is suddenly forced to a halt—there is something under the water blocking
his path. He peers into the brackish sludge and can see nothing at first, but then ... then he sees
something below him, ice-white in the moonlight. It is moving ... moving up through the water,
and suddenly a skeleton, picked clean and bright by the Brownies, breaks the surface, sending a
plume of black slime over the occupant of the canoe.

Shaking with a mixture of fear and excitement, the canoeist allows the skeleton to climb aboard
and settle itself behind him, sticking its sharp kneecaps into his back. For he knows by the rings
still on the bony fingers, that this is what he has been hoping to find—the skeleton of DomDaniel
himself,Necromancer , twice ExtraOrdinary Wizard and, in the canoeist's opinion, a far superior



Wizard to any he has met so far. And particularly superior to the one he has just been forced to
share an Apprentice Supper with.

The canoeist makes a deal with the skeleton. He will do all that he can toRestore him to life and
to allow him to reclaim his rightful place in the Wizard Tower, if only the skeleton will accept
him as his Apprentice.

With a nod of his bony skull, the skeleton agrees to the deal.

The canoe resumes its journey, directed by the somewhat impatient bony forefinger of the
skeleton jabbing the canoeist in the back. At last they reach the edge of the Marsh, whereupon
the skeleton climbs out of the canoe and leads the tall, fair-haired young man into the bleakest
place he has ever been. As the young man follows the shambling gait of the skeleton through a
desolate landscape, the thought of what he has left behind briefly crosses his mind. But only
briefly, for this is his new life now and he will show them all—andthen they'll be sorry.

Especially when he becomes the ExtraOrdinary Wizard.

Spiders

Septimus Heap tipped six spiders into a jar, screwed the lid down
tight and put them outside the door. Then he picked up his broom and continued sweeping out
the Pyramid Library. The Library was cramped and dark. It was lit by a few fat candles that spat
and spluttered, and it smelled weird—a mix-ture of incense, musty paper and moldy leather.
Septimus loved it. It was aMagykal place, perched right at the top of theWizardTower and
hidden away deep inside the golden Pyramid, which crowned the Tower. Outside, the hammered
gold of the Pyramid shimmered brightly in the early-morning sun.

After Septimus had finished sweeping, he made his way slowly along the shelves, humming
happily to himself while he sorted out theMagykal books, parchments and spells that the
ExtraOrdinary Wizard, Marcia Overstrand, had, as usual, left in a mess. Most eleven-and-a-half-
year-old boys would rather have been out in the bright summer morning, but Septimus was
where he wanted to be. He had spent quite enough summer mornings outside—and winter ones,
come to that—in the first ten years of his life as Young Army soldier, Boy 412.



It was Septimus's job, as Apprentice to the ExtraOrdinary Wizard, to tidy the Library every
morning. And every morning Septimus found something new and exciting. Often it was
something that Marcia had left out especially for him: maybe aConjuration that she had come
across late at night and thought might interest him or a dog-eared old spell book that she had
taken from one of theHidden shelves. But today, Septimus reckoned he had found something for
himself: it was stuck underneath a heavy brass candlestick and looked slightly dis-gusting—not
the kind of thing that Marcia Overstrand would want to get her hands messy with. Very carefully
he pried the sticky brown square off the bottom of the candlestick and put it in the palm of his
hand. Septimus examined his find and felt excited—nhe was sure it was aTaste Charm . The
thick, brown, square tablet looked like an old piece of chocolate; it smelled like an old piece of
chocolate; and he was pretty sure it would taste like an old piece of chocolate too, although he
wasn't going to risk it. There was a chance it might be a poisonCharm that had dropped out of
the large box labeled: TOXINS, VENOMS AND BASYK BANES, which teetered unsteadily on
the shelf above.

Septimus pulled out a small Enhancing Glass from his Apprentice belt and held it so that he
could read the thin white writing that looped across the square. The words said:

Take me, shake me,
and | will make thee:
Quetzalcoatl's Tchocolatl.

Septimus grinned. He was right, but then he usually was when it came toMagyk . Itwas aTaste
Charm —even better, it was a chocolateTaste Charm . Septimus knew just the per-son he
wanted to give it to. Smiling to himself, he slipped theCharm into his pocket.

Septimus's work in the Library was nearly done. He climbed up the ladder to tidy the last shelf
and suddenly found himself eye to eye with the biggest, hairiest spider he had ever seen.
Septimus gulped; if it had not been for Marcia insisting on him removing every single spider that
he found from the Library, he would happily have left this one alone. He was sure the spider's
eight beady eyes were trying to stare him down, and he didn't like its long, hairy legs either. In
fact all eight legs looked as though they were planning to run up his sleeve if he didn't grab the
spider fast.

In a flash, Septimus had the spider in his hand. The creature scrabbled angrily against his dusty
fingers, trying to pry them open with its surprisingly powerful legs, but Septimus held on tight.
Quickly he made his way down the ladder, passing the small hatch that led out onto the golden
roof of the Pyramid. Just as he reached the bottom of the ladder, the spi-der bit the inside of his
thumb.

"Ouch!" Septimus yelped.
He grabbed the spider jar, unscrewed the lid one-handed and dropped the creature in, much to

the dismay of the six other spiders already there. Then, with his thumb beginning to throb,
Septimus screwed the lid back on as tightly as he could.Careful not to drop the jar, in which six



small spiders were now being chased around and around by one large hairy one, Septimus made
a quick exit down the winding, narrow, stone stairs which led from the Library into the
apartment of the ExtraOrdinary Wizard, Madam Marcia Overstrand.

Septimus hurried by the closed purple and gold door to Marcia's bedroom, past his own room,
and then ran down some more steps and headed for the small potion room beside Marcia's study.
He put down the jar of spiders and looked at his thumb. It wasn't a pretty sight; it had become a
deep red color and some interesting blue blotches were beginning to appear on his hand. It
alsohurt . Septimus flipped open the Medicine Chest with his good hand and found a tube
ofSpider Balm, the entire contents of which he squeezed over his thumb. It didn't seem to do
much good. In fact it seemed to make it worse. Septimus stared at his thumb, which was swelling
up like a small balloon and felt as though it might be about to explode.

Marcia Overstrand, whom Septimus had now been Ap-prenticed to for almost a year and a half,
had found the spiders waiting for her on her triumphant return to the Wizard Tower after ousting
theNecromancer , DomDaniel, from his brief second time as ExtraOrdinary Wizard. Marcia had
oughlyCleaned theTower ofDarke Magyk and restored theMagyk to theWizardTower , but she
could not get rid of the spiders. This had upset Marcia, for she knew that the spiders were a sure
sign thatDarke Magyk still lingered in the Tower.

At first, when Marcia came back to the Tower, she was too busy to notice anything amiss—
apart from the spiders. She had, for the first time, an Apprentice to think about; she had the
Heaps—who were now living up at the Palace—to deal with and a bunch of Ordinary Wizards to
sort out and settle back into the Tower. But as Septimus's first summer at theWizardTower had
drawn on, Marcia had begun to notice, out of the corner of her eye, aDarkenesse following her.
At first she had thought she was imagining it, for every time she glanced back over her shoulder
and had a proper look, there was nothing to be seen. It wasn't until Alther Mella, the ghost of
Marcia's old tutor and ExtraOrdinary Wizard, had told her that he could see something too that
Marcia knew she was not imagining things—therewas aDarke Shadow following her.

And so, for the last year, piece by piece, Marcia had been building aShadowSafe , which was
nearly finished. It stood in the corner of the room, a tangle of shiny black rods and bars made
from Professor Weasal Van Klampff s specialAmalgam . A strange black mist played around the
bars of theShadowSafe , and occasionally flashes of orange light leaped between them. But at
last theShadowSafe was nearly finished, and soon Marcia would be able to walk inside it with
theShadow following her and walk out again, leaving theShadow behind. And that, Marcia
hoped, would be the end of theDarkenesse in the Tower.

As Septimus stared at his thumb, which was now twice its normal size and turning a nasty
purple, he heard Marcia's study door open.

"I'm off, Septimus,” said Marcia purposefully. "I've got to go and pick up another part of
theShadowSafe . | told old Weasal I'd be down this morning. It's almost the last piece. We've
only got theStopper to collect after this, Septimus, and that will be that. Good-byeShadow ."

"Aargh," Septimus groaned.



Marcia peered suspiciously around the door. "Andwhat are you doing in the potions room?" she
asked irritably, catching sight of Septimus's hand. "My goodness, whathave you done? Have you
burned yourself doing aFire Spell again? | don't want any more singed parrots hanging around
here, Septimus. They smell disgusting and it's not fair to the parrots either."”

"Aargh.That was a mistake," muttered Septimus. "I meant to do aFirebird Spell . It could have
happened to anyone. Ouch—I've been bitten."

Marcia came in, and behind her Septimus could see a slight murkiness in the air as theShadow
followed her into the potion room. Marcia bent down and looked more closely at Septimus's
thumb, almost enveloping him in her purple cloak as she did so. Marcia was a tall woman with
long, dark, curly hair and the intense green eyes that always came toMagykal people, once they
were exposed toMagyk . Septimus had the same green eyes too, although before he had met
Marcia Overstrand they had been a dull gray. Like all ExtraOrdinary Wizards who had lived in
theWizardTower before her, Marcia wore the lapis and gold Akhu Amulet around her neck, a
deep purple silk tunic fastened with theExtraOrdinary gold and platinum belt and aMagykal
purple cloak. She also had on a pair of purple python shoes, carefully chosen that morning from
a rack of about a hundred other almost identical purple python shoes that she had taken to
stockpiling since her return to theWizardTower . Septimus wore, as usual, his only pair of brown
leather boots. Septimus liked his boots, and although Marcia often offered to get some new ones
made for him in a nice emerald python skin to match his green Apprentice robes, he always
refused. Marcia just couldn't understand it.

"That's aspider bite," said Marcia, grabbing hold of his thumb.
"Ouch!" Septimus yelled.
"I don't like the look of that at all," Marcia muttered.

Neither did Septimus. His thumb was now dark purple. His fingers looked like five sausages
stuck on a football, and he could feel sharp pains shooting up his arm toward his heart. Septimus
swayed slightly.

"Sit down, sit down," said Marcia urgently, throwing some papers off a small chair and guiding
Septimus down onto it. Quickly she took a small vial out of the Medicine Chest. It had the
wordsSPIDER VENOM scrawled on it and contained a murky green liquid. Marcia took out a
long, thin glass dropper from the scary-looking medical instruments that were lined up in the lid
of the chest like bizarre cutlery in a picnic basket. Then she sucked up the green venom into the
dropper, being extremely careful not to get any in her mouth.

Septimus pulled his thumb out of Marcia's grasp. "That's poison!" he protested.
"There's aDarkenesse in that bite," said Marcia, putting her thumb on top of the venom-filled

dropper and carefully holding it away from her cloak, "and theSpider Balm is making it worse.
Sometimes you have to fight like with like.\VVenom with venom. Trust me."



Septimus did trust Marcia; in fact he trusted her more than anyone else. So he gave her back his
thumb and closed his eyes while Marcia dropped Spider Venom onto the bite and muttered what
sounded to Septimus like anAnti-Hex Incantation . As Marcia did so the shooting pains up his

arm died away, his light-headedness left him and he began to think that maybe his thumb would
not explode after all.

Calmly, Marcia replaced everything back in the Medicine Chest, and then she turned and
considered her Apprentice. Not surprisingly, he looked pale. But she had, thought Marcia, been
working him too hard. He could do with a day out in the summer sunshine. And, more to the
point, she didn't want his mother, Sarah Heap, coming around again either.

Marcia had still not forgotten the visit Sarah had made not long after Septimus had become her
Apprentice. One Sunday morning Marcia had answered a loud banging on the door, only to find
Sarah Heap on the other side, accompanied by an audience of Wizards from the floor below, who
had all come up to see what the noise was—for no one ever dared bang on the ExtraOrdinary
Wizard's door like that.

To the amazement of the assembled audience, Sarah had then proceeded to tell Marcia off.

"My Septimus and | were apart for the first ten years of his life,” Sarah had said heatedly, "and,
Madam Marcia, | do not intend to spend the next ten years seeing as little of him as I did for the
first ten. So | will thank you to let the boy come home for his father's birthday today."

Much to Marcia's annoyance, this had been greeted with a small round of applause from the
assembled Wizards. Both Marcia and Septimus had been amazed at Sarah's speech. Marcia was
amazed because no one ever spoke to her like that.No one. And Septimus was amazed because
he didn't realize that that was what mothers did, although he rather liked it.

The last thing Marcia wanted was a repeat visit from Sarah. "Off you go then," she said, half
expecting Sarah Heap to appear and demand to know why Septimus looked so pale. "It's time
you spent a day with your family. And while you're there, you can remind your mother to make
sure that Jenna gets off to Zelda's tomorrow for her MidSummer Visit to the Dragon Boat. If |
had my way she would have left days ago, but Sarah will insist on leaving everything to the last
minute. I'll see you tonight, Septimus—midnight at the latest. And the chocolateCharm is yours,
by the way."

"Oh, thanks." Septimus smiled. "But I'm fine now, really. | don't need a day off."
"Yes, you do," Marcia told him. "Go on, off you go."

Despite himself, Septimus smiled. Maybe a day off would not be so bad. He could see Jenna
before she went and give her the chocolateCharm .

"All right then," he said. "I'll be back by midnight."”



Septimus headed for the heavy purple front door, which recognized Marcia's Apprentice and
flung itself open as he approached.

"Hey!" Marcia shouted after him. "You've forgotten the spiders!"

"Bother," muttered Septimus.

Wizard Way

Lol 3 .. Septimus stepped onto the silver spiral stairs at the top of the Tower.
"Hall, please," he said. As the stairs began to move smoothly down, turning like a giant
corkscrew, Septimus held up the spider jar. He squinted at the occupants, which now numbered
only five, and wondered if he had seen the hairy spider before. The hairy spider looked back at
Septimus with a baleful stare. It had certainly seenhim before. Four times to be precise, the
spider thought crossly; four times it had been picked up, stuffed into a jar and dumped outside.
The boy was lucky it hadn't bitten him before. Still, at least there was some decent food in the jar
this time. The two soft young spiders had gone down very nicely, even though it had had to
chase them around the jar for a while. The hairy spider settled down and resigned itself to the
journey.Again.

The silver spiral stairs turned slowly, and, as they took Septimus and his catch down through
theWizardTower , he got some cheery waves from the Ordinary Wizards who lived on the floors
below and were beginning to go about their busi-ness for the day.

There had been much excitement when Septimus had first arrived at theWizardTower . Not only
was Marcia Overstrand returning in triumph after ridding theWizardTower , not to mention the
entire Castle, of aDarke Necromancer , but she was also bringing with her an Apprentice.
Marcia had spent ten years as ExtraOrdinary Wizard without taking on an Apprentice. After a
while some of the Ordinary Wizards had been known to mutter that she was too fussy for her
own good. "What did Madam Marcia expect to find, for goodness' sake—the seventh son of a
seventh son? Ha!" But that was exactly what Madam Marcia Overstrandhad found. She had
found Septimus Heap, seventh son of Silas Heap, who was a poor and untalented Ordinary



Wizard and himself the seventh son of Benjamin Heap, an equally poor, but considerably more
talented, Shape-Shifter.

As the silver spiral stairs slowed to a smooth halt on the ground floor of the Wizard Tower,
Septimus jumped off and made his way across the Great Hall, hopping from side to side to try to
catch the fleeting colors that played across the soft sandlike floor. The floor had seen him
coming and the words GOOD MORNING, APPRENTICE ran across the shifting patterns and
flitted in front of him as he made his way over to the massive solid-silver doors that guarded the
entrance to the Tower. Septimus murmured the password, and, noiselessly, the doors swung open
before him, sending a brilliant shaft of sunlight into the Hall, which drowned out all theMagykal
colors.

Septimus stepped out into the warm midsummer morning. Someone was waiting for him.

"Marcia's let you out early today," said Jenna Heap. She was sitting on the lowest of the huge
marble steps that led up into theWizardTower , carelessly swinging her feet against the warm
stone. She wore a simple red tunic edged with gold and tied with a gold sash, and a sturdy pair of
sandals on her dusty feet. Her long dark hair was held in place by a slim gold circlet that she
wore around her head like a crown. Her dark eyes had a teasing glint in them as she regarded her
adoptive brother. He looked as scruffy as usual. His curly straw-colored hair was uncombed, and
his green Apprentice robes were covered in dust from the Library—but on his right index finger,
his gold Dragon Ring shone as brightly as ever.

Jenna was pleased to see him.

"Hello, Jen." Septimus smiled, his brilliant green eyes blinking in the bright sunlight. He waved
his jar of spiders at her.

Jenna leaped up from the step, her eyes fixed on the jar. "Just don't let those spiders out
anywhere near me," she warned him.

Septimus jumped down the steps, shaking the jar at her as he went past. He went over to the
Well on the edge of the courtyard, and very carefully, he tipped the spiders out of the jar. They
all landed in the bucket. The hairy spider had another quick snack and started climbing back up
the rope. The three remaining spiders watched the hairy one leave and decided to stay in the
bucket.

"Sometimes, Jen," said Septimus as he joined Jenna by the steps, "I think those spiders just go
straight back up to the Library again. | recognized one of them today."

"Don't be silly, Sep. How can you recognize a spider?"
"Well, I was pretty sure it recognized me," said Septimus. "l think that's why it bit me."”

"It bit you? That's horrible.Where?"



"In the Library."

"No, where did it bite you?"

"Oh. Look, here." Septimus waved his thumb at Jenna.

"Can't see anything," she said dismissively.

"That's because Marcia put some venom on it."

"Venom?"

"Oh, that's just something we Wizards do," said Septimus airily.

"Oh—youWizards ," scoffed Jenna, getting up and pulling at Septimus's green tunic. "You
Wizards are all crazy. And, speaking ofcrazy, how is Marcia?"

Septimus kicked at a pebble and sent it skittering over to Jenna. ""She's not crazy, Jen," he said
loyally, "but thatShadow follows her everywhere. And it's getting worse, because I'm beginning
to see it now."

"Eurgh, creepy."Jenna kicked the pebble back to Septimus, and the pair played pebble football
across the courtyard and into the cool shade of a tall silver archway lined with deep-blue lapis
lazuli. This was the Great Arch that led out of theWizardTower courtyard and into the broad
avenue known asWizard Way , which ran straight to the Palace.

Septimus shook off all thoughts ofShadows and ran into the Great Arch ahead of Jenna. Then he
spun around and said, "Anyway, Marcia says | can have the day off today."day ?" asked Jenna,
amazed.

"A whole day.Till midnight.So | can come back with you and see Mum."

"And me. You're going to have to see me all day too; I haven't seen you for ages. And I'm going
off to Aunt Zelda's tomorrow to see the Dragon Boat. It's MidSummer Day in a few days' time,
in case you'd forgotten."

"Of course | haven't forgotten. Marcia keeps going on about how important it is. Here, I've got a
present for you." Septimus fished the chocolateCharm out of his tunic pocket and gave it to
Jenna.

"Oh, Sep, that's lovely. Er, what is it exactly?"

"It's aTaste Charm . It'll turn anything you want into chocolate. | thought it might be useful
over at Aunt Zelda's."

"Hey—I could turn all that cabbage and pilchard stew into chocolate.”



"Cabbage and pilchard stew..." said Septimus wistfully. "You know, I really miss Aunt Zelda's
cooking."

"No one else does.” Jenna laughed.

"I know," said Septimus. "That's why | thought you'd like theCharm . Wish | could come and
see Aunt Zelda too."

"Well you can't—because I'm the Queen."
"Since when, Jen?"

"Well, Iwill be. And you're just a lowly Apprentice.” Jenna stuck her tongue out at Septimus,
who chased her out of the Great Arch and into the heat ofWizard Way .

As they came out from the shadows of the Arch, Jenna and Septimus Heap sawWizard Way
spread out before them, bright and empty in the early morning sun. The huge white limestone
slabs formed a broad avenue all the way to the Palace Gate, which glinted gold in the distance.
Tall silver torch posts linedWizard Way , holding the torches that were used to light the Way at
night. That morning each one carried a blackened torch, which had burned out the previous
night, and would be replaced and lit that evening by Maizie Smalls, the TorchLighter. Septimus
loved the sight of the torches being lit; from his room at the top of the Wizard Tower he could
see right down Wizard Way, and Marcia often found him gazing dreamily out of his window at
lighting-up time when he should have been doing his incantation preparation.

Jenna and Septimus moved out of the sun's glare and into the cooler shadows of the squat
buildings that were set back and lined the Way. The buildings were among the oldest of the
Castle and were built of a pale weatherworn stone, pitted and marked by thousands of years of
rain, hail, frost and the occasional battle. They were home to the numerous manuscript makers
and printing houses that produced all the books, pamphlets, tracts and treatises that were used by
the Castle inhabitants.

Beetle, who was General Dogsbody and Inspection Clerk at Number Thirteen, was lounging
outside sunning himself and he gave Septimus a friendly nod. Number Thirteen stood out from
all the other shops. Not only was it the only one to have all its windows stacked so high with
papers that it was impos-sible to see inside, but it had also recently been painted purple, much to
the distaste of the Wizard Way Conservation Society. Number Thirteen housed theMagykal
Manuscriptorium and Spell Checkers Incorporated, which Marcia and most of the Wizards used
regularly.

As they neared the end ofWizard Way , Jenna and Septimus heard the clatter of horse's hooves
echoing on the empty road behind them. They turned around to see in the distance a dark, dusty
figure on a huge black horse gallop up to the Manuscriptorium. The figure dismounted in a
hurry, quickly tied his horse up and disappeared inside, closely followed by Beetle, who looked
surprised to have a customer so early in the morning.



"I wonder who that is,” said Septimus. "I haven't seen him around here before, have you?"
"I'm not sure,"” said Jenna, thinking. "He looks sort of familiar, but | don't know why."

Septimus did not reply. His spider bite had suddenly sent a stabbing pain up his arm, and he
shivered as he remembered theShadow he had seen that morning.

A Dark Horse

; Gudrun the Great was guarding the
Palace Gate. She was floatlng a few feet off the ground and dozing peacefully in the sunshine.
Gudrun, an Ancient ghost who was one of the very early ExtraOrdinary Wizards, was dreaming
of the old days when theWizardTower was new. She was almost invisible in the bright sun, and
Jenna and Septimus were so busy discussing the mysterious horseman that they walked straight
through her. Gudrun the Great nodded dreamily to them, mistaking them for a pair of her own
Apprentices from long ago, who had been twins.



The year before, Alther Mella had taken over the task of running the Palace and the Castle until
the Time was Right for Jenna to be Queen. He had decided that, after ten years of the hated
Custodian Guards stomping up and down in front of the Palace and terrorizing the population, he
never wanted to see soldiers guarding the Palace again. So Alther, a ghost himself, had asked the
Ancients to act as guards. The Ancients were elderly ghosts; many of them were at least five
hundred years old, and some of them, like Gudrun, were even older than that. As ghosts become
more transparent with age, most of the Ancients were quite hard to see. Jenna was still not used
to walking through a doorway and discovering that she had also walked through the dozing
Second Keeper of the Queen's Bedpost or some such ancient dignitary. She would only realize
her mistake when she heard a quavery voice wish-ing her, "Good morn to thee, fair maiden," as
the trodden-upon Ancient suddenly woke up and tried to remember where he or she was. Luckily
the Palace had not changed much since it had been built, so most of the Ancients could still find
their way around. Many of them were old ExtraOrdinary Wizards, and the sight of a faded purple
cloak flitting through the maze of endless corridors and rooms at the Palace was not unusual.

"I think I just walked through Gudrun again,"” saidjenna. "I hope she didn't mind."

"Well, 1 still thinkit's odd having ghosts guarding the gates,” Septimus replied, looking at his
thumb, which seemed all right again, much to his relief. "I mean anyone could just walk in,
couldn't they?"

"That's the idea," saidjenna. "Anyonecan walk in. The Palace is here for everyone in the Castle.
It doesn't need guards to keep people out anymore."

"Hmm," said Septimus. "But there might be some people you still need to keep out."

"Sometimes, Sep," said Jenna, "you get too serious for your own good. You spend far too much
time cooped up in that smelly old Tower, if you ask me. Race you!"

Jenna ran off. Septimus watched her as she raced across the lawns that spread in front of the
Palace, dusty and brown in the midsummer heat. The lawns were long and wide and were cut in
two by the broad drive, which swept up to the entrance of the Palace itself. The Palace was one
of the oldest buildings in the Castle; it was built in the ancient style, with small, fortified
windows and battlements running along the top of the walls. In front of it was a shallow
ornamental moat that was home to some fearsome snapping turtles left by the previ-ous
occupant, the Supreme Custodian, which were almost impossible to get rid of. A broad, low
bridge spanned the moat and led to a pair of heavy oak doors, which were thrown open in the
early-morning heat.

Septimus liked the Palace now. It was a welcoming building with its yellow stone glowing
warmly in the sun. As a boy sol-dier he had often stood guard outside the gate, but then it had
seemed a dark, gloomy place, occupied by the dreaded Supreme Custodian. Even so, Septimus
had never minded standing guard, for although it was often boring and cold, at least it was not
frightening like most of the things he had had to do in the Young Army.



In the summer Septimus would watch Billy Pot, the Lawn Cutter, who had invented a
Contraption. The Contraption was meant to cut the grass. Sometimes it did and sometimes it
didn't, depending on how hungry the occupants of the Contraption—the lawn lizards—were. The
lawn lizards were Billy's secret—or at least he thought they were—although most people had
figured out how the Contraption worked. And when it worked it was simple: Billy pushed the
Contraption along and the lizards ate the grass. When it didn't work, Billy lay down on the grass
and yelled at them.

Billy Pot kept hundreds of lawn lizards in lizard lodges down by the river, and every morning he
would select the twenty hungriest lizards, put them into the cutting box at the front of the
Contraption and wheel them off to the Palace lawns. Billy hoped that one day he would actually
finish cutting the lawns before it was time to start all over again; he would have liked to have a
day off now and then. But this never hap-pened. By the time he had pushed the Contraption
across the huge expanse of grass and the lawn lizards had done their job, it was time to start all
over again.

As Septimus set off across the grass, trying to catch up with Jenna, who was far ahead of him,

he heard the familiar clanking sound. A moment later Billy Pot appeared in the distance,
push-ing his Contraption across the broad path that ran in front of the Palace moat, slowly
heading for the new day's patch of grass. Septimus speeded up, determined not to let Jenna get
too far ahead. But she was bigger and faster than he was, even though they were exactly the same
age. She had soon reached the bridge.

Jenna stopped and waited for Septimus to catch up. "Come on, Sep," she said. "Let's go and find
Mum."

They walked over the bridge and arrived at the Palace door-way. The Ancient at the doors was
awake; he was sitting on a small gold chair, placed carefully to catch the sun, and had been
watching Jenna and Septimus's approach with a fond smile. He smoothed down his purple cloak,
for he too had been a much-respected ExtraOrdinary Wizard in his time, and smiled at Jenna.

"Good morning, Princess,"” said the ghost, his thin voice sounding as though it came from a great
distance."How nice to see you. And good morning, Apprentice. How is theTransforming going?
Have you managed theTransubstan-tiate Triple yet?"

"Almost."Septimus grinned.

"Good lad,"” said the Ancient approvingly.

"Hello, Godric," said Jenna. "Do you know where Mum is?"

"As it happens, Princess, | do. Madam Sarah told me that she was going to the kitchen garden to

pick some herbs. | told her that the Kitchen Maid would do that for her, but she insisted on going
herself. Wonderful woman, your mother,"” said the Ancient wistfully.



"Thank you, Godric," said Jenna. "We'll go and find her—hey,what ?"* Septimus had grabbed
her arm.

"Jen—Iook," he said, pointing to a dust cloud approaching the Palace Gate.

The Ancient, still in a sitting position, floated up from his chair and hovered in the doorway,
peering out into the sunlight." ADarke horse. And aDarke rider," his voice echoed thinly.

Septimus pulled Jenna into the shadows behind the ghost.

"What are you doing?" Jenna protested. "It's only that horse we saw before. Let's see who the
rider is."

As she stepped out into the light of the doorway, Jenna saw the horse approaching. The rider
rode the horse hard, sitting forward on the animal and urging it on, his dark cloak stream-ing out
behind him. The horse did not stop at the gate, but car-ried straight on through Gudrun the Great
and thundered up the driveway. Unfortunately Billy Pot was still on his way to his patch of grass.
He had just started to push the Contraption across the drive when he and the Contraption were
forced to make a swift change of direction to avoid the oncoming horse. Billy made it but the
Contraption was not so lucky. Unused to doing anything quickly, it fell to pieces where it stood.
The lawn lizards ran off in all directions, and Billy Pot found him-self gazing at a pile of metal in
the middle of the Palace drive.

The horseman thundered on, oblivious to Billy Pot's loss and the lizards' newfound freedom.
The horse's hooves kicked up the midsummer dust and beat with rhythmic hollow thuds against
the dry ground as it rapidly approached the Palace.

Jenna and Septimus waited for the horseman to take the usual path around to the stables at the
back of the Palace, but to their surprise the rider ignored it and spurred the horse on over the
bridge. Expertly, without breaking the horse's stride, the horseman galloped over the threshold of
the door and rode straight through Godric. Jenna felt the damp heat of the horse as it passed
close, letting go a long fleck of horse spittle, which landed on her tunic. She turned to protest to
the horseman, but he was gone—cantering across the hall at full speed. With his horse's hooves
skidding on the stone flags and sending up sparks, he executed a sharp left turn into the gloom of
the Long Walk, the mile-long corridor that ran down the middle of the Palace like a backbone.

Godric picked himself up from the floor and muttered, "A coldness... a coldness went through
me." He subsided shakily back into his chair and closed his transparent eyes.

"Are you all right, Godric?" Jenna asked, concerned.

"Yes, indeed,"” murmured the old ghost faintly. "Thank you, your honor. | mean, thank you, your
Princess."

"Are you sure you're all right?" Jenna peered at the ghost but he had fallen asleep.



"Come on, Sep," whispered Jenna. "Let's see what's happening."

The inside of the Palace was dark after the brilliant sun-shine. Jenna and Septimus ran across the
central hallway to the Long Walk. They stared down the seemingly endless, dimly lit expanse,
but there was no sight or sound of the horseman.

"He vanished," whispered Jenna. "Maybe he was a ghost."

"Funny sort of ghost," said Septimus, pointing to some dusty hoofprints on the faded red carpet
that was laid on the huge old flagstones. Jenna and Septimus turned down the east wing of the
Walk and followed the hoofprints. Once, before the Supreme Custodian had taken over the
Palace, the Long Walk had been full of wonderful treasures—priceless statues, rich hangings and
colorful tapestries—but now it was a dusty shadow of its former self. During his ten years of
occupation, the Supreme Custodian had stripped all the most valuable possessions from the
Palace and sold them to fund his lavish banguets. Now, Jenna and Septimus walked past a few
old paintings of previousQueens and Princesses, which had been rescued from the basement, and
some empty wooden chests with broken locks and wrenched hinges. After threeQueens , all of
whom looked somewhat bad-tempered, and a cross-eyed Princess, the hoofprints made a sharp
right turn and disappeared through the wide double doors of the Ballroom. The doors were
already thrown open, and Jenna and Septimus followed the hoofprints in. There was no sign of
the horseman.

Septimus let out a low whistle. "This place is big," he said.

The Ballroom was indeed huge. When the Palace had been built it was said that the entire
population of the Castle could have fit inside the Ballroom. Although this was no longer true, it
was still the biggest room that anyone in the Castle had ever seen. The ceiling was higher than a
house and the massive windows, which were full of small panes of stained glass, stretched from
floor to ceiling and threw an array of rainbow colors across the polished wooden floor. The
lower panes of the windows were thrown open in the heat of the summer morning. They led out
onto the lawns at the back of the Palace, which swept down to the river.

"He's gone," said Jenna.

"OrDisappeared ," muttered Septimus. "Like the Ancient said, 'aDarke horse and aDarke
rider.'"

"Don't be silly, Sep. He didn't mean it likethat ," said Jenna. "You've spent too long at the top of
that Tower with a spooked Wizard and herShadow . Anyway, he's only just gone out through
that window—Ilook."

"You don't know that for sure," Septimus objected, stung at being called silly by Jenna.

"Yes, | do," said Jenna, pointing to the pile of horse dung steaming on the step. Septimus made a
face. Carefully they stepped out onto the terrace.



It was then that they heard Sarah Heap scream.

Simon Says

Justone little message rat," Sarah Heap was saying
tearfully to the dismounted dark horseman, as Jenna and Septimus reached the door to the walled
kitchen garden. The man had his back to them. He stood awkwardly, holding on to his horse with
one hand and patting Sarah, who had thrown her arms around his neck, with the other.

Sarah Heap looked small and almost frail beside the man. Her wispy fair hair straggled down to
her shoulders, and her long blue cot-ton tunic with the Palace gold edging on the sleeves and
hem could not hide how thin Sarah had become since her return to the Castle. But her green eyes
were bright with relief as she looked up at the dark horseman.

"Just one message to let me know you were safe,” chided Sarah. "That's all | needed. Allwe
needed. Your father has been worried sick too. We thought we would never see you again ...
gone for more than a year and not aword . You really are a bad boy, Simon."

"l am not aboy , Mother. I am a man now. | am twenty years old, in case you had forgotten."
Simon Heap detached Sarah's arms from his neck and stepped back, suddenly aware that he was
being watched. He swung around and did not look particularly pleased to see his youngest
brother and adopted sister hanging back uncertainly by the kitchen garden door. Simon turned
back to his mother.

"Anyway, you don't need me," he said sulkily. "Not now you have your precious long-lost
seventh son back.Particularly as he has done so well for himself—takingmy Apprenticeship."



"Simon, don't," Sarah protested. "Please don't let's argue over that again. Septimus took nothing
from you. You were neveroffered the Apprenticeship."

"Ah, but I would have been.If that brat hadn't turned up."
"Simon! I will not have you talk about Septimus like that. He is your brother."”

"If you believe what the old witch Zelda saw in a pool of dirty water was true.Which | don't,
personally.”

"And don't talk about your great-aunt like that either, Simon," Sarah said in a low voice,
becoming angry. "Anyway, | know what | saw—what we all saw—-is true. Septimus is my son.
And he is your brother. It is time you got used to it, Simon."

Septimus retreated into the shadows of the doorway; he was upset by what he had heard, but not
surprised. He remembered only too well what Simon had said on the night of his Apprentice
Supper at Aunt Zelda's cottage in the Marram Marshes. That night had been the most amazing
night of Septimus's life, for not only had he just become Marcia's Apprentice, he had also found
out who he really was—the seventh son of Sarah and Silas Heap. But, in the early hours of the
morning, after the celebrations, Simon Heap had had a terrible argument with his parents. He had
stormed off into the darkness, taking a canoe across the Marram Marshes, much to Sarah's horror
(and his brother Nicko's, who had only just acquired the canoe). After that Simon had
vanished—until now.

"Shall we go and say hello, Sep?" whispered Jenna.

Septimus shook his head and hung back. "You go," he told Jenna. "I don't think he wants to see
me."

Septimus stood in the shadows and watched Jenna as she walked into the kitchen garden and
threaded her way through the lettuces that Simon's horse had trampled flat.

"Hello, Simon." Jenna smiled shyly.

"Aha—I hoped I might find you here, in yourPalace . Good morning,Your Majesty," said
Simon in a slightly mocking tone as Jenna approached.

"I'm not called that yet, Si," said Jenna, a little uncertainly. "Not until I'm Queen."

"Queen, eh—and won't we be grand then? You won't be speaking to the likes of us when you're
Queen, will you?"

Sarah sighed. "Do stop it, Simon," she said.



Simon looked at his mother, then at Jenna. His irritable expression changed to something darker
as he gazed at the view through the open door of the garden. His greenish-black eyes took in the
mellow stonework of the ancient Palace and the tranquillity of the lawns. How different it was
from the chaotic room he had grown up in surrounded by his five younger brothers and his little
adopted sister, Jenna. In fact, it was so very different that he no longer felt his family had
anything to do with him. Particularly Jenna, who, after all, was no blood relation anyway. She
was nothing more than a cuckoo in the nest, and, like all cuckoos, she had taken over the nest
and destroyed it.

"Very well, Mother," said Simon harshly. "lwill stop it." Sarah smiled hesitantly. She hardly
recognized her eldest son anymore. The man in the black cloak who stood before her felt like
someone else. And not someone that Sarah liked very much.

"So," said Simon, slightly too jovially, "how would my little sister like a ride on Thunder here?"
He patted his horse proudly.

"I'm not sure about that, Simon," Sarah said.
"Whyever not, Mother? Don't you trust me?"
Sarah was silent for just a second too long. "Of course | do," she said.

"I'm a good rider you know.Spent the last year riding through the mountains and valleys up in
Border Country."

"What—theBadlands ?What were you doing out there?" asked Sarah with a note of suspicion in
her voice.

"Oh, this and that, Mother," said Simon vaguely. Suddenly he took a step toward Jenna. Sarah
moved forward as if to stop him, but Simon reached Jenna first, and in one easy movement he
lifted her up and put her on the horse. "How do you like that?" he asked Jenna. "Thunder's a
lovely animal, isn't he?"

"Yes..." Jenna said uneasily, while the horse shifted about beneath her, as if impatient to be
gone.

"We'll just go for a ride down the Way, shall we?" said Simon, sounding almost like his old self,
as he put his foot into the stirrup and swung into the saddle behind Jenna. Suddenly Sarah found
her eldest son looking down at her from what seemed to be a great height, and about to do
something she was unable to stop him from doing.

"No, Simon, | don't think Jenna should—"
But Simon kicked his horse and pulled on the reins. The beast wheeled around, trampling the

thyme that Sarah had been about to pick, and galloped off through the kitchen garden door and
around the side of the Palace. Sarah ran out behind him shouting, "Simon—Simon, come back..."



But he was gone, leaving nothing but small lingering clouds of dust where the horse's hooves
had struck the dusty path.

Sarah didn't know why she felt frightened; after all, it was only her son taking his sister for a
ride on his horse. What was wrong with that? Sarah looked around for Septimus; she was sure
she had seen him arrive with Jenna, but Septimus was not there. Sarah sighed. It had been
wishfulthinking, that was all; she had been imagining things again. But she decided that when
Simon and Jenna came back from their ride she would go straight down to theWizardTower and
get Septimus back for the day. After all, Jenna had to leave for her midsummer visit to the
Dragon Boat the next day, and it would be nice for Septimus to see her before she went. She
wouldn't stand for any argument from that Marcia Overstrand either. Septimus needed to spend
more time with his sister, and with her, too. And maybe if Simon got to know Septimus a little
better it would put an end to all this unpleasantness.

And so, preoccupied with her thoughts and watched by three escaped lawn lizards, Sarah knelt
down to try andrescue the crushed thyme, while she waited for Jenna and Simon to return.

Thunder

Jenna clung to the horse's wiry
mane as Slmon cantered across the Palace lawns, scattering all the lawn lizards that Billy Pot had
only just rounded up.

Jenna loved horses; she had her own horse, which she kept in the stables and rode every day.
She was a good horsewoman and a brave one, too. So why did she feel so scared? Was it, she
wondered, as Thunder hurtled through the Palace Gate at breakneck speed, because Simon rode



the horse so angrily, and roughly, too? Simon wore a pair of sharp spurs on his black boots and
they were not just for show. Jenna had already seen him touch the horse's flanks with them twice,
and she didn't like the way he pulled so sharply on the reins either.

Simon galloped down the middle ofWizard Way . He looked neither right nor left and paid no
attention to anyone who might be crossing the road—as Professor Weasal Van Klampff
happened to be doing just at that moment. The Professor, unaware of the fact that Marcia was on
her way to seehim , had something to tell Marcia, something that needed to be said well away
from the remarkably acute hearing of his housekeeper, Una Brakket.

As Professor Van Klampff wandered absentmindedly acrossWizard Way , rehearsing in his
mind how he was going to explain his suspicions that Una Brakket was up to something—
although he was not sure what—the last thing he expected was to be knocked down by a huge
black horse thundering by. But, unfortunately for the Professor, that is exactly what did happen.
And when he picked himself up, bruised and shaken but otherwise unharmed, Professor Van
Klampff could not remember why he was there at all. Did he perhaps need some more
parch-ment ... a new pen ... a pound of carrots ...two pounds of carrots? The tubby little man with
the half-moon glasses and straggly gray beard stood for a while in the middle ofWizard Way ,
being fussed over by the concerned Beetle and other assistants from neighboring shops and
offices, shaking his head and trying to remember why he was there. Some niggling feeling at the
back of his brain told him it was important, but it was gone. Weasal Van Klampff shook his head
and turned back for home, stopping to buy three pounds of carrots on the way.

Thunder, meanwhile, was cantering headlong downWizard Way , past the shops, printers and
private libraries, where the proud owners were pottering about, setting out the special-offer
manuscripts and end-of-line parchments. At the sight of the black horse charging by they stopped
and stared for a moment, wondering what the Princess was doing with the dark horseman. What
was the hurry?

In no time at all, Thunder reached the Great Arch. Jenna expected Simon to slow down and turn
the horse around to go back to the Palace, but instead he yanked hard on the reins, and the horse
veered abruptly off to the left and hurtled down Cutpurse Cut. The narrow street was dark and
chill after the bright sun ofWizard Way , and it smelled rank. An open drain ran down the middle
of the cobbles, and a thick brown sludge was flowing slowly along it.

"Where are we going?" Jenna yelled, scarcely able to hear herself above the clattering of the
horse's hooves, which echoed off the ramshackle houses on either side of the alley-way and filled
her head with noise. Simon made no reply, so Jenna yelled again, louder this time.

"Where are we going?"

Still Simon said nothing. Suddenly the horse took a left turn, narrowly avoiding an oncoming
meat pie and sausage cart, and skidded on the slime that ran beneath its hooves.

"Simon!" protested Jenna. "Where are we going?"



"Shut up!" Jenna thought she heard him say.
"What?"
"You heard.Shut up. You're going where | take you."

Jenna twisted around to look at Simon, shocked at the sud-den sound of hatred in his voice. She
hoped she had misun-derstood what he said, but, when she saw the coldness in his eyes, Jenna
knew she had heard right. A sharp chill of foreboding jumped through her.

Suddenly the horse changed direction again. It was almost as though Simon was trying to shake
off anyone who might be following them. He yanked on the reins, pulling the horse violently to
the right, and Thunder plunged into Squeeze Guts Slip, a dark passage that ran between two high
walls. Simon's eyes were two slits of concentration as the horse tore down the narrow
passageway, its hooves sending up sparks from the flints beneath them. At the end of the dark
passage Jenna could see open daylight, and as they hurtled toward it, Jenna made a decision. She
was going to jump.

As Thunder burst into the sunlight, Jenna took a deep breath, and suddenly, unbidden by Simon,
the horse skidded to a halt. A small figure in green Apprentice robes had stepped out in front of
them and was fixing the horse with a piercing stare. Thunder was beingTransfixed .

"Septimus!" gasped Jenna, more pleased to see him than she had thought possible. "How did
you get here?"

Septimus did not answer. He was too busy concentrating on Thunder. He had neverTransfixed
anything as big as a horse, and he wasn't sure if he could talk andTransfix at the same time.

"Get out of my way, brat!" Simon shouted."Unless you want to get trampled.” Angrily Simon
spurred the horse on but Thunder refused to budge. Jenna knew this was her chance. Taking
Simon unawares, she made a dive for the ground, but Simon's reaction was quick. He grabbed
Jenna's hair and yanked her back into the saddle.

"Ow—Ilet go!" yelled Jenna, hitting at Simon.

"Oh, no, you don't!" Simon hissed in her ear, twisting her hair painfully.

Septimus did not react. He hardly dared move.

"Let ... Jenna ... go," he said slowly and carefully, his intense green eyes still fixed steadily on
Thunder's eyes, which were wide open and showing a large expanse of white.

"What's it to you, brat?" snarled Simon. "It's none of your business. She's nothing to do with
you."



Septimus stood his ground and kept staring at Thunder. "She's my sister,” he said quietly. "Let
her go.”

Thunder shifted uneasily. The horse was caught between two masters and he didn't like it. His
old master was still there in the saddle, almost part of Thunder himself, and, as ever, his master's
wish was also Thunder's wish: his master wished to go forward, therefore Thunder wished to go
forward too. But standing in front of him was a new master. And the new master would not allow
Thunder to pass, however much his old master jabbed him in the side with his sharp spurs. The
horse tried to roll his dark brown eyes away from Septimus's stare, but he could not move them.
Thunder pulled his head back, whinnying haplessly, Transfixed by Septimus.

"Let Jenna go.Now ," Septimus repeated.

"Or what?" asked Simon with a sneer. "Or you'll put one of your pathetic little spells on me, will
you? Let me tell you this, brat, | have more power in my little finger here than you will ever have
in your whole miserable life. And if you don't get out of my waynow , I will use it. Got that?"
Simon pointed the little finger of his left hand at Septimus and Jenna gasped—on his finger was
a large ring with a Reverse symbol on it. It looked horribly familiar.

Jenna tugged her head away from Simon's grasp. "What's wrong with you, Simon?" she yelled.
"You're my brother. Why are you being so horrible?"

In reply, Simon grabbed hold of Jenna's gold sash and twisted it hard in his left hand, while he
tightened his grip on Thunder's reins with his right. "Let's just get this straight, Princess,” he
snarled. "1 am not your brother. You are just some unwanted kid my gullible father brought
home one night. That's all. You have caused nothing but trouble for us and you have ruined our
family.Understand? "

Jenna went white. She felt as though someone had hit her in the stomach. She looked down at
Septimus for help, and for a brief moment Septimus glanced up at her, as bewildered as she was.
But in that very moment when Septimus met Jenna's gaze, Thunder knew he was free. The
horse's nostrils flared with excitement, his muscles tensed and suddenly he was away, cantering
at full speed into the sunlight and onto the cobbled road that led to the North Gate.

Stunned, Septimus watched the horse disappear. His head spun with the effort of Transfixing the
horse, which had fought him all the while and had been nothing like the practice rabbit which
Septimus was used toTransfixing . Septimus knew he had one last chance to get to Jenna, and he
shook his head to try and clear the muzziness that the enchantment had left. Then, shakily,
heTransported himself to the North Gate.

North Gate



Down at tbe North Gate, Silas Heap
was playing a game of Counter-Feet with Gringe the Gatekeeper. Silas and Gringe had recently
made up a long-standing feud. When Simon Heap, Silas's eldest son, had tried to run off with
and marry Gringe's only daughter, Lucy, both Silas and Gringe had been horrified. Gringe had
shut Lucy up in the gatehouse attic to stop her from running away again. It was not until Silas
came to see him some time later with the news that Simon had gone off into the Marram Marshes
in the middle of the night—and had not been seen since—that Gringe had at last let Lucy out of
the attic. For Gringe knew as well as anyone that the chances of surviving in the Marram
Marshes at night were slim.

Silas and Gringe found they had a lot in common. There was Lucy and Simon for a start—and
then therewas Counter-Feet. Both Silas and Gringe had fond memories of playing Counter-Feet
as boys. Counter-Feet was now a very rare board game, although it had once been commonplace
in the Castle, and the Premier Counter-Feet league final used to be the high-light of the year.

At first sight the game appeared to be a simple board game played with Counters. The Counter-
Feet board consisted of two castles divided by a river down the center. Each player had a set of
Counters of various shapes and sizes in their own team strip, and the aim of the game was to get
as many of your own Counters over the river and into the opposing player's castle. But there was
a twist in the game: the Counters had minds of their own—and, more importantly, feet of their
own. This was why the game was so popular, but unfortunately this was also the reason for the
game's rarity. TheCharms that created the Counters had been lost in The Great Fire three
hundred years ago. And since then, most sets of Counter-Feet had gradually become incomplete
as over the years their Counters had up and left in search of adventure or just in search of a more
interesting box of Counter-Feet. And while no one ever objected to opening his or her box and
finding that a whole new colony of Counters had taken up residence, it was a different matter
when you discovered that all your Counters had got bored with you and left. So three hundred
years later, most Counters had disappeared: flushed down drains, trodden into the ground or
simply having a good time in small, undis-covered Counter colonies under the floorboards.

Most Wizards, including Silas, played theMagyk version of Counter-Feet, where the castles and
the river on the board were real—although smaller, of course. Ever since he was a boy, Gringe
had always wanted to play with aMagyk set of Counter-Feet. When Silas had mentioned to



Gringe that he actually had a complete and sealedMagyk Counter-Feet set somewhere in the
attic with all his books, Gringe had mirac-ulously overcome his long-standing dislike of the
Heap family and suggested that they might, perhaps, have a game or two together sometime. It
had soon become a regular occurrence which both looked forward to.

Earlier that morning, Silas had left the Palace and taken the shortcut to the North Gate, carrying
with him his precious box of Counter-Feet. Silas had walked slowly, for beside him loped a
large, unkempt wolfhound with creaky joints. Maxie was no longer the young dog he had been,
but he still went everywhere with his master. As an Ordinary Wizard, Silas Heap wore a deep-
blue tunic fastened with a silver belt. Like all the Heaps he had fair, curly hair, although his was
now beginning to acquire a dusting of gray, but his green eyes were still bright. As he walked
through the sunny, early-morning streets, he hummed a contented tune to himself, for unlike
SarahHeap, Silas did not worry about anything for very long and reckoned that things eventually
turned out for the best.

Silas and Gringe had sat down companionably outside the gatehouse and set up the Counter-
Feet board, while casting expert eyes over the Counters and trying to work out what their
characters might be that day. Counters were fickle, and you never knew how they might turn out
from one game to the next. Some Counters were easily persuaded to go where vou wanted them
to; others were not. Some would appear to do as you asked and then betray you at the last
minute. Some would fall asleep just when you needed them to do something important, and
others would run madly around the board creating havoc. The trick was to quickly understand
both your Counters and your opponent'sCounters, then use your knowledge to get across the
board and into the opposing cas-tle. Every game was different: some contests were chaos, some
were aggressive and the best were hilariously funny.Which is why, as SeptimusAppeared at the
North Gate, the first thing he heard was Gringe's loud guffaw.

"Ha, you didn't expect 'im to do adouble duck , Silas, did you now? He's a right one that little fat
one is. | thought 'e'd do summat like that. I think that puts my Spare back on the board, don't
you?" Gringe, a stocky, somewhat argumentative man in a leather jerkin, leaned over and took a
large round Counter out of a tub by the side of the board. The Counter kicked its short, fat legs
with excitement and ran onto the board.

"Hey," protested Gringe, dismayed, as the Counter jumped straight into the river and
disappeared into the depths of the water, "yer not supposed to go in there you little b— well,
well, ain't this your little lad, Silas? Where did 'e come from then? | dunno, you 'Eaps get just
about everywhere, you do."

"I'm not falling for that one, Gringe." Silas chuckled, intent on trying to persuade one of his
Counters, the Tunneler, to squeeze into the tunnel that led under Gringe's castle. "I know what
you're up to, Gringe. As soon as | take my eyes off the board, your Kicker will have kicked my
Tunneler into the river. | wasn't born yesterday, you know."

"But it's your little Apprentice lad, Silas. I think 'e's up to someMagyk ."



Septimus'sTransport was taking some time to wear off. He still looked a bit misty. Underneath
the table, Maxie whined and the hairs on the back of his neck rose.

"Good try, Gringe," said Silas, trying to get his Pusher to shove the Tunneler under the castle
without much success.

"No, 'e is 'ere. Hello, lad. Come to see your dad, have you?"

At last Silas took his eyes off the game and looked up. "Oh, hello, Septimus," he said, surprised.
"Well, well, are you doingTransports already? He's a clever one, my youngest. Apprentice to
theExtraOrdinary Wizard , you know," Silas told Gringe, not for the first time.

"Really?You don't say?" muttered Gringe, who had his arm up to his elbow trying to retrieve his
Counter from the river. He had forgotten that Silas's game was the deluxe version that came with
mini crocodiles.

"Ouch!" yelped Gringe.

"Dad, Dad!" yelled Septimus. "It's Jenna! Simon took Jenna. They're coming this way. Get
Gringe to raise the drawbridge. Quick!"

"What?"

Silas could see Septimus's lips moving but he could hear nothing. Septimus was not quite there
yet.

"Raise the drawbridge, Dad!" Septimus's voice came back on the last word.
"Yes, what is it? No need to shout, Septimus."

The clatter of horse's hooves sounded behind them and Septimus knew it was too late. He
jumped out in front of the horse in a last, desperate attempt to stop them, but Silas grabbed hold
of him and pulled him back.

"Careful! You'll get yourself trampled.”

Simon's horse thundered by.Jenna shouted something to Septimus and Silas, but her words were
lost in the thudding of the horse's hooves and the rush of the wind as the huge black horse sped
past.

Septimus, Silas and Gringe watched the horse with its two riders go pounding over the
drawbridge. When they reached the dirt track on the other side, Simon pulled the horse sharply to
the right, and, with its hooves slipping on the dry dirt as it turned, the horse sped off toward
theNorth Road . TheNorth Road , as Septimus knew from his map studies in the Young Army,
led along the river, over theOne WayBridge and after a day's fast riding would take them into the
Border Country, orBadlands , as it was often called in the Castle.



"Disgusting!" exclaimed Silas, staring after the horse. "That was a case of reckless riding if ever
I saw one. Showing off to his girlfriend, that's all it was. Young men should not be allowed fast
horses if you ask me. With them it's always speed, speed, sreed, with no thought of anyone
else—"

"Dad!"shouted Septimus, desperately trying to get a word in. "Dad—that was Simon!"
"Simon?" Silas looked confused. "What do you mean?Our Simon?"
"It's Simon and he's taken Jenna!™

"Taken her where? Why? What is going on? Why doesn't anybody ever tell me anything?" Silas
sat down again, aware that the day was beginning to go wrong and not sure exactly why.

"I'm trying to tell you," said Septimus, exasperated. "That was Simon and he's— "But Septimus
was interrupted again. Lucy Gringe, a pretty girl with deep-brown eyes and light brown hair tied
into two long plaits that hung to her waist, had appeared at the gatehouse door. She wore a
simple, long, white summer tunic, which she had embroidered herself with an odd assortment of
flowers, and on her feet was a pair of heavy brown boots laced up with pink ribbon. Lucy was
well known for her unusual approach to clothes.

"Simon?" asked Lucy, looking pale under her freckles. "Did you say that was Simon?"

"Lucy, I will not have you mention that name here,” growled Gringe, staring at the Counter-Feet
board and wondering how such an enjoyable morning could suddenly turn into such a nightmare.
But, he told himself sternly, he should have known better. Wasn't that always the way with the
Heaps? They were nothing but trouble.

"Yes, it was Simon, and he has taken Jenna away," said Septimus flatly, the urgency gone from
his voice as he realized that it was too late now to do anything about it.

"But," murmured Silas, "l don't understand..."

Lucy Gringe understood. She understood only too well."Why?" she screamed. "Why didn't he
take me?"

The Greenhouse



He was riding like, a
madman, Sarah," puffed Silas, who had found Sarah with her friend, Sally Mullin, potting herbs
in the Palace greenhouse at the bottom of the kitchen garden. "He would have trampled Septimus
into the ground if I hadn't pulled the lad clear—and Jenna was screaming her head off. It was
awful.”

"No!" Sarah gasped. "I don't believe it."

"Jenna wasn't screaming, Dad," said Septimus, trying not to upset Sarah any more than she was
already. "Jenna wouldn't scream. She just shouted something, that's all."

"What?" askedSarah. "What did she shout?"
"I don't know," said Septimus glumly. "I couldn't hear. The horse was making so much noise."

"Maybe she was saying she'd be back soon. Maybe Simon just took her out for a jaunt along the
river," said Sarah, trying hard to convince herself and not doing a very good job of it.

Sally, who was living at the Palace while her Tea and Ale House was being rebuilt, put a
consoling hand on Sarah's arm. "You mustn't worry yourself, Sarah,"” she said. "He's just a
headstrong young man showing off his fast horse to his sister. They all do it. He'll be back soon."

Sarah gave Sally a grateful glance, but, deep down, Sarah had a very bad feeling about Simon.
Something had happened to him; something had changed him fromher Simon into—what?

Silas was still trying to catch his breath. He and Septimus had run all the way from the North
Gate, leaving Maxie asleep under the Counter-Feet table and Gringe dragging Lucy up to the
gatehouse tower to stop her from running off in pursuit of Simon.

Alther Mella floated anxiously above the potting bench. He had spent the previous night down
at the Hole in the Wall Tavern, a favorite haunt for ghosts, and had not left as early that morning
as he should have. Alther was annoyed with himself. If he'd been there, maybe he could have
stopped Simon, although Alther wasn't quite sure how. But at least he could have tried.



Sarah pushed a stray wisp of straw-colored hair back behind her ear as she fiddled distractedly
with some parsley seedlings. "I'm sure Simon wouldn't take Jenna away against her will," she
insisted, stabbing at the soil with her trowel.

"Of course he wouldn't,” said Sally soothingly.

"But that's just what hehas done," Septimus insisted. "Jenna didn't want to go with him.
ITransfixed the horse and he wouldn't let her get off. He got really angry.”

"Well, he did seem very proud of his horse," said Sarah. "Maybe he was just upset about
youTransfixing it. I'm sure he will be back soon with Jenna."

"He'skidnapped her, Mum," said Septimus, almost angry now. He could not understand why
Sarah kept making excuses for Simon. But Septimus was still not entirely used to how mothers
behaved.

Alther Mella floated dismally through a discarded pile of flowerpots. "It's my fault, Sarah," said
Alther. "I blame myself. If | had allowed proper guards at the Palace Gate instead of those
useless Ancients, this would never have happened.”

"You mustn't blame yourself," said Sarah, giving the old ghost a wan smile. "Even a guard
would have let Simon in. He is a Heap after all.”

"But they wouldn't have let him out, would they?" said Septimus pointedly. "Not if Jenna had
told them she didn't want to go."

"Septimus, you shouldn't speak to Alther like that," scolded Sarah. "You should be more
respectful to an ExtraOrdinary Wizard, especially the one whom your tutor wasApprenticed to."

"Ah, Sarah."Alther sighed. "The boy is right."

Alther floated off the potting bench and hovered beside Septimus. Compared with the Ancients
in the Palace, Alther looked positively substantial. His purple ExtraOrdinary robes, although a
little faded, looked almost real, even down to the bullet hole and dark brown bloodstains just
below his heart. The ghost's long white hair was scraped back into its usual ponytail, and his
green eyes had a bright glint in them as he regarded Marcia's Apprentice.

"So," said Alther to Septimus, "what do you propose we do now?"

"Me?What dol think we should do?"

"Yes. As the Apprentice of the ExtraOrdinary Wizard, | thought you might like to stand in for
Marcia."

"We go after Jenna. And get her back. That's what wehave to do."



Sarah dropped the trowel she had been poking the seedlings with. It landed with a clang in the
middle of Alther's foot. The ghost stepped back hastily. "Septimus,” declared Sarah, "you are not
going anywhere. It's bad enough with Jo Jo, Sam, Edd and Erik all running wild in the Forest,
getting up to goodness knows what and refusing to even come and see their mother. Then there's
Nicko, who's gone off with that Rupert Gringe boy testing some boat or other, and not come
back yet, even though he promised he'd be home last week to take Jenna down to Aunt Zelda's—
anythingcould have hap-pened to him, I'm just so worried—and now Simon and Jenna are
gone..." At this Sarah suddenly broke into loud sobs.

Silas put his arms around Sarah. "There, there, love, you mustn't worry. Everything will be all
right,” he murmured soothingly.

"I'll go and bring you a nice cup of tea and a big slab of bar-ley cake," said Sally, "and
everything will feel much better, just you see.” And she bustled off to the Palace kitchens.

But Sarah would not be comforted. "Simon and Jenna, gone,"” she wailed. "Why? Why would
Simon do such a thing? Why would he take Jenna away?"

Alther put a ghostly arm around Septimus's shoulders. "Come on, lad," he said. "Let's leave your
parents alone for a while. You can take me to see Marcia."”

Septimus and Alther made their way out of the Palace and took the Snake Slipway, which led
down to the Castle Moat. The Castle was surrounded by water. Most of the water consisted of
the river, as the Castle was built on the inside of a wide river bend, but some of the water was in
the form of a moat, which had been dug when the Castle walls were built. The Moat was wide
and deep and was full of river water, for both ends of the Moat ran into the river itself. It was a
popular place for fishing and, in the summer, for swimming. A large wooden pier had recently
been built out into the middle of the Moat for the Castle children to swim from, and the
enterprising Rupert Gringe had just started renting out his new invention, the small Rupert
paddleboats, to those who fancied messing about on the water for an hour or two. This had been
extremely popular with everyone in the Castle, except for two people: Weasal Van Klampff and
his housekeeper, Una Brakket, who had the misfortune to live beside the new pier and above the
boathouse where the Ruperts were stored.

Septimus knew the way to Professor Van Klampff's house far too well for his liking. Almost
since his first days as Apprentice, Marcia had sent him over every Saturday morning to knock on
the Professor's door and collect one of the many and complex pieces of theShadowSafe . But
even if the Professor had a piece ready—which was a rare event—and actually gave it to
Septimus, Una Brakket would waylay him at the door and demand it back. She did not, she
would tell Septimus, trust aboy with such a valuable object. Marcia herself must come and
collect it. A long-distance battle had ensued between Marcia and Una, with Septimus batted to
and fro like a shuttlecock. Every Saturday morning, Septimus would wait outside Professor Van
Klampff's house for as long as he could stand being laughed at and shouted at by a group of boys
from the Young Army Resettlement Home, who always hung around the pier, daring each other
to jJump into the water.



Eventually, to Septimus's relief, Alther had advised Marcia to give in and collect the
components herself. Una Brakket may have a point, Alther advised; theShadowSafe was indeed
a complex and highlyMagykaldevice, and it was not fair to make Septimus responsible for it.
Just to irritate Una, Marcia had taken to occasionally arriving unannounced in the early hours of
the morning.

Half an hour ago, the boys on the pier had watched the ExtraOrdinary Wizard stride down the
Snake Slipway and give a vicious tug on the bellpull that hung beside Weasal Van Klampff's
thick wooden door. Marcia had waited impa-tiently on the Slipway. She tapped her purple
python shoes irri-tably on the stone cobbles while she heard mutterings and scufflings inside the
house, until Una Brakket—who knew by the long, insistent ringing of the bell that it was
Marcia—opened the door.Eventually.

And now Septimus was back at the dreaded front door once again. Alther was no protection, as
the ghost could choose to whom he wouldAppear , and quite understandably he chose not
toAppear to a bunch of mocking boys. But Septimus, in his bright green tunic and shiny silver
Apprentice belt, had no such choice. Sure enough the chorus of catcalls soon started:

"Too stuck-up to talk to us then, are ya?"
"Greeny-guts, greeny-guts!"
"Hey, caterpillar-boy! Whatcha doin' back here again?"

And so on. Septimus longed to turn the lot of them into caterpillars, but it was against theMagyk
code—and the boys knew that.

"Here we are," Septimus told Alther, as he reached up and save the bellpull a hefty tug. Far, far
away, unheard by either Alther or Septimus, a small bell rang—much to the annoy-ance of the
housekeeper. Septimus knew they were in for a wait; he turned to the ghost who was hovering
behind him, staring up at the house. "Do you think you'll be able to come inside?" Septimus
asked Alther, hoping that he would be able to.

"Hmm ... I'm not sure,” replied Alther. "It looks familiar. | remember going to a party down by
the Moat. It was quite a party too—we all ended up in the water. Ithink it was in this house, but
... well, I'll soon find out when we go inside."

Septimus nodded. He knew that, as a ghost, Alther could only go to places that he had been
during his life. Alther had pretty much traveled all the roads and alleyways in the Castle, and, as
ExtraOrdinary Wizard, he had been in most of the official buildings. But people's houses were
another matter—Alther had been a popular young man in his day but evenhe had not managed to
be invited to every single house in the Castle.

The door was suddenly thrown open.

"Oh, it's you again,” said Una Brakket, who was a tall, spiky-looking woman with extremely
short black hair.



"I need to see the ExtraOrdinary Wizard," said Septimus. "Please."”

"She's busy," snapped Una.

"It's very urgent,” Septimus insisted. "It's a matter of life or death."

The housekeeper shot Septimus a suspicious look. She stood at the door for a moment, weighing
the two almost equally unpleasant prospects of having Septimus in the house or having the
ExtraOrdinary Wizard angry with her for not letting Septimus in.

"All right then. Come in." The housekeeper held the door open and Septimus entered, closely
followed by Alther. But, as Alther crossed the threshold of the house, there was a sudden violent

rush of air, and the ghost was hurled straight out the door andReturned to the street.

"Bother,"” muttered Alther as he picked himself up off the cobbles. "'l remember now. The party
was at the house next door."

"It's very windy out there all of a sudden," said Una, puzzled. She slammed the door crossly,
leaving Alther floating outside; then she turned to Septimus, who was standing in the gloomy
hallway, wishing he was still outside in the sun with Alther.

"You had better come down to the Laboratory," she said.

+> 8 <+
TheLaboratory




= gk Septimus stepped over a large paper bag full of carrots and
followed Una Brakket down the dark hallway. Previously he had only been allowed into the
narrow front room that overlooked the street, but, as he followed the housekeeper deep into the
gloomy recesses of the hall, Septimus was surprised to find that the house seemed to go on
forever. Una Brakket stopped by a low door and lit a candle. Soon Septimus was following her
down some steep wooden steps into a damp and musty-smelling cellar. The cellar was long and
narrow with a low vaulted roof, and the sounds of the paddleboats being dragged out of the
boathouse echoed eerily through the walls. 1t was stuffed full of what looked like years of
accumulated junk: there were heaps of rusty tripods and Bunsen burners, stacks of wooden boxes
stuffed full of ancient yellowing papers, piles of broken scientific instruments and even an old
pair of ice skates hanging on the wall.

With Septimus trotting behind, Una strode to the back of the cellar and went through a small
archway. The light of her candle quickly faded as she disappeared around a corner, and Septimus
found himself in pitch-blackness, unsure of which way to go—nbut that didn't worry Septimus,
for the Dragon ring that he wore on his right index finger began to glow, as it always did in the
dark, and soon he had enough light to see where he was again.

"Where are you? | haven't got all day,” Una Brakket's sharp voice cut through the gloom as she
came back to see where Septimus had gone. "I don't allow boys with candles down here," she
snapped, noticing the light glowing from his hand.

"But—" Septimus protested.

"In fact I don't allow boys down here at all. And if it were up to me | wouldn't even let them in
the house.Nothing but trouble, boys."

"But—"



"Now just put that candle out and follow me." Septimus stuffed his right hand into his tunic
pocket and followed Una Brakket into a narrow brick-lined tunnel. The tunnel wound its way
deep beneath the streets of the Castle, taking them underneath the neighboring houses and
gardens. The candle flame flickered and guttered in the cold gusts of air that eddied through the
tunnel, bringing with them damp smells of earth and mold. As they progressed onward, an icy
chill settled in the air; Septimus shivered and began to wonder where exactly Una was taking
him.

Suddenly she stopped—a thick wooden door barred the way. From a bundle of keys that hung
from her belt, the housekeeper selected the largest one and pushed it into the keyhole, which was
oddly placed in the middle of the door. Septimus was just peering around her to see what she was
doing when a loud whirring noise started up from behind the door.

Una Brakket jumped back suddenly, landing heavily on Septimus's foot.
"Ouch!"

"Get back!" She gave Septimus a hefty shove and sent him flying back into the tunnel a split
second before the wooden door came crashing down in front of them like a small drawbridge.

"Wait there," snapped Una. "You are not to come any far-ther. I will tell Madam Marcia that she
is required.” With that Una Brakket strode across the door as if it really was a drawbridge.

Septimus followed her into the Laboratory.

Professor Weasal Van Klampff's Laboratory was the strangest place that Septimus had ever
seen, and he had seen some very odd places since he had become Marcia's Apprentice.

The Laboratory was bathed in a low blue light. It was a long, thin, vaulted underground room
and contained a forest of murmuring, bubbling vials and flasks, flagons and funnels, all
connected by a large glass tube which looped and soared down the entire length of the
Laboratory. From the end of this apparatus a blue gas, which Professor Van Klampff
believedKept Shadows at bay, bubbled into the air, giving the whole place a distinctive smell
that reminded Septimus of burnedpumpkin.

Septimus peered through the blue haze, trying to see where Marcia was. At the far end of the
Laboratory he could just about make out the tall figure of Marcia and the stumpy shape of the
Professor. Marcia was holding a tall glass tube full of a shiny black liquid; she had been startled
by the bang of the door falling open and was staring into the blue vapor to see what was going
on.

"What areyou doing here?" she called out, surprised at Septimus's sudden appearance behind
Una. "It's meant to be your day off, Septimus. | don't want your mother complaining again."

"It's Jenna!" yelled Septimus, expertly dodging Una Brakket as she reached out to grab him and
setting off through the haze toward Marcia.



"What? What's Jenna?" asked Marcia, confused, her head still spinning from the endless
mathematical formulae that Professor Van Klampff had been explaining in an effort to show
Marcia why theShadowSafe was taking so long to make. He had been busy showing Marcia the
amazingly complex molds that were used to construct each interconnecting part of
theShadowSafe when Septimus had rung the doorbell and Una Brakket had very reluctantly
gone to answer it. Marcia had been glad to see the housekeeper go, for Una was hanging around
like an irritating bluebottle, which Marcia had had great trouble resisting the urge to swat.

"She's gone!" yelled Septimus, reaching the ExtraOrdinary Wizard just before Una Brakket
could grab him. He ducked behind Marcia, leaving her standing between him and the irate
housekeeper.

"Well, I'm glad to hear it," said Marcia, confused at the dance Septimus and Una appeared to be
doing around her. "I thought Sarah was leaving it a bit late to get her off to the Dragon Boat. It's
only two days to MidSummer Day."

"No!" said Septimus. "She's not gone to Aunt Zelda's. She's beenkidnapped ."

"What?"Marcia dropped the glass tube she was holding. The Professor and Una Brakket both
gasped in dismay—for the tube contained theAmalgam for theShadowSafe .

"Is this some kind of joke?" Marcia asked, staring at the glistening black sludge that now
covered her purple snakeskin shoes—and at Professor Van Klampff, who had fallen to his knees
and was desperately trying to scrape up his preciousAmalgam .

"No," said Septimus bleakly. "I wish it was."

"Oh, it's bound to be a joke. Or more likely a fib," Una Brakket said bitterly as she joined the
Professor on the floor and took a large metal scraper to Marcia's shoes.

"Get off my shoes, will you?" said Marcia icily. "I don't want this stuff rubbed into them."
Marcia fixed Una with a glare. "Anyway," she declared, "Septimus always tells the truth.”

"Huh," said Una Brakket, angrily scraping. "Just look what's happened. You let a boy into the
Laboratory and something gets broken. | knew it would."”

"Jenna—Xkidnapped?" said Marcia, trying to move away and finding that her feet were stuck to
the floor. "How..."

"Simon," said Septimus, anxious to be gone. "Simon took her away on his horse. We have to go
after her, we should send some Trackers out and—"

"Don'tdo that, Una. Simon who?" asked Marcia.

"Simon.My brother. Come on, Marcia, please hurry."



"SimonHeap ?"
"Yes. | tried to stop him. ITransfixed his horse but—"

"Did you? A whole horse,"” said Marcia, pleased with her Apprentice. "Well done. If you
canTransfix a horse you canTransfix anything. But heOvercame you?"

"No—well, yes, | suppose so, sort of—but that's not the point." Septimus's voice was rising to a
despairing shout. "The point is that Jenna has been kidnapped and we're not doing anything!"

Marcia put her arm around Septimus's shoulders. "It's all right, Septimus. Simon is Jenna's
brother; she's quite safe with him. You really mustn't worry so much. I'm afraid that spider bite
has put you a little on edge. It's one of the side effects ofDarke Spider Venom , you know. But |
can see it's time we went."

Marcia addressed Weasal Van Klampff, who was staring woefully at the black sludge that Una
Brakket was painstak-ingly scooping up and putting into a jar. "I am going now, Weasal. | shall
expect the piece tonight."

"Tonight?" gasped the Professor. "But, Marcia, | thought you understood how complicated it is.
How difficult the mold is to configure and—"

"You've already done the mold, Weasal. You've just showed it to me. All you have to do is
make some more of that stuff and pour it in. | don't see what the fuss is about."

The Professor looked anxious. "But Una is going out tonight," he said."Country dancing."
"Well, jolly good for Una," snapped Marcia. "Just stop dithering, Weasal, and get a move on."
Weasal Van Klampff cast a worried glance at Una Brakket, who was wearing an extremely
disgruntled expression. "B-but," he stuttered, "ifwe—I mean |, er—make theAmalgam too
quickly, it's possible that aShadow mightAppear here. In the Laboratory..." whispered
theProfessor.

"Well, I'm sure Una will take care of it," said Marcia crisply. "l will be down to collect the piece
tonight.”

"And what time tonight would that be, Madam Marcia?" Una inquired frostily." Approximately."
"Approximatelywhen | get around to it," Marcia replied in glacial tones that would have sent
anyone other than Una Brakket into a complete panic."And now, Mrs. Brakket, if you would care

to show my Apprentice and myself out?"

Una Brakket smiled for the first time, or rather, the corners of her mouth moved upward and
showed her teeth, which glowed blue in the Laboratory lights.



"With great pleasure,” she said.

Number Thirteen
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Septimus trailed along behind Marcia and Alther as they walked and
floated downWizard Way back to the Tower. He was listening intently to their conversation.

"If I were you, Marcia," Alther was saying, "I'd do a quick Search of the Farmlands north of the
Castle. Simon can't have gotten that far yet. He'll still be riding through them on his way to the
Border Country, and I'd bet my life—well, I'd bet my, er, ponytail, that's where he's leading. You
couldTravel across the Farmlands in no time. I'd go myself but | wouldn't be much use. Never
did like farms much when | was alive.Too many smells and unpredictable animals with pointy
horns for my liking. If I went out there I'd just spend all my time beingReturned . And frankly,
Marcia, beingReturned takes the stuffing out of me. I still feel quite winded."

To Septimus's dismay, Marcia was not convinced.

"Look, Alther," she said, as she kept up a fast pace alongWizard Way , leaving Septimus
breathless, "I have no inten-tion of leaving the Castle if the Princess is no longer within the
walls. You know what happened last time we were both gone—DomDaniel just walked in. Who
is to say it may not happen again? But no one needs to go after Jenna; she'll be back soon. |
really don't think there's anything to worry about; all we know for sure is that Jenna has gone off
riding with her brother—"

"Adoptive brother," interrupted Alther.

"All right, if you want to be picky about it, her adoptive brother, although Jenna is as much a
Heap as any of the boys, Alther. She sees them as her brothers and they see her as their sister."”

"Except for Simon," said Alther.

"You don't know that," objected Marcia.



"I do."

"Oh, don't be so awkward, Alther. How can you possibly know that? Anyway, as | was saying,
Jenna has gone off riding with heradoptive brother, and all we know is that he didn't want her to
get off the horse when Septimus asked her to. If you ask me it's just Simon not doing what his
little brother tells him to. It's hardly surprising, really. He's jealous of Septimus being my
Apprentice. He's hardly going to do what Septimus tells him to, now is he?"

"Marcia, Septimus believes that Jenna has been kidnapped,” said Alther solemnly.

"Look, Alther, Septimus is not quite himself today. He was bitten by one of thoseDarke spiders
this morning and you know how paranoid that can make you. Remember when you got bitten by
one when you wereFumigating that oldCapnomancer who was causing a health hazard above
the pie shop in The Ramblings?"

"You mean the mad mouse-woman?"

"Yes, her.Well, you spent the rest of the day thinking that | was trying to push you out of the
window."

"Did I really?"

"Yes, you did. YouLocked yourself in your study andBarred the windows. It wore off by the
evening, and I'm sure that by this evening Septimus will be fine, Jenna will be back from a nice
ride with her brother and we'll all wonder what the fuss was about."

Septimus had heard enough and, angrily, he slipped away. He realized that he was going to have
to do something himself, without Marcia's help. There was someone he wanted to see.

Marcia and Alther continued on their way, unaware that Septimus had gone.
"...and Simon Heap is not to be trusted," Alther was saying.

"So you tell me, Alther. But there's no proof of that, is there? He is a Heap after all. | know
they're a strange lot, and some of them are definitely two sandwiches short of a picnic, but they
are an honest family. After all, they are an ancient Wizard tribe."

"Not all Wizards are good Wizards, Marcia, as you know to your cost,” said Alther. "I'd very
much like to know what Simon has been doing for the last year or so, and why he's turned up
here all of a sudden, just beforeMidSummer Day. I still think it was Simon who betrayed you in
the Marram Marshes."

"Nonsense.Why would he do that? It was that irritating Message Rat. You can never trust a rat,
Alther, especially one that likes the sound of his own voice. And while we are on the subject of



irritating, | really don't think much of your recommendation. Old Weasal Van Klampff is an old
fusspot and his housekeeper gives me the creeps, always hanging around and watching
everything. TheShadowSafe is taking ages and every time | get a piece home it's an absolute
nightmare trying to put it together. I still haven't managed to get the last bit to fit properly."

"ThoseSafes are complicated things, Marcia. Anyway, there's no alternative. Weasal's family
has been making them tor generations. They invented theAmalgam and no one else knows the
formula. His father, Otto, rid me of a particularly nastySpectre and it took him two years to sort
it out. It takes time, Marcia—you have to be patient.”

"Perhaps," snapped Marcia. "Or perhaps | should just get something simple from the
Manuscriptorium.”

"No," said Alther, very definitely. "AShadowSafe is the only thing that will get rid of aShadow
permanently, and that is not suitable work for the Manuscriptorium. Anyway, there is something
about that Chief Hermetic Scribe that bothers me."

"Really, Alther, you are in a suspicious frame of mind today. Anyone would think that the
spider had bittenyou as well."

Alther could see he was going to get nowhere with Marcia; he knew very well how stubborn she
could be at times. They had had many battles in the past, when he was the ExtraOrdinary Wizard
and she was his Apprentice, and even then he had not always won. Now that he was a ghost he
had no chance at all. It was Marcia who was now the ExtraOrdinary Wizard, and if she thought
she knew best, which of course she always did, then Alther was going to have to put up with it.

"I'll be off then, Marcia," said Alther a little sulkily, and then, noticing that Septimus was no
longer following, he asked, "Where's the lad gone?"

"I told you, Alther, it's his day off. | imagine he's gone to see his mother,” said Marcia briskly.
"Now, if you'll excuse me, | havework to do. I'll see you later, Alther."”

"Possibly," Alther replied grumpily. He watched Marcia stride off into the Great Arch with her
purple robes flowing behind her and, just visible as she entered the shade of the Arch, a dimness
following her. Alther sighed—theShadow was getting stronger. If he squinted and looked
sideways he could almost see an outline of a large shambling figure matching Marcia step for
step as she strode through the Arch. The sooner theShadowSafe was finished, the better.

Alther rose up into the air and flew as fast as he could downWizard Way to try and shake off the
feeling of foreboding that had taken hold of him. As he shot past the front of theMagykal
Manuscriptorium and Spell Checkers Incorporated he was too preoccupied to notice Septimus
Heap's green-robed figure disappearing through the door.

Inside the Manuscriptorium, Septimus stood still for a moment to allow his eyes to adjust to the
gloom. He was in the small front office where customers came and placed their orders for new



spells, brought old, unstable spells to be checked out and ordered copies of formulas,
conjurations, incantations and even the odd poem.

To Septimus's surprise the office was empty, so he walked through to the small door at the back
and peered around. The Manuscriptorium was quietly busy. All Septimus could hear was the
scratching of nibs on paper and a few muffled coughs and sneezes as the summer cold that
always spread through the Manuscriptorium lingered on. Hard at work in the gloom were
twenty-one scribes, each seated at a high desk lit by its own lamp, which hung from the ceiling
and illuminated the scribe's painstaking work.

"Beetle?" said Septimus in a loud whisper. "Beetle, are you there?"
The nearest scribe looked up and gestured with his pen to the far end of the room.

"He's out back. They've got anUnstable just come in. He's trying toBin it. Go through if you
like, but don't get too close to the Bin."

"Thanks," said Septimus. He tiptoed through the ranks of desks, attracting a few glances from
the bored scribes, and slipped out the door into the yard. A scene of utter chaos met him.

"Grab it!" Beetle was yelling. "It's getting away!"

Beetle, a stocky boy with a shock of black hair who was about three years older than Septimus,
was struggling violently with something invisible and trying to shove it into a large red bin that
stood in the middle of the yard, and had DANGEROUS BIN—DO NOT OPEN written on it.
Beetle was yelling at two pale and lanky scribes who looked as though the slightest breeze would
knock them to the ground.

"Want a hand, Beetle?" asked Septimus.
Beetle glanced up and looked at Septimus gratefully.

"Would ya, Sep? It's a wild one, mind. An invisible bog-ridder we think. Some idiot dug it out
yesterday andRevived it. Been sleeping quietly in a cupboard for dunno how long before then.
Why people can't leave well enough alone | don't—hey, get off you little—"

The bog-ridder had picked up the Bin and upended it over Beetle's head. Septimus sprang
forward and grabbed the Bin off Beetle. Beetle stood bemused for a moment, staring around the
small yard that was surrounded on all sides by a high brick wall, trying to work out where the
bog-ridder might have gone. The two scribes looked terrified and had squashed themselves into
the corner farthest away from the Bin.

"We gotta get it into the Bin, Sep,"” said Beetle breathlessly. "More than my job's worth to let it
escape."



Septimus stood quietly for a moment, watching for any disturbance the bog-ridder would surely
make as soon asit moved. Suddenly he saw a ripple pass across the brickwork of the wall.
Septimus sprang forward, picked up the Bin and ran to the corner where the two scribes were
cowering.

Bang!Septimus slammed the Bin down.

"Ouch!" yelled the taller of the scribes as Septimus caught his toes with the edge of the Bin.
"Got it!"Septimus shouted triumphantly.

"Ouch, ouch,ouch! " yelled the scribe hopping around in circles, holding on to his bruised foot.

"Sorry, Foxy," said Septimus, leaning heavily on the Bin to make sure the bog-ridder stayed
safely where it was, while Foxy hobbled away on the arm of the other scribe. Septimus helped
Beetle slide the lid under the upended Bin, and then they carefully set the Bin the right way up.
Quickly, Beetle wrapped the Bin in a stabilizer net, tied it securely and put it outside the back
gate, ready for collection by the Bin Disposal Squad.

"Thanks, Sep, | owe you one,” said a grateful Beetle. "Anything I can do for you, anytime, just
let me know."

"Well, as it happens," said Septimus, "there is."

"Ask away then," said Beetle cheerily, linking his arm through Septimus's and steering him into
the small kitchen at the side of the yard where Beetle always had a kettle on the hob.

"My brother Simon came in earlier,” said Septimus. "I wonder if you could tell me what
hewanted? "

Beetle took two mugs off the shelf and dropped a FizzBom cube into each one to make up
someFizzFroot .FizzFroot was a favorite drink of both himself and Septimus; it was made from
an everlastingFizzBom spell that the Manuscriptorium had refurbished for someone who had
never collected it. The drink was actually ice-cold but needed boiling water to activate it.

"Here y'are," said Beetle, giving Septimus his mug and sit-ting down on the stool next to him.

"Thanks, Beetle." Septimus took a big mouthful ofFizz-Froot and smiled. He had forgotten how
good it tasted. Marcia disapproved of fizzy drinks, particularly those created by spells, and
Septimus was not allowed any, which made the occasional torbiddenFizzFroot with Beetle taste
even better.

"I've not seen any of your brothers in here, Sep," said Beetle, puzzled. "I mean, most of them are
out in theForest now, aren't they? I heard they'd gone a bit wild. Gone off with the Wendron
Witches and turned into wolverines or something."”



"It's not that bad, Beetle," Septimus told him. "They just love theForest , that's all. My
grandfather is a tree out there somewhere. It's in the family."”

"Excuse me? Your granddad's a tree?" Beetle spluttered and inhaled someFizzFroot up his
nose.

"Eurgh.Not all over me, Beetle. Keep your snot to yourself," said Septimus with a laugh. "My
grandfather was a Shape-Shifter. He became a tree,” he explained, wiping the sleeve of his tunic.

Beetle let out a low whistle, impressed.

"Not many Shape-Shifters about anymore, Sep. Do you know where he is then?"
"No. Dad goes out and looks for him sometimes.Hasn't found him yet though."
"How does he know?"

"Know what?"

"That he hasn't found him? I mean, how do you tell which tree is your father and which tree
isn't?"

"Dunno," said Septimus, who had often wondered the same thing. "Look, Beetle," he said,
steering Beetle back to the question he had asked him before, "you must have seen Simon. He
came in first thing this morning. Jenna and | saw him. Jenna would tell you—" Septimus stopped
as he suddenly saw a vivid picture of the terrified Jenna thundering by on Simon's horse, on her
way to ... where?

"The only person who came in this morning was the Traveler," said Beetle.
IIWhO?II

"The Traveler.That's what he calls himself. Everyone thinks he's a loony, but | think he's scary,
Sep. And I reckon that Old Foxy does too, although he'd never let on. The Traveler often comes
in with a package for Old Foxy—you know, Foxy's dad—he's the Chief Hermetic Scribe. They
spend ages in the Hermetic Chamber and then the Traveler goes off again. Never says a word to
anyone.Weird. Old Foxy looks white as a sheet after he's gone."

"Does the Traveler have green eyes and hair a bit like mine?" asked Septimus. "Was he dressed
in a long black cloak? And have a big black horse tied up by the door?"

"Yep.That's him. Horse ate my bag of apples what I brought for my lunch, though | didn't dare
mention it. But hedon't look much like your brother, Sep. He's not like a Heap if you know what
I mean. Heaps ain't scary. They may be mad, but they ain't scary."”

"But Simon is scary,"” said Septimus."Really scary. And he's taken Jenna. He's kidnapped her."



Beetle looked shocked. "The Princess?" he gasped. "The Traveler's kidnapped the Princess? |
don't believe it."

"That's the trouble,” said Septimus. "No one will believe it. Not even Marcia."”

Leaving

. Septimus was in his room, packing his bag. His small,
round room at the top of theWizardTower was neat and orderly, a result of its occupant's ten
years of training in the Young Army. Dreadful and dangerous as those years had been for
Septimus, now that the Young Army was disbanded and he was reunited with his family, he had
begun to stop despising everything that he had learned as a boy soldier. He was no longer wildly
untidy just because he could be; after a brief period when it had resembled the Municipal
Rubbish Dump, his room was now neat and ordered. The room bore other traces of his previous
life too: its dark-blue curving walls and ceiling were covered with the constellations, accurately
painted by Septimus, who had had to memorize them for his Young Army night exercises. And
in his cupboard he always kept an emergency backpack, packed strictly in accordance with the
Young Army regulations.

Septimus's emergency backpack contained:

compass(1)

eyeglass (1)

water bottle (1)

bedroll (1)

socks (3)

mess tin (1)

tinderbox (1)

spare flints (2)

kindling (moss, dried, bunch of)



ex Young Army regulation pen knife (1)
catapult (1)

wire, length of (1)

rope, length of (1)

To this Septimus was now busy adding a few things that reflected his new life as Apprentice to
the ExtraOrdinary Wizard. They were:

Unseen Charm(1)

Seeker's Charm (1)

Fast Freeze Charm (1)

Double Action Escape Pack (1)

Plus a few bits and pieces that he thought may come in useful:

The Little Book of Survival and Bushcraftby Ram Seary (1)
Wiz Bix , everlasting, packet of (1)
Mint Blasts , tubes of (3)

There wasn't room for much else, but there was one last thing that Septimus wanted to take. It
broke all the rules because it was both unnecessary and heavy, but Septimus didn't care. Down
the side of the backpack Septimus stuffed the smooth iridescent green rock that Jenna had given
him when he had first known her. With some difficulty, Septimus buckled up the backpack and
put it on. It was heavier than he had expected.

"Is thatyou , Septimus?" Marcia called out as he came down the stairs and headed for the front
door. He jumped in surprise.

"Yes," he replied warily.

Marcia was kneeling on the floor beside theShadowSafe . In front of her was a huge piece of
paper with an extremely complicated diagram on it, which she was examining closely. For a
brief, horrible moment, Septimus caught a glimpse of a large murky figure leaning over her, also
peering at the paper—but when Septimus looked more closely theShadow faded from view. But
he knew it was still there, hovering behind Marcia, silently staring at the plans for its own
demise. Septimus put down his heavy backpack; he felt bad about leaving Marcia alone with her
dark companion.

"What's a flange?" asked Marcia.

"A what?"

"Aflange .1t says here attach piece Y to the long, upright D, taking care to align holes P and Q
with the corresponding holes N and O in the left-handflange . | can't see a wretched flange

anywhere." Marcia rifled irritably through a large box of fixings that Professor Van Klampff had
given her for the construction of theShadowSafe .



"It's not in the box," said Septimus. "It's that bit that sticks out. Look, there—" He ran his finger
down a curved projecting rim that ran the length of the edge of theShadowSafe . TheAmalgam
felt like glass to the touch—silky smooth and cold.

"Well, why didn't it say so," said Marcia grumpily as she slotted piece Y—a long, curved
triangular section—onto theShadowSafe , carefully aligning holes P and Q with holes N and O.
Marcia dusted down her tunic with an air of satisfac-tion. "Thank you,Septimus, it's looking
good, isn't it? Only one more piece to go down the side here, then the finalStopper and"—
Marcia twisted around, trying to catch sight of herShadow —"youwill be gone, you pathetic
creature."

Septimus looked at theShadowSafe . Good was not the word he would have used to describe
it—weird, maybe, or just plain ugly was more like it. It rose from the floor, dominating the room
with its shiny blackness and bizarre shape, which reminded Septimus of a gnarled hollow tree.
The odd assortment of molded panels, which Professor Van Klampff had so carefully
constructed, had come together to form a roughly conical enclosed space, open at the top, with a
long narrow gap running from top to bottom through which Marcia and herShadow —for
aShadow mustFollow whether it wants to or not—would eventually squeeze. Then someone,
probably one of the more senior Wizards (as Marcia felt it was a lot of responsibility for her
young Apprentice), would place the last piece, theStopper , in the hole in the top, and Marcia
would walk out, free at last, leaving theShadow trapped inside, like a lobster in a lobster pot.
After that it was a simple job for the Bin Disposal Squad.

"Hang on, Septimus,"” saidMarcia, suddenly remembering what she had said to him earlier,
"what are you doing back here? | gave you the day off. You should be up at the Palace with your
mother."

"I'm going to find Jenna,” Septimus said, picking up his backpack and heaving it onto his
shoulders."Seeing as no one else will."

Marcia sighed. "Look, Septimus," she said patiently, "Jenna will be back soon, mark my words.
You're just a little upset after your spider bite. It's perfectly normal."”

"l am not upset,” he said indignantly.

"Septimus,” said Marcia, "I know you think | don't believe you—"

"I know you don't believe me," said Septimus.

"—Dbut, just to put your mind at rest, | have done aRemote Search of the Farmlands across the
river and there is a horse with two riders on its way to the North Gate. It is bound to be Jenna and

Simon after their morning out. And I have sent Boris—"

"Boris?" asked Septimus.



"Boris Catchpole. Moved in yesterday, he's a new sub-Wizard—a bit old really to get started as
a Wizard but he's very keen. He's part of our Second-Chance Scheme. He trained as a Tracker in
the Army.Got as far as Deputy Hunter, believe it or not."”

"OldCatchpole ?"
"Yes, do you know him?"
"He's horrible!

"He's not so bad. Well, apart from his breath, that is. That's pretty bad. | must have a word with
him about it sometime. Anyway the past is the past. We should welcome him in. Well, wewill be
welcoming him next week with the tradi-tional Wizard Warming Supper, and as Apprentice you
will of course be there."

Septimus looked gloomy.

"All part of the job, Septimus," said Marcia briskly. She looked at her glum Apprentice standing
by the door weighed down by his heavy backpack. His green eyes looked sad. His sister had
chosen to go away on one of his few days off, and it was hard on the boy. Marcia knew that
Septimus was very close to Jenna after their experiences together in the Marram Marshes.

"Look, Septimus, if you want to take your adventure bag or whatever it is you've got there and
go outside the Castle to wait for Jenna to come back, that's fine. Off you go. It's a lovely day and
you could walk up to theOne WayBridge and watch out for her."

"All right," he said doubtfully.

"I'll see you later then," said Marcia with a fond smile. "And don't forget to take Jenna straight
back to the Palace. Why don't you stay the night? Then you can spend some time with Jenna and
your parents—and come to think of it, you can make sure Jenna gets off to the Marram Marshes
tomorrow. The boat has been ready for her at the Palace Quay for a week now, and | am really
worried that she won't leave in time. Your mother does tend to leave everything to the last
minute." Marcia sighed. "You know, | am sure when the Queen used to go for her MidSummer
Visit she must have left earlier than this, although the funny thing is | can't ever remember her
going. | mean, she must have gone on the royal barge, but | don't remember it and neither does
Alther. And how did she get across the Marsh? Sometimes, Septimus, | worry about Jenna.
There are so many things her mother would have told her about, and who can do that now? How
will she ever know how to be Queen?"

"I suppose we all have to help her," said Septimus. "Which is what I'm trying to do."

"Yes, of course you are," said Marcia soothingly. "Now you go and have a nice day. Give Jenna
my love when you see her, and tell her | hope she has a good MidSummer Visit."



Marcia made everything sound so normal that Septimus started to allowhimself to believe that
Jenna really was coming back. "Yes," he said, a little more brightly. "All right then. I'll do that.
I'll see you tomorrow."

"Off you go," said Marcia as the huge purple door to the ExtraOrdinary Wizard's rooms threw
itself open for the Apprentice.

"'Bye," replied Septimus. He stepped onto the silver spiral stairs and they began to move,
quickly taking him out of sight. The purple door closed itself quietly, and Marcia did some-thing
she had never done before: she wandered upstairs and went, uninvited, into Septimus's room. She
walked over to his window and waited for him to emerge from the Tower. Then she watched his
progress across theWizardTower courtyard, a small figure in green carrying his heavy backpack,
his unruly, pale, straw-colored hair making it easy to see him even from twenty-one floors up. As
Septimus disappeared into the shadows of the Great Arch, Marcia walked away from the window
and out of the room, gently closing the door behind her.

Septimus took the shortcut to the North Gate. The shortcut was a high path set into the Wall that
surrounded the Castle. It was narrow and unfenced, and was somewhat alarming if you did not
have a head for heights, which Septimus did not. On the right-hand side of the path was a sheer
drop of about twenty feet onto roofs, into backyards or, in one terrifying stretch, a drop of fifty
feet straight onto theRamblings Road , which led to The Ramblings. The Ramblings was a huge
warren of a building that formed the east wall of the Castle and sprawled for three miles along
the river. It was a noisy, busy place filled with a maze of passages and rooms where many of the
Castle inhabitants lived and worked, and it was where the Heaps had lived before their sudden
move into the Palace.

On the left-hand side of the path were the thick stone bat-tlements of the Wall. As he walked
along the path, Septimus stared fixedly at the worn yellow stones of the ancient Walls and told
himself not to look down.

Once Septimus had made the mistake of glancing to his right just as he was walking above
theRamblings Road .A feel-ing like an electric shock had run through him, starting at his feet and
ending in his head, making him sway dangerously. He had had to sit down, then close his eyes
and crawl to the near-est exit steps. But Septimus believed in conquering his fears—which was
what always took him up to the Wall, rather than through the longer, but much less scary,
alleyways and sideslips to the North Gate.

Today, as Septimus hurried along the path, he paid little attention to the height—he was too
busy thinking about Jenna and planning what to do. Although he had begun to wonder whether
Marcia was indeed right and Jenna was on her way back, something deep down told Septimus
that Jenna was in trouble.

And if Jenna was in trouble, he was going to help her—whatever it took.



Jenna's Journey

: - Septimus was right. Thehorse, and
riders that Marcia had found in herRemote Search were in fact Jake and Betty Jago, who ran a
small market garden in the Farmlands and were on their way to visit Betty's mother in The
Ramblings. But far away, trotting through the apple orchards of the lowlandhills, was another
black horse with two riders: one small and dark-haired, with a gold circlet around her head, the
other tall and wild-eyed, with his long straw-colored hair streaming back from his face as he
pushed his tiring horse onward.

As he rode, Simon was occupied with his thoughts. He was amazed that it had all been so easy.
When he had ridden into the Palace, Simon had expected, at the very least, to be stopped and
questioned. But there had been no one there, and so, he thought with a grim smile, the Heaps
only had themselves to blame. Because Simon had not really expected to snatch Jenna so easily,
he felt a little scared of his own success. He was afraid she might be troublesome; he knew she
had a mind of her own and remembered her throwing some serious tantrums when she was little,
although he had always been able to make her laugh and forget about whatever was troubling
her.



Simon shook his head crossly to rid himself of any fond memories he might have of his little
adopted sister whom he had lived with and loved for the first ten years of her life. That, he told
himself sternly, was the past. Marcia Overstrand had marched into their lives on Jenna's tenth
birthday and ruined everything, and that had been the end of his family as he knew it. The last
straw was when his parents were duped by that boy from the Young Army into thinking he was
their precious seventh son and, to top it all, the upstart got the only thing that Simon had ever
wanted—the ExtraOrdinary Apprenticeship. Now he cared for no one—except for Lucy Gringe.

If Simon had not been able to snatch Jenna, he had planned to take Lucy away with him that
day. But work had to come first. Simon was a conscientious Apprentice, who had been busy
doing his Master's bidding for the past year. He had not been looking forward to snatching Jenna,
but orders were orders. It had to be done. Lucy would have to wait a little longer—although just
at that moment, Simon would have much preferred it be Lucy sitting on his horse, laughing as
they cantered through the apple orchards, rather than Princess stony-faced Jenna, who sat like a
rock in front of him.

Apart from her few months spent in the Marram Marshes, Jenna had never been out of the
Castle before, and she was struck by how green and varied the Farmlands were. If she had been
with anyone but Simon it would have been a wonderful journey. The sun was hot but not
oppressively so; since the bright blue skies of the early morning, a few clouds had drifted in from
the west and taken the edge off the heat. Simon had allowed Thunder to slow down to a brisk trot
and occasionally the horse fell into a leisurely walk as they reached a small incline. Jenna could
not stop herself from gazing around and being amazed at how beautiful the coun-tryside was.

Jenna was not going to give Simon the satisfaction of seeing how scared she was. She sat stiff
and upright, using her riding skills to go with the horse as he made his way along the endless
dusty tracks weaving through the Farmlands, which stretched for miles on the other side of the
river.

They had stopped once by a stream on the edge of a hay meadow to give the horse a drink and to
allow him to graze for a while. Simon had offered Jenna some food, but she had refused; she was
not hungry. Like the horse, Jenna drank from the stream, and when Simon had said it was time to
move on she had made a run for it, dashing across the shallow stream and down a narrow track.
At the end of the track Jenna could see a small house with an old woman sit-ting outside, dozing
in the shade. But as she hurtled along the dusty path, she heard the sound of Thunder galloping
up behind her, and in a moment Simon had grabbed her and lifted her roughly back into the
saddle. They did not stop again.

As the day wore on, the lush meadows of the river flood-plain gave way to the gently sloping
hills of theLowlands . The soft fruit crops and orchards of the small farms and market gardens
changed to hillsides of vines, and still Thunder carried on, climbing upward as the hills became
more pronounced and the misty blues and purples of theBorderMountains began to rise before
them.

Now Jenna began to realize that Simon was not going to let her go. For much of the morning she
had hoped that whatever strange joke he was playing on her would soon come to anend, that he



would suddenly turn Thunder around and canter back to the Castle. Jenna had even decided
exactly what she was going to say to him when they got back, and once or twice she thought he
was about to do just that. But Thunder carried on, now walking more often than trotting, as the
hills became steeper and the air clearer andmore chill .

It was late afternoon, and they had reached the grim slate quarries in the sheep-filled foothills of
theBadlands , when Jenna at last broke the heavy silence between them."Why are you taking me
away, Simon?" Jenna asked. "Where are we going?"

Simon did not reply. But, as Jenna looked ahead to the looming mass of theBorderMountains ,
she already knew the answer to her second question. And she wasn't sure she really wanted to
hear the answer to her first.

Jannit Maarten's Boatyard

: - ¥ As Septimus neared the North Gate he
heard the sound of raised voices. "You can't stop me, Father!" Lucy Gringe was yelling. "You



can't keep me locked up anymore. | am not a child. If I want to go after Simon, then I will. So
there!™

"Over my dead body!" came Gringe's low growl.
"With pleasure!”

"Stop it both of you. Please!"shouted Mrs. Gringe. "I'm sure Lucy isn't really going to run, are
you, dear?"

"Of course | am, Mother.Right now!"
"Oh, no, you're not!" yelled Gringe.
"Oh, yes, | am!"

"Oh, no, you're not."

Septimus arrived at the North Gate just in time to see Gringe dart inside the gatehouse. A
moment later there was a loud clanking noise as the massive chains of the drawbridge started to
move slowly around the huge cogs on the ground floor. Gringe was winding up the drawbridge.

Lucy Gringe knew the sound well; she had heard it every sunset and sunrise of her life.
Septimus watched Lucy sidestep Mrs. Gringe—a short but athletic-looking woman who looked
remarkably similar to her husband—and make a run for the bridge.

"Stop!" yelled Mrs. Gringe, running after her daughter. "Stop—you'll get yourself killed."

"Fat lot you care," screamed Lucy, her long plaits streaming out behind her, as she went tearing
up the slowly increasing incline of the drawbridge, intending to throw herself across the
widening gap between the bridge and the opposite bank. Mrs. Gringe raced after her daughter.
Suddenly she launched herself into an expert flying tackle and brought Lucy crashing down onto
the thick wooden planks of the bridge.

In the gatehouse the deafening clanking of the chains drowned out all the sounds of the drama
outside. With a deter-mined grimace, Gringe carried on winding up the bridge, unaware that
Lucy and Mrs. Gringe were now fiercely fighting each other as Lucy struggled to reach the end
of the bridge. But with every second, the incline was becoming steeper, and soon it was far too
steep for Lucy to make any headway at all. It was all she could do to stay where she was, with
her fingers clutched around an iron ring embedded in the wood while Mrs. Gringe clung like a
limpet to Lucy's left boot.

Inside the gatehouse the heavily sweating Gringe gave another turn to the chains and the
drawbridge reared up yet again. It was now beginning to point toward the sky. Suddenly Lucy
could hold on no longer. Her fingers let go of the ring, and she and her mother were sent
slithering down the nearly vertical slope. And as they landed in a bruised and squabbling heap on



the cobbles of the gate, the drawbridge closed with a loud clang and an earthshaking thump.
Gringe, exhausted by his effort, collapsed on the floor and resolved to be nicer to the Bridge
Boy, who usually wound up the bridge. He wouldn't like to have to dothat again in a hurry.

Septimus slipped away. He didn't have time to wait around for the Gringes to patch up their
quarrel and let the bridge down again. He decided to go down to Jannit Maarten's boatyard,
where Jannit ran a ferry service across the Moat, if she happened to be there. Septimus decided
to take a chance that she would be.

Half an hour later Septimus had reached the tunnel under the Castle wall that led to Jannit
Maarten's boatyard. The yard was on a quay beside the Moat, just outside the Wall. Septimus
walked through the damp, dripping tunnel and soon emerged into the sunlight and a chaotic
jumble of boats. As he started picking his way carefully through assorted sails, ropes, anchors
and endless contraptions that were essential for building boats, Septimus at first thought that the
boatyard was deserted, until the sound of voices drifted to him from the edge of the Moat.
Septimus made his way over to them.

"Sep!Hey, Sep! What are you doing here?" It was a voice that Septimus knew well. Nicko Heap
had noticed the unmis-takable green tunic among the boatyard clutter. Nicko was standing in the
prow of a long, narrow boat; he was a little taller than his brother Septimus and much more
solidly built. And unlike his brother's pale complexion—a result of weeks on end spent inside
theWizardTower —Nicko's smiling face was a deep wind-burned brown. His long fair hair was
caked with salt from the sea; the curls were tangled from the wind and had a number of brightly
colored braids woven through them. The braids were a summer craze among the young boatmen
at the Port, and Nicko had taken to the braids with enthusiasm along with a collection of
wristbands to match. Like Septimus and all the Heaps, Nicko had the deep green eyes that
Wizard children get when they come into contact with Magyk. Nicko was not interested in being
a Wizard, but he could turn his hand to a few spells if he had to, and, like all the Heap children
(except Septimus), he had been taughtMagyk as a child by his parents.

Next to Nicko was a tall young man with bright, spiky, red hair, wearing a grumpy expression,
who Septimus knew to be Rupert Gringe, Lucy's brother. Jannit Maarten, the boat-builder, was
on the boatyard pontoon securing the boat with a rope.

"Nicko—you're back!" yelled Septimus happily, leaping over a pile of planks and some old
buckets and running toward his brother. He was surprised at how pleased and relieved he felt to
see him. Nicko would understand about Jenna; Septimus was sure of that. Jannit Maarten smiled
at Septimus—she was fond of all the Heaps. Nicko had recently started helping her and Rupert at
the boatyard and she was impressed with him.

Jannit was a small, strong-looking woman in a grubby blue smock. She had a pleasant nut-
brown, deeply lined face, and her hair was plaited into a long, thin, gray ponytail which hung
sailor-style down her back. Jannit lived and breathed boats; she slept in the small tumbledown
hut at the entrance of the boatyard and rarely ventured out of the yard.



Although there were other boatyards at the Castle, Jannit Maarten's was the best. She had taken
on Rupert Gringe as her apprentice when he had just turned eleven and it was—she was fond of
telling anyone who would listen—the best thing she had ever done. Rupert was a gifted
boatbuilder. He had an eye for the line of the boat and an instinctive sense of how each boat he
built was going to sit in the water, and of how she would respond to the wind.

Jannit was almost as pleased with Nicko. Nicko's first project was helping Rupert build a
newMuriel for Sally Mullin, who had given her much-loved boat to the Heaps for their escape
the previous year, and Jannit could see that he had a good eye and was skillful with his hands.

Nicko was also a natural sailor, better, in fact, than Rupert Gringe; and so it was to Nicko, much
to Rupert's irritation, that Jannit addressed her question, "How did she sail then?"

"Like a dog in a bucket," growled Rupert, determined not to let Nicko get a word in.

Jannit's face fell. The boat had been her pet project but nothing had gone right with it from the
start. She looked at Nicko for his opinion.

"It wasn't good, Jannit,” he admitted. "We capsized twice. Then the mast broke.Had to get
repairs down at the Port."”

"It wasthat bad?" said Jannit. "'l must be losing my touch.”
"Nah.Of course you're not,” said Rupert."Just teething troubles. We'll figure it out.”

"Oh, well." Jannit sighed. "You boys willbe wanting to get back and see your families. Off you
go—I'll sort things out here."

"All right, Jannit,” said Rupert, "I'll be off then. I'm look-ing forward to a bit of peace and quiet
after that creaking, moaning boat we've been stuck on."”

"Er, Rupert,” Septimus said, feeling that he ought to say something. "It's, um, not exactly ...quiet
at the gatehouse. There's been a bit of trouble.”

Rupert looked at Septimus suspiciously. He had inherited his father's mistrust of the Heaps, and
although he had to admit that Nicko Heap wasn't too bad, he was none too sure about the fancy
Wizard's Apprentice all dressed up in his swanky bright green tunic and dinky Apprentice belt.

"Yeah?" he said warily. "What trouble?"

"Well, Simon—"

"I knew it!" exploded Rupert. "I knew it would be your blasted brother! I'll get him this time.
Iwill 1"

"He s not—"



Rupert Gringe hurtled off across the boatyard.

"—there now," Septimus finished lamely as Rupert tripped over a bucket and disappeared into
the tunnel more quickly than he had expected to.

"What's up, Sep?" asked Nicko, who could see his younger brother was upset.

"Simon kidnapped Jenna and no one will believe me, not even Marcia," Septimus gabbled in a
rush.

"What?"

"Simon's kidnapped Jenna and—"

" 'Sall right, Sep, | heard what you said. Come and sit down and tell me about it." Nicko climbed
ashore and put his arm around Septimus's shoulder. They sat together with their feet dangling in
the Moat while Septimus told Nicko the whole story. As the story progressed Nicko's expression
became increasingly worried. Finally Septimus came to the end and said, "...but I bet you don't
believe me either.”

" 'Coursel believe you."

"Do you?" Septimus looked at Nicko questioningly.

"Yeah.l know people are after Jenna. | was going to tell Mum to be more careful. Seems like I'm
too late...”

"What do you mean—people?" asked Septimus. "You mean, not just Simon?"

"Well, maybe Simon has something to do with them. | wouldn't be surprised. But when me an’
Rupert were down at the Port getting a new mast—which reminds me | must tell Jannit that the
new one is rubbish and won't last five min-utes—well, we spent a lot of time in the Blue Anchor
Tavern by the docks. You get all sorts in there. We met Alther's old girlfriend Alice Nettles. She
works for the Customs House now—"

"Yes—and?" said Septimus impatiently, wondering where Nicko's ramblings were leading him.
"AndAlice told us that there was someone in Port looking for Jenna."

IIWhO?II

"Dunno who. A dark stranger, Alice called him. Just come in from the Far Countries. His ship

was still anchored off-shore, waiting for a berth on Customs Quay, but he'd got himself rowed in
and he'd been asking all sorts of questions about the Princess."



"What kind of questions?" askedSeptimus.

"Oh, you know the kind of thing. Was she really alive? Where could he find her? Stuff like
that.Alice just stonewalled him. She's good at that, isAlice ."

Septimus stared at the murky water of the Moat. "That's it then. | bet Simon is taking Jenna to
the dark stranger," he said gloomily.

"He probably paid Simon well enough," said Nicko, who did not have a good opinion of his
eldest brother.

"And | can guess who the dark stranger is..."
"Can you?" asked Nicko, surprised.
"DomDaniel,” whispered Septimus.

"But he's dead.”

"Hedisappeared .Sucked down into the Marsh. But that doesn't mean he's dead, does it?From
what I know of him, helikes being under the ground."

"I don't know, Sep," said Nicko. "Even Simon wouldn't do a thing like that—would he?"
Septimus looked Nicko in the eye. "Look, Nik, no one else believes me about Jen being in
danger so | don't expect you to either. But | don't care what anyone says. I'm going to go and get

her back." Septimus stood and heaved his backpack over his shoulders.

"I'll be off then," he said. "Tell Marcia where I've gone.And Mum and Dad. See you." Septimus
turned to go.

"Hang on, you dillop," protested Nicko. "I do believe you. And you are not going off on your
own either, Sep. How are you going to find her?"

"I'll find her somehow," said Septimus.

"Yeah, one day maybe.If you're lucky.Now | know someone who is the best tracker | have ever
met. He'll lead us straight to her. I'll get a boat from Jannit and we'll go find him. You sit right
down there again and take that bag of boulders off."

Septimus didn't move.

"Go on, Sep.Do as you're told. I'm your big brother and I'm telling you.Right?"

"You're notthat much bigger," muttered Septimus, but he sat down all the same.



TheForest

Nicko and Septimus pulled their boat up onto a shingle beach in a
small inlet on the edge of theForest . Nicko knew it well; this was where he always moored his
boat when he came to visit his brothers. They had sailed about five miles down river from the
Castle on the outgoing tide. Jannit had insisted on Nicko taking a small lugger—a good riverboat
which had a cabin in case they had to spend the night in it, but Nicko had hopes of getting
straight into theForest and finding the boys' camp before the sun set. He had no intention of
walking through theForest at night, for it was a dangerous place after dark. Wild packs of
wolverines roamed through the trees and many unquiet spirits and malevolent beings hovered in
the air. Some trees were carnivorous and would turn into traps at night: they wouldswoop their
branches down and enfold their victims, taking the life blood from them, so that by morning
there would be nothing left but a dried-out skeleton hanging among the leaves.

It was late afternoon when they arrived at the beach, and Nicko knew they had five hours of
daylight left which was, he reckoned, easily long enough to reach the boys' camp safely.

Septimus had not been in theForest since he was a Young Army Expendable. He had spent
many terrifying nights there as part of the Do-or-Die night exercises that the boy soldiers had to
endure. They would be woken in the middle of the night and taken off to somewhere
dangerous—very often it was theForest .

There were two nights in theForest that Septimus would never forget. One was the time that his
very best friend, Boy 409, had rescued him. A pack of wolverines had trapped nim and were
about to pounce. Boy 409 had rushed to his side, yelling so loudly that the lead wolverine had,
for a brief moment, become confused, and in that moment Boy 409 had hauled Septimus to
safety. The other terrible night had been when Septimus wouldn't have cared very much if a pack
of wolverineshad pounced on him. That was when Boy 409 had fallen overboard on their way
down the river to theForest . The river was rough and flowing fast and a freak wave had hit the
Young Army boat. The boat was overloaded and Boy 409 had lost his footing and fallen
overboard. He was never seen again. Septimus had begged the Leader Cadet to go back for Boy
409 but he had refused. Boy 409 was just another Expendable, and the whole point of a Do-or-



Die exercise had been to weed out "the weak, the scared and the stupid,” as the Leader Cadet had
put it. But usually the Do-or-Dies, as they were known, simply weeded out the unlucky.

When Nicko was satisfied that the boat was properly tied up to allow for the rise and fall of the
tides, and everythingonboard was neatly stowed away, he pulled a tattered piece of paper from
his pocket. "Here's the map,"” he said, showing it to Septimus. "Sam drew it."

Septimus looked at the wiggling lines that wandered across the scrap of paper like slug trails
over a pane of glass. "Oh," he said. He didn't think much of the map, but Nicko seemed
conifident.

" 'Sall right,” said Nicko reassuringly. "I know the way. Follow me."

Septimus had no trouble following Nicko as they started their journey into theForest . The
outskirts of theForest were fairly easy to walk through; the trees were widely spaced, and
dappled sunlight shone through the branches high above their heads. Nicko confidently took a
narrow track and walked briskly along, weaving in and out of the trees along the winding,
snakelike track.

As Nicko led them steadily deeper into theForest , the trees became larger and grew closer
together, the sunlight faded into dark green shadows and a heavy silence began to enclose them.
Septimus kept close behind Nicko as the track grew narrower and more overgrown. Neither of
them spoke; Nicko was trying to remember the way, and Septimus was occupied with his own
thoughts. He was wondering what he was doing, walking deep into theForest when he had set off
to go to the Farmlands. Jenna must be miles away bynow, on the other side of the river—and
here he was going in the opposite direc-tion, just because Nicko had persuaded him to. After a
while Septimus broke the silence and said, "Are you sure they'll want to help?"

"Of course they will," replied Nicko. "They're our brothers, aren't they? Brothers stick
together.Except for Simon, of course."

Septimus was anxious about meeting his brothers. He had been reunited with most of his family
for a year and a half, but in all that time Sam, Edd, Erik and Jo-Jo had been living wild in
theForest . Silas had promised to take Septimus to visit them but somehow it had never
happened. Marcia was either too busy to let him go or Silas got the date confused and turned up
on the wrong day.

"What are they like?" Septimus asked Nicko.

"Well, Sam is an amazing fisherman. Can catch anything he wants. | did wonder if we might see
him on the beach, as it's one of his fishing places. Edd and Erik are just a laugh. Always playing
jokes on everyone and switching places. They still look so alike that I can't always tell the
difference. And Jo-Jo is quiet but really clever. He likes herbs an' stuff—a bit like Mum, |
suppose.”



"Oh," said Septimus, trying to picture them but without much success. He still could not get
used to being part of such a large family, after spending the first ten years of his life with no
family at all.

"But," said Nicko, "like I said,the one we've really come to see is the tracker, Wolf Boy."

"The one they found in theForest 7"

"Yeah.He lives with them now. They think he'd been living with the wolverines for a while, but
the wolverines probably chucked him out when he got too big and stopped smelling like a cub.
He was wild when the boys first came across him. He bit Sam on the leg and scratched Erik quite
badly. His fingernails were horrible—all yellow and long and they were curved like claws. But
he got tamer in the last Big Freeze when Edd and Erik gave him food and now he's not too bad.
Still a bit smelly though, but then they all are. You get used to it after a bit. But Wolf Boy is the
best tracker ever. He'll lead us straight to Jenna, that's for sure."”

"Does he have big teeth and fur?" asked Septimus warily.

"Yeah, huge yellow fangs and hairy hands."

"Really?"

Nicko turned around and gave Septimus a big grin."Gotcha!"

After a while they reached a small clearing in theForest , and Nicko suggested they stop for a
few minutes to look at the map. Septimus took off his backpack and immediately felt so light that
he thought he might float up through the trees. "Want a mint?" he asked, offering the purple tube
ofMint Blasts to Nicko.

Nicko looked at the tube suspiciously. "What do they do?" he asked warily. Nicko knew all
about Septimus's weird taste in sweets and had never quite gotten over eating a self-renewing
banana chew that had keptReappearing in his mouth no matter how many times he had spat it
out.

"Nothing," said Septimus. "They're just mints."

"All right then."

"Hold out your hand." Septimus put a few tiny green balls into Nicko's hand. Nicko tipped his
head back and shoved theMint Blasts into his mouth as if he were taking a gulp of med-icine.

"Not—" warned Septimus.

"Mm-rrrr-aab!™



"—all at once."
"Aargh.They went up my nose." Nicko spluttered. Three smallMint Blasts shot out of his nose.

"Oh, they sometimes do that. The trick is to just hold them in your mouth and let them explode.
They really wake you up, don't they?"

"I think my eyes are going to pop out."

"Well I like them." Septimus took a few forhimself and put the tube in his backpack. "Want
someWiz Bix then?" he asked.

"You must be joking," said Nicko, his eyes streaming.

Nicko wiped his eyes, unfolded Sam's map and peered at it. Then he looked around the clearing.
"Can you see a standing stone anywhere?" he asked Septimus. "There should be one over there.”
Nicko pointed vaguely to a cluster of trees. "It looks a bit like a bird."

"No," said Septimus, who had had his doubts about Sam's map since he'd seen it. "Nicko, are we
lost?"

"No, ‘course not,"” said Nicko.
"Well, where are we then?"
"Not quite sure,” mumbled Nicko. "Better go on until we find somewhere | recognize."”

As Septimus followed Nicko deeper into theForest he felt more and more uneasy. The trees
were getting even closer together; some of them had huge trunks and felt very ancient. Septimus
sensed the atmosphere around them change—the trees became strange. Each one seemed
different to him; some were benevolent presences and others were not. Once or twice Septimus
thought he felt a tree shift slightly as they passedby, and he imagined it turning and staring at
them as they walked on. The sunlight had completely disappeared and had been replaced by a
dim green light, which filtered through the tightly knit branches above their heads. It was easier
to walk now that the undergrowth had grown less tangled and wild in the dimmer light, and for
much of the time they were walking over a thick bed of fallen leaves. Every now and then
Septimus heard a scuffling or rustling sound as a small creature ran away. Septimus didn't mind
those sounds; he knew they were just tree rats or Forest weasels, but once or twice he heard the
snapping of branches as something quite large crashed away from them—or was it toward them?

Septimus began to feel very uneasy. They had been in theForest for what seemed like hours, and
he was sure that the daylight—such as it was—was fading into twilight. As he followed Nicko he
could see no sign of a track, and he began to wonder if they were lost. But still Nicko doggedly
pushed on through the ferns and bracken and Septimus dutifully followed him, until they reached
a small clearing.



Septimus stopped—now heknew they were lost. "Nicko," he said, "we've been here before.An
hour ago. Look, | recognize that hollow tree with the puffballs all around it.”

Nicko stopped and looked at Sam's map. “We can't be lost," he said. "Look, here we are."
Septimus looked where Nicko's stubby finger was pointing.

"On that squashed ant, you mean?"

"What squashed ant?" Nicko squinted at the map, which was hard to see now in the fading light.
After a few seconds of staring at the scruffy piece of paper, Nicko said, "Oh,thatsquashed ant."

"We're lost, aren't we?" said Septimus.

"Oh, no, I don't think so. Look, | agree that may be an ant but we're still on that track here. And
if we follow it along ... there ... see,we come to the camp. Honestly, Sep, we're almost there."

They set off again with Septimus reluctantly following. After a while he said, "We've been here
before too, Nik. We're just going around in circles.”

Nicko stopped and wearily leaned against a tree. "I know, Sep. I'm sorry. We're lost."

Lost

Night fell fast in theForest once the sun had set.
Septimus and Nicko were sitting gloomily on a fallen tree. Septimus was holding his compass in
the palm of his hand, trying to see which way the quivering needle was pointing. The light was
nearly gone, and the Dragon ring was beginning to glow, but it didn't help that Septimus's hand



was shaking. A familiar sense of dread was stealing over him, which always came with the
approach of night in theForest .

"It's theForest twilight now, Nik," whispered Septimus. "We ought to keep still for a while. It's
not a good time to be moving—not while things are shifting."

Far away in the Castle, Silas and Sarah watched the sun set from the Palace roof and realized at
last that Simon was not going to bring Jenna home. In a state of panic, they set off for
theWizardTower to see Marcia. They met her onWizard Way as she was heading to see Weasal
Van Klampff.

Deep in theForest , at its very center, Septimus and Nicko sat silently together. Septimus felt the
sun drop behind the hills, theair grow chill and the shift between day and night begin. The Forest
was changing into a nighttime creature as the darkness closed in, and, with a sense of foreboding,
Septimus recognized the strange feeling of thickness in the atmosphere that theForest night
brought with it.

"I'm really sorry, Sep,” Nicko mumbled desolately.
"Shh," Septimus whispered. "Don't speak unless you have to."

Nicko sat quietly, trying to keep calm. He didn't like theForest much even in the daylight. He
hated the feeling it gave him of not being able to escape quickly, of being trapped in the middle
of the endless tangle of tree trunks and branches—although as long as he kept moving and could
see where he was going, Nicko could just about stand it.But not now. Now that a thick blanket of
blackness was beginning to surround them, he felt a panic rising inside him, which made him
want to scream out loud. Nicko had only felt like that once before in his life, when he had been
trapped in the Castle rubbish chute, but that time he had been with Marcia and she had quickly
freed them. This time he was on his own.

"When you were here on a night exercise, what did they teach you? | mean, whatdid you have to
do?" whispered Nicko.

"Well, er, once in the unarmed animal-combat exercise we had to dig a wolverine pit and spend
the night waiting for a wolverine to drop in. It didn't though—not into our pit anyway. But we
lost three boys in the pit near us. They put up a good fight but the wolverine won. It was an
awful noise. Then sometimes on compass-reading exercises they tied a boy to a tree and we had
to try and find him before he got eaten. Didn't always get there in time—"

"Ah," said Nicko with a shudder."Shouldn't have asked.Thought they might have taught you
some survival skills."

"They did," said Septimus. "Keep out of the way of anything that runs faster than you and has
more teeth than you. Watch out for the carnivorous trees ‘cause you can never tell which ones
they are until it's too late. Oh, yes—and the most important thing of all—"



"Yes?"
"Don't stay out in theForest after dark."
"Very funny,” mumbled Nicko.

"I think," Septimus whispered, "that we should try and tind somewhere safe to spend the night.
Up a tree would be best—"

"Up a carnivorous tree, you mean?"

"Nicko, just be quiet, will you?"

"Sorry, Sep."

"Like I said, we should climb up a tree—and it's just luck whether it's carnivorous or not."
"What, you can't tell?"

"Not at night. You just take your chance. That's what theNightForest is all about, Nik. Anyway,
like | said, if we can jet up a tree we should be safe from wolverines, though of course we'll have
to keep watch for bloodsucking tree rats.”

"Great."

"And some of the older trees are infested with leaf leeches. I spent a night in a tree once with the
Leader Cadet, and when I woke up in the morning | thought he'd hidden himself with
camouflage. But he was covered from head to foot with leaf leeches.” Septimus gave a
chuckle."Served him right."

"Stop!" hissed Nicko. "Just stop. | don't want to hear any more—okay? Let's just find a tree and
cross our fingers."

Septimus hauled his heavy bag onto his shoulders and they set off; this time Nicko followed
Septimus. Septimus's Dragon Ring was shining brightly in the dark, and he pushed his hand into
his pocket to douse the glow. He knew that a light would draw every creature to them for miles
around and would particularly attractForest Wraiths . Septimus trod slowly and silently through
the trees, and Nicko followed him as carefully and quietly as he could. But Nicko was less agile
than Septimus, and, try as he might, every now and then his foot snapped a twig or rustled a leaf.
Septimus knew that sooner or later a creature or aThing would hear them. They needed to get up
into the safety of a tree fast. Desperately he scanned every tree they passed to see if there were
any low branches that might give them a handhold. But there were none. They were in the
middle of the ancient part of theForest , where all the trees grew tall and kept their branches high
above the ground.

Suddenly Septimus felt a pincerlike grip on his arm. "Ouch!"



"Shh!"

Septimus spun around to see Nicko still clutching his arm and staring wide-eyed into the
darkness.

"Sep, what's that—over there—I saw something yellow and shining."

Septimus scanned the darkness using the Army trick of glancing sideways to see in the dark. It
was the sight he had been dreading—they were surrounded by a sea of yellow eyes. "Rats,"
muttered Septimus.

"Rats?" whispered Nicko. "Oh, that's a relief. For a moment | thought it was wolverines."

"It is wolverines.Loads of them."

"But you said it was rats." Nicko sounded aggrieved.

"Shut up, Nicko. I'm trying to think. Can you get myFast Freeze Charm out of my bag?"
Septimus gulped. "Quickly..."

"Can't you do aFast Freeze without aCharm yet?"

"No. Hurry up!"

Nicko tried to open Septimus's backpack but his hands were shaking so much he couldn't even
find the buckle in the dark. Septimus was annoyed with himself. He knew he should have taken
theCharm out of the bag so it would be ready when he needed it. But he hated theNightForest as

much as Nicko did, and somehow his brain seemed to have stopped working.

"I can't undo your stupid bag," hissed Nicko with panic rising in his voice. "Can't youTransfix
them like you did that horse?"

"What—get them to form an orderly line so that | can do them one at a time you mean?"

"Can't you do 'em all at once?"

"No."

Septimus scanned the waiting pairs of yellow eyes. They were getting nearer and spreading out.
He knew the wolverines were beginning their practiced routine of encircling their prey. If he and

Nicko waited any longer they would be trapped in the middle of the circle.

"Run!" hissed Septimus."Now!"



Nicko did not need telling twice. Septimus took off through the trees and Nicko was right
behind him, ducking and diving around the massive tree trunks, leaping over fallen branches and
skidding on the slippery leaves whenever Septimus took a tight zigzag turn. But every time
Nicko glanced back he saw the yellow eyes easily keeping pace, as the wolverine pack got into
its nightly routine of chasing its prey and working up a good appetite for supper.

Suddenly Septimus caught his foot in a rat hole and crashed to the ground.
"Get up, Sep," gasped Nicko, dragging him to his feet.
"Aah! My ankle..." Septimus moaned.

Nicko was unsympathetic. "Come on, Sep. Get going. There's a pack of wolverines behind us in
case you'd forgotten."

Septimus hobbled on but, try as he might, he could no longer run; his ankle kept giving way
beneath him. He stopped beside a tree and took off his backpack.

"What are you doing?" gasped Nicko, horrified.

"It's no good, Nik," said Septimus. "I can't run. You make a break for it. I'll try and find theFast
Freeze Charm before they close in on me."

"Don't be stupid,” snapped Nicko. "I'm not leaving you here."
"Yes, you are. I'll see you later.”

"No, you won't. They'll eat you, you idiot."

"Just go, Nicko."

IlNO!H

As Nicko spoke, the last wolverine in the pack closed the circle. They were surrounded. Trapped.
Nicko and Septimus backed up against the thick rough trunk of a tree as, slowly and stealthily,
the ghastly ring of yellow lights tightened around them. They stared at the sight, unable to
believe that it was really happening. Like everyone else in the Castle, they had had nightmares
about this very moment, but the reality was much stranger than it ever had been in their dreams.
It was almost beautiful, in a hypnotizing kind of way. An expectant silence fell as though all the
night creatures had stopped what they were doing and were watching the performance, which
tonight, for one night only, had come to their part of theForest .

Nicko broke the spell. He kicked the backpack over. The buckle came undone and the contents
tumbled out onto theForest floor. Both he and Septimus fell to the ground, scrabbling through the
contents, frantically looking for theFast Freeze Charm .



"There's so much rubbish in here!" hissed Nicko. "What's it looklike?"

"Not rubbish.Glass icicle.”

"But where?Where, where, wbere?"

"Uh-oh.I can smell them."

The foul smell of wolverine breath—a mixture of rotting meat and gum disease, for theForest
wolverines had chronic teeth problems—filled the air. With a feeling of dread, Nicko and
Septimus slowly looked up and found themselves staring straight into the eyes of the lead
wolverine.The lead wolver-ine who would give the signal for the pack to pounce.

A long, low snarl began somewhere deep in the stomach of the lead wolverine. The signal had
begun. The surrounding yellow eyes brightened, muscles tensed and saliva began to flow.
Toothaches forgotten for the moment, the wolverine pack flicked their tongues over their

muzzles and bared their long yellow and black teeth.

The snarl grew louder and louder until suddenly, the lead wolverine threw his head back and
gave a bone-chilling howl.

The pack pounced.
The tree pounced.

The tree got there first.

The Tree

Septimus and Nicko shot into the air. Two long, sinuous branches,
which had been hovering above their heads waiting for the right moment, had seized them. At
the end of each branch were five smaller, more dextrous branches, like the fingers on a hand.
Each hand was wrapped tightly around the boys like a well-fitting wooden cage and held them in
what felt like a grip of iron. After grabbing Septimus and Nicko with surprising speed, the tree



slowed down as it took them higher and higher, pulling them up through its leaves and branches,
taking them into the very center of the tree.

Septimus closed his eyes tightly as they were lifted through the cold night air, but Nicko kept his
eyes wide-open in shock is they traveled up, up through the massive tree, until they were high
above the baying pack of wolverines. Nicko glanced below to the ring of yellow eyes that
surrounded the tree and were staring, unblinking, at the sight of the night's supper—and a good
supper too—whisked from their jaws.

The tree, like all trees, moved slowly and deliberately. Why rush when you had hundreds of
years in which to live your life? Why rush when you were more than three hundred feet tall and a
king of theForest ? After what felt like a lifetime, Septimus and Nicko were set down in a fork
near the top of the tree. The branches that had been caging them slowly unwound from their
captives and hovered above them, as though planning their next move.

"Is it going to eat us now, Sep?" whispered Nicko, his voice shaking.

"Dunno,” mumbled Septimus, who still had his eyes closed tightly. He could feel how high they
were above the ground, but he did not dare look.

"But it's let go of us, Sep. Maybe we could escape while we've got the chance..."

Septimus shook his head miserably. He was paralyzed by the height; he could no more move
than fly to the moon. Nicko stole another glance downward. Through a gap in the leaves he
could see the circle of wolverines, eyes glittering hungrily, waiting in the hope that their prey
might still turn up—or drop down—for supper. Suddenly it crossed Nicko's mind that this must
have happened to the wolverine pack before. Sometime in the past, some poor victim must have
been swept from the pack by a carnivorous tree, and then escaped the clutches of the strangling
branches, only to findhimself back in the middle of the wolverine ring. Nicko imagined what a
terrible fate that was for someone—until it suddenly struck him that that was happening to them.
Nicko let out a loud groan.

"What's the matter, Nik?" mumbled Septimus.

"Oh, nothing.We're about to be eaten either by a carnivorous tree or a pack of wolverines, and |
can't quite make up my mind just now which one | fancy most.”

Septimus forced himself to open his eyes. It wasn't quite as bad as he had feared. He couldn't see
much at all—the moonless night was dark and the tree's dense summer foliage obscured any
view of the long drop to the ground. "Well, no one's eaten us yet," he said.

"Yet," muttered Nicko.
But as Nicko spoke, the two branches that hovered above began to move down toward them

again. Nicko grabbed holdot Septimus's sleeve. "C'mon, Sep," he whispered urgently. "It's now
or never. We've got to get out of here. I reckon we can make a break for it—this tree isslow . It



only got us because we were too busy with the wolverines to notice it coming for us. If we climb
down fast, it won't be able to catch us."”

"But then the wolverines will get us,” whispered Septimus, who was convinced the tree could
hear what they were saying.

"They might give up. You never know. Come on, it's our only chance.” Nicko began to crawl
along the branch.

The last thing Septimus wanted to do was to move anywhere—he was, after all, at least three
hundred feet above the ground. But, knowing he had no real choice, Septimus half-closed his
eyes so that there was no chance of catching sight of the huge drop to the ground and slowly
began to inch his way along the branch behind Nicko. Nicko had already reached the fork in the
branch where he was planning to start his climb down. He turned and held out his hand to
Septimus.

"Come on, Sep. You're even slower than this tree. Come on, it's easy."
Septimus did not reply. His hands were clammy with fear and he felt sick.
"Don't look down," Nicko encouraged. "Just look at me. Come on, you're nearly there..."

Septimus looked up at Nicko and suddenly his head swam, a strange faraway buzzing started
inside his ears, and his clammy hands lost their grip on the smooth branch.

Septimus fell.

He fell too fast for Nicko to do anything. One moment Nicko was sitting on the branch watching
his brother crawl toward him, the next moment he was sitting watching an empty space. And all
he could hear was the sound of Septimus crashing through the tree far below him, followed by a
howl from one of the waiting wolverines.

And then silence. Nicko heard nothing more, except the rustling of leaves and branches and the
stillness of theForest . Nicko sat numbly on the branch, unable to move. He should start his climb
down; he should try and get to Septimus but he dreaded what he was going to find. And so,
slowly, reluctantly, Nicko began the long climb to theForest floor, but, as he clam-bered down
through the tree, a long thin branch suddenly looped itself around his waist and held him fast.
Nicko struggled and tried to unwind the branch, but it was as tight as a band of iron. Angrily
Nicko kicked out at the tree.

"Let me go!" he shouted. "I've got to get my brother!" In a fury Nicko tore the leaves around
him to pieces, snapping as many twigs as he could find.

"Ouch," said a low, slow voice, but Nicko heard nothing.



"I hate you, you pig tree!" he yelled, punching and flailing at it. "You're not going to eat me.Or
Sep. Just you try." Nicko gave way toa frenzy of kicking, shouting and insulting the tree,
remembering all the bad language that he had recently picked up at the Port and from Rupert
Gringe. In fact Nicko was surprised at how much he knew. So was the tree, who had never heard
anything like it before.

The tree impassively ignored Nicko's outburst. It just held him tight while far below it carried on
doing what it had been doing ever since Septimus had fallen. Nicko was still shouting at the tree
when the branches beside him parted and Septimus appeared back at his side, wrapped up tightly
in a cocoon of leaves and twigs. Nicko fell silent. He went white. This, he thought, is what
spiders do to their prey. Only the week before he had sat on the boat and watched a spider wrap a
struggling fly into a cocoon of silk, and then suck it dry while the fly still lived.

"Sep!"Nicko gasped. "Are you all right?" Septimus did not answer. His eyes were closed and he
looked deathly white. A terrible thought crossed Nicko's mind. "Sep," he whispered. "Sep, has it
started to eat you?" He struggled to reach Septimus but the branch held him tight.

"Nicko,"came a low voice.

"Sep?" asked Nicko, wondering why his brother sounded so strange.

"Nicko, please stop struggling. You might fall. It is a long way down and the wolverines are still
waiting for you. Please keep still."

Nicko stared at Septimus, wondering how he was manag-ing to talk without moving his lips.
"Sep, stop being silly, will you?"

"Nicko, listen to me, this is not Septimus speaking. Septimus has hit his head. He needs to rest."
A chill ran through Nicko, and for the first time in theForest he felt really scared. He had known
where he was with the wolverines and he had known where he was with the carnivorous tree—
they had wanted to eat him. It wasn't nice and it wasn't friendly but at least it was
understandable. But this low, ghostly voice was different. He had no idea what it was; it seemed
to be all around him, and the spookiest thing of all was that it knew his name.

"Who are you?" whispered Nicko.

"Do you not know? | thought you had come to see me specially.” The voice sounded
disappointed. "I never see anyone anymore. No one ever comes to see me. | would have thought
my son might have made the effort, but oh, no, can't be bothered as usual | suppose. So when |

saw my two youngest grandsons | naturally thought..."

"Grandsons?" asked Nicko, taken aback.



"Yes, you and Septimus," said the voice. "I would have known youanywhere, you look so much
like Silas did when he was a lad."

Suddenly a huge feeling of relief flooded through Nicko. He hardly dared believe their luck.
"You're not—you're not Grandpa Benji, are you?" he asked the tree.

"Of course I am. Who did you think | was?" said the voice.

"A carnivorous tree," said Nicko.

"Me?A carnivorous tree? Do | look like a carnivorous tree?"

"I don't know. I've never seen one."

"Well, let me tell you, they don't look anything like me. Mangy things theyare, don't even bother
to keep themselves clean. Smell of rotting meat. Nasty black leaves and covered in fungus. Give

theForest a bad name."

"Oh ... oh, fantastic!l don't believe it. Grandpa Benji..." Nicko sank back in relief and his
grandfather unwound the branch that had been stopping his grandson from moving.

"You're not going to start climbing down now, are you?" asked the tree. "Those wolverines will
wait a while yet. Just stay still a moment and I'll make you up a bed. Don't move."

"No. All right, Grandpa. | won't,” said Nicko rather faintly. He sat on the branch feeling like a
small lump of jelly. And, for the first time since he had set foot in theForest , he began to relax.

The tree busied itself weaving its branches into a platform and covering them with a soft bed of
leaves.

"There," the tree said proudly when it had finished, "you see,it's no trouble at all to make up a
bed. Any of you boys can always come and stay.Your father too.And your dear mother.Any
time."

The tree carefully lifted Septimus onto the platform and laid him down, still wrapped in the
cocoon that held him safely.

"I only just caught him in time, you know," the tree told Nicko. "A second later and the
wolverines would have had him. As it was one of them jumped up and snapped at the lad. It was
close.”

Nicko crawled onto the platform beside Septimus and started to unwind the cocoon. As he did
so, Nicko saw that a large bruise was appearing on Septimus's head where he had hit a branch on
his way down.



"Ouch..." mumbled Septimus. "Gerroff, Nik."

Nicko was so happy to hear Septimus's voice. "Hey, Sep—you're all right. What a relief."”
Blearily, Septimus sat up and looked at Nicko. The bruise above his eye throbbed, but he didn't
care; he knew they were safe. As he had fallen through the tree Septimus had hit his head and
been briefly knocked out, but, while he was being gently lifted back up through the leaves, the
sound of the tree's deep voice all around him had pulled him back to consciousness, and
Septimus had heard his grandfather's conversation with Nicko. At first he had thought he was
dreaming, but when he opened his eyes and saw Nicko's relieved expression, he knew it must be
true.

"Mrrer..." Septimus mumbled, grinning faintly.

"It's Grandpa Benji, Sep. We're safe!" Nicko told him excitedly. "But you gotta go to sleep
now," he said, noticing how pale his brother looked. "You'll be fine in the morning." Nicko lay
down on the platform beside Septimus and held on to him tightly, just to make sure he didn't fall
off again.

The moonlight shone down through the leaves, and Grandpa Benji swayed to and fro in the
nighttime breeze, lulling the boys into a peaceful doze. They had just dropped off to sleep when
a terrible howling echoed through the tree.

"Arooo0000000h!"

This was followed by an awful coughing, spluttering noise.

"Ach ach ach!"

Nicko knew it was the wolverines. "They can't climb trees, can they Sep?" he asked.

Septimus shook his head and wished he hadn't.

With some trepidation, Nicko and Septimus looked down through the platform to the
wolverines. The whole pack seemed to have gone mad. They were running around and around
the tree, yelping and yowling and desperately pawing at their noses.

"What are they doing?" muttered Nicko.

Suddenly Septimus snorted with laughter. "Look," he said, "they've eaten my backpack—"

"Well, I wouldn't have thought it tastedthat bad,"” said Nicko.

"—and they've found theMint Blasts !" Septimus laughed.



TheBadlands

- - - While Septimus and Nicko
were gettlng lost far away in the Forest, Simon Heap was taking Jenna deep into theBadlands .

Thunder stumbled slowly up a narrow track, which wound through endless slate quarries, some
old and abandoned, oth' ers with signs of recent work, although eerily deserted. The disturbed
earth and the shattered rocks gave off a malevolent atmosphere, and Jenna felt her spirits sink.
Far above her, a ~ournful moan drifted from the desolate tops of the hills— trie east wind was
blowing in and thick gray clouds were pil-ing up in the sky. The sunlight grew dim and the air
became chill. Simon wrapped his long black cloak around him, but enna was shivering; all she
had to keep her warm was her light summer tunic.

"Stop shivering, will you?" growled Simon.

"I don't have a cloak like you do," snapped Jenna.

"You wouldn't want a cloak like mine." Simon sneered."Too muchDarke Magyk for Little Miss
Perfect here."”

"You shouldn't joke about that stuff, Simon," protested Jenna.
"Who said | was joking?" asked Simon.
Jenna fell silent, still shivering.

"Oh, have this then and stop fussing,” said Simon, exasper-ated. He fished out a cloak from his
saddlebag and grumpily handed it to Jenna. Jenna took the cloak, expecting to find a rough horse



blanket, and was amazed at what Simon had given her. It was the most beautiful cloak that she
had ever seen—a rich, deep blue, finely woven from the softest wool combed from the belly of a
mountain goat, and lined in golden silk. Simon had intended it as a present for Lucy Gringe. He
had planned to leave it outside the gatehouse, with a note tucked inside the lining that only Lucy
would find. But when Simon had arrived at the North Gate early that morning, with his dark
cloak pulled high around his face to avoid Gringe recognizing him, he had seen Silas jauntily
walking down the street carry-ing the box of Counter-Feet. The last person Simon wanted to see
was his father, and he had quickly changed direction and taken a shortcut toWizard Way . Silas
had not even noticed him—he had been too busy going over his strategy for that morning's game.
So now, to Simon'’s irritation, the beautiful and extremely expensive cloak he had chosen for
Lucy was wrapped around Little Miss Princess Perfect.

Jenna pulled Lucy's cloak tightly around herself. She was warm now, but very tired, in front of
Simon on the weary horse. The dark slate quarries went endlessly on, and Thunder was plodding
up a steady incline. The track had narrowed; it was bound on one side by steep slate cliffs that
rose into the over-castsky, and on the other side by a deep ravine, at the bottom of which was a
dark swirling river full of jagged rocks and treacherous whirlpools. Jenna wondered if Simon
was ever going to stop; he seemed to have no concern for her or his horse. Thunder was tiring
fast, and once or twice the horse had lost his footing on the loose scree, which covered the sides
of the gray slate hills, and had nearly sent them all plunging into the river below.

Suddenly Simon spoke. "Whoa, Thunder, whoa there, boy." Thunder slowed to a halt and shook
his head, snorting wearily. Jenna glanced about, suddenly anxious now that they had stopped.

Quickly, Simon dismounted from Thunder and took the reins. "You can get off," he told Jenna.
"We're here."

With a sinking feeling, Jenna slipped off the horse and stood, undecided whether to make a run
for it or not. The trouble was,there didn't seem to be anywhere to run to. Simon read her
thoughts.

"Don't be stupid and run off,” he told her sharply. "There's nowhere for you to go, unless you
want to find yourself in a Land Wurm's Burrow."

"Don't try and frighten me, Simon," said Jenna. "You know as well as | do they only come out at
night."

"Oh, do they now? Of course | forgot—Little Miss Princess knows everything there is to know,
doesn't she? Well, I can leave you out here tonight, if you like. There's a nice selection of Wurm
Burrows up there if you want to go and have a look."

Jenna was not tempted to take up Simon's challenge. She had been told too many stories about
the huge gray Land Wurms that lived in the slate hills and preyed on passing travelers at night.
Some Castle people thought they were nothing more than old miners' tales, told in order to keep
people out of the slate workings, where the purest gold was sometimes found, but Jenna knew



better. So she stood beside Thunder in Lucy's cloak and stared fixedly at the ground, determined
not to give Simon the pleasure of seeing her look frightened.

Simon took hold of Thunder's bridle. "Follow me," he told Jenna, and he led the horse up a steep
winding path while Jenna followed, glancing behind to check that she was not being trailed by a
Land Wurm. She had a feeling that Simon would not rush to her rescue if she was.

Suddenly the path came to an unexpected end at a sheer rock face.

"Home sweet home," said Simon with a wry grimace. Jenna stared at him, wondering if Simon
had perhaps lost his mind. It would explain a lot.

"Open to you commands, Master your, Nomis," muttered Simon. Jenna listened carefully to
what he said and shivered— it was, she knew with a feeling of horror, aReverse Incantation .
She took a step back, unwilling to be close to anyDarke Magyk .

Silently, part of the rock faceTransformed into a massive round iron plug, which swung
outward and upward to open for its Master. Jenna glanced behind her; it briefly crossed her mind
to turn and run, but the sight of the dark and lonely valley and the sound of the wind whining
across the hilltops was not appealing. Then, as she glanced up, Jenna saw something that made
her heart jump into her mouth—from a dark, per-fectly round hole halfway up a nearby
overhang, she thought she caught sight of a pair of pale red Land Wurm eyes staring out at her.

"Well, are you coming in or not?" asked Simon, jangling Thunder's bridle impatiently.

It was a choice between the Land Wurm and Simon— Simon won, but only just. Jenna took a
deep breath and followed him and Thunder into the rock face.

The Burrow

The iron door clanged shut behind them and they were plunged into total
darkness Jenna tried to keep calm and told herself what Silas had always said to her when she
was afraid of the dark—remember, though you can see nothing, noThing can see you.



As Jenna was reciting this to herself under her breath, Simon drew something from his pocket
and cupped it in his hands. Then he breathed on it, muttering a few words that Jenna could not
make out, and his hands began to glow with in eerie green light.

"Home, Sleuth,” said Simon, throwing the object to the ground. A glowing ball of green light
bounced away in front of them, illuminating the smooth round tunnel just enough for them to
find their way.

"Follow me," Simon said sharply to Jenna, his voice echo-ing in the dark. "Don't bother to waste
your time looking for a way out. There isn't one. And in case you're wondering where we are,
we're in an old Burrow." Simon chuckled to himself. "But don'tworry, little sister dear, the Land
Wurm that lived here has gone."

"Land Wurm?" gasped Jenna.

"Yes. If you don't believe me just reach out and touch the sides of the Burrow.Silky smooth
from all that lovely Wurm acid, and still beautifully slimy too.Nice, huh?"

Jenna could not help herself—she had to know if Simon was telling the truth—so she gingerly
ran a finger along the rock. It was disgusting—icy smooth and covered with a glutinous slime
that stuck to her finger. She fought down the urge to be sick and wiped her slime-covered finger
on Lucy's cloak. It was almost impossible to get the slimeoff, it seemed to have an affinity with
human skin.

Holding her finger away from her, Jenna followed Thunder's clattering, slipping hooves as
Simon led him through the dark tube of the Land Warm's Burrow. The Burrow felt, thought
Jenna as she followed the serpentine bends, horribly like walk-ing through the inside of the
Wurm itself.

The Wurm had been a long one, but eventually they reached the end of the slime-lined tube, and
Thunder stumbled into a huge round cavern.

"This is the Wurm Chamber, where the Wurm slept in the day and hibernated in the winter,"”
said Simon, catching sight of Jenna's horrified look in the green light of the ball. He continued,
enjoying Jenna's expression too much to stop. "If you look at the walls you can see the different-
sized coils of the Wurm etched into them.All perfectly smooth from the acid of course.” Simon
lovingly stroked the side of the cavern, and Jenna noticed that he didn't seem to mind the Wurm
slime at all. "You see, the Wurm needs somewhere to turn around so that she can go out of the
Burrow facing the right way. Just so that she doesn't miss a tasty morsel like you walking past.
She sleeps here until nightfall and then goes out hunting. Just think of all those lovely Wurms
who were curled up in their Burrows while we were riding through the quarries this afternoon.”

Jenna shuddered, despite trying not to.



"And over here we have Thunder's stable, don't we, boy?" Simon patted his horse affectionately
and led him across the Wurm Chamber to an area covered in straw, with a manger attached to the
wall and a drinking trough hewn from the rock, which was fed by a dripping spring just above it.

Simon picked up the green ball and placed it on a ledge in the wall so that the light shone down
on the horse and turned him an eerie greenish-black. *Makeyourself at home, Sis," he said,
"while | settle Thunder down for the night." He threw Jenna a small rug from one of the
saddlebags.

"Is—is this where youlive ?" asked Jenna. She put the rug down on the cavern floor as far away
from Simon as she could get and sat down, trying her best to avoid touching any Wurm slime.

"You think I livehere , in this dump? What do you take me for—some kind of loser, living like a
tramp?" snapped Simon, his suddenly angry voice echoing through the Wurm Chamber.

"N-no," stammered Jenna.

Simon glared at her coldly and then, to Jenna's relief, went back to tending his horse, which
seemed to calm him down. Jenna watched him take the bridle and the heavy saddle off Thunder
and hang them up, and then he rubbed the horse down and covered him with a blanket. Once
Thunder was settled, Simon turned his attention back to Jenna and strode over to her.

"This, let me tell you," he said, staring down at her, "is just thebeginning of my domain. You
have no idea just how much I control.No idea at all. " Jenna stared at Simon and saw the same
mad glint in his eye that he had had when she had turned to look at him in Cutpurse Cut.

"Get up,” Simon said roughly. "It's time you saw just how powerful your dear brother really is."”
Jenna hung back. "No.No, thank you, Simon. I'm really tired."

"You don't think I would let my honored guest sleep in the stable, do you?" Simon grabbed her
arm and pulled her up from the rug.

"Come!" he yelled to the green ball. Sleuth jumped off its ledge and bounced around Simon's
feet like an eager puppy. Simon kicked it and sent it flying down the narrow passage that led out
of the Wurm Chamber. Then Simon propelled Jenna along in front of him, pushing her roughly
down the tunnel.

Jenna stumbled along, slipping on the loose shale that cov-ered the ground, until they reached
the foot of some steep steps cut into the slate.

"Up!"Simon snapped. Sleuth bounced onto the first step and started its climb. Simon gave Jenna
a shove."You too. Go on."

Jenna started up the steps. A thick rope was fixed to the wall and she clung to it as she wearily
climbed up, and up, and up, following the never-tiring ball. Simon was close behind her and she



could hear his breath coming faster as they climbed higher. Soon the air became fresher and
Jenna's spirits lifted a little as she realized that they were going up toward the out-side world
again. At last Sleuth reached the top step. Simon grabbed Jenna's shoulder.

"Wait here," he told her. He kicked the ball away and strode through a tall archway,
disappearing into the darkness. Jenna stood at the top of the steps, trembling with cold and
tiredness, and drew the cloak around her. She stared into the gloom but could make out nothing
at all, though she could feel a few stray raindrops hitting her face. Jenna stuck out her tongue to
catch them and taste the fresh air.

Simon was back a few minutes later with a Glo Lamp—a long glass tube stuffed full of writhing
Glo Grubs that he had hastily scooped out of the grub barrel and poured into the tube. Fresh out
of the barrel, the Glo Grubs glowed brightly.

Simon beckoned Jenna through the archway but she hung back. "You can stay out there all night
if you want,” he told her, "but I wouldn't advise it. There's a Magog Chamber at the bottom of
the steps. Didn't you notice?"

Jenna remembered Magogs from the time she had met them on board DomDaniel's ship.
Reluctantly she decided that, yet again, Simon was the better of two evils.

Jenna followed Simon through the archway.

The Camera Obscura



_ Welcome to the Observatory—my place," Simon said, for
a moment let-ting himself slip into the role of the older brother showing off to his sister. "Come
inside and take a look."

Jenna stepped through the archway and a terrible feeling of dread came over her. She stared into
the gloom; the place felt chill and eerie. Jenna knew that there was somethingDarke in the air.
Despite the best efforts of the Glo Grubs, Jenna could make out very little apart from a huge
white circle, which glowed like the moon and seemed to float above the floor. Simon pushed her
toward the circle, but Jenna resisted.

"Oh, come on," said Simon, propelling Jenna forward and confusing her by sounding like his
old self for a moment. "You'll like this, all kids do."

"I'm not a kid," said Jenna. "I'm—"'

"Yeah, yeah, | know. You're Miss Princess high and mighty. Well, you'll like it
anyway.Whatever you are. I'll uncover the lens and then you'll see it—my Camera Obscura.”

A chill shot through Jenna. Where had she heard those words before? Surely that horrible boy—
DomDaniel's Apprentice—had boasted about having a Camera Obscura? A strange noise came
from far above Jenna's head; she glanced up and could just about make out a tall domed roof
with a long wooden pole hanging down from something in the middle. Whatwas it?

Suddenly Simon snapped, "Stop daydreaming and look at the dish."
Jenna looked down at the huge white circle before her, and to her amazement she could see a

finely detailed picture of the ravine she had just traveled through."Good, huh?" Simon smirked.
"Better than all that witchy rubbish old Zelda did. This, little sister, is thereal world."



Jenna knew he was talking about the night the Heaps had all stood on a rickety bridge and seen
themselves reflected in the light of a full moon, while Aunt Zelda, a White Witch, had asked the
moon to show them the family of a small boy soldier, Boy 412. Jenna decided it was wiser to say
nothing.

Simon took hold of the pole, and he began to walk slowly around the white dish. The pole
moved with him, and far above their heads a thin creaking noise began as the lens that focused
the scene onto the white dish of the Camera Obscura began to turn through a full circle. As it
turned, the scene before them changed, and despite herself, Jenna was entranced. She had never
seen anything like it before; the picture was bright and intricately detailed—~but strangely silent.

"So you see," Simon said, moving very slowly to allow Jenna to take in the changing scene
before her, "youcan have no secrets from me. | can seeeverything . | can see the Castle, | can see
your precious Palace and | can even see mad Marcia in theWizardTower with that upstart
Apprentice who thinks he's my brother. | see it all.”

Jenna stared at the scene. It was beautiful, but everything was very small and far away. She
didn't really understand how Simoncould see everything.

In the distance, beyond theBadlands and the Farmlands, she saw the Castle outlined against the
setting sun. As she stared at the image, she saw seagulls flying silently across the sky and boats
moving slowly up the river. Jenna could just about pick out the Palace by its wide green lawns
stretching to the river—and all at once she felt a terrible longing to be home.

"Want to have a closer look?" asked Simon with a sneer. "Want to see how much they're
missing you?"

Jenna did not answer, but Simon opened a drawer in the platform under the dish and took out a
large brass magnifying glass. He held it above the dish, clicked his fingers and muttered,
"Magnify do descry we that all..."

Suddenly everything on the white dish jumped in size.

"You see,"” said Simon, "I see everything clearly now. The Chief Hermetic Scribe at the
Manuscriptorium had it. He collectsReverse memorabilia.Reckons that thisEnlarging Glass was
owned by the firstDarke Wizard. D'you know who that was, little sister? Have they taught you
that in your Princess history lessons yet?"

Jenna did not respond. She had recently developed Septimus's dislike of even hearing
theReverse side mentioned. Septimus had a theory that even by talking about it you could invite
itin.

"Well, I'll tell you anyway," said Simon. "It was none other than Hotep'Ra. The very first
ExtraOrdinary Wizard.The one who brought your precious Dragon Boat here. Don't look so
surprised. So you see, we—theReverse side —are the true inheritors of the Castle. And don't go
thinking you'll be see-ing your precious Dragon Boat again, either.Because you won't."



Simonchuckled, pleased with the effect he was having on Jenna, who looked white. She refused
to meet Simon's eyes and was resolutely staring at the scene on the dish.

Simon followed her gaze and turned his attention back to the Camera Obscura. Then, as though
he had thrown a switch, he suddenly became the older brother again.

"Good, isn't it?" he said, waving theEnlarging Glass over the dish, seeking out scenes and
making them leap in fine detail. "Now, here we have theForest ... ah, there's a boat tied up on the
beach where Sam fishes. I miss Sam ... not much else to see in theForest .Too dense. Although at
night I can sometimes see the wolverines' eyes ... Now let's go up the river to the Castle ... here's
old Jannit's boatyard ... now where's my little brother Nicko? He came back today with Rupert.
Did you know that, Jenna? No, I didn't think so. But I did. | saw them coming up the river before
I left. And ... ah, yes, there's the North Gate and that idiot Gringe arguing with that imbecile son
of his ... nowwhere's my Lucy ? There she is, sitting by the Moat.Waiting. But she'll wait for me
a little longer. Now there's theWizardTower . Look at that window there—there's Marcia in her
study and herShadow keeping her company as all goodShadows should. See how he watches
her every move? Now let's go somewhere you know well, shall we? Here we are ... the Palace.
Home sweet home, eh? If | am not mistaken, there are my dear misguided parents up on the roof.
Are they looking at the sunset do you suppose, or are they wondering when their son and heir is
going to bring back their little cuckoo?"

"Shut up, Simon!" yelled Jenna. "l hate you, Ihate you!" She hurled herself away from the
images of Silas and Sarah and raced toward the steps. But Simon was faster. In a moment he had
grabbed her and held her prisoner again. But not before Jenna had seen something hidden in the
shadows that she really wished she hadn't—a bleached white skull ginning at her from the seat of
an ornate wooden throne.

"I think you have met before," Simon said with a smile. "Let me introduce you to the head of my
Master, DomDaniel."

Chocolate

Jenna couldn't sleep. Not because of the icy chill of the cell air, or because of
the hard little bed, the thin scratchy blanket or because her clothes felt cold and damp. She could



not sleep because of the thought of the skull staring empty-eyed at her door. Whenever she
closed her eyes an image of the grinning white skull drifted by and woke her with a start.

Jenna gave up trying to sleep. She wrapped herself in Lucy's cloak, her mind racing as she went
over the events of the day. Until she had seen the skull, Jenna had found it hard to believe that
Simon meant her any harm. In her mind he was still her eldest brother, the reliable one who
always helped her out when she was in trouble and showed her how to do her homework. But
that was before Simon had picked up the skull, cradled it in his arms and told her how he had
rescued DomDaniel's skeleton from the Marram Marshes on the night of the Apprentice Supper
and that he was now DomDaniel's Apprentice.”"How aboutthat , little Miss Princess? And unlike
his last useless Apprentice, | am carrying out his every wish to the letter. And his very particular
wish was to have the Castle free of any interfering royalty, such asyourself . He considers the
power of the Queen an intolerable imposition on any ExtraOrdinary Wizard. As do I. So, if we
want some properMagyk back in the Castle—not just Marcia's dinky little spells—then someone
has to go." Simon had looked at her with a horrible coldness in his eyes, which stayed with her
still.

Jenna sat on the edge of the bed, thinking. She wondered why Simon hadn't already got rid of
her. He could have easily pushed her off the ravine into the river or just left her out for the Land
Wurms. But Jenna already knew the answer. Whatever Simon might have said, he had still
wanted to show off to his little sister. But he had done that now, and tomorrow it would be a
different story. Maybe tomorrow hewould leave her out for the Land Wurms—or the Magogs.

Jenna shivered. She heard a low noise drifting through the wall and her heart leaped into her
mouth. It was a strange, reg-ular, snorting noise, and she knew what it was—it was theskull . The
noise got louder and louder; Jenna pressed her hands over her ears to blot out the awful sound,
and then suddenly she realized what it really was: Simon was snoring.Which meant that Simon
was asleep and she was awake. She could try and escape—she must try and escape.

Jenna tried the iron door. It was bolted but there was a small gap between the door and the wall,
and Jenna wondered if she could push something through the gap and somehow undo the bolts.
She looked around the cell but Simon had not been so considerate as to leave her a hacksaw.
Jenna put her hands in her pockets, wondering if she had anything on her that could help.
Septimus would have the very thing, she thought. He always carried his Young Army knife,
which had about a hundred and one different uses, mostly involving horses' hooves. She missed
him.

The thought of Septimus made Jenna remember the chocolateCharm he had given her that
morning. Where had she put it? There it was, damp and sticky, stuck at the bottom of her tunic
pocket. She pulled out theCharm , held it in her palm and squinted at the inscription:

Take me, shake me,
and | will make thee:
Quetzalcoatl's Tchocolatl.



Well, she thought, it was worth a try.

Jenna tried to remember what Septimus had said when he had told her how to use theCharm .
She cupped both of her hands together and shook theCharm up and down as hard as she could
toActivate it. As she did so, she whispered the words written in the small brown square and
concentrated all her thoughts on what she wanted. Sure enough, theCharm began to work. It
grew warm and smooth in her cupped hands, as though it were a real piece of chocolate. Then,
just as Septimus had said it would, it began to buzz like a small fly trapped in her grasp. Jenna
waited until theCharm was almost too hot to hold, and then quickly placed it on the object she
wanted to turn into chocolate—the door of the cell.

Jenna did not really believe that Septimus'sCharm could turn a thick iron door into chocolate.
But, as she pushed theCharm against the door, to her amazement she felt the hard pitted metal
change into a smooth surface that was cool, rather than icy cold, to the touch. Something else had
changed too. Jenna sniffed the air—the cell was filled with the faint smell of cocoa. Hesitantly,
Jenna took theCharm off the cell door. TheCharm was cool now; she slipped it back into her
pocket and gazed at the door. At first Jenna thought it seemed much the same as it had before,
except now, as she looked more closely, she could see that the rusty hinges and even the flap
over the keyhole were beautifully molded in chocolate. Never in her life had Jenna seen so much
chocolate and, unfortunately, never had she felt less like eating it.

Jenna soon discovered that a massive slab of three-inch-thick chocolate, chilled hard on a cold
night, is not easy to shift. She pushed as hard as she could against it but the slab stayed as firm as
if it were still iron. She decided to start scrap-ing some shavings off the door to make it thinner,
but it was hard work and she thought it would take all night.

Jenna sat down disconsolately on the edge of the bed and ate some of the shavings—it was
extremely good chocolate, even better than the Choc Chunks from the sweetshop at the end of
Wizard Way—while she wondered what to do. After a few minutes the chocolate began to help
her think more clearly, and Jenna realized that she needed to find something sharp to help cut a
hole in the door. Simon had made sure that there was nothing sharp in the cell, but, as Jenna
hunted around, she soon discovered that even Simon did not think of everything. He had
forgotten about the bedsprings.

Jenna threw the thin mattress off the bed and quickly unwound one of the looser bedsprings
until she held a sharp, pointed piece of metal in her hand. Then she set to work, scraping away a
hole in the door big enough to squeeze through, while, to her relief, Simon's snores carried on
reverberating through the walls.

An hour later, Jenna's bedspring had cut a large rectangle at the bottom of the door. All she had
to do was give it a push and hope that it did not fall over with too loud a thud. Carefully, Jenna
pushed against one edge of the rectangle and to her delight, it moved easily. Very quietly, Jenna
laid the thick slab of chocolate on the floor, and, in case she got hungry later, she broke off the
keyhole cover and stuffed it into her pocket. Then she squeezed through the opening, stood up
and wiped her chocolaty palms on her tunic.



Simon was still snoring loudly; the snores echoed around the circular chamber and were
strangely comforting, for at least they were human. Jenna tiptoed past the huge white dish of the
Camera Obscura, glancing down for a last look at the strangely compelling scene outside, and
noticed that Simon had left theEnlarging Glass lying on the dish. Jenna picked up theGlass and
stuffed it into her tunic pocket. Now Simon would not find it so easy to see where she had gone.

Next, Jenna found the Glo Grub Tub; Simon had not replaced the barrel lid properly and a bright
yellow light shone from the gap. The Glo Grub Tub was a large wooden barrel, full almost to the
brim with hundreds of thousands of tiny Glo Grubs wriggling around. Jenna took a Glo Lamp
from a neat line of empty lamps placed next to the barrel, picked up the scoop and filled the glass
tube with squirming Glo Grubs. Jenna did not like using Glo Lamps, but she had no choice.
Sarah Heap refused to use them because once the grubs were put in a lamp they did not live
longer than a few hours. It was, Sarah said, a terrible thing to kill so many creatures just for a
person's own convenience. Sarah used good old-fashioned candles.

"I'm sorry, grubs,” Jenna whispered as she scooped them up.

Jenna filled the lamp and left the lid of the Glo Grub Tub open to give the grubs a chance to
escape. She raised the lamp and, for the first time, she really saw the place that Simon Heap had
madehis own .

The Observatory was a huge round chamber. The walls, roughly hewn out of the solid slate
mountain, sloped upward and inward until they met at the lens for the Camera Obscura. A thick
milky slab of glass set into the roof let in the moon-light, and Jenna realized that most of the
Observatory was below ground. Silently, she crept past the metal Thunderflash Chamber and
past neatly ordered shelves containing piles ofDarke books,Reverse Conjurations ,Hexes
andCurses . She averted her eyes from a sinister-looking collection of flasks in which she could
see misshapen creatures dimly floating in a yellow liquid. Every so often a bubble of gas rose
from the bottles and filled the air with a foul smell. In a distant corner a small glass-fronted
cupboard glowed with a dull blue light. It was fastened with an impressive array of bolts. Inside,
coiled up, lay a small black snake.

Simon Heap's snores reverberated through a large wooden door, which he had painted purple
and covered withDarke symbols. Jenna passed the door and as she did so she trod on Sleuth.
Somehow Jenna managed to change her scream into a strangled squeak, but Simon's snores
stopped. Jenna froze, holding her breath. Was he awake? Should she run while she had the
chance? Would he hear her footsteps? What should she do? And then, to her horror, Sleuth began
bouncing on the spot. With each bounce a soft thud echoed around the Observatory. In a flash,
Jenna scooped up the ball and a few seconds later Sleuth had been pushed deep into the contents
of the Glo Grub Tub. Jenna closed the lid, snapped the lock shut and apologized to the grubs for
the second time that night.

Muttering theProtection Spell that Marcia had taught her some time ago, Jenna crept past the
ever-watchful skull, won-dering what Simon had done with the other bones. As she went by she
was sure that deep inside the skull a pair of eyes was watching her. She dared not look.



Once past the skull, Jenna ran. She tore through the archway and raced down the steep steps as
fast as she could, as though DomDaniel himself were chasing her. Every now and then she
glanced behind just to make sure that he wasn't.

When she reached the foot of the steps, Jenna stopped and listened for footsteps. There were
none. Her spirits lifting a little, she took a step forward. Her feet shot out from underneath her
and she came crashing to the ground. The Glo Lamp leaped out of her hand, scattering Glo
Grubs across the ground. Jenna scrambled back to her feet and brushed off her tunic.Magog
slime. A shudder of nausea passed through her, followed by a feeling of panic. Quickly she
gathered up as many Glo Grubs as she could find, and, holding them in her cupped hand, she
moved fast and silently along the tunnel toward Thunder's stable.

Jenna reached the Wurm Chamber safely, with no telltale swish of a Magog behind her. Thunder
was standing quietly it his manger, chewing on the hay that Simon had left for him. He looked up
as Jenna emerged from the tunnel.

"Hello, Thunder," she whispered. Thunder glanced at Jenna for a moment and then turned his
attention back to tne hay.

Good, thought Jenna, he remembers me. She walked slowly to the horse and patted his mane. It
seemed cruel to take him out again into the cold night air, but she had no choice. She took the
bridle off its hook and very gently approached Thunder. The horse didn't seem keen; he shook
his head and snorted noisily.

"Shh," whispered Jenna. "Shh, Thunder. It's all right. It is." She patted his nose gently and then
reached into her tunic pocket for the chocolate keyhole cover and offered it to him in her
outstretched palm. Thunder nibbled at it delicately and looked at Jenna with a faintly surprised
air. Jenna was quite sure that Simon never gave his horse chocolate. And quite right too; she
never gave her horse chocolate either, but sometimes bribery was the only option.

With the hope of more chocolate, Thunder allowed Jenna to put his bridle on and saddle him up
again. Jenna was just about to lead the horse out when she thought of something. She scooped up
a handful of pebbles from the ground and, using the Cnarm again, she turned them into
chocolate. Then Jenna stuffed most of the chocolate pebbles into her pocket, keeping one to
wave under Thunder's twitching nose.

"Come on, Thunder," she coaxed softly, “come on, boy, let's go."

Land Wurm



"Open to you commands, Master your, Nomis."
Jenna forced the words from her mouth. She had never uttered aReverse Incantation before and
hoped she never would have to again, but now she had no choice. The Wurm Burrow was sealed
with a massive plug of immovable iron, and Jenna knew that if she turnedthat into chocolate
there was no way she would be free by morning. She held her breath, hoping that she had
remembered thelncantation correctly.

She had. To her relief, the thick iron plug swung silently outward, and the dim moonlight of an
old moon filtered into the Wurm Burrow, along with a gust of wind and a few drops of rain.

"Come on, Thunder, come on, boy," whispered Jenna, encouraging the reluctant horse out into
the night with a chocolate pebble. The dark quarry was not a pleasant prospect; a mournful wind
was howling and sweeping down the ravine, bringing with it the beginnings of a cold rain. Jenna
pulled Lucy's cloak around her, shivering as the chill night air hit them. Then she led Thunder
down the steep path from the Burrow onto the track that ran along the side of the ravine.

"Hold still, hold still, Thunder," she whispered, as the horse looked about nervously and flicked
his ears, listening to the night sounds. Jenna swung herself up into the saddle, wondering how
Thunder would take to a new rider. The horse did not object, maybe because he had already
become used to Jenna during the long day's ride. When Jenna said, "Walk on, Thunder, walk
on," and gently pressed her heels against the horse's flanks, Thunder moved off at a leisurely
pace, heading back down the track that he had struggled up only a few hours before.

Jenna felt quite at ease with the huge horse. Although he belonged to Simon, Thunder seemed a
good-natured animal, and he walked surefooted along the track while Jenna sat bolt upright,
scanning the sheer rock face for any signs of move-ment. The sooner they were through the
ravine, she thought—encouraging Thunder into a brisk trot—the better.



As they rounded the first bend, Thunder came to a sudden nalt. A landslide blocked their path.
"Oh, no," gasped Jenna.

There was no way through. A huge pile of jagged boulders and massive slabs of slate had fallen
across their path. To their right was a sheer rock face and to their left, at the bottom of the ravine,
was the river—flowing fast and dangerous.

They would have to go back.

Jenna tried to coax Thunder to turn around but the horse refused to move. He shook his head and
his bridle jingled noisily.

"Shh, Thunder," soothed Jenna. "Come on, around you go." But Thunder would not budge.
Heart in her mouth, Jenna slipped off the horse and led him round with the help of another
chocolate pebble. Then she was straight back in the saddle again and, with a heavy heart,
retracing their steps back up the track, back toward the Burrow.

It was tough going. Thunder was now walking into the teeth of the wind, but he was happy that
he was heading for home. When they reached the small path that led to the Burrow, Thunder
stopped, expecting Jenna to get off and lead him back to his warm stable.

"No, Thunder, you're not going home. Walk on." Thunder shook his head, jingling his bridle
again.

"Shh.Please , Thunder. Walk on," Jenna whispered as loudly as she dared, terrified that
somehow Simon would hear her. She gave the horse a determined kick and Thunder very
reluctantly moved off. Jenna glanced behind them, half expecting to see Simon emerge from the
Burrow, but the iron plug still gaped open and showed nothing but a dark, empty space.

After they had passed the Burrow the track leveled out, which made the going easier for
Thunder, but the wind began to strengthen and, with it, the rain became heavier. Dark clouds
blew in and a sheet of lightning silently lit the jagged tops of the ravine. A few moments later the
rumble of thunder reached them.

Jenna and Thunder pressed on. The moonlight dimmed and the quarry became dark, lit only by
the lightning playing across the sky. The wind howled down the ravine, blowing stinging rain
into their faces. Both Jenna and Thunder half closed their eyes and kept their gaze fixed firmly
on the track—until a movement high in the rocks ahead caught Jenna's eye. She looked up,
hoping that it was just a scudding cloud that had caught her attention. But it was something much
more substantial than a cloud.

It was the blunt gray head of a Land Wurm.
A Land Wurm takes a long time to come out of its Burrow, and Jenna had caught sight of the

Wurm as it first poked its head into the night air. She knew, from travelers' tales that Silas used
to tell, that it was not the Wurm's head that was the dangerous part; it was its tail. The tail of a



Land Wurm was fast and deadly; when a Land Wurm had you in its sights it would flick its tail
like a lasso and drop it over your head. Then it would coil the tail around and crush you.Very,
very slowly. Although sometimes, Silas had told her, if the Land Wurm was not particularly
hungry, it would carry you back into the Wurm Chamber and store you for a while, still alive, in
order to keep you fresh. A Land Wurm preferred fresh meat, still warm.

Jenna remembered an occasional visitor to the Heap rooms who, among the younger Heaps, was
known as Dribbly Dan. Dribbly Dan had a wild look in his eyes and had scared the younger
ones, but Silas had told them to be nice to him. Dan had, according to Silas, been a completely
dribble-free quarry worker until he was taken by a Land Wurm and kept in the Wurm Chamber
for three weeks. He had survived by licking Wurm slime and eating rats. He had finally managed
to escape one night when the Wurm had been tempted out by a large flock of sheep—and an
inexperienced shepherd—that had wandered into the quarry. But Dan had never been the same
after his three weeks in the Wurm Chamber.

There was no way that Jenna wanted to end up like Dribbly Dan—or worse. She looked up at
the Wurm, trying to judge whether to speed up and go past it or whether to stop and turn back yet
again. But Jenna knew that if she turned back she would be caught between the Land Wurm and
the landslide, and betweenthem would be Simon's Burrow with Simon quite probably awake by
now and searching for her. She had no choice—she had to get past the Wurm before its tail was
free of the Burrow.

"Gee up, Thunder," Jenna said in a low, urgent voice, giving the horse a nudge with her heels,
but Thunder just kept up his slow trudge through the wind and the rain. Jenna glanced at the
Wurm again. Its Burrow was high above them, and still quite distant, almost at the top of the old
quarry workings that rose from the track. The Wurm's head was now well out of the Burrow, and
Jenna saw that its dim red eyes had locked onto her and Thunder.

"Geton , Thunder," Jenna yelled in the horse's ear, giving him a hard kick at the same time. "Or
do you want to be eaten by a Land Wurm?" She flicked Thunder with the reins, and suddenly
Thunder put his ears back and took off like a rocket, galloping along the track as if to show Jenna
that if she wanted fast, thenfast was exactly what she was going to get.

As they galloped toward the Land Wurm, Jenna could tell that the creature had seen them
coming; it was pouring out of its Burrow at full speed, like a thick, never-ending stream of gray
sludge.

"Go, Thunder, go!" Jenna screamed urgently above the howl of the wind and the rain as the
horse pounded along the track, taking them ever closer to the Wurm. Still the Wurm came
streaming out, slipping down the rock face so fast that Jenna suddenly realized she could not be
sure that Thunder would get past the Wurm before it reached the track. She crouched down on
the horse like a jockey, keeping the wind resistance low and talking in his ear, encouraging him
on."Go, Thunder, go, boy ... go/"

And Thunder went, galloping at full tilt now, as if he too knew that both their lives depended on
him. As the Wurm reached the bottom of the cliff, and Thunder was closing the gap, Jenna



looked up to see if the tail was free of the Burrow. There was no sign of it yet, but she knew that
any moment it couldcome shooting out. She turned her attention to the path just in time to see the
Wurm's head reach the track.

"Go, Thunder," she yelled, and then, as the Wurm slipped across the track and barred their way,
Jenna screamed,"Jump, Thunder!"

Thunder jumped. The powerful horse sailed into the air and took them high above the great gray
monstrosity that slithered below them. And as Thunder landed on the other side of the Wurm and
galloped onward, the Wurm's tail whipped out of the Burrow and shot through the air with
acrack .

Jenna felt the wind whistle and heard a bang as the tip of the tail sliced the top off the rock
behind them. She could not stop herself from looking back—the tail had missed them by no
more than a few feet.

The weak red eyes of the Land Wurm followed its prey along the track and the tail gathered for
another strike, whirling itself high into the air like a huge lasso.But, as it smashed down onto the
track for the second time, Thunder cantered around a tall rocky outcrop, and the Wurm lost sight
of them.

Thump!Something landed behind Jenna.

Jenna wheeled around in the saddle, ready to fight the tail with all the strength she possessed—
but there was nothing there. All she could see was the steep slate outcrop rapidly dis-appearing
into the night as Thunder galloped on.

"Phew," said a small, slightly querulous voice behind her. "You cut that ... a bit fine. Nearly
gave me ... a heart attack ... that did."”

"Wh-who'sthat ?"* asked Jenna, almost more scared of the strange little voice than she had been
of the Land Wurm.

"It's me—Stanley. Don't you remember me?" The voice sounded somewhat aggrieved. Jenna
peered into the darkness again—therewas something there. It was a rat. A small brown rat lay
sprawled across the horse's back, desperately clinging to the saddle.

"Could you just ... stop for a mo while I ... sort myself out?" the rat asked, bouncing around on
Thunder's back as the horse galloped into the night. "I think I've ... landed on my sandwiches."

Jenna stared at the rat.
"Just slow ... down ... a bit," he pleaded.

"Whoa, Thunder," said Jenna, reining the horse in. "Slow down, boy." Thunder slowed to a trot.



"Ta. That's better.” Still clinging tightly to the saddle, the rat hauled himself to a sitting position.
"I'm not a natural horse rat,” he said, "though I suppose they're better than donkeys. Don't like
donkeys.Or their owners. Mad as snakes the lot of them. Don't get me wrong—I don't mean that
about horses.Or their owners.Perfectly sane. Most of 'em at any rate, although I must say | have
known some that—"

Suddenly Jenna remembered who the rat was. "Message Rat!" she gasped. "You're the Message
Rat. The one we res-cued from Mad Jack and his donkey."

"Got it in one,"grinned the rat. "Spot on. But yours truly is no longer a Message Rat—had a bit
of an argy-bargy with the Rat Office in the bad old days.Ended up in a cage under the floor for
weeks. Not nice. Not fun. Got rescued and retrained with the"—the rat stopped and looked
around as if to check whether anyone else might be listening—"Secret Rat Service," he
whispered.

"The what?" askedJenna.

The rat tapped the side of his nose knowingly. "Very hush-hush—know what | mean? Least
said, soonest mended and all that."

"Oh," said Jenna, who did not have the faintest idea what the rat meant but did not want to get
into a conversation about it just then. "Yes, of course.”

"Best thing | ever did,” said the rat."Just finished my training last week in fact. And then, blow
medown, my first mission is tor the ExtraOrdinary. Quite a coup, | can tell you. It impressed the
lads on the course.”

"Oh, that's nice," said Jenna. "So what's this mission, then?"

"Find and return.Priority number one."”

"Ah. So who do you have to find and return?"

"You," saidStanley with a grin.

The Sheeplands
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Dawn was breaking when Thunder's hooves slipped and slid around the
last bend of a shale-covered footpath, and Jenna saw to her delight that at long last they had
reached the end of theBadlands .Stanley saw nothing. The rat was clinging to the edge of the
saddle with his eyes tightly closed, convinced that any minute now all three of them would be
plunging over the edge of the path to the rocks below.

Jenna stopped for a moment and gazed out across the wide flat fields of the Sheeplands, which
were spread out before them. It was beautiful, and it reminded her of the first morning she had
woken up at Aunt Zelda's and sat on the doorstep watching and listening to the Marsh. Far away
on the horizon a brilliant band of pink clouds showed where the sun was rising, while the fields
themselves were still shrouded with the soft gray light of early dawn. Pockets of mist lay over
the water channels and the marshy parts of the fields, and a peaceful silence filled the air.

"We've done it, Thunder,” Jenna said with a laugh, patting the horse's neck. "We've done it,
boy."

The horse shook his head and snorted as he breathed in the salty air that was blowing in from the
sea on the other side of the Sheeplands. Jenna led Thunder down onto a wide grassy track and
then let the horse loose to graze on the springy grass, while Stanley lay sprawled across the
sad-dle, snoring loudly, having at last fallen into an exhausted sleep.

Jenna sat on the edge of the track and leaned back against the foot of the slate cliff. She felt
ravenous. She rummaged through Simon's saddlebag and found a stale loaf, a small box of dried
fruits and a rather battered and bruised apple. Jenna ate the lot and washed it down with a drink
from an ice-cold spring that bubbled at the base of the cliff. Then she sat and gazed at the mist,
which was slowly disappearing to reveal the round woolly shapes of grazing sheep dotted across
the pastures.

The peaceful silence, broken only by the steady munching of the horse and the occasional cry of
a lone marsh bird, made Jenna feel very drowsy.She tried to fight the urge to fall asleep, but it
was impossible. A few moments later, she was curled up in Lucy's cloak, deep in a dreamless
sleep.

At the very moment Jenna fell asleep, Simon awoke. He sat up in his bed, aching all over and
feeling irritable. He was not sure why. And then he remembered. Jenna. He had snatched Jenna.
He had done it—done what had been asked of him. His Master, Simon thought as he got out of



bed, would be pleased. But Simon had an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach that would not
go away. For now he had the second part of his task to fulfill. He had to take Jenna down to the
Magog lair. He wandered into the Observatory and noticed that Sleuth was not at its post
guarding his bedroom door.

"Sleuth!"Simon yelled angrily, expecting the ball to come bouncing over to him."Sleuth!" There
was no response. Feeling even more irritable, Simon padded across the cold and clammy slate in
his bare feet to fix a glass of Nekawa to settle his nerves. Carefully, he poured a muddy brown
liquid with tendrils of floating mold into a tall glass, cracked a raw egg into it and gulped it
down. It tasted foul.

Feeling more awake, Simon looked around the slate chamber to see where Sleuth had gone.
Sleuth would regret leaving its post when Simon foundit, he'd make sure of that—

"What the—-what's going on?" Simon raced over to the cell door. The Jenna-sized slab of
chocolate lay flat on the floor, and Simon did not need to open the cell to know that he would not
find Jenna inside. But he opened it anyway, angrily throwing the door back so that it hit the wall
with a violent bang and promptly shattered into thousands of pieces of the very best chocolate.

Simon swore. All his hopes vanished at the sight of the empty cell. He threw himself to the floor
and had a few min-utes of what Sarah Heap used to call "tantrum time" before he finally got up
from the floor and began to think again. Jenna couldn't have got far. He would send Sleuth after
her with aTag .

"Sleuth!"Simon yelled furiously at the top of his voice."Sleuth! If you don't come out right now
you will be sorry.Extremelysorry!"

There was no response. Simon stood in the silent Observatory and smiled to himself. Now he
knew what had happened: Jenna had taken Sleuth with her. The silly kid had thought that Sleuth
was just a handy light. He'd find them both down in the Burrow. Simon'’s musings were
interrupted by a strange sound coming from the Glo Grub Tub. He went over and found the lid
was locked. That was odd—nhe couldn't remember locking the Tub; in fact he never bothered to
lock the Glo Grubs—they were all too scared to even try to escape. So what had he done with the
key? And what was that noise? Simon put his ear to the Tub and heard the unmistakable sound of
bouncing. Bouncing? Sleuth!

After giving up the search for the key, Simon took a crowbar to the lid and levered it off. Sleuth
shot out like a cork from a bottle, showering Simon with hundreds of sticky Glo Grubs.

"Right!" yelled Simon. "That's it! She's in for it now.Tag on Jenna, Sleuth. Go!" Simon hurled
the sticky green ball across the Observatory and followed it as it bounced past the skull, through
the archway and shot off on the long descent down the steps. Sleuth and Simon reached the
bottom of the steps, skidded on the Magog slime and raced along the passage that led to the old
Wurm Chamber.



"She'll be down here, Sleuth," Simon puffed as they neared the Wurm Chamber."Down here,
scared out of her wits. Or maybe she's done me a favor and found herself a nice Magog. Save me
a lot of trouble that would, Sleuth.Hey—careful, you stupid ball." Simon ducked to avoid Sleuth
as the ball suddenly bounced back at him. "Just get in there, will you?" he shouted. "This is no
time to be playing games.” The ball tried again but bounced back and hit Simon on the nose.
Furious, Simon snatched up the ball and strode into the Wurm Chamber—straight into the thick
slimy hide of a Land Wurm.

Simon recoiled in shock. What had happened? How on earth had the Land Wurm got in? And
then a terrible thought struck Simon.

"My horse!" he screamed. "It's eaten my horse!"

Jenna woke with a start from a bad dream. She sat up awkwardly, feeling cold and damp, to find
she was surrounded by a circle of curious sheep, lazily chewing the grass around her. Jenna stood
and stretched. She had wasted enough time asleep; she and Thunder had to get moving and
somehow Jenna had to get to Aunt Zelda's. She climbed into the saddle whileStanley snored on.

"Stanley,"” said Jenna, shaking the rat awake.
"Wherrr...?" mumbled the rat, half opening his eyes and gazing blearily at Jenna.
"Stanley, | want you to take a message to Aunt Zelda. You know where she lives and—"

Stanleyraised a paw in protest. "Let me stop you right there,” he said. "Just so that we
understand each other, I do not take messages anymore. Absolutely, no way, do I perform the
duties of a Message Rat. My license was revoked after that nasty business with the
ExtraOrdinary, and | have positively no wish to venture into the Message Rat area of operations
again.Ever.No, sir. I mean Madam."

"Butit's MidSummer Day tomorrow,Stanley , and I—-" protested Jenna.

"And, if you think I am going out onto those wretched marshes again you are sadly mistaken. It
was a miracle | sur-vived the last journey what with the Marsh Python eyeing me up for supper
and those vicious Brownies with their little teeth snap, snap, snapping at my feet, not to mention
that moaning-minnie of a Marsh Moaner following me, wailing in my ear and driving mecrazy
.Ghastly place. Why a cultured young person likeyourself wants to set foot in that pestilential pit
again is beyond me. If you take my advice I'd—"

"So that's a 'no' then, is it?"" Jenna sighed.

"Yes. | mean no. | meanyes it's a 'no"." The rat sat up in the saddle and looked around him. "It's
nice here, isn't it?" he said."Came here on holiday with my ma when | was a little lad. We had
some relations who lived in the ditches that run out of the Marshes to the sea.Lovely sand dunes
down on the beach and convenient for the Port if you hitched a ride on a donkey cart"—



Stanleyshivered—"or preferably a fast horse. We had some good times hanging out down at the
Port when | was a teenager.Lots of rats there. You wouldn't believe the things that went on. |
remember—"

"Stanley,"” said Jenna, an idea forming in her mind. "Does that mean you know the way to the
Port?"

"Of course,"” saidStanley indignantly. "As a member of the Secret Rat Service, you can rely on
me to get you anywhere. | am as good as a map. Better than a map, in fact. | have it all in my
head, see"—the rat tapped the side of his head—"I can go anywhere, | can.”

"Apart from the Marram Marshes," observed Jenna.

"Yes. Well. The Special Marsh Rats do that. More fool, them. Like I said, I am not setting foot
in that noxious swamp ever again."

"Ah, well. Walk on," said Jenna, giving Thunder a gentle nudge with her heels.

"Very well then," saidStanley , "if you feel like that about it." The rat jumped from the saddle
and landed a little awk-wardly on the grass.

Jenna stopped the horse.

"Stanley, what are you doing?" she asked.

"What you told me to do," saidStanley grumpily. "I'm walking."

Jenna laughed. "I was talking to the foorse, silly. Get back up here."
"Oh. Thought you were cross | wouldn't take you through the Marshes."

"Don't be daft,Stanley . Just get back on the horse and show me the way to the Port. | can
remember the way to Aunt Zelda's from there."”

"You sure?"

"Yes.Please ,Stanley ."

Stanleytook a running jump, leaped into the air and landed lightly behind Jenna.

It was a beautiful summer's morning. The Sheeplands stretched before them, and on the horizon
in the far distance Jenna could see the thin, brilliant white line of the sea glinting as the early-

morning sunlight glanced off the water.

A firm, gravelly track took Thunder, Jenna andStanley across the pastures, leading them along
invisible boundaries, past lambing pens and the occasional reed bed and over wide plank bridges



that crossed the water channels running from the Marshes on their way to the sea. Jenna let the
horse amble slowly along and stop whenever he wanted to snatch at a tasty-looking tuft of grass
and munch on it as he went. As the heat of the sun began to burn off the last of the mist, which
still hung over the water channels, Jenna relt the dampness in her clothes evaporate, and at last
she began to feel warm.

But as the chill from theBadlands left her, Jenna started to think more clearly. And the first thing
she thought about was Simon. What was he doing now? Anxiously, Jenna glanced behind her.
The steep black rock of the slate quarries rose from the flat Sheeplands like a cliff from the sea;
above itlay the low gray cloud, casting a deep shadow. The Badlands were still too close for
Jenna's liking; she needed to put some distance between them.

"Gee up, Thunder," said Jenna, urging the horse into a brisk walk and resisting taking him into a
trot. She knew Thunder must be tired and they still had a long day's ride to the Port ahead of
them. Behind her the rat sat up perkily on the horse's back, hanging on to the saddle with one
paw with the air of a seasoned rider. Jenna turned around again and checked theBadlands .
Suddenly she had an uncomfortable feeling that her escape had been discovered.

CampHeap

; The next morning in theForest found Nicko and Septimus standing at
Grandpa Benji's feet. Or foot. The bright summer sun shone through their grandfather's leaves
and cast a pale green light on theForest floor. And on the chewed remains of Septimus's
backpack.

"My whole kit—gone," Septimus complained. "They've eaten everything."”

"Everything except for us,” Nicko pointed out, "which is probably the most important thing."

Septimus was not listening. He was on his hands and knees examining the ground at the foot of
the tree.

"I wouldn't run my hands through those leaves like that," said Nicko with a grimace.



"Why not?I'm looking for something."

"Use your head, Sep. Loads of wolverines.Hanging around waiting for supper.Getting
excited.EatingMint Blasts . So what do youthink they do?"

"It must be here. They can't have eatenthat ... | dunno, Nik, what do they do?"
"Poo."

"Eurgh!"Septimus jumped to his feet.

"And then they hide it under the leaves."”

"Eurgh, no!"Septimus wiped his hands on his tunic, stepped back and trod on what he was
looking for. "Found it! It's here.Oh,fantastic ."

"What?" asked Nicko,curious. "What's so important?"

Septimus held up the iridescent green rock that he had so carefully packed in his backpack.
"Oh," said Nicko, suddenly reminded of why they were in the middle of theForest . "I see."
"Jenna gave it to me."

"I know. | remember."

They were both silent for a moment and Septimus stared intently at the rock. Then suddenly he
burst out, "Oh, Ihate wolverines! Look what they've done. They cracked it." Septimus cradled
the rock in his hands and showed it to Nicko. "Look," he said, "there." A small jagged crack ran

across the widest part of the rock.

"Well, it could be worse, Sep," said Nicko. "It's not broken. I suppose one of the wolverines
must have crunched it or something. | bet it didn't do its teeth much good."

"I hope not. | hope they all fell out,” said Septimus as he put the rock into the pouch that hung
from his Apprentice belt.

It took Septimus and Nicko a while to say good-bye to their grandfather, and many promises to
bring the rest of the family to visit him, but at last they set off through theForest in search of the
boys' camp.

Sometime later, just as Septimus's ankle was beginning to throb painfully and he was wondering
if they were lost again, they came across a wide path.

"I know where we are!" said Nicko triumphantly.



"Really?"There was some doubt in Septimus's tone.

"Really.Just follow me, Sep."

"Now when did I hear that before?" said Septimus.

"Don't be mean,” said Nicko sheepishly. "Look—down there—can you see the camp?"

Nicko and Septimus were standing at the top of a small incline. The path dropped away in front
of them, winding between the trees and leading to a small clearing. A thin line of smoke rose
slowly into the still, early-morning air, and, as Septimus watched, the gangly figure of one of his
brothers stepped out from what looked like a large pile of leaves and stretched and yawned in the
warm sun.

"Erik!" yelled Nicko."Hey, Erik!"
The figure looked up, bleary-eyed.
"C'mon, Sep," said Nicko, "time to meet the rest of us."”

Ten minutes later, Septimus found himself sitting alone by the campfire pit. Almost as soon as
Nicko had introduced him to Sam, Jo-Jo, Edd and Erik with the air of a magician pulling a rabbit
from a hat, they had all disappeared, taking Nicko with them. They had told Septimus they were
going to inspect the nets that Sam had laid out in the river to catch the fish coming in on the
morning tide. And Septimus may as well makehimself useful and stay and keep watch over the
fire, which was kept burning night and day.

Septimus stared at the fire and wondered if all family reunions were like this. Although he had
been very nervous about meeting the rest of his brothers, he had thought that they might have
been pleased to see him; but the boys had just stared at him as though he were a frog in a jar.
And then he had realized that they were not even staring at him but at his smart green cloak and
tunic, and at his silver ExtraOrdinary Apprentice belt, which had glinted embarrassingly in the
sun md made him feel as though he was showing off. He had quickly pulled his cloak around
him to hide it, but then, Septimus thought glumly, that had made him look stupid—Ilike he was
bothered about how he looked. Or else it had made him look like a wimp who felt cold ... or
scared, or... And then, as he had stood there wrapped in his cloak his brothers had, one by one,
managed a grunt that Septimus had taken as a "hello,” although it could just as easily have been
"dillop." In fact, the more he thought about it, the more he was sure that was what they had said.
Septimus put his head in his hands, thinking what a complete idiot his brothers must have
thought he was.

As Septimus sat staring into the fire, wondering why he had let Nicko bring him here when he
should be looking for Jenna, he was aware of someone joining him. He turned to see one of his
brothers—but which one? Septimus had been too busy feeling embarrassed to be sure who was
who.



"Hi," said the boy, poking at the fire with a stick.
"Hi," said Septimus, wishing he had a stick too.
"You the one that was dead then?" asked the brother.
"What?"

"Yeah.Dead.l remember Mum talking about you sometimes to Dad when she thought we
weren't listening. You were dead. But you weren't. Weird." The brother poked the fire some
more.

"Weird," agreed Septimus. He stole a sideways glance at the boy. It wasn'tSam, that was for
sure. Sam, who was not much younger than Simon, was a man now, witha pale fuzz on his face
and a deep voice. And Edd and Erik, he remembered noticing, both wore their hair in long
matted strands, twisted like rope. Septimus reckoned it had to be Jo-Jo. A little older than Nicko
and a little taller too, but much thinner, with matted wild Heap hair, all straw-colored curls,
which was kept in place by an intricately plaited band of different-colored strips of leather worn
around his head. The boy caught Septimus's glance.

"Jo-Jo," he said with a grin. "That's me."
"Hello," said Septimus, picking up a nearby stick and poking it at the fire.

Jo-Jo stood and stretched. "You watch the fire and I'll go sort the fish. Sam got a good catch last
night. And Marissa brought some bread over this morning."

"Marissa?" asked Septimus.

"Oh, she's one of the Wendrons. You know, Wendron Witches. She made me this." Jo-Jo
proudly touched the leather band that he wore around his head.

Sometime later Septimus was sitting by the fire holding a fish on a stick over the low flames.
The flames spit and crackled as the fish cooked. Each cooked fish was divided into six pieces by
Sam, then put on a chunk of Marissa's bread and passed around the boys. It was the best thing
that Septimus had ever tasted. As they sat eating in companionable silence, Septimus at last
began to relax and enjoy being with his brothers. No one except for Jo-Jo had said anything to
him, but they had given him a job to do—he was, itseemed, the cook for the day. As each fish
was eaten, Sam passed him the next one to hold over the fire, and soon Septimus felt as though
he had spent all his life cooking fish around a campfire with his brothers. In fact, if it hadn't been
for the nagging worry about Jenna in the back of his mind, everything would have been perfect.

It was after they had finished the fish that Nicko at last told his brothers about Jenna and Simon.



"Si—kidnapJenna?" Sam had said. "'l don't think so. | mean, just because he and Dad had a
disagreement at Aunt Zelda's about not being the Apprentice ... well, I don't see why you think
he's suddenly gone bad."

"Yeah," agreed Edd and Erik.

"Though he did really want to be a proper Apprentice, didn't he?" said Edd after a few minutes'
thought.

"Yeah," said Erik. "He used to go on about it all the time. It got really boring.”

"He told me once that the reason Marcia Overstrand didn't have an Apprentice was because she
was waiting for him," Jo-Jo said. "I told him he was crazy. Then he kicked me."

"But he used to help Jenna with her homework an' everything,"” said Sam. "He was much nicer
to her than he was to any of us. So why would he suddenly kidnap her?Doesn't make sense."

Nicko felt as frustrated as Septimus had that no one would believe that Simon had snatched
Jenna.

There was a grumpy silence around the fire as all six brothers stared at the flames and the
remains of fish bones scattered in the ashes. Soon Septimus could stand it no longer. "Where's
Wolf Boy?" he asked.

"Asleep," said Jojo."Doesn't wake up till it's nearly dark. Like the wolverines."
"I need to talk to him," Septimus persisted.

Jo-Jo snorted. "Well, he won't talk back.Doesn't say any-thing. What do you want to talk to him
for?"

"We need his help," said Nicko. "I told Sep he would be able to track down Jenna."”
"Well, that's his bender over there.” Jojo pointed to what looked like a large pile of leaves.

"C'mon, Sep.Let's go and wake him up," said Nicko, getting up from the fire. "The thing is,
Sep," said Nicko in a low voice, as they walked over to Wolf Boy's bender, "Sam and the lads
have kind of slowed down since they've been living here. They don't say much, which is
theForest way, and they don't do anything in a hurry. They don't really bother about the outside
world; they're almost likeForest creatures now. So if you want anything done—like getting hold
of Wolf Boy—you have to do it yourself."

Septimus nodded. Like Nicko he was used to Castle living, used to having a job to do and
people around him who expected him to do it.Forest living, he thought, would drive him crazy.



Septimus and Nicko made their way across the camp while their brothers lay around the fire,
idly throwing sticks and leaves into it and watching the flames flare briefly.CampHeap was not
very big; it consisted of four rough shelters in a small clearing, set around the central fire pit. The
shelters, which the boys called benders, were made from long thin branches of willow cut down
by the river and then bent to form hoops and stuck into the ground. Once they were in the
ground, the willow hoops continued growing, and, as it was summer, they had a full crop of
leaves of their own. The boys had also woven in more branches, long grasses and anything else
they could find. Inside the benders they slept on thick piles of leaves, which were covered with
rough woven blankets that Galen, the Physik Woman and Sarah Heap's old teacher who lived in
a nearby tree house, had given them when they first set up the camp. These had now been
supplemented with furs and brightly colored soft blankets made for them by the local young
Wendron Witches.

Sam's bender was the biggest and the most solidly built. Edd and Erik shared a large,
ramshackle heap and Jo-Jo had a neat tepeelike structure covered with beautifully plaited grasses
that Marissa had helped him build.

Wolf Boy's bender looked like a pile of leaves; it was right on the edge of the camp, facing into
theForest . Nicko and Septimus had already walked around it twice, looking for an entrance,
when suddenly Septimus noticed a bright pair of brown eyes staring at him from the leaves.

"Oh!" he gasped, and an odd shiver ran through him.

"Hey, Sep, you look like you've seen a ghost.” Nicko laughed. "It's only Wolf Boy. He does that
all the time. Never lets you see him first.Probably been watching us ever since we arrived."

Septimus looked pale. His heart was pounding; Wolf Boy's eyes staring at him had spooked him
almost as much as the wolverines had the night before. "Yeah," he mumbled, lapsing intoForest
talk.

Suddenly the pile of leaves gave a lurch and a small wiry figure emerged, covered in dirt and
bits of twig. Wolf Boy stood tensed like a runner waiting to start a race, glancing about. Nicko
and Septimus instinctively stepped out of his territory.

"Don't look straight at him. Not to begin with. He gets scared,” Nicko muttered under his breath.

Septimus could not help but steal a brief glance, and to his relief, Wolf Boy looked much more
like a boy than a wolf. And he didn't even smell too bad either, more like damp earth than a
wolverine. Wolf Boy was definitely human. He wore a short tunic of indeterminate color, which
was tied around his waist with an old leather belt, and he had long, brown, matted hair,Forest
style. His bright brown eyes, once they had fin-ished checking out his surroundings, turned their
attention to Nicko and Septimus—particularly to Septimus, who he looked up and down with a
faintly puzzled air. Septimus felt the old embarrassment about his fancy clothes returning and,
not for the first time, wished he had taken the time to roll in mud before coming toCampHeap .

"Hi," said Nicko after a while. "You okay?"



Wolf Boy nodded, still staring at Septimus.

"We've come to ask you to help us,” said Nicko in a slow, calm voice.

Wolf Boy at last took his gaze off Septimus and regarded Nicko with a solemn stare.

"We need you to help us find someone.Someone who has been taken away."

Wolf Boy showed no reaction.

"You understand?" asked Nicko. "It's really important. She's our sister. She's been kidnapped.”

Wolf Boy's eyes widened briefly in surprise.Now it was Nicko and Septimus who were doing
the staring, waiting for a response.

At last it came. Slowly, very slowly, Wolf Boy nodded.

Wolf Boy



You ought to talk to Morwenna before you go,"
Jo-Jo told Septimus and NICkO They were back at the campfire saying good-bye to Sam, Jo-Jo,
Edd and Erik. Wolf Boy stood behind them, staring at Septimus, who shifted uncomfortably. He
always knew when someone was watching him.

"Morwenna's scary," said Nicko. "What do we want to talk to her for, anyway?"

Jo-Jo heaved himself to his feet while the others lay on their backs, idly staring up at the small
patch of brilliant blue sky, which shone through the leaves.

"She's the Witch Mother,"” said Jo-Jo. "She knows every-thing. I'll bet you she'll know where
Jenna has gone."”

"Perhaps we ought to see her," said Septimus. "Dad says that Morwenna has the gift of second
sight.”

"She's still scary,"” said Nicko, "and she always hugs you like she's going to squash you flat.”

"C'mon," said Jo-Jo, "I'll take you there. It's on your way anyway."



A mocking chorus started up from the three boys lying around the fire. "He's going to see Mar-
iiii-ssa, he's going to see Mar-iiii-ssa,he's going to see—"

"Oh, shut up,"” growled Jo-Jo. He stormed out of the clear-ing and headed into the trees.
" 'Byethen," said Nicko to the remaining Heaps.

" Bye."

"Yeah."

"See ya."

"Um. 'Bye," said Septimus.

"Yeah."

Nicko and Septimus caught up with Jo-Jo, who was waiting for them behind a tree, out of sight
of his brothers. They set off together, with Wolf Boy following noiselessly as they made their
way through the trees. Jo-Jo knew the way well; he took them along a narrow but well-worn path
that, after about half an hour's walking, brought them to the Wendron Witches' Summer Circle.

The Summer Circle consisted of a circle of tepees, con-structed just like Jo-Jo's. They were
perched on the top of the only hill in the entireForest . It was a small hill and did not even reach
above the canopy of theForest itself, but it was light and airy and gave the witches a good view
of all that went on around them.

As the four boys followed the footpath that spiraled around the hill, taking them up toward the
tepees, a steady hum of purposeful chatter drifted down to them. Suddenly a voice called out,
"Joby-Jo! Hello!"

"Marissa!" Jo-Jo called back, smiling broadly.

"Joby-Jo—is that what she calls you?" snorted Nicko, as a tall girl with long brown hair
appeared at the top of the hill, waving and laughing.

"S0?" asked Jojo. "So what if she does?"
"Sonothing .Just asked."Nicko smirked.

Marissa came running down the hill to meet them.



"Marissa," said Jo-Jo, "these are my brothers Nicko and Septimus."

"What—more brothers, Joby?"Marissa laughed. "How many brothers do you need?"
"Don't need any more, that's for sure. I've brought them to see Morwenna."

"Good. She's expecting you. I'll take you to her. She's up in the Circle."

Morwenna Mould, Witch Mother of the Wendron Witch Forest Coven, was sitting on a rug at
the entrance of the smartest tepee in the Circle. She was a large, impressive woman and she wore
a capacious green summer tunic, which was tied around the middle with a white sash. Her long
graying hair was held back with a green leather headband, and her piercing witch-blue eyes
watched Wolf Boy, Jo-Jo, Nicko and Septimus—sparticularly Septimus—make their way across
the Circle to her tepee.

"Thank you, Marissa dear,"” said Morwenna, then turned and smiled at the boys. "Welcome to
theForest , Septimus, Nicko. I have heard so much about you both from your father, my dear
Silas. And you both look so much like him. In fact wherever | go in the Forest now | seem to
bump into small—and indeed, some not so small anymore—versions of Silas. And all with the
same wonderful green eyes too. Now, boys, sit down beside me for a few minutes. | won't keep
you long, for you have a hazardous journey before you."

Nicko shot Septimus a glance, which said,Whatdocs she mean, hazardous?

Septimus raised his eyebrows at Nicko but kept his gaze fixed on Morwenna. Septimus liked the
Witch Mother, but he knew that underneath Morwenna's motherly appearance something
unpredictable and powerful lurked. Until Morwenna had taken over the Forest Coven, the
Wendron Witches had been greatly feared by the inhabitants of the Castle. But since Morwenna
had become Witch Mother, the Wendron Witches had changed, although no one knew why—
except for Silas Heap. Silas Heap knew it because one night many years ago, when he was a
young man with only one baby son, and Morwenna was a beautiful young witch, Silas had
rescued Morwenna from a pack of wolver-ines. In return Morwenna had offered him anything he
wanted and, to her disappointment, he had asked that the Wendron Witches stop preying on the
inhabitants of the Castle. A few years later, when Morwenna Mould became Witch Mother, she
had kept her promise—but no one was sure how long the apparent truce would last, and it was
still considered wise not to offend the Forest Coven.

Morwenna began to speak in a low, musicalvoice, and everyone paid attention. "You are going
on a long journey and | foresee some troubles ahead," she said. "There are three things you must
know. The first is that you will search for, and indeed find, your sister in the Port. The second is
that a tall dark man, a stranger to some but not to all, will also search for your sister in the Port."”
Morwenna paused. The boys waited politely for her to tell them the third thing they must know,
but Morwenna stayed silent, lost in thought and gazing at the changing patterns of the leaves
against the sky.



Eventually Septimus said, "Excuse me, Witch Mother, but what is the third thing we must
know?"

"What?" Morwenna snapped herself out of her reverie."The third thing? Oh, yes—don't go to
the circus."

Nicko burst out laughing. Septimus nudged him urgently and said, "Nik—don't be rude. It's not
funny."”

"Yes ... it is," spluttered Nicko under his breath, his shoulders shaking. He rolled onto the grass
and lay on his stomach with his hands over his head, emitting loud snorting noises.

"I'm sorry about my brother, Witch Mother," said Septimus, worried. "He nearly got eaten by a
wolverine last night and it has affected his mind." Septimus aimed a kick in Nicko's direction. It
had no effect. Nicko was beside himself, snorting like a pig in a trough.

Morwenna smiled. "Do not worry, Septimus, | am used to the antics of young Heaps now.
Maybe before your brothers had come to live in ourForest | would not have understood, but now,
believe me, nothing surprises me where a Heap is concerned. They are their father's sons. And
Nicko is only laughing. There is no harm in laughter."

Morwenna stood up. Septimus, Jo-Jo, Marissa and Wolf Boy respectfully leaped to their feet.
Nicko still lay on the grass, shoulders shaking.

"Well, boys," Morwenna said, "we will meet again." She reached into her pocket and brought
out a small bundle of soft leaves, which she pressed into Septimus's hand. "These will take away
your bruise from the fall you had last night,” she said to him, "and the swelling from your ankle."

"Thank you, Witch Mother," Septimus said. He hauled Nicko to his feet. Nicko's eyes were
streaming, and he was weak with laughter. "I will take my brother away now, Witch Mother. |
am sorry for his rudeness. Thank you for your advice."

"Heed it well, Septimus, and you will find what you are looking for." Morwenna
smiled."Farewell, boys. I wish you good speed on your journey." She turned and disappeared
into the tepee.

Nicko made a beeline for the edge of the Circle and threw himself to the ground. Then he rolled
over and over, hurtling down the grassy slope, still shaking with laughter. A moment later
Septimus joined him.

"Nicko," he chided, "you just do not laugh at a Wendron Witch Mother.Ever."
"lI—I'm sorry, Sep," spluttered Nicko. It was just ... it was all so serious ... andwitchy ... and we

all sat waiting and ... and | thought the third thing would be something ...really important ... and
then she said ... she said—"



"Don't go tothe circus !" Septimus gave in and, yelling with laughter, he rolled down to the
bottom of the hill with Nicko.

"You were really disrespectful to the Witch Mother," said Jo-Jo grumpily when he and Wolf
Boy joined them at the bottom of the hill. "Marissa is mad. She says | shouldn't have brought
you."

"Oh, don't—hic!'—nbe silly, Jo-Jo," said Nicko, who had stopped laughing but now had the
hiccups.

"Are you going now?" Jo-Jo asked in a tone of voice that meant he hoped they were. "I'll take
you to the boat."

Nicko and Septimus nodded. They both wanted to be out of theForest and on their way to find
Jenna before the day drew on.

Jo-Jo glanced in Wolf Boy's direction. "You still taking him with you—or is he staying here?"
Septimus looked at Wolf Boy only to meet his deep brown eyes staring at him again. He wished
he would stop staring like that. Surely even Wolf Boy should have got used to the Apprentice
robes by now. They weren'tthat weird, were they?

"He's staying here," said Septimus.

"But, Sep, we need him. He's the reason we came here," said Nicko. "We'll never find Jenna
without him now. The trail is over a day old. Only Wolf Boy can pick up a trail that cold.”

"But we know where Jenna is now," said Septimus. "She's in the Port."”

Nicko was silent for a moment.

"You didn't believe that crazy witch, did you?" he asked, amazed.

"Nicko!She's not crazy."

"She's a witch though. And worse than that, she's a Wendron Witch. They used to kidnap babies.
And if the baby was a boy they'd leave him out for the wolverines. And if you got lost in
theForest and asked them the way, you'd end up in a Witch Pit. Bo Tenderfoot's aunt spent two
weeks in a Witch Pit and she—"

"Bo who?"

"Jenna's best friend.You remember. Nice kid with carroty hair."



"Look, Nik, concentrate. We want to find Jenna. Remember? That's why we're here. And |
believe Morwenna. Even Marcia says Morwenna has second sight, and Marcia thinks witches are
a waste of space. | think Jenna is in the Port."”

"Don't know why she'd go there,” grumbled Nicko. "It's a dump."

"Simon must have taken her there—to hand her over to that stranger you said was asking about
her and that Morwenna said was looking for her. We've got to get there as soon as we can."

"Okay." Nicko sighed. "We'll go to the Port."

Jo-Jo led the way down the beach where the boat was moored, and, despite what Septimus had
said, Wolf Boy still followed them. Then, when Nicko had untied the boat and Jo-Jo was pushing
them off the shingle into the deeper water, Wolf Boy suddenly took a flying leap and landed in
the boat, just as the current was taking it out into the middle of the river.

"Hey!" yelled Nicko as the boat rocked precariously. "What d'youthink you're doing?" Wolf
Boy crouched on the deck like a wild animal and stared at Septimus until Septimus could stand it
no longer.

"Stop staring at me!" he yelled.

Wolf Boy's brown eyes did not flicker. They looked at Septimus closely until Septimus felt a
strange shiver of recognition pass through him. He had been here before.On a boat.On the
river.By theForest .With Wolf Boy.

Suddenly he felt cold. He squatted down in the boat next to Wolf Boy, staring at him in
return.”"Four-oh-nine?" Septimus whispered.

Wolf Boy nodded and spoke for the first time in four years."You." He grinned."Four-one-two."
They sailed down the river on the outgoing tide. Wolf Boy and Septimus sat on the deck of the
boat with their arms around each other's shoulders smiling broadly.

"He reminds me of you when we found you," mused Nicko. "I remember you never said a
word.Just stared at us as if we were all mad. It gave me the creeps.”

"Oh," said Septimus. "Sorry."

"We didn't mind. Not really. We liked you. Just couldn't understand why you didn't speak. But it
must be something to do with the Army.Must have beenhorrible ."

"It was," said Wolf Boy very slowly, getting used to the sound of his own voice. "You couldn't
trust anyone. But | trusted 412."



A silence fell in the boat. Nicko busied himself adjusting the sails and Septimus stared at the
river. After a while Septimus said to Wolf Boy, "I tried to get them to go back for you. I really
did. But they wouldn't. Theywouldn't . The Leader Cadet laughed and said—what did we expect?
It was a Do-or-Die. And you were the first Die. He was really excited about that. | tried to jump
in after you but the Leader Cadet knocked me out. | came to when the boat landed and they
threw me in the water. I'm sorry. | should have saved you."

Wolf Boy said nothing for a while. And then he said, "No, | should have savedyou . | escaped
the Army and you didn't. | swam ashore and hid. The next morning | saw you in theForest . But |
was afraid of being seen, so | stayed hidden. I should have saved you and we could have both
been free. Not just me."

"It doesn't matter," said Septimus. "I would never have found out who | was if you had. And
we're both free now."

"Free..." murmured Wolf Boy, gazing dreamily over the side of the boat as it cut through the
calm green water, heading for the Port.

The Port

It had been a long, hot day. Jenna,Stanley
and Thunder were making their way along the beach. The sea was calm andsparkled a brilliant



blue in the sunlight, and the sand dunes stretched for mile after mile. Jenna had just given
Thunder the last of the water from the bottles she had filled from the spring that morning. She
tipped the bottle to give herself and Stanley a drink and discovered that there was nothing left but
a hot trickle of rusty water that tasted of metal. Irritably she shoved the bottle back into the
saddlebag and wondered, not for the first time, ifStanley 's idea of reaching the Port by riding
along the beach had been such a good one.

Jenna had soon discovered that it was very tiring for the horse to walk along soft sand. She had
taken Thunder down to the tide line where he could walk on the firm sand left by the receding
tide, but as the afternoon wore on the tide came in. Now the sea was high on the beach and
Thunder was plowing laboriously through the soft dry sand that spilled from the sand dunes.

The sun was low on the horizon when at last Thunder wearily plodded around the foot of the
final sand dune, and to her delight, Jenna could see the Port in the distance, silhouet-ted against
the reddening sky. Jenna felt tired and sunburned, but she kept up a stream of encouraging words
to Thunder, urging the heavy-footed horse on to their destination.

Stanley, however, was wide awake. "l always get excited when I first see the Port," he declared,
sitting up in the saddle behind Jenna and looking around brightly.”So many things to do, so
many rats to see. Not this time, of course.Got a job to do this time. Who'd have thought it, eh?
Secret Rat on aFind :nd Return mission forroyalty . What a start to my new career. That'll show
Dawnie.And her stupid sister. Huh!"

"Dawnie?" asked Jenna, leaning forward and patting Thunder's neck.

"My missus.As was.She's living with her sister, Mabel, now. And between you and me she's
beginning to regret it. Ha! Mabel is not the easiest rat to live with. In fact she's a downright
impossible rat to live with, if you ask me."Stanley shot a glance at Jenna, wondering whether a
few stories about Mabel's shortcomings would go down well and decided against it. Jenna looked
tired and preoccupied. "Not long to the Port now," he said assuringly.

"Good," Jenna answered, sounding more confident than she felt. The rapidly lengthening
shadows of the sand dunes and the chill breeze coming off the sea had made her realize that she
had no chance of reaching Aunt Zelda's cottage before dark. She was going to have to spend the
night in the Port, but where? Jenna had heard many stories from Nicko about the Port lowlife—
the smugglers and muggers, the pickpockets and cutpurses, the blaggers and baggers, all waiting
to pounce on an unwary stranger as soon as night fell. What was she going to do?

"Come on, Thunder," she said. "Let's get there before dark."
"No chance of that,"Stanley told her, chirpily."Got another hour to go at least.If not more."

"Thanks,Stanley ," muttered Jenna, glancing anxiously behind her, for she suddenly had the
strangest feeling that she was being followed.



Night had fallen by the time Thunder walked along the gravelly town beach and headed up the
south slipway on the outer edge of the Port. Thunder's hooves jarred on the stone cobbles after
the soft sand, and the noise made Jenna uneasy. The outskirts of the Port were dark and eerily
quiet. Tall, dilapidated ware-houses lined the narrow streets and towered into the night sky,
making the streets feel like deep ravines and reminding Jenna uncomfortably of theBadlands .
Most of the buildings were deserted, but, as the sound of Thunder's hooves bounced off their
brick walls and echoed in the streets, Jenna caught a glimpse every now and then of a figure,
silhouetted in an opening high above the street, looking down at them and watching their noisy
progress.

Stanleypoked Jenna in the back. "Aargh!" she screamed.
"Hey, take it easy. It's only me."

"Sorry,Stanley .I'm tired. This place is creepy. And | don't know where to stay tonight. I've
never stayed here on my own before.” It crossed Jenna's mind that she had never stayedanywhere
on her own before.Ever.

"Well, why didn't you say? | thought we'd be stopping with the Chief Reeve or some such high
and mightiness."Stanley sounded disappointed.

"No," mumbled Jenna.

"I'm sure he'd be only too pleased if he knew a personage s your importance was on his patch, so
to speak. I'm sure he'd be honored to—"

"No, Stanley," Jenna said firmly. "I don't wantanyone to know I'm here. I don't know who | can
trust."

"Fair enough,” saidStanley . "I can see that Mr. Heap has got you a bit rattled. Don't blame you.
He's a nasty character. Well, in that case I suggest Florrie Bundy's place. She runs a very
secluded outfit down by the docks, and there are some stables around the back for the horse. I'll
take you there, if vou like."

"Oh, thank you, Stanley." Jenna felt as though a weight had been lifted from her. She hadn't
realized just how much she had been worrying about where to stay. Now all she wanted to do
was to find a room and go to sleep.

"It's not what I'd call smart, mind,"Stanley warned her. "You'll have to put up with a bit of
honest dirt. Well, quite a lot of dirt, actually. And it's probably not particularly honest, if I know
Florrie. But she's a good enough soul."

Jenna was too tired to care anymore. "Just take me there,Stanley ," she said.

Stanleyguided Jenna through the warren of old warehouses until they reached the bustling
dockside in the commercial part of the town. It was here that the tall ships came in after months



at sea, laden with exotic herbs and spices, silks and fine woven cloths, gold and silver bullion,
emeralds and rubies, andSouthSealsland pearls. As Thunder approached the dockside, Jenna
could see that a huge ship, with a beau-tifully carved prow carrying a figurehead of a striking
dark-haired woman, was being unloaded. The dockside was lit with burning torches that cast
long flickering shadows over the throng of sailors, porters and deckhands who were scurrying
like ants going back and forth from their nest, up and down the gangplank, busy unloading the
wares from the ship.

Thunder came to a halt at the edge of the busy crowd, unable to push any farther through the
throng, and Jenna as forced to wait for the crowd to clear before she could go on. Fascinated by
the scene before her, she sat on the horse and watched four sailors as they struggled down the
gangplank with a massive golden chest. Close behind them staggered a dockhand carrying an
ornate vase almost twice his height, from which Jenna could see a few gold coins spilling each
time he took a step. Behind him ran a small boy, picking up the coins and gleefully stuffing them
into his pockets.

When the treasures reached dry land, they were carried across the dockside, where they
disappeared through the mas-sive open doors of a cavernous, candlelit warehouse. Jenna watched
the stream of riches pour into the building, and she noticed an imposing woman in a long blue
tunic with the yellow braid of a Chief Customs Officer on her sleeves, standing it the door. The
woman was flanked by two clerks sitting at high desks, each with an identical, rapidly
lengthening, list in front of them. As every precious object came through, the bearers paused for
a moment while the Customs Officer told the clerks what to note down. Occasionally a tall dark
man, richly dressed in foreign-looking robes of a heavy deep red silk, interrupted her. The
Customs Officer seemed somewhat impatient with the man's interruptions and did not let him
stop her flow of instructions to the clerks. Jenna guessed that the man was the ship's owner,
disputing the Officer's assessment of his cargo.

Jenna had guessed rightly. At the Port, when a ship was finally unloaded and all was safely
stored in the bonded warehouse, one list would be given to the owner of the ship, and Alice
Nettles, Chief Customs Officer to the Port, would keep the other—and the key to the
warehouse—until all the duty payable had been agreed between her and the owner.And paid.
This could take anywhere from a few minutes to never, depending on how desperate the owner
was to get hold of his cargo.And how stubborn he was. There were half a dozen abandoned and
rotting bonded warehouses, some of which Jenna had passed that evening, which still contained
the disputed cargos of ships that had entered the Port many hundreds of years ago.

The flow of goods from the ship began to slow, and a steward on the dockside started paying off
some of the workers. Jenna was beginning to attract a few stares now that the pace had slackened
and the workers had time to look about them. From inside the warehouse the tall foreigner
standing beside Alice Nettles had, toAlice 's relief, taken his eyes off his incoming cargo. He had
turned his attention to the small yet striking figure outside: the gold circlet around her dark hair
glinting in the torchlight, her bright red tunic with its gold hem shimmering as she sat upright on
a black horse, with a rich, dark blue cloak falling from her shoulders. The man muttered
something to Alice Nettles. She looked surprised and nodded, not for one minute taking her



attention from a large golden elephant that was being carried past her. The man left her side and
moved toward the door.

Jenna, meanwhile, had become aware of the attention she was attracting from the deckhands.
She quickly slipped down from Thunder and began to lead the horse through the swarm of
workers, guided by Stanley, who was sitting on Thunder's head, searching for gaps in the crowd.
"Left a bit. No, no, right a bit. I meantright . Oh, look, there's a gap there.There. You missed it.
You'll have to go around now."

"Oh, do be quiet,Stanley ," Jenna snapped. She felt suddenly uneasy—sheknew she was being
followed. All she wanted to do was get through the crush, jump back onto Thunder and ride
away.

"I was only trying to help,"Stanley muttered.

Jenna ignoredStanley and pushed forward with the horse. "Excuse me ... sorry, can | just get
through ... thank you ... excuse me..." She was nearly there; she could see clear space in front of
her now. All she had to do was get through this group of sailors who were busy untangling a
rope, and then she'd be off—so why was Thunder insisting on hanging back now, just when she
needed him to go forward? "Come on, Thunder," Jenna said, irritably. "Come on." She felt a
sudden tug on the reins and swung around to see what Thunder had caught himself on.

Jenna gasped; a large hand had grabbed hold of the reins. She looked up, expecting to see one of
the sailors angry because Thunder had stepped on his rope, but instead she found her-self staring
at the dark-haired stranger she had seen standing beside the Customs Officer.

"Let go," Jenna told the man, angrily. "Let go of my horse."

The stranger kept his grip on the reins and stared intently at Jenna. *"Whoare you?" he asked in a
low voice.

"None of your business," said Jenna briskly, determined not to show how scared she was. "Let
go of my horse."

The man dropped his grip from the reins but he did not drop his gaze from Jenna's face. He
stared at her with an intense expression that Jenna found unsettling. Flustered, she looked away
and quickly swung herself back into the saddle, kicking Thunder into a fast trot and leaving the
stranger staring after her on the dockside.

"Left here.l saidleft I" shoutedStanley , hanging on tight to Thunder's ears.

Thunder shot off to the right.

"Don't know why I bother,"Stanley muttered. But Jenna didn't care which way they were going.
Any direction was fine, as long as it was as far away from the tall stranger as possible.



The Doll House

"l am not lost,” saidStanley indignantly. "A member
of the Secret Rat Service isnever lost. | am merely reassessing the direction."

"Well, get a move on and reassess a bit faster," said Jenna, glancing along the street, "before that
man from the docks catches up with us. I'm sure he followed me."

Stanley and Jenna were in the middle of The Rope Walk, a street just off Tavern Row, in the
seedier part of the Port. Jenna had dismounted from Thunder when the rat insisted that the
extremely ramshackle house in front of them was Florrie Bundy's lodging house. Unfortunately,
it was not. It actually belonged to the notorious Port Witch Coven, who were most definitely not
White Witches and did not take kindly to a rat banging on their door late at night.Stanley had
narrowly avoided becoming a toad. It was only Jenna's speedy intervention with a silver half-
crown—which she gave the uitch to buy back the toad spell—that had saved him.

"l don't understand it,"Stanley muttered a little shakily, running his paws over his face just to
make sure he still had rat fur and not toad warts. "'l was sure that was Florrie's place."

"Maybe it was," said Jenna disconsolately. "Maybe the witches changed her into a toad too."
The street was busy with people coming and going. A late-night circus performance was taking
place on a field just out-side the Port, and noisily chattering circus-goers were pushing past

Jenna, Thunder andStanley .

Out of the chat, two familiar voices reached Jenna's ears. "But she said,Don'tgo to the circus. "



"Oh, come on. It'll be fun. You're not going to take any notice of all that rubbish she told us, are
you?"

Jenna knew those voices. She scanned the crowd but could see nothing."Septimus? Nicko?" she
shouted.

"That's funny, Sep," said a voice behind a very large woman who was walking toward Jenna,
carrying two huge picnic hampers, "I thought | heard someone yell our names."

"Probably some other people called the same."

"No one's got weird names like us, Sep. Especially like you."

"Well, Nicko is pretty peculiar if you ask me. At least mine means something."

Now Jenna was sure—and suddenly, there was Septimus's straw-colored hair bobbing around
behind one of the picnic hampers. She darted forward and grabbed him. "Septimus!" she yelled.
"It'syou —Oh, Sep!" Septimus stared at Jenna. He could not believe his eyes. "Jen?" he
gasped."But ... hey, Jen. Oh, you're all right. You're safe. And you really are here. | don't believe

it

Jenna swung Septimus around in a bear hug; then Nicko pounced on them both and nearly
squashed them."Hey, hey! We found you,we found you . Are you okay, Jen? What happened?"

"Tell you later. Hey, is he with you?" Jenna had noticed Wolf Boy. He had hung back from the
reunion and looked a little lost.

"Yep.Tell you later,” Nicko said with a grin.

"Look, would you mind getting off my tail?"Stanley asked Nicko, who in his excitement had
stepped on the rat. Nicko glanced down;Stanley glared up at him. "It hurts," he said. "You've got
very heavy feet."

"Sorry," said Nicko. He moved his boot. "Hey, look, Jen. It's the Message Rat."

"Secret Rat,"Stanley corrected. "Go anywhere. Do anything."”

"Except find Florrie Bundy's lodging house," said Jenna.

"Found it," declaredStanley , pointing to a garish building with all the bricks painted in different
colors, next to the Witches' house. On the door was a big hand-drawn, painted sign that read

THE DOLL HOUSE
BOARD AND LODGING FOR DISCERNING CUSTOMERS
NO CREDIT



"She's decorated it since | was last here.And changed the name. Follow me."

Ten minutes later, the horse boy had taken Thunder to the stable at the back of the house and
Nurse Meredith—a large, disheveled woman with mad, staring eyes—had told them that she had
taken over from Florrie not long ago. Nurse Meredith had carefully counted out Jenna's money
three times and thrust it into a deep pocket in her none-too-clean apron. Now Jenna, Nicko,
Septimus, Wolf Boy and Stanley were fol-lowing the bulky figure of the Nurse up a dusty flight
of stairs.

"You'll have to go in the annex," she told them, as she squeezed around a particularly tight
corner. "It's my last room. You're lucky. I'm very busy tonight, what with the circus being in
town. Very popular with the circus crowd, I am."”

"Really?" said Jenna politely, carefully stepping over a large doll that was sprawled across a
step. The lodging house was stuffed full of dolls of all shapes and sizes. They were imprisoned in
glass cases, piled high on overcrowded hammocks slung from the ceiling and nailed to the walls.
An endless array of dolls was lined up on the stairs and Nicko had already managed to tread on
at least two. Septimus was doing his best to avoid even looking at them. The dolls made him
shiver; there was something dead about their gaze, and as he passed each one he could not shake
off the feeling of something watching him.

"Mind my babies!" said Nurse Meredith sharply, as Nicko stepped on yet another doll. "You do
that again and you'll be out of here, young man."

"Sorry," Nicko mumbled, wondering why Jenna wanted to stay in such a strange place.

At last they reached the top of the house, but as they did so, a loud banging on the front door
reverberated up the stairs. Nurse Meredith leaned over the banister and yelled down to the skivvy
who lived in the cupboard under the stairs. "We're full, Maureen. Tell 'em to buzz off."

Maureen scuttled off to open the door. Jenna lookeddown, curious to see who on earth would
want to stay in the Doll House. As the thin, timid skivvy pulled the door open, Jenna gasped and
jumped back into the shadows. Standing on the doorstep was the figure she had dreaded seeing—
the stranger from the docks.

"What's wrong, Jen?" Nicko whispered.

"Th-that man at the door.He followed me from the docks. He's after me..."

"Who is he, Jen?"

"I-1don't know. But I think he must have something to do with Simon."

"Well, I don't carewho he is to do with, missy," snapped Nurse Meredith. "He's not staying here
tonight.”



Far below them Maureen's reedy voice could be heard. "I'm sorry, sir. We are full tonight.”

The stranger's voice was breathless and a little agitated. "1 do not wish to stay, miss. | was only
inquiring. | was told that a young lady with a horse was staying—"

"Telll him to buzz off, Maureen!"the Nurse yelled down.
"Er, sorry, sir.Buzz off, please," said Maureen apologetically, and closed the door firmly.

To Jenna's dismay the stranger continued to bang on the door, but Nurse Meredith was having
none of it. "Go and chuck a bucket of dirty dishwater over him, Maureen!" she yelled crossly.
Maureen went to do her bidding and Nurse Meredith turned her attention to her latest guests.
"Follow me, please,"” she said, and she climbed out of a tall window.

Jenna, Nicko and Septimus glanced at each other. Follow her out the window?Why?

Nurse Meredith's head appeared in the window. "For Heaven's sake, | haven't got all night,” she
chided. "Are you coming or not? Because if you're not I'll go and get the gentleman that just
called and let him have the room.Ungrateful kids."

Jenna quickly climbed out the window. "No, no, don't give it to him. We're coming."

The annex was reached by a narrow wooden bridge, which spanned the gap between the Doll
House and the house next door. Septimus only managed to get across by holding on to Wolf Boy
and not looking down into the precipitous gap between the two houses. At the end of the bridge
Nurse Meredith threw open another window.

"It's in there. Squeeze past and climb in on your own. | can't be doing with clambering in and
out of windows all night."

Septimus thought that squeezing past Nurse Meredith on a narrow bridge that wobbled with
every step was even more terrifying than being surrounded by wolverines. But Jenna pulled him
and Nicko pushed him until, with trembling legs, he fell through the open annex window and lay
on the floor, shaking and staring up at the stained ceiling. That was it now, Septimus decided. He
would have to stay in the annex room forever. There was no way he could ever walk back across
that bridge.

Once they were all in the room, Nurse Meredith peered in. "House rules are on the door," she
told them. "Any infringe-ments and you'll be out. Got that?"

They nodded.
Nurse Meredith continued in a businesslike tone. "Breakfast is served only between seven

o'clock and ten minutes past. There is hot water between four and four thirty in the after-noon
only. No fires allowed, no singing, no dancing. Residents in the annex are reminded that,



although they remain guests of the Doll House, they are actually staying in the property of the
Port Witch Coven and do so at their own risk. The manage-ment of the Doll House cannot be
held responsible for any consequences arising from this arrangement. Oh, yes, and do you want
the rat for supper? | don't think he'd stretch any fur-ther than a bit of soup, but Maureen could
rustle you up some if you like. We're partial to rat soup, are Maureen and I. I'll take him down,
shall 17"

"No!" gasped Jenna, grabbing hold ofStanley . "I mean, thank you—it's very kind of you, but
we're not very hungry."

"Shame.Well, maybe for breakfast then. Good night." Nurse Meredith slammed the window
shut and wobbled back across the bridge to the Doll House.

"Mmm. Nice place, Jen." Nicko grinned.

Sleuth

It was very early the next morning, just as the east-ern sky above The
Rope Walk was turning pink, when a small, luminous green ball rolled noiselessly along the
middle of the street and stopped outside the Port Witch Coven's house. Sleuth paused for a
moment, bouncing on the spot while it took stock. Sleuth was content. It knew it had nearly
reached its destination. Since its Master had thrown it out with itsTag , it had faithfully followed
not only Jenna's exact footsteps, but also the rhythm of her journey, speeding up where she had
done so and stopping where she had stopped.Which is why the green ball was waiting a moment
at the very spot where, not so very many hours ago, Jenna had questionedStanley 's sense of
direction.

This was how the Tracker Ball operated, and it was extremely effective, although not without
the occasional prob-lem. Such as when, late that afternoon, ten feet of choppy sea-water had
covered the route that Jenna took earlier in the day, when the tide was out. That had slowed
Sleuth down a bit, and getting covered in sand afterward had not helped its progress either.
Sleuth knew its Master would not be pleased about the delay and it was anxious to get on with its
task. The ball bounced up to the door of the Port Witch Coven, only to feel a sudden urge to
leave again. Sleuth was about to bounce away when the door was flung open and a hand shot out
and grabbed it.



"Got it!" a triumphant witch yelled. Sleuth was furious. It struggled but the witch held it tight in
her grasp.

"Gotwhat , Linda?" Sleuth glimpsed another, older, witch's shocked face as Linda showed off
her catch. Her face was white with fright. "Oh, Covens above—are you trying to get us all
killed?"

"What are you going on about?" snapped the younger witch. "You're just cross because you
missed that rat earlier. Anyway—it'smy ball now. So shove off."

"Linda—for Coven's sake, let it go. It belongs to the Master. It's a Tracker Ball on a mission.
Drop it right now!"

The witch dropped Sleuth like a hot potato. The ball shook itself and bounced back into the
street, then made its way to the door of the Doll House. The two witches watched, fascinated, as
Sleuth briefly bounced on the spot and, on the third bounce, squeezed through the letterbox and
disappeared inside.

"Shame it's not come for anyone here," said the older witch. "We could haveKept them for the
Master. That would have put us in his good books."

"We're never in the right place at the right time, are we?" Linda sighed gloomily as she slammed
the door with a loud bang.

"Nicko?" whispered Jenna."Nicko?"
"Werr?"
"Nicko, there's someone tapping on the window."

" 'Sonly mad Nurse, Jen. Ger bakoo sleep,” Nicko mumbled drowsily from his lumpy bed in the
corner of the grubby room.

Jenna sat up in her equally lumpy bed and pulled Lucy's cloak around her. She stared into the
gloom, her heart pounding, and listened again. It sounded as though the Nurse was bouncing a
ball outside their window. Why? She hadn't looked the sporty type. And then, as the fog of sleep
finally left Jenna's brain, she remembered.Sleuth.

Jenna leaped out of bed and immediately fell over the sleep-ing form of Septimus, who was
wrapped up in a blanket on the floor. He did not stir. Slowly, she crawled over to the window,
keeping low in the hope that Sleuth would not see her—although Jenna suspected that it did not
matter one bit whether or not the Tracker Ball saw her. Itknew she was here.



And then Jenna trod on something soft—and alive. She opened her mouth to scream but before
she could, a hand had snaked over her face and covered the scream. A smell of damp earth filled
Jenna's nostrils and two big eyes stared at her.

"Shh," whispered Wolf Boy, who had been lying under the window listening to Sleuth for the
last five minutes. "There's aThing outside. | saw one just like it in theForest once.”

"I know," whispered Jenna. "It's come to find me."”

"Do you want me to catch it for you?" asked Wolf Boy, his eyes glittering in the green glow that
was shining through the prime on the window. Outside, Sleuth was growing brighter by the
second. It had found the quarry; now it was gathering the energy toTag the quarry. Once Sleuth
had done that, it would return to its Master, mission accomplished. From then on, the quarry
wasTagged , and its Master would know where to find it.

"Can you catch it?" wondered Jenna, thinking that Sleuth would be far too fast for Wolf Boy.

"Easy." Wolf Boy grinned, his dirty teeth shining a nasty shade of green in the ever-brightening
glow."Watch."

Quicker than a witch, Wolf Boy threw open the window and had Sleuth clasped in his hand in a
flash. He slammed the window shut with a bang.

"Get him!" yelled Septimus, sitting bolt upright, his eyes open wide, still in the middle of a
dream.

"What?" mumbledNicko. "Wha—what's going on?Jen? Why's he gone green?"

Wolf Boy looked very peculiar. The bright pulsing light from the trapped Sleuth shone through
his hands in a reddish-green glow, outlining the bones as dark shapes beneath his skin. The rest
of Wolf Boy was turning a horrible shade of green as Sleuth glowed ever brighter, trying to
gather the energy to escape.

The Tracker Ball was furious. It was so near and yet so far, for unless it couldTag the quarry,
what use was it to its Master? No more use than a bald old tennis ball, that's what. Sleuth knew
all about bald old tennis balls, for it had once been one itself. Sleuth owed everything to its
Master, Simon, and it would never let him down. Nothing was going to stop it fromTagging the
quarry.Nothing.

However, Wolf Boy was doing his best. His strong wiry hands held Sleuth in a grip of iron,
while Sleuth gathered all its energy and slowly but surely began to heat up. It was a risky ploy,
but the Tracker Ball was willing to risk the possi-bility of meltdown. It would rather liquefy into
a pool of rubber than fail its Master.

"Why are your hands green, 409?" asked Septimus, still bleary-eyed and under the impression
he was back in the Young Army dormitory with Boy 409.



"Dunno. It's some kind of Thing . Jenna asked me to catch it. So | did. Funny, it's getting quite
hot."

"It's Sleuth," whispered Jenna."Simon's Tracker Ball. He's sent it to find me. What are we going
to do with it?"

Septimus was suddenly wide awake. "Don't let it touch you, Jen. He's put aTag on it. Itmustn't
touch you—got that?"

"I don't want it to." Jenna shuddered."Horrible thing."

"If it doesn't touch you, it won't be able to go back to Simon and tell him where you are. So
you're still safe. Okay?"

Jenna looked anything but okay. She was pale and trembling and had a green tinge about her.
"Ouch..." Wolf Boy muttered. "Ooh—ah.Ouch! "
"You all right?" asked Nicko.

"Ah ... It's getting hot ... | can't—I can't hold it ... Aargh!" Wolf Boy dropped the Tracker Ball,
the palms of his hands burned raw.

Sleuth was glowing so bright it hurt to look at it—it was red-hot. At lightning speed it shot over
to Jenna, jumped up and touched her arm. Jenna screamed with pain and shock. The ball hurled
itself through the window, smashing the glass, and burned its way through the wooden bridge,
landing far below in the witches' rotting rubbish heap with a loud hiss. It lay for a moment deep
in the pile of tea leaves, rabbit bones and frog heads, and waited until it had cooled down.

Then, triumphantly, it shot out of the rubbish heap, shook off a thick coating of tea leaves and
sped away, back to its Master, Simon Heap.

The House of the Port Witch Coven



There was a stunned silence in the annex. It
was broken a few moments later by Septimus, who gasped, "Thebridge—it's on fire!"

Nicko turned his attention from Jenna, who was sitting with her hand clasped over the small
circular burn that Sleuth had left on her arm, and followed Septimus's gaze. Flames were
flickering from the charred hole that Sleuth had made in the bridge, and as they watched, the dry,
old, wooden bridge suddenly erupted in a ball of fire and fell six floors down to the ground with
a crash.

"Uh-oh..." said Septimus.

"Rats," muttered Nicko.

"It's nothing to do with rats,"Stanley protested. "It's all because of that Mr. Heap, if you ask me.
And | don't know what old Nursie's going to say about her bridge going up in flames either.”

"Bother what old Nursie has to say about it,” Nicko retorted. "That's the least of our worries.
Have you forgotten where we are?"

"Stuck at the top of the headquarters of the Port Witch Coven," said Septimus glumly.



"Exactly," muttered Nicko.

Another silence fell. Wolf Boy shoved his burned hands under his arms and looked preoccupied.
He was doing a slow dance from foot to foot, trying to take his mind off how much they were
hurting. Jenna shook herself out of her own worries and went over to him.

"Are they bad?" she asked. Wolf Boy nodded, gritting his teeth.

"We ought to bandage you up,” Jenna said. "Protect your hands. Here." She unwound the gold
silk sash she wore around her waist and, using her teeth to start it off, she tore the sash in half.

Septimus and Nicko watched Jenna carefully wrap the gold silk around Wolf Boy's burned
hands. But their minds were elsewhere, trying to think of a way to get out of the witches' house.

"Listen," said Septimus in a low voice.
"What?" whisperedNicko. Jenna and Wolf Boy looked up anxiously. What had Septimus heard?
"Can you hear anything?" muttered Septimus.

There was a tense silence while everyone listened for—what?Footsteps outside the door?Simon
Heap at the window? Nurse Meredith discovering her bridge had been burned to cinders? After a
few minutes, Nicko whispered, "I can't hear anything, Sep."”

"Exactly.Nothing."
"Oh, Sep," protested Nicko. "We thought you'd heard something. Don't do that again, okay?"

"But that's it, don't you see? The bridge fell down with a great crash into their backyard and the
witches haven't stirred. Not a peep.Nothing.It's dawn and now they must have gone to bed.
Marcia says thatDarke Witches usually sleep all day and do their stuff at night. So we can just
walk out. Easy."

"Oh, yeah, easy to walk all the way through a creaky old house stuffed full of traps and witches
waiting to grab you and change you into a toad and then even easier to get out their front door
which, I'll bet, isBarred with something nasty.Easy-peasy."

Jenna looked up from finishing off Wolf Boy's hands. "There's no need to be so grumpy, Nik.
We don't have any choice anyway. We have to get out through the witches' house.Unless you
want to jump the twenty-foot gap back to that creepy house full of dolls.”

A few minutes later they were standing in the dingy, cobweb-strewn passageway outside the
annex. Nicko was invisible. He was using hisSilent Unseen Spell that, with Septimus's help, he
had eventually managed to get right, after much prompt-ing—"No, Nik, it'sNot seen, not heard,



not a whisper, not a word . And you have to imagine it too. It's no good just rattling it off like a
demented parrot.” So far the spell seemed to have worked—at least they had managed to get out
of the room without activating theCreak on the door. Jenna and Septimus both had anUnseen
Spell , which was not silent, but they had decided not to use it. It did not seem fair to leave only
Wolf Boy visible to the witches.

They stood uncertainly outside the annex door, wondering which way to go; it was difficult to
work out which way led up and which went down. The Port Witches were great home-
improvement enthusiasts—although improvement was not the word most people would have
used to describe the results of their efforts. Over the years the Coven had turned the house into a
warren of dead-end corridors and twisted staircases that usually ended in midair or dropped you
out of a window. There were doors that opened into rooms where the witches had taken the
floors out and not got around to putting them back; there were dripping pipes sticking out of the
walls and at every step a rotten floorboard threatened to snap and send you plunging to the floor
below. Added to the home improvements were theBlights ,Banes andBothers that infested the
house and were designed to trip up any unwary intruder.

A small blueBother was hanging from the ceiling by a string just outside their door. TheBother
was an unpleasant, one-eyed, spiky creature covered in fish scales whose sole purpose in life was
to stop anyone from doing what he or she wanted to do—nbut first, before it could do anything, it
had to catch the person's eye. Jenna had not noticed theBother and had walked straight into it.
She had stepped back at once, but it was too late—she had glanced up and met its beady blue eye
staring at her. Now theBother set about its task with glee. It bounced around in front of Jenna,
chattering in its babyish way. "Hello, ickle girly.Hellooo, there.Are ‘000 losty-wost?Me wanoo
help ‘o00. Ooh medooo ."

"Oh, shut up,"” Jenna muttered as loud as she dared, trying to edge away from the creature.
"Oooh.That'srudy-wude. Me only wanoo help '00o0..."

"Sep, can you stop thisBother Bothering me before | throttle it?"

"I'm trying to think of something. You've got to calm down, Jen. Try to ignore the stupid thing."
"Oooh.Nastyboy.Nasteeee..."

"Sep," said Jenna irritably. "What are you waiting for? Just get rid of it, will you?Now!"

"Not rid of meeee. Ihelp '000."

"Oh, shut up!"

"Jen, Jen, don't let it get to you,that's how it works—it irritates you so much that you can't do
anything. Just give me a moment. I've got an idea."”

"Oooh.Nasty boy's got anidea .Oooh."



"I'm going to kill it, Sep. lam ."

"Oooh,bad girly.Not nice saying things like that.Oooh."

Septimus was busy rummaging in his Apprentice belt. "Hang on, Jen. I'll just find myReverse .
Ah, here it is." He took out a small triangularCharm and laid it in the palm of his hand with the
sharp end pointing toward theBother .

TheBother looked at it suspiciously. "What ‘000 got there, nasteee boy?" it asked querulously.

Septimus did not reply. He took a deep breath and chanted very slowly and quietly so as not to
wake the witches,

"Bothersome Bother, Bother no more,
Forget what you're created for."

"Oh, dear," said theBother faintly. "I feel all peculiar.”
"Good," muttered Septimus. "Sounds likeit's working. Now, | suppose | had better test it."
"Be careful, Sep," said Jenna, who suddenly felt much less hot andBothered .
Muttering a simpleSafeShield Spell tohimself , Septimus forced himself to look at theBother .
"Good morning," said theBother brightly. "How may | help you?"
"You're getting good at thisMagyk stuff,” Jenna whispered to Septimus.
Septimus grinned. He loved the feeling of a spell working right. TheBother hung from the
ceiling patiently awaiting an answer. "Could you please show us the way out?" Septimus asked it
politely.
"With pleasure,"” replied theBother . "Follow me, please.” The creature detached itself from its
piece of string and landed lightly in front of them on all four of its spindly legs. Then it scuttled
off and, to everyone's surprise, leaped into an open trapdoor.
"Quick," said Septimus, "we'd better follow it. You go first, Nik, so that we're stillSilent ."
They followed theBother down a long and very precarious ladder, which took them all the way
through the house. The ladder bounced and flexed with the unaccustomed weight—for none of

the witches ever dared use it—and by the time they reached the ground, Septimus was shaking.

As they stepped off the ladder into darkness they were greeted with a chorus of malevolent
hissing. Wolf Boy hissed back.



"What's that?" Jenna whispered.

"Cats," muttered Septimus."Loads of them. Shh,409, don't annoy them.” But Wolf Boy's hissing
had done the trick—the cats were quiet, terrified by the sound of the biggest, fiercest cat they had
ever heard.

TheBother waited until they were all safelyoff the ladder. "As you see, ladies and gentlemen,
we are now in the Coven kitchen, which is the hub of household activities. Follow me, please,
and I will conduct you to the exit."

The Coven kitchen smelled of old fried fat and cat food. It was too dark to make out much
except for the dull glow of the stove and the green glittering of a forest of cats' eyes, which
followed theirSilent progress across the room.

They were soon out of the kitchen and keeping close behind theBother as it scuttled along a
narrow passage. It as hard to see where they were going, for the house was very dark and
gloomy; black cloths were pinned up at the windows and the walls were covered with a dirty
brown paint and a few cracked paintings of witches, toads and bats. But as they squeezed around
a narrow corner, a dusty shaft of light suddenly fell across the passageway—a door creaked open
and a witch wandered out.

Nicko stopped dead and Septimus, unable to see him, crashed into him, followed closely by
Jenna and Wolf Boy. Stanley, who was running in front of Nicko, was caught in the shaft of
light.

The witch stared atStanley with wide eyes, and, aghast,Stanley stared at the witch.

"Hello. You're my rat, aren't you, boy?" the witch said in a strange singsong voice. "Let me turn
you into a nice fat toad."

Stanley's mouth opened and closed again, but no sound came out. The witch blinked slowly;
then she turned and peered at Septimus, Jenna and Wolf Boy, who had all shrunk back into the
shadows.

"You've brought your friends with you too ... mmm yum.Children. We like children, we do ...
and here's my own specialBother , which I hung up last night..."

"Hello, Veronica," said theBother , somewhat disapprov-ingly. "Are you sleepwalking again?"
"Mmm," murmured the witch."Sleepwalking ... lovely."

"Go back to bed now," theBother said crossly. "Before you fall down that trapdoor again and
wake them all up.”



"Yes. Back to bed now ... nighty-nighty,Bother ," mur-mured the witch, and she shuffled off
down the passageway, eyes wide-open and staring into space. Jenna and Wolf Boy squeezed
against the wall to let the sleepwalking witch go by.

"Oh,phew ," breathed Septimus.

"This way now, if you don't mind please, ladies and gentle-men," said theBother briskly, and it
scuttled off under a thick black curtain that was draped across the passageway. Septimus, Jenna,
Wolf Boy, Stanley and theSilent Unseen Nicko pushed their way around the dusty curtain and
sighed with relief—on the other sidewas the front door.

TheBother ran up the door like a lizard on a hot wall and busily set about opening an array of
bolts, locks and chains. Jenna smiled at Septimus—they were nearly out.

And then it started.

"Ow! Help.Help! Someone's attacking me. Help. Get off. Get off me!" screamed a piercingly
high metallic voice. One of the locks wasAlarmed .

"Shh, Donald,"” the Bother told the lock crossly. "Stop fussing, it's only me."

But the lock would not be shushed. It set itself into a loud, repetitive wail. "Ooh-ooh-oohhelp ...
Ooh-ooh-oohhelp ... Ooh-ooh-oohhelp ..."

Suddenly above their heads came the sound of running footsteps and then agitated voices. The
Port Witch Coven was awake. A few moments later came sounds of heavy footsteps on the
stairs, followed by a loud crack of splintering wood and a scream.

"You idiot, Daphne!" yelled a voice. "I'd only just fixed that step and now look at it.Ruined.” An
answering groancame trom Daphne.

Another voice shouted, "I smell intruders. |1 smell a rat! Quick, quick! Go down the back way."
What sounded like a herd of stampeding elephants thunderedabove. The house shook. The Port
Witch Coven was on its way.

"Ooh-ooh-oohhelp ... Ooh-ooh-oohhelp ..." shrieked the lock.
"Sep?"Jenna turned to Septimus in a panic. "Sep—can you do anything?"

"Dunno. I'm thinking—hang on." Septimus fumbled in his Apprentice belt again and pulled out
a small packet labeledRush Dust . Quickly he poured it into his palm and threw it over
theBother . TheBother coughed and spluttered; then suddenly it speeded up until it was nothing
more than a blue blur, scrambling up and down the door, shooting bolts, undoing locks and
freeing chains, while all the time the lock continued its ear-splitting wail. "Ooh-ooh-oohhelp ...
Ooh-ooh-oohhelp ... Ooh-ooh-oohhelp ..."



Suddenly Jenna heard the sounds of witches downstairs in the kitchen, but at that moment, the
front door flew open, pin-ning theBother flat against the wall. In a flash Jenna, Septimus, Nicko,
Wolf Boy and Stanley were out of the house and tear-ing down The Rope Walk, hardly daring to
glance behind to see if a stream of witches were after them.

Back in the house of the Port Witch Coven the hall floor finally surrendered to years of being

eaten by Daphne's giant woodworm colony and plunged the entire Coven headlong into the
basement—uwhere their fall was broken by the accu-mulated contents of a leaking sewage pipe.

The Causeway

Jenna, Septimus, Nicko, Wolf Boy and
Stanley took the Causeway out of the Port toward the Marram Marshes. Jenna led the way and
behind her trotted Thunder, shaking his head and snorting in the cool morning air, glad to be out
of the smelly stable he had spent the night in at the rear of the Doll House.

Jenna had insisted on going back for Thunder. She was afraid that if they left the horse behind,
Nurse Meredith might have been tempted to sell him to the meat pie shop down by the harbor.
So, when they had rounded the end of The Rope Walk and still no witches had come out of the
house, Jenna had crept down the dirt track that ran behind the houses and led Thunder away.

The Causeway ran along the high ridge that skirted the fields at the edge of the Port. As they
walked in the early-morning haze, Jenna could see the faded circus tent and smell the well-
trodden grass from the crowds the night before. It was a quiet and peaceful scene, but Jenna was
on edge—the burn on her arm from Sleuth stung and was a constant reminder that Simon now
had aTag on her—and any sudden movement or sound made her jump. So when, out of the
cor-ner of her eye, Jenna saw a small dark shape making a strange clattering noise and heading
toward her, she panicked and grabbed hold of Septimus.

"Ouch!" gasped Septimus. "What's up, Jen—what is it?" Jenna ducked behind him. Something
was heading straight for her.



"Eurgh—eurgh gettitoff!Gettitoffme!"Jenna yelled, franti-cally brushing a large spiky insect off
her shoulder.

The boys knelt down and peered at the bug, which lay on its back in the fine dust of the
Causeway, legs slowly waving in the air and making a faint buzzing noise.

"But I thought it was dead," said Septimus, poking at the bug with his finger.
"How did it get here?" asked Nicko, shaking his head.

Wolf Boy stared at the bug. It didn't look very edible to him.Far too crunchy, he reckoned, and
spiky too. He would not be surprised if it had a nasty sting.

Jenna peered over their shoulders. "What is it?" she asked.
"It's your Shield Bug," Septimus said.

"No!" Jenna dropped to her knees and very gently picked up the bug and laid it in the palm of
her hand. She brushed as much dust off it as she could, and after a few moments, watched by a
fascinated audience, the bug stood up and shakily began cleaning its wings, buzzing and fussing
as it tried to get everything back into working order. And then, suddenly, with a triumphant
clatter of wings against its green armor-plated shell, the bug rose into the air and took its rightful
place on Jenna's shoulder—just as it had done more than a year ago when it had first been
created at Aunt Zelda's cottage. Jenna's spirits lifted; now she had something to defend herself
with if—or was it when?—Simon came looking for her.

The large horse with a rat perched upon his saddle and four figures walking beside him made
slow but steady progress along the Causeway. They had passed the fields that sur-rounded the
Port and had now reached the reed beds, which provided thatch, baskets, flooring and all manner
of bits and pieces for the inhabitants of the Port. As the morning sun rose higher it burned off the
few remaining tendrils of mist that hung over the reed beds, which stretched almost as far as the
eye could see. Beyond the reed beds lay the Marram Marshes, still shrouded in thick marsh mist.

Stanleywas keeping what he called a low profile. He was not a happy rat that morning, for he
had just recognized the turn-off to Mad Jack's hovel where, the previous year, he had spent the
six most miserable weeks of his life being imprisoned in a rat cage; he had only managed to
escape after starving himself until he was thin enough to squeeze through the bars.

It was midmorning by the timeStanley saw that the reed beds were growing sparser and he
smelled the dank smell of the Marram Marshes drifting in, and he at last relaxed—now that they
were well away from Mad Jack. Soon the Causeway petered out into a boggy track and the group
came to a halt.

Jenna shielded her eyes against the glare of the sun and squinted into the Marsh. Her heart
sank—she had no idea where the track to Aunt Zelda's cottage was. The last time she had been



here with Nicko it had been covered in ice and snow during the Big Freeze and had looked
nothing like it did now.

Septimus stood next to her. "I thought the Boggart would be waiting for us,” he said, puzzled.
"I'm sure Aunt Zelda must know we're here."

"Um, no, | don't think she does, Sep," said Jenna. "Her hearing's not so good now and she finds
it hard toL.isten . I'm going to sendStanley out to tell her where we are."

"Excuse me? Did I hear you correctly?” the rat asked incredulously.

"Yes,Stanley , you did hear me correctly,” replied Jenna. "1 want you to go to Keeper's Cottage
and tell Aunt Zelda we're here."”

"Sorry,Your Maj, but as | said earlier, | don't do marshes—"

"If I ask you to do marshes,Stanley , youdo them. Understand?"

"Er..."Stanley looked somewhat taken aback.

"And if you don't do what I ask, I'll have you dismissed from the Secret Rat Service."
"But—"

"Is that clear?"

Stanleycould not believe his ears. Neither could Septimus or Nicko; they had never heard Jenna
sound so determined.

"Is that clear,Stanley ?"

"As crystal.Absolutely."Stanleylooked miserably toward the Marram Marshes. Jenna was, he
thought with grudging admiration, going to be a much tougher cookie as Queen than her mother
had been.

"Well off you go then,"” said Jenna. "Make sure you tell Aunt Zelda to send the Boggart out to
the Port side with the canoe. And be as quick as you can. Simon put aTag on me, remember?"

They all watched the rat as he ran off along the boggy track, took a flying leap into the rough
sedge grass that grew on the outer marshes and disappeared from view.

"I hope he'll be all right,” said Jenna, shading her eyes and gazing in the directionStanley had
gone. She had not liked threateningStanley but she had felt there was no other choice. Since
Sleuth hadTagged her she knew it was only a matter of time before Simon found her—and she
longed to get to the safety of Keeper's Cottage.



"He's a good rat," said Septimus. "He'll be back with the Boggart soon, just you see."

They sat down on the side of the Causeway. Thunder nibbled contentedly at the grass and Jenna
passed around the water bottle she had filled up at the Port spring on the way out. Nicko lay
down and gazed at the sky, happy to spend a morning doing nothing much. Wolf Boy was
restless; his hands hurt him and after a while he got to his feet and paced up and down the track
to take his mind off the pain.

Jenna and Septimus were on edge and watchful, scanning the Marsh and the reed beds for any
unusual movement. Every now and then an eddy of wind rustled across the reeds, a water vole
dived into the water with a muffled splash or a bird suddenly called out to its mate with a
mournful marsh cry—and Jenna and Septimus jumped. But as midday approached and the air
became warm and sultry, the wind dropped and the sounds of the animals and birds quieted.
Jenna and Septimus began to feel drowsy and their eyes slow-ly closed. Nicko fell asleep. Even
Wolf Boy stopped his pacing, lay down and rested his burning hands on the cool grass.

Above them the hot sunglowed white in the cloudless sky—and far away, beyond the Marram
Marshes, a dark speck appeared on the horizon.

Fight & Flyte

. Septimus saw it first. Some-thingDarke crackled in the
air and made the hairs on the back of his neck bristle. He sat up with a sudden jolt.

"What's the matter?" asked Jenna, waking up with a start. "Ouch,"” she gri-maced, as theTag
burn on her arm began to throb.



"Look—over there." Septimus pointed to the sky. "I-1 don't like the look of it. It's too big for a
bird."

Jenna rubbed her arm and squinted up at the bright blue expanse, following the direction of
Septimus's finger. In the distance, high above the Marram Marshes, she saw a large, black, bird-
like shape. "It might be a Marsh Kite..." she said uncertainly.

Septimus shook his head and stood to get a better look, shielding his eyes against the glare of the
bright light. He looked pale and serious.

"Wassup?" asked Nicko, blearily opening his eyes. Wordlessly, Jenna pointed toward the
approaching shape.

Wolf Boy stopped his pacing and looked. "Weird..." he muttered under his breath.

"What can you see?" asked Nicko, worried. He knew that Wolf Boy's sight was as keen as a
hawk's.

"Looks like a massive, great bat ... but, no, hang on a minute ... gosh, it's going fast ... it's—no,
that's not pos-sible—"

"What?" asked Septimusedgily. "What's not possible?"
"Some idiot up in the air.Flying."

"You sure, 4097"

"Yep, 412."

"But that is impossible—no one can fly like that—I mean, properly, like a bird," said Jenna,
with a feeling of dread.

"They did once. So it's been said.” Septimus whistled under his breath.

The black speck was moving fast and soon there was no mistaking the shape of a flying man, his
black cloak stream-ing out behind him, swooping over the Marshes, zigzagging back and forth
somewhat erratically, and scanning the land below. He was homing in fast on theTag that Sleuth
had pro-vided.

"It is Simon!" gasped Jenna, hardly able to believe what she was seeing.

"We need to hide," said Septimus. "Come on, Jen, the reed beds—quick!"

"Well, I don't see what you're all so bothered about,” declared Nicko, staring up at the
approaching figure. "There's four of us here and it's only Simon after all—just old smarty-pants



big brother Simon. Okay, so he's learned to fly, but so what? | bet Sep can do that too. Can't you,
Sep?"

"No, Nik. Not like that. That's the real thing—that'sFlyte ."
"But you can go up and down, can't you, Sep? That's flight.”

"Only a few feet off the ground, Nik.I couldn't fly like that in a million years. | didn't
thinkanyone could."”

Jenna had taken refuge next to Thunder and was holding on tightly to his reins. Somehow she
felt safer beside the solid, unflustered animal as she watched the approaching figure in the sky.
Septimus stood beside her, determined to protect Jenna this time. From a secret pocket in his
Apprentice belt he took his most preciousCharm . It was a tiny pair of silver wings that Marcia
had given him when she had first asked him to become her Apprentice. The wings sat in
Septimus's right palm and glittered in the sun. Across the shining silver, four words were written
in letters of pure gold:Fly FreeWith Me.

Septimus tried to remember what it was he had done that morning with Marcia beside the
Boggart patch—which seemed so long ago now—when he had first held theCharm and felt the
tingle ofMagyk shoot through him. He remem-bered that he had said the words to himself and
imagined that he really was flying. That was all. Surely there was more to it than that?

"See—I knew you'd be able to do it, Sep,"” said Nicko admir-ingly as Septimus's feet lifted a few
inches off the ground.

Septimus looked down and landed with a thump.

Jenna, meanwhile, had not taken her eyes off the dark fig-ure in the sky. He was close enough
now for her to see his long straw-colored hair streaming behind him as he came down low above
the reed bed, homing in on theTag . At the last minute, when it looked as if he might hurtle
headlong into the Causeway, Simon swooped up and skidded to a halt with a look of extreme
concentration on his face. This was Simon's first attempt atFlyte . He had crashed three times on
takeoff from the top of the Observatory roof and had narrowly avoided smashing into one of the
marsh islands which had been overrun with chickens. It was nothing like as easy as Hugh Fox
had told him it would be.

Simon hovered now with some difficulty, as if buffeted by the wind, and stared in surprise at the
group below. He had seen something he had not expected to ever see again—something he
thought had been eaten by the massive Land Wurm that now inhabited his Burrow (which was
about to give birth to ten little Land Wurms and was consgeuently extremely bad-tempered and

hungry).

"You've got my horse!" Simon yelled at Jenna. "You—youhorse thief! "



Everyone was transfixed by the sight of Simon in midair. Forgetting the danger, they watched
him, wondering what he was going to do next.

"Go away and leave us alone, Simon!" said Jenna fiercely.

"Leave my horse alone then,” Simon retorted, and sud-denly he lost concentration—and height.
Falling fast, he landed awkwardly beside Jenna, turning his ankle. Jenna leaped out of the way,
pulling Thunder with her.

"Go away, Simon," Septimus told him angrily.

Simon laughed. "So you are going tomake me go away, you Young Army brat? I don't think so.

With a surprising turn of speed, Simon grabbed the reins from Jenna and at the same time
caught hold of her arm. He twisted it up behind her back until Jenna gasped with pain. "Let her
go, youpig! " Nicko demanded. He hurled himself at Simon, but Simon was ready with
aStunFlash , which he threw at Nicko's feet. TheStunFlash knocked Nicko to the ground and
caught Wolf Boy as it bounced away. Nicko tried to get up, but he couldn't; his head felt as
though it was nailed to the ground. He closed his eyes—the light was hurting them, and the noise
inside his head was making him feel hor-ribly sick.

"Just be grateful that I know you're my brother,” Simon told Nicko as he lay pale and sprawled
on the dusty Causeway. "I don'tHarm family. Well, not terminally anyway. But | don't see any
more family around me—only a couple of kids who've stolen our name for themselves.Just like
one of them stole my horse." Simon tightened his grip on Jenna.

"Stop it, Simon," gasped Jenna. "You're hurting me."

"Am 1?0uch! " Simon's free hand flew up to his neck. "Blasted Marsh Flies," he complained,
looking at the smear of blood on his hand as, unbeknownst to him, Jenna's Shield Bug stood on
his shoulder, having just missed Simon's jugu-lar vein with its razor-sharp sword, and lined up
the sword for a second stab. The bug was out of practice—ever since it had been parted from
Jenna in what was now known as The Great Storm, the bug had had no one to protect and had
spent much of its time chasing an old enemy, the Hunter, who was now a buffoon at the circus.
But the bug had never forgotten Jenna, and when it had seen her walk past the cir-cus tent, it
knew that once again it had a purpose in life—to protect her from her enemies.

The Shield Bug's sword flashed toward Simon's neck.
"Stop!"Jenna yelled out, unable to let the bug kill someone she still saw as her brother.
The bug paused, confused. Whywas it not allowed to complete its job? The small, heavily

armored creature stood on Simon's shoulder, still eyeing up his neck, its arm itching to raise its
sword and strike.



"Stop what, Princess? Surely I am not still hurting you. In fact, it appears to be me who's been
hurt—as ever,"” said Simon, somewhat self-pityingly. He stared around him, suddenly gloomy.
His neck stung badly from the Marsh Fly bite, his ankle stabbed with pain when he put any
weight on it and somehow he had to get this awkward girl back to theBadlands . This time he
would enjoy leaving her out for the Magogs. "Get on the horse," he said sharply to Jenna. "We're

going."
"No, we're not, Simon,"” Jenna told him calmly.

"Don't tell me what we are or are not doing. Get on the horse.” Simon yanked at Jenna's arm
angrily.

"If you do that again, Simon, | will tell my Shield Bug to fin-ish what it has started. I don't want
to, but I will."

"What Shield Bug?" Simon glanced around him warily, and then it dawned on him just what had
bitten him. His hand flew to his neck. He caught the bug, tapped it with aReverse , and it rolled
up into a tight ball. Simon hurled the bug into the reed beds. "Oh,that Shield Bug," he smirked
tri-umphantly. "Now get on the horse."

"You get on the horse.” Septimus's voice came out of nowhere. "Then get out of here and don't
come back."

Simon and Jenna both looked up in surprise. Septimus was hovering about ten feet above them.

In a moment, Simon had let go of Jenna and shot up off the ground to confront Septimus. Jenna
watched the two brothers squaring off to one another ten feet above the ground. Septimus's lack
of height compared to Simon was no longer a problem, and he stared Simon in the eye, daring
him to make a move.

"Let Jenna be, Simon," Septimus told him, concentrating hard on trying to speak and hover at
the same time, which was not as easy as he had hoped. As soon as he thought of what to say he
found himself dipping toward the ground. "Go back ... whoops ... to wherever you came from
and ... ah ... take yourDarke Magyk with you."

Simon's eyes darkened with anger. Septimus noticed that they had become almost black, with
disconcerting flashes of playing across the irises like lightning in a thunderstorm.

"You don't fool me; you're a fake," Simon sneered. "You're a fake Heap and fake Apprentice.
You've just got hold of one of those dinky littleWing Charms . Ten a penny, they are. No
maneuverability, no speed and you'll get no higher than a hovel's chimney with those.” As if to
prove his point, Simon shot far above Septimus, then whizzed down again and buzzed around
him in circles, like an angry bee.

"Flyte," Simon continued, circling Septimus and trap-ping him in midair. "Flyte, as you should
know, being the ExtraOrdinary Wizard's little pet, is the last Lost Art, which | have



rediscovered.” Simon was gratified to see a look of amazement flash across Septimus's face. He
had the kid rat-tled now; he knew it. This was turning out to be fun—at last. "And wouldn't you
like to know where | discovered it, you little worm, hey?"

Septimus stared at Simon, determined not to give any-thing away and focusing all his
concentration on staying in the air.

"Of course,” Simon carried on, "I'd really like to say that you can go home todear Marcia and
her faithfulShadow and tell them all about how the next ExtraOrdinary Apprentice has
discovered the Lost Art of Flyte , but unfortunately for you and the lovely Miss Overstrand, you
will not be going back. You will be staying here in the reed beds along with the Shield
Bug.Forever."

Now Simon stopped his manic circling and came to a halt in front of Septimus. Almost lazily
Simon reached into his pocket, while Septimus watched him, wondering what he was about to
do. Then, with a sudden flick of his wrist, Simon hurled aThunderflash at Septimus. Somehow
Septimus threw himself to one side, and, with a deafening roar, theThunderflash shot past his
ear, singeing his hair and scorching the side of his face. Burning with a brilliant white light, it
shot into the reed beds and exploded with a deafening clap of thunder, sending up a huge plume
of muddy water, which landed on Nicko and Wolf Boy and woke them from theStunFlash .

The shock waves from theThunderflash threw Septimus off-balance and, to his horror, he
found himself falling against Simon. As Septimus crashed into him, Simon threw off his cloak
and wrapped it tightly around his youngest brother, pinning Septimus's arms to his sides.
Septimus struggled and fought but, at a mutteredCommand from Simon, theDarke
cloakTransformed into a huge black ser-pent and curled around him, trapping him within its
coils. With every breath that Septimus breathed out, the snake tightened its grip, so that each new
breath was shallower and harder to take. Slowly, deliberately, Septimus was having the life
crushed from him.

Simon hovered and watched the proceedings with a smirk—until a sharp stone caught his hand
and sent him tumbling backward with surprise.

"You got him!"came Jenna's voice from below. "Quick, quick,do another one!"

Wolf Boy did not need telling; he was already lining up his catapult for another shot. He drew
back the sling and let loose a small round stone. It caught Simon's right eye and sent him
plunging to earth, screaming in pain. He hit the ground with a dull thud. The serpent fell away
from Septimus and followed its Master. It landed with a thump and slithered off into the reed
beds. Septimus, dazed and light-headed from lack of oxy-gen, sank slowly down until Jenna,
Nicko and Wolf Boy caught hold of him and laid him down on the bank. They were too
concerned with Septimus, who was deathly white with a blue tinge to his lips, to notice that
Simon had struggled to his feet. It was only when Jenna heard the sound of Thunder's hooves
galloping along the Causeway that she looked up.



Simon Heap, one hand held to his blinded right eye, the other grasping Thunder's reins, was on
his way back to theBadlands .

On Marram Marsh

Now?"Stanleysaid incredulously. "You want
me to go back now?"

"That is what I said,” snapped Aunt Zelda, who had just unwrapped Jenna's sash from Wolf
Boy's burned hands and did not like what she found.

Stanleystood on the doorstep of Keeper's Cottage, look-ing out into the brilliant sunshine where
Jenna, Nicko and Septimus were sitting beside the Dragon Boat. Jenna had a clean white
bandage around her arm and Septimus looked much less pale after one of Aunt Zelda'sAnti-
Snake cakes. Nicko was happily dabbling his feet in the warm marsh water.

Stanleygazed at the Dragon Boat. It was the most beauti-ful boat the rat had ever seen, and he
had seen a lot of boats. Her prow was a tall arched dragon neck covered in iridescent green
scales, her head was a shimmering gold and her eyes were a deep dragon-green. The hull of the
boat was wide and smooth and shone a deep burnished gold in the sunlight, and folded alongside
it were a pair of leathery, green dragon wings. At the stern, where the massive mahogany tiller
rested, the dragon's tail rose into the air, its golden arrow point flashing in the sunlight. It was a
peaceful, happy scene andStanley felt safe on Aunt Zelda's island—he didn't want to leave. Aunt
Zelda, however, had other ideas.



"There's no point hanging around,” she told him. "If you go now you'll be off the Marsh by
nightfall. It's the longest day of the year today and the best day to travel through the Marsh. It's
far too hot for most of the creatures; they'll all be under the mud keeping cool."”

"Except for the Bogle Bugs,"Stanley said, gloomily scratching an ear."Got followed by a cloud
of Bogle Bugs all the way here. I'm still itching.Nasty things."

"Did they go up your nose?" asked Jenna, joiningStanley on the doorstep.
"What?" askedStanley.

"The Bogle Bugs.Did they go up your nose? That's what they do. They go up your nose and then
they clean out all the—"

"Jenna, Jenna, please. There is no need to go into details. We all know quite well what Bogle
Bugs do." Aunt Zelda's voice came from the other side of a half-open door under the stairs with
the sign UNSTABLE POTIONS AND PARTIKULAR POISONS on it. She was in her potion
cupboard, searching for someBurn Balm .

"Stanleydoesn't,” Jenna pointed out.

"Stanleydoesn't need to," said Aunt Zelda, emerging from the cupboard with a large glass jar of
pink ointment. "Bogle Bugs don't do rats. Anyway, I'm trying to get him to go back to Marcia
and tell the poor woman—and your mother and father too—that you are all safe. There's no need
to worry him about Bogle Bugs as well as everything else."”

"Won't he go?" asked Jenna.

The rat raised a paw in protest. "Excuse me," he said. "I'm still here. And | didn't exactly say
Iwouldn't go, Your Maj. Just that I would rather not go.If it's all the same to you."

"Well it's not all the same to me," said Jenna."Or to Aunt Zelda."

"No. Didn't think it would be, somehow. I'll be off then. Do you have anything in particular you
would like me to convey to the ExtraOrdinary?"Stanley asked glumly.

"Tell Marcia—and my parents at the Palace—that we are all safe at Aunt Zelda's cottage and |
have arrived in time for the MidSummer Visit."

"Fine.Will do, Your Majesty."

"Good," said Jenna. "Thank you,Stanley . | won't forget this, | promise. | know you don't like
the Marshes."”

"No. | don't."Stanley jumped off the doorstep.



"Wait a minute,”" Aunt Zelda called out.Stanley looked back, hoping that she may have changed
her mind. "Would you like to take a sandwich with you? I've got some left over from lunch.”

"Um, what would be in the sandwich, exactly?" askedStanley warily.
"Cabbage.l stewed it all morning, so it's lovely and soft."

"Very kind of you, but no thanks.I'll be off now."™ And with that,Stanley ran down the path. He
scurried over the Mott bridge and out onto the Marram Marshes.

"Well," said Aunt Zelda, "I hope he'll be all right."

"So dol ," said Jenna.

By late afternoon, Wolf Boy had developed a fever. He lay on Aunt Zelda's sofa, his hands
covered withBurn Balm and clean white bandages, mumbling deliriously, lapsing in and out of
consciousness. Septimus sat beside him, holding a cool damp cloth on Wolf Boy's forehead,
while Aunt Zelda leafed through a large and well-thumbed book, theWitch and Warlock
Pharmacopoeia .

"It's aDarke burn, that's for sure,” muttered Aunt Zelda. "I dread to think what that Simon Heap
is up to. If he's incubated a Tracker Ball—and a very effective one too—who knows what else he
can do.”

"Flyte," said Septimus glumly, wishing that 409 would cool down.

"Flyte?"Aunt Zelda looked up from the book, eyebrows raised, with shock in her bright blue
witch's eyes."Real Flyte? Are you sure, Septimus—sure it wasn't just hovering and a bit of
illusion? They're good at illusion, are theDarke ones."

"I'm sure. | mean he couldn't have got to us any other way. Not with the Marram Marshes to get
across."

Aunt Zelda looked pensive as she continued turning the thick, crackly pages of
thePharmacopoeia , looking for the right potion. "Well, I just don't believe it," she said as she
scanned each page of closely written vellum, trying to pick out the sym-bols she was looking for.
"l mean, where has he got it from?"

"Marcia says theFlyte Charm doesn't exist," said Septimus. "She says it was thrown into a
furnace by the Last Alchemist. HeSacrificed it in order to make the purest gold."

"Maybe," Aunt Zelda said."Or maybe not."



"Oh?" asked Septimus, who was always interested to hear what Aunt Zelda had to say
aboutMagyk . Her approach was refreshingly different from Marcia's—and sometimes Aunt
Zelda knew surprising things that Marcia did not.

Aunt Zelda looked up from thePharmacopoeia and regarded Septimus with a thoughtful
expression. "This is between you and me," she said in a low voice.

Septimus nodded.

"There is a story,” Aunt Zelda continued, "that the Last Alchemist did notSacrifice theFlyte
Charm . That he kept it for himself. You see, it was made from the most beautiful gold there
is—from pure gold threads spun by the Spiders of Aurum. He fell in love with it and could not
bear to let it go. So heConcealed it."

"Where?" asked Septimus.

Aunt Zelda shrugged. "Who knows? At the top of the tallest tree in theForest ?Under his
mattress?In his socks?"

"Oh." Septimus was disappointed; he had expected more.

"But..." Aunt Zelda continued.

"Yes?"

"I have always believed that theFlyte Charm was here."”

"Here?" Septimus gasped.”In Keepers Cottage?"

"Shh. Yes."Aunt Zelda turned another page and squinted at the formulae scrawled across it.
"Naturally I have looked every-where for it, but the problem with these ancientCharms is that
they come from theDarke Age ofMagyk , and they often only respond to a touch ofDarkenesse
—and that is one thing, Septimus, that | do not possess. Or have any wish to possess.” The cloth
on Wolf Boy's forehead had become hot. Still thinking about theFlyte Charm , Septimus got up
and took the cloth into Aunt Zelda's small kitchen. He dipped it in a bucket of cool spring water
and wrung it out, then sat down again beside Wolf Boy and carefully laid it back in place. Wolf
Boy did not stir.

"But..." said Septimus.

"I thought there'd be a 'but’,” Aunt Zelda said with a smile in her voice.

"But why did you think theFlyte Charm was here? | know you must have had a reason."

"Well—you know,Septimus, that a Keeper may not marry?"



"Yes."

"And quite right too, for no wife should have to keep secrets from her husband, and a Keeper
has many secrets to keep. But Broda Pye, one of the early Keepers, was secretly married—to the
Last Alchemist. It's my belief that her husbandConcealed theFlyte Charm here. I also believe
that she may have kept some part of it for herself, if her Keeper's Diaries are to be believed—so
theFlyte Charm may not be complete.”

"But..."

"Yes? Oh, this looks promising.” Aunt Zelda was peering through her spectacles at a blackened
page in theWitch and Warlock Pharmacopoeia .

"I don't see why he didn't justConceal it in the Castle,” said Septimus. "It was a dangerous
journey to make with a preciousCharm . Weren't the Marshes much worse in the old days—
stuffed full of carnivorous pikefish and all sorts ofDarke Things ? Well, you wouldn't think he'd
risk losing theFlyte Charm in some horrible bit of Quake Ooze, would you?"

Aunt Zelda looked up and regarded Septimus over the top o: her spectacles. "There is more than
one way to Kill a cat,” she said cryptically. And before Septimus could ask her what she meant,
Aunt Zelda dumped the heavyWitch and Warlock Pharmacopoeia in his lap. "Have a look at that
one,"” she said, pointing to the scorched page. "I think it might do the trick. It s got a genuine
Boris BoilReverse , so there's a bit ofDarkenesse in it. What do you think?"

"Black Burn Brew—a Cats Claw Concoction,"Septimus read."For added efficacy in
suspectedDarke contamination we recommend forming an Admixture with Boris Boil'sReverse
remedy Number I11. Caution: DO NOT BOIL. See page xxxv for Final Formula. Apply
immediately.Stable for thirteen minutes precisely. Dispose of with extreme care.”" Septimus gave
a low whistle. "That sounds really complicated."

"It is really complicated,” replied Aunt Zelda. "It will take me an hour or so toMix it. But |
know I've got all the ingredients. | always keep a bottle of Boil's Bane in the safe, and | bought
some Cat's Claw from the year-and-a-day market last year." She got up and disappeared back
into her potions cupboard.

Septimus stayed beside Wolf Boy, who lay white and still like a rock in the sun, burning up
inside with aDarke fever. Anxiously, Septimus watched the firmly closed potion cupboard door.
He remembered it well from his previous time with Aunt Zelda. Inside was a small, dark
cupboard crammed full of all manner of Aunt Zelda's most precious and delicate potions—and a
trapdoor to the tunnel that had once led to the old temple where the Dragon Boat had lain under
the earth for hundreds of years. But since the walls of the temple had been washed away in The
Great Storm, the tunnel now went to the cabbage patch and Aunt Zelda had got into the habit of
using it as a shortcut.

Jenna appeared, silhouetted in the bright light of the door-way. "How is he?" she asked in an
anxious voice.



"I don't think he's very well," Septimus replied quietly. "Aunt Zelda's doing a really complicated
potion for him."

Jenna sat down beside Septimus. "Do you think he'll be all right, Sep?" she asked.
"I don't know—oh, that was quick—"

Aunt Zelda had burst out of the cupboard looking flustered.”"Marsh Bane. | need fresh Marsh
Bane. Would you relieve it—fresh.Wretched recipe.Go ask Boggart, would you?Now. Please."”

Septimus jumped up.
"No, Sep. You stay with him. I'll go," Jenna said.

"Tell Boggart it's urgent,” Aunt Zelda called out after Jenna's departing figure. "Just ignore it if
he makes a fuss."”

The Boggart did make a fuss. Jenna had to call him three times before the large brown marsh
creature surfaced from his mud patch in a sea of muddy bubbles.

"Can't a Boggart get no sleep on the hottest day of the year?" he demanded, his black eyes
blinking crossly in the rn”ht sunlight. "Waddyou wantnow ?*

"I'm really sorry, Boggart,” Jenna apologized, "but Aunt Zelda urgently needs some fresh Marsh
Bane and she—"

"Marsh Bane?l gotto go an' getMarsh Bane ?"
"Please, Boggart,” pleaded Jenna. "It's for the boy with the burned hands. He's very ill."

"Oh. Well, lis very sorry to 'ear that. But I is also sorry to be out again gettin' sunburned and
havin' no sleep.Not ter mention havin' ter ferret around under all them dis-gustin‘slugs.” The
Boggart shuddered and blew a large bubble out of his snub, seal-like nose. Jenna caught a whiff
of the fabled Boggart Breath; she stepped back and swayed slightly. Boggart Breath was even
stronger in the hot sun.

"Tell Zelda I'll bring the Marsh Bane around as soon as Ifinds some," said the Boggart, and with
that he sank back into the mud.

A few minutes later Jenna saw him surface in the Mott, a wide channel that ran all the way
around the island. She watched the Boggart make speedy progress along the chan-nels and
ditches that led from the Mott out into the Marsh until, some distance away, he came to the
Hundred-Foot Pit where the Marsh Bane grew. Jenna watched him raise his head from the water,
take a deep breath and disappear from view.



The Boggart closed his ears and nostrils and sank like a stone into the Hundred-Foot Pit. He was
an expert diver and could hold his breath for at least an hour, so he did not mind the diving part
of his errand at all. What he did mind, however, were the things he knew he would find on the
bottom of the pit. The Boggart was not a squeamish creature, but the Great White Marsh Slugs—
which were forever in a state of semi-decomposition—made even him shudder. A pile of the
giant slugs lived at the bottom of the pit, and it was underneath these that the Marsh Bane
flourished, nourished by the rotting slug flesh. Marsh Bane was a powerful catalyst for any
potion, butfresh Marsh Bane ... the Boggart shook his head disapprovingly. He hoped Zelda
knew what she was doing, messing around with the fresh stuff.

Jenna sat beside the Mott, waiting for the Boggart to resurface. To while away the time she
picked up a few small gray pebbles and stroked them, in the hope that one of them might be her
old pet rock, Petroc Trelawney. Silas had given her Petroc for her tenth birthday, but he had
wandered off during Jenna's last MidSummer Visit. Jenna still hoped she might find him, but
none of the pebbles she stroked stuck their stumpy little legs out as Petroc would have done. She
sighed and threw them one by one into the Mott and hoped that the Boggart would not be too
long.

Jenna was not the only person waiting for the Boggart. Beside the Hundred-Foot Pit, lying on a
patch of softgrass, lay the long, thin figure of a boy. He was dressed in a pair of ill-fitting
patchwork trousers and a loose tunic made from some rough woven cloth. Despite Aunt Zelda's
best efforts to feed him up, Merrin Meredith, ex-Apprentice to DomDaniel, was still as thin as a
stick. It was now well over a year since Aunt Zelda had nursed him back to life after he had
beenConsumed by his old Master, but echoes of the experience still hovered in the haunted look
in his deep gray eyes. On his good days Merrin did not mind Aunt Zelda's company, but on his
bad days—and this was one of them—he could not bear to be near her, or anyone else. On these
days, Merrin still felt as if he wereConsumed and did not really exist.

Merrin was cross. He had felt cross ever since a talkative rat had arrived with an urgent request
for the Boggart to go out to the Port side of the Marsh and take the canoe to collect the horrible
Princess girl. Merrin had hung around by the chan-nel that came in from the Port side, and when
the canoe came into view he had felt even more cross.

Sure enough, there was the stuck-up Princess girl sitting in the front of the canoe, just as he had
expected. But there were three others with her.Three. One of them didn't look too bad. He was a
thin, grubby boy who reminded Merrin of the pet wolf his old Master had kept for a while. But
the other two were the last people in the world that Merrin wanted to see. There was that nasty
Nicko boy who had once fought him and called him a pig and twisted his arm so that it had really
hurt. But worst of all there was that Septimus Heap kid—the one who had stolen his
name.Hisown name . It was no good that Aunt Zelda kept telling him that his real name was
Merrin Meredith—what did she know? He had been called Septimus Heap all his life. It may
have been a stupid name, but it was all he had known.



In a bad temper, Merrin had gone off to his place by the Hundred-Foot Pit. He knew he would
not be disturbed until Aunt Zelda called him back at dusk, but now, to his irritation, hehad been
disturbed—Dby the smelly old Boggart.

Merrin lay angrily jabbing a pointed stick into the mud, waiting for the Boggart to go away and
leave him alone. After what felt like an age, there was a spluttering gurgle beside him, and he
saw the Boggart's head break the surface of the thick brown water. Merrin said nothing; he was
wary of the Boggart, as he was of most creatures. The Boggart shook his head and spat out a
spray of foul-smelling water, some of which landed on Merrin.

"Disgustin' " the Boggart told Merrin. "Filthy things.There'smore of 'em down there than
ever.Had toshovel 'em out of the way. I'll be pickin' bits a slug outta me nails fer days.Eurgh.”
The Boggart shuddered. "Still, I got Zelda's Bane." He held up a fistful of wriggling white
streamers that immediately began to shrivel up in the sunlight. "Oops," said the Boggart,
plunging them back under the water."Mustn't let 'em dry out." With that he was off along the
channels to the Mott where Jenna saw him and ran to the bridge to meet him.

Merrin watched her while he speared an unsuspecting Marsh beetle with a well-aimed stab.

Dragons

: There had been two small explosions in the potion cupboard—and a good
deal of foul-smelling green smoke had poured out from under the door when Aunt Zelda added
the fresh Marsh Bane—but now, at last, after she had dripped thirteen drops of Cat's Claw
Concoction onto his tongue, Wolf Boy was sleeping peacefully.

The MidSummer sun had just set. Jenna, Nicko and Septimus were sitting on the doorstep
watching the last streaks of red disappear and the pinpoint light of VVenus become steadily
brighter in the darkening sky. Merrin was keeping as far away from them as he could. He was
busying himself at the far end of the cottage, feeding and counting his large collection of ants,
which Aunt Zelda let him keep in an assortment of old potion jars.

As midnight approached, Aunt Zelda lit a lantern for Jenna's yearly meeting with the Dragon
Boat. Merrin was already upstairs huddled underneath his quilt. But, despite telling himself that



he did not care one bit what that stupid bunch were doing with that weird boat, Merrin found
himself drawn to the small attic window that looked out onto the Mott where the Dragon Boat
was moored.

What Merrin did not understand—because, knowing of Merrin's delight in hurting living
creatures, Aunt Zelda had taken care not to tell him—was that the Dragon Boat was indeed
partly a living, breathing dragon. Many, many hundreds of years ago, the Dragon Boat had once
been a complete dragon. She had been a rare human hatching, hatched by Hotep-Ra, the first
ExtraOrdinary Wizard, long before he had ever dreamed of traveling to the Castle and building
theWizardTower . Many years later, on a terrifying night when Hotep-Ra fled his own country
and began his journey north, the dragon hadTransformed herself into a beautiful boat in order to
save him from his pursuers. It was a generous gift, for a dragon can undergo only one such
transformation in a lifetime; thus Hotep-Ra's dragon knew she would remain a boat until the end
of her days.

At the prow of the boat was the living dragon's neck and head, at the stern was her barbed tail.
The sails were her wings, folded neatly along the sides of the large wooden hull. When she
hadTransformed , the dragon's ribs had become the hull's ribs supporting the curved wooden
planks, and her spine, running down the length of the hull, had become the keel. Deep in a
locked hold, which no one had opened—not even Aunt Zelda—beat her heart, silent and slow.

In the light cast by the lantern, Merrin watched Aunt Zelda walk with Jenna down to the Dragon
Boat. They stood tor a moment in front of the prow, gazing up at the green and gold head of the
dragon. Then, to his amazement, Merrin saw the dragon's headmove . Jenna stood still in the
yellow pool of lanternlight, while the prow of the boat dipped down to meet her, until the
dragon’s head was level with Jenna's face. The dragon's emerald-green eyes looked directly into
Jenna's and cast a rich green glow over her dark hair. It was as if they were talking to each other
without words, thought Merrin. He watched Jenna reach out to stroke the dragon's nose and
somehow he could tell that the nose was soft and warm to the touch. Merrin felt a longing to
touch the dragon too, but he knew it was not for him. He noticed, with a feeling of satisfaction,
that it was not for that Septimus Heapboy, or the pig boy either, as they were hanging back in the
shadows watching, just as he was.

Merrin watched Jenna put her ear close to the dragon's head. He thought he saw Jenna's smile
fade and turn to a frown, and he wondered what the dragon had said. Merrin loved knowing what
people were talking about; he had got into the habit of listening to other people’s plots and
schemings when he was DomDaniel's Apprentice, mostly because no one would talk to him, and
it was the only way he got to hear the sound of a human voice that wasn't shouting at him.
Intrigued now by the scene by the Mott, he hopped about impatiently at the window, longing to
hear what was being said.

What Merrin did not realize wasno one could hear what was being said. His first impressions
were right: Jenna and the dragon were communicating without words, as all theQueens
throughout the ages had done with the Dragon Boat. EveryMidSummer Day, when the power of
the Dragon Boat was at its height, the Castle Queen would visit the boat. The first visit of a
Castle Queen had been many, many hundreds of years ago, when the Dragon Boat was being



repaired by Hotep-Ra's boat builders after she had been shipwrecked at the mouth of the river on
the way to the Castle. Those were sunny visits, with the Dragon Boat regaining her strength in
the bright Marsh air. But, as Hotep-Ra grew old and his pow-ers began to wane and his plans go
awry, he had become afraid for the safety of the Dragon Boat and had walled her up in an old
underground temple on the island where Aunt Zelda now lived. By the instructions of Hotep-Ra,
the Dragon Boat was watched over by a succession of Keepers and visited by a suc-cession
ofQueens everyMidSummer Day. No one knew why this had to be done, for Hotep-Ra's writings
had been lost. All the Keepers and theQueens knew was that it was one of the two things that
kept the Castle safe—the other was the pres-ence of the Queen.

And now the visit was complete, Merrin watched Jenna put her arms around the dragon'’s neck
as if to say good-bye, and then as she let go, he saw the dragon slowly raise her head to its usual
position and become nothing more than a beautiful boat once more. Jenna looked at the Dragon
Boat for a moment and then she and Aunt Zelda walked back up the path. As they came nearer
the cottage, Merrin lost sight of them. Suddenly Merrin felt very sleepy; the slow, silent scene
that had been played out in front of him had had a strangely soporific effect. For once, instead of
listening at the top of the stairs as he usually did, he went back to bed and fell asleep. For the
first time ever, that night Merrin did not have his usual nightmares.

Downstairs, Aunt Zelda had lit a small fire of apple wood and was pouring some celebratory
parsnip and cabbage juice. MidSummer Night was an important night for all White Witches, but
it was especially important for the White Witch Keepers onDraggenlsland . Aunt Zelda was the
latest in a long line of Keepers, but she was the very first to have the Dragon Boat moored
outside her cottage, just like any ordinary marsh boat. In the past, on MidSummer Night, all the
previous Keepers had taken the Queen down through the trapdoor in the potion cupboard and
along the tunnel to the old temple, where the Dragon Boat had been left by its first Dragon
Master, Hotep-Ra.

The Dragon Boat's second Dragon Master now sat sipping parsnip and cabbage juice beside the
fire, fiddling with the Dragon Ring he wore on his right index finger and saying to Jenna,
"What's the matter? What did she say? Tell us, Jen."

Jenna did not reply. She stared into the fire, thinking hard.
Aunt Zelda came and sat beside them. "You should never ask the Queen—or, indeed, the
Queen-to-be—what the dragon said. Even in the old days when the ExtraOrdinary Wizards still

knew about the Dragon Boat, they would not have dared to askthat ," she told Septimus sternly.

"Oh. But Jen doesn't mind telling us, do you, Jen? Anyway, if it's something bad she shouldn't
have to think about it all on her own."

Jenna looked up from the fire. "'l don't mind Septimus asking," she said.
"I'm sure you don't,” said Aunt Zelda. "But you do need to know about how things are done—

how they've always been done. And withoutyour ... oh, dear ... without your mother here to tell
you ... well, | feel I should let you know all that I can.”



"Oh," said Jenna, and then lapsed into silence. After a while she said, "I do want to tell you what
the dragon told me. She told me that she knows aDarke One is coming. She says she is no
longer safe here—"

"Of course she's safe here,” Aunt Zelda spluttered indig-nantly. "She is with me—I am the
Keeper. IKeep her safe."”

Jenna carried on, speaking in a low, steady voice, all the while staring at the fire, unable to look
at Aunt Zelda while she was telling her so many unwelcome things. "The dragon said that since
the temple was washed away and she has been outside, she has been expecting aDarke One to
find her.”

"Well, why didn't she tell you that when you came last year?" asked Aunt Zelda somewhat
peevishly.

"I don't know," said Jenna. "Maybe she didn't want us to put her back under the ground again.
She's only human—I mean, dragon. She loves the sun and the smell of the marsh air.”

"Exactly,” said Aunt Zelda. "It would be a terrible thing to hide her away again. And she looks
so beautiful. I talk to her all the time now that she's out there."

Jenna wondered how she was going to tell Aunt Zelda what the Dragon Boat had asked her to
do. "She says she must leave," Jenna mumbled.

"Shewhat ?" gasped Aunt Zelda.

"She wants me to ask her new Dragon Master to take her away to safety—to keep her safe just
as the last one did when he put her into the old temple. I'm really sorry, Aunt Zelda, but that's
what she said. She said the Time hasCome for her to complete her journey to the Castle."

"But | am the Keeper," Aunt Zelda protested. "There have always been Keepers here ... | have
made the Keeper's Promise—toKeep her safe at all times. And Iwill . | can't let her go. | can't.”
She heaved herself up from the stool she was sitting on. "I'm going to make a cabbage sandwich.
Does any-one want one?"

Jenna and Nicko shook their heads but Septimus hesitated a moment. Since he had become an
Apprentice he had missed Aunt Zelda's cabbage sandwiches, and even though Marcia had made
him one as a treat on his last birthday, it had not tasted the same. But he too shook his head; he
did not feel at all hungry just then.

As he sat on the floor beside the fire, worrying about what he was expected to do with the
Dragon Boat—not to mention what Aunt Zelda was going to have to say about it if he did—
Septimus became aware of something pecking at him. It must be Bert, he thought, reaching out
to shoo her away. Bert was Aunt Zelda's cat who had taken the form of a duck and was in the
habit of pecking anyone who sat in her place beside the fire. But there was no sign of Bert.



"What's up, Sep?" asked Nicko.

"I felt something peck me. But Bert's not here ... Ow! There it is again.” Septimus jumped up.
"Ouch! There's something in my pocket. It's biting me!"

"Eurgh," gasped Jenna. "l bet it's one of those Mud Snappers. They were jumping all over the
place while | was waiting for the Boggart. Get rid of it, Sep. Chuck it out the door—quick!"

Septimus headed to the door.

"What's going on?" asked Aunt Zelda, coming back with a great doorstop of a cabbage
sandwich in her hand.

"Sep's got a Mud Snapper in his pocket,"” said Jenna. "It's biting him."

"Vicious little brutes,” said Aunt Zelda. "Make sure you throw it over the other side of the Mott,
Septimus. We don't want it coming back indoors."

Septimus opened the door and gingerly turned out his tunic pocket. To his surprise, there was
nothing there. Then, as his hand hovered near his belt, something poked its head from a large
hole that had appeared in the pouch he wore at his waist. It bit his finger—hard, and this time it
hung on to it.

"Aargh!" yelled Septimus, dancing around, frantically shaking his hand to try to get rid of the
small green thing with very sharp teeth, all of which were sunk into his right index finger, just
above his Dragon Ring.

"Good heavens," gasped Aunt Zelda. "What have you got there?"

"Getitoffme!"Septimus shouted, not daring to look. And then, the small green thing (which had
not yet worked out how to breathe and bite at the same time) took a breath. It let go of Septimus's
finger and, as Septimus gave his hand yet another wild shake, it arched high into the air,
narrowly missing Aunt Zelda's collection of brooms that hung from the rafters. Everyone
watched as, at the height of its trajectory, the creature opened two small wings and flapped them
ineffectively as it headed straight for Jenna—and landed in her lap.

Jenna sat, staring with amazement at a small baby dragon.

Spit Fyre



"You're stuck with it now," Aunt Zelda told
Septimus as she bandaged his bleeding finger. "lItImprinted you when it bit your finger. It's
going to be a bit of a handful when it grows up, mind. You ought to get yourself a Dragon
Training manual from somewhere.Though where you'd find one nowadays, | don't know."

Septimus sat looking at the cracked remains of the rock that Jenna had given him during their
previous stay with Aunt Zelda. She had found it while Septimus was helping her escape from the
Hunter—it had been lying in the tunnel that led to the temple where the Dragon Boat was hidden.
Septimus had treasured the rock; it was the very first present that anyone had ever given him. As
he stared at the thick green eggshell that lay in pieces in his cupped hands, Septimus could not
believe that his beautiful rock had turned out to be a dragon egg—what were the chances ofthat
happening?he wondered.

The chances were remote. Septimus did not know that there were only about five hundred
dragon eggs scattered throughout the world, and it had been many, many years since a human
had helped to hatch a dragon. Dragon eggs are usually found in old, long-forgotten dragon
haunts, and many people who find them do pick them up and keep them on account of their
beautiful sheen. Not all dragon eggs are green—many are blue and occasionally a rare red is
found. But generally they spend their days in display cabinets or tucked away in old shoe boxes
and never hatch, for a dragon egg needs to follow a complicated sequence of events, all in the
right order, all within a certain amount of time, to allow it to become a baby dragon. The last
time that had happened had been five hundred years ago on a small desert island, when a lone
shipwrecked sailor had awoken one morning to find that his treasured blue rock had hatched into
an unexpected, and extremely troublesome, companion.

Like the shipwrecked sailor, Septimus had unknowingly done all the right things that needed to
be done in order to hatch a dormant dragon egg. Firstly, he had kick-started the incubation by
leaving the egg close to the fire at Aunt Zelda's on his last visit. A dragon egg needs sustained
heat of over eighty degrees for at least twenty-four hours in order to get the process going. It then
needs a year and a day of constant warmth and movement.



After rescuing the dragon egg from beside the fire, Septimus had decided to keep it in his
pocket, which provided not only the warmth that the dragon needed but also the sensation of
movement. A dragon will not hatch just because it is warm; it needs to think that its mother is
carrying it around with her and will be there to care for it when it hatches. To a dragon egg, no
movement meansno mother. Septimus unwittingly provided the egg with a year and a day of
warmth and quite enough running and jumping to convince the tiny dragon that its mother was
very lively indeed. After the year and a day had passed, the dragon would be almost ready, but
even at this stage all could go wrong. It now needed a sharp tap to wake it up—if this did not
happen within the following six months, the dragon would die and never have the chance of
hatching. A dragon mother would normally use this time to find a safe place in which to hatch
and bring up the baby dragon.When she had done so she would give the egg a very gentle bite.
Luckily for Septimus's egg, the wolverines had thoughtfully stepped in for the dragon mother
when they had broken their teeth crunching the outer shell. At that point the baby dragon was
very nearly hatched—nearly, but not quite. There was one last thing it needed, and this was
provided not by Septimus, but by his brother Simon. The dragon egg needed a touch
ofDarkenesse .

All dragon mothers had different ways of providing the last requirement. Some would kidnap a
passingThing and show it to the egg; some would leave the egg outside aDarke Witch's house
overnight and hope that it would still be there in the morning. Some dragons had enough of their
ownDarkenesse and no need to go looking for more. So when Simon's cloak had become a
snake and wrapped itself around Septimus and the egg, it had provided the final touch and started
the clock ticking. The baby dragon was then set to hatch in twelve hours' time—which was
exactly what it had done.

"I don't know much about dragons—well, not newborn ones anyway," said Aunt Zelda as she
finished bandaging Septimus's finger and the last bite of her cabbage sandwich at the same time.
"But I do know that the sooner you give them a name the better. If you leave it too long they will
be Nameless and never come when you call. It's hard enough getting them to take any notice of
you at the best of times, from what | understand. And for the first twenty-four hours it should not
leave your side—so you'd better let Septimus have it back now, Jenna."

"Here you are then, Sep," said Jenna a little regretfully. She scooped the tiny winged lizard out
of her lap and handed it to Septimus. "It's cute, isn't it?"

Septimus stared at the sleeping dragon, which lay curled up in the palm of his hand. It felt
surprisingly heavy for its size, cool to the touch and as smooth as the egg from which it had
hatched.

Nicko gave a loud yawn and stretched sleepily. "Gotta get some sleep,” he said. The yawn was
catching.

"Name first,then sleep,” said Aunt Zelda. "What's it to be?"



Septimus had no idea. He stared at the dragon and caught Nicko's yawn. He was far too tired to
go making up names for dragons. Suddenly the dragon sat up and coughed up some egg sac; two
tiny bursts of flame spluttered from its nostrils and scorched Septimus's hand.

"Ouch!" he gasped. "It's spitting fire at me. That's it—Spit Fyre. That's its name. Spit Fyre."
"Go on, then," said Aunt Zelda.
"Go on what?" asked Septimus, sucking his burned fingers.

"Dragons like everything to be done by the rules," Aunt Zelda told him. "You have to say ...
now let me think ... ah, yes—Oh, faithful companion and fearless friend, who will be with me
until the end, I name thee Spit Fyre—or Poodle-Face or Derek or ... well, whatever you happen
to have decided."

Septimus stared at the dragon in his hand and murmured wearily, "Oh, faithful companion and
fearless friend, who will be with me until the end, | name thee Spit Fyre." The dragon gazed at
him with its unblinking green eyes and coughed up some more egg sac.

"Yuck," said Septimus.

Septimus did not get much sleep that night. Spit Fyre was fretful; whenever Septimus dozed off
the dragon nipped his fingers or scrabbled at his clothes with its sharp claws. Eventually, in a bad
temper, Septimus stuffed the dragon back into the pouch he had kept the egg in and at last it
set-tled down to sleep.

They were all woken far too early the next morning by Spit Fyre fluttering frantically at the
window like a butterfly trying to get outside.

"Tell it to be quiet, Sep," Nicko said blearily, stuffing his pillow over his head and trying to get
back to sleep. Septimus got up and snatched Spit Fyre off the windowpane. He was already
beginning to see what Aunt Zelda meant about a baby dragon being trouble. The dragon
scrabbled against his hand with its sharp little claws, and Septimus shoved it back into its pouch
again.

The morning sun was already high in the sky and shining through the marsh mist. Septimus
knew he was too wide-awake to go back to sleep again. He glanced at Jenna, Nicko and Wolf
Boy who were all still bundled up in their quilts and had gone back to sleep. Not wanting Spit
Fyre to disturb them, Septimus decided to take the dragon outside for its first breath of morning
air.

Silently he closed the heavy door behind him and walked down the path toward the Dragon
Boat. Someone was already there.

"It's a beautiful morning,"” said Aunt Zelda pensively.



Septimus sat beside her on the wooden bridge that spanned the Mott. "I thought maybe the
Dragon Boat should meet her baby. | mean, | suppose Spit Fyre is the Dragon Boat's egg?"

"l imagine so," said Aunt Zelda."Although one can never be sure with dragons. But Spit Fyre
hasimprinted you, so | wouldn't complicate matters. Here, | found this for you. | knew | had one
somewhere." Aunt Zelda handed Septimus a small green book bound in what looked
suspiciously like dragon skin. It was calledHow to Survive Dragon Fostering: A Practykal Guide

"Of course what you really need is theWinged Lizard's Almanac of the Early Years ," Aunt
Zelda told him. "But | doubt that even the Pyramid Library has one of those. Unfortunately they
were written in rather flammable parchment and you just don't get them anymore. Still, this
might be some help."”

Septimus took the musty-smelling book and idly stared at the endorsements on the back cover.

"This book saved my life. No dragon tooth can get through the cover. Wear this book at all
times."

"I only lost one finger while | fostered Fang, thanks to the handy hints section in this invaluable
guide.”

"After | gotimprinted by Skippy all my friends deserted me and | was going crazy until | read
this hook. Now | am allowed out of the Asylum at weekends—and who needs friends anyway?"

"Oh, thanks, Aunt Zelda," Septimus said gloomily.

Septimus and Aunt Zelda sat in a companionable silence, each with their own thoughts, listening
to the marsh sounds as the heat of the summer day began to seep through the mist and wake up
the more active marsh creatures. Like Jenna, Septimus had become adept at identifying the
different sounds, and he was sure he heard the squelch of the suckers of a cou-ple of Water
Nixies, followed by the sharp snap of a Mud Snapper and the splish-splash of some baby eels.
Soon the heat of the sun had burned off the last remnants of the mist, and the clear blue sky
promised a swelteringly hot day.

Aunt Zelda gazed up at the bright blue. There was something tense about her that caught
Septimus's attention. He looked at Aunt Zelda. Her lined round face, which was framed by her
crinkly and somewhat disheveled gray hair, had an anxious look to it, and her deep blue witch's
eyes glittered as she focused on something high in the sky. Suddenly she heaved herself up from
the bridge and grabbed Septimus by the hand. "Don't look up,"” she said in a low voice. "Don't
run. Just walk slowly back inside with me."

Inside the cottage, Aunt Zelda quietly closed the heavy front door and leaned against it. She was
pale and her eyes had a desolate expression. "Jenna's right,” Aunt Zelda whispered, almost to
herself. "The Dragon Boat ... she'll have to leave."



"Why? What—what did you see?" asked Septimus, although he had guessed the answer.
"Simon. He's up there. Like a vulture.Waiting."
Septimus took a deep breath to try and quell the knotted feeling that had suddenly appeared in

his stomach. "Don't worry, Aunt Zelda," he told her. "The Dragon Boat will be safe at the Castle.
I'll take her back there."”

Although he had no idea how.

Takeoff

S Merrin watched the Dragon Boat through his
eyeglass. He had found the eye glass half buried in a Brownie burrow during one of his many
lone expeditions on the Marshes, and it was his little secret from Aunt Zelda. Merrin liked



having secrets from Aunt Zelda, although they did not usually last long, as she invariably found
them out. But he was sure that this secret was one that he had managed to keep—by means of
burying the eyeglass under a slab of rock on the grassy knoll beside the Hundred-Foot Pit.
Merrin knew that as long as Aunt Zelda did not see him using the eyeglass he would be safe, for
there was no way she could get across the sinking bog that surrounded the pit—only Merrin was
light and agile enough to jump over the hidden steppingstones that lay just beneath the surface of
the bog.

Merrin had guessed, rightly, that the eyeglass had once belonged to his old Master, DomDaniel.
There was aDarkenesse about it that made Merrin feel comfortable and reminded him of old
times. They may not have been happy times, but at least they were interesting and he was not
stuck out on a smelly old Marsh with only a load of cabbages and an interfering old witch for
company. He raised the eyeglass to his eye, careful not to let the sun glint off it and give his
position away, and he smiled to himself to think it was he who was still alive on the Marsh and
DombDaniel who was now nothing more than a pile of bones, picked clean by the Marsh
Brownies.Serves him right, thought Merrin gleefully. That oldNecromancer shouldn't have been
so nasty to his faithful Apprentice.

It was now late in the afternoon and the high spring tide—for it had been a new moon the day
before—was filling up the channels of the Marsh. Merrin's grassy knoll was now completely
surrounded by black, peaty marsh water. The Marsh was quiet in the sleepy late afternoon heat
and Merrin lay idly on the knoll. He had been observing the comings and goings between the
cottage and the Dragon Boat all afternoon and could not make any sense of it. Aunt Zelda, who
was usually so bossy, seemed to be at a loss, dolefully hanging around the Dragon Boat, while
the Princess girl and the pig boy had busied themselves raising the mast and talking to Aunt
Zelda. The Septimus Heap boy had been on the boat for ages, which really irritated Merrin, as he
was never allowed on. Merrin tried to see what Septimus was doing, but as far as he could tell he
was just looking at the tiller while the pig boy was standing beside the Mott, talking to him.
Stupid boys, thought Merrin.

"Come on, Sep," Nicko was saying. "You've flown her before so you can do it again.Easy-
peasy."

"But | don't know what I did, Nik. I mean, | didn't do anything. The boat did it." Septimus was
still staring at the tiller—he was afraid to put his hand on the tiller, a massive, curved piece of
mahogany, as the last time he had done that, the Dragon Boat had come alive and set off to sea.

"Well, you're wearing the Dragon Ring this time, and you weren't before, so it should be even
easier,” Nicko pointed out. "I don't see what you're botheredabout, Sep. Boats are a piece of
cake."

Septimus looked at his Dragon Ring. He loved the ring, but right now he wished he did not have
it—why was ithim who had ended up as Dragon Master? Why couldn't it have been Nicko, who
knew all about boats?



"Come on, Septimus." Aunt Z”elda'svoice came over the side of the boat. "Sometimes there are
things we just have to do. | don't want to let the Dragon Boat go, and you don't want to take her
away from me. Butl have to let her go andyou have to take her—that's the way it is. She must be
where she wants to be, and she must be safe. It's for the best."

Septimus looked up from the tiller. "But what will you do without her?"

"I will get Wolf Boy's hands better and keep an eye on that misguided lad who's lurking out by
the Hundred-Foot Pit and thinks I can't see him and that wretchedDarke eyeglass he's found."

"409'sstaying here?With that awful Apprentice boy?"

"Wolf Boy is too ill to travel, Septimus. But Merrin will not be here much longer—I intend to
take him back to his mother soon.”

"His mother?He's got a mother?" Septimus looked amazed.

Aunt Zelda smiled. "Yes, | think even Merrin has a mother. And I suspect she may be your ex-
landlady."”

"What?"
"Where you stayed in the Port."

"One of the witches?Oh, that makes sense. | bet it's that really nasty one, Veronica. Come to
think of it, she looked a bit like him."

Aunt Zelda shook her head. "Believe it or not, | thinkit's Nurse Meredith."

"Oh, yuck.All those dead babies.She's worse than a witch. So when are you going to take him to
the Doll House?"

"As soon as | can leave Wolf Boy for a day, when his fever has gone.The burns will take longer
to heal, there's a lot ofDarkenesse in them. They'll need quite a bit more fresh Marsh Bane."

Septimus looked worried. "He will be all right, won't he?"

"Yes. He will. I'll bring him back when he's better."”

"You'll come to the Castle?" Septimus was surprised.

"Well, there's nothing to keep me here now," Aunt Zelda said briskly. "And Keepers have been
known to pay the Castle the odd visit. I'm sure Marcia would like to have me to stay, after all the

weeks she spent here.”

Septimus grinned at the thought of Aunt Zelda in Marcia's rooms.



"That's better,” said Aunt Zelda, noticing Septimus's smile.

Ten minutes later Septimus had said good-bye to Wolf Boy and promised that he would see him
again soon. Wolf Boy had given him a weak smile. "Not if | see you first," he'd said, and then
closed his eyes and fallen asleep. Septimus had tip-toed out of the cottage, buttoning Spit Fyre
firmly into a dragon-proof bag that Aunt Zelda had found for him. The small dragon had been
fast asleep all day, but the last thing he wanted was Spit Fyre waking up and making a nuisance
ofhimself while he was trying to fly the Dragon Boat.

Now Spit Fyre was safely stowed in a locker beside the tiller, and Septimus, Jenna and Nicko
were on the Dragon Boat, ready to leave. Aunt Zelda was anxiously eyeing a small gray cloud
hovering high in the sky just above the cottage. She had seen the cloud drift toward them as they
were preparing the Dragon Boat and had thought it strange at the time, as the cloud was coming
from the northeast and Aunt Zelda was sure that the wind was a westerly. Now she was worried,
for the cloud had not moved for the last half hour, which was not normal cloud behavior.

But the Dragon Boat was ready. It was time to leave.

"Jenna," said Aunt Zelda. "I have something for you." She reached up on tiptoe and passed
something to Jenna's out-stretched hand. "It's the key to the Queen's Room.In the Palace. You—
you may need it."

It was a heavy gold key with a round emerald set into the top that reminded Jenna of the
dragon’'s eyes. Jenna was con-fused. She had explored every part of the Palace since she had
moved there with Sarah and Silas, but she had never seen the Queen's Room.

"But—where is the Queen's Room?" she asked.

"Er, | can't say, Jenna. But you will find it when The Time Is Right. You can be certain of that."”

"When ... when will that be, Aunt Zelda?" asked Jenna.

"When you become the Young Queen,” said Aunt Zelda, somewhat unhelpfully.

"Er ... okay.Well, thank you. It's a beautiful key."

Aunt Zelda stepped back from the boat. "Off you go now," she said rather too brightly. "No
more hanging around.” She gave another glance at the cloud, which was casting a small shadow

over the prow.

"Take her back along the Mott, as far from the bridge as you can,” Aunt Zelda called out. "She'll
need a run up to get into the air."”

"Okay, Aunt Zelda," yelled the Dragon Master.



"Remember to head north, away from the sun."

"Yes, Aunt Zelda."

"And don't go too fast, for goodness' sake—unless you have to."
"No, Aunt Zelda."

"Don't flyall the way to the Castle or you'll tire her. Make sure you land when you get to the
river."

"Don't worry, we will, Aunt Zelda."

"And—"

"Aunt Zelda, we'll befine .Really."

"Yes. Sorry. | know you will." Aunt Zelda stepped away from the boat and gazed at the brilliant
gold hull and the iri-descent green shimmer of the dragon's head and tail, drinking it all in so that
she could remember exactly how the dragon looked in the empty days to come.

Septimus took a deep breath and looked at Nicko. "Ready?" he asked.

Nicko grinned at him."Aye, aye, cap'n.”

"Is the dragon ready, Jen?"

Jenna was up at the prow with her arms around the dragon's neck. She whispered something to
the dragon and then gave Septimus a thumbs-up sign. Septimus's heart was pound-ing; there was
no putting it off anymore—it was time for take-off. He nervously placed his right hand on the
tiller.

The dragon turned her head and fastened her emerald-green eyes on the small figure holding the
tiller. She recog-nized the one who had released her from her prison under the ground. He looked
a little different now. He no longer wore his red hat, which she had rather liked, and he was
bigger—more solid somehow—and had a stronger air ofMagyk about him. But he was still the
same boy, still a little scared and still wanting to do what was best. The dragon approved. She

would take him where he wished to go.

Septimus looked into the dragon's eyes, unaware that he had passed her test. His hand felt
clammy as he clutched the tiller, and he wondered what he should do.

"She wants to know where you are taking her,” Jenna suddenly called out.



"Tellher, tell her I am taking her where she wishes to go. | am taking her to the Castle,"
Septimus replied.

The dragon nodded. Slowly her head turned until her shimmering green eyes were gazing at
Aunt Zelda; then the powerful neck dipped, down and down until the dragon's head rested on the
grass at Aunt Zelda's feet. Aunt Zelda knelt and put her arms around the great green and gold
head.

"Good-bye, my lady," whispered Aunt Zelda with tears in her eyes. "We will meet again."

Aunt Zelda retreated to the cottage door and the Dragon Boat began to move. The tide was at its
height and the Mott was full to the brim with dark brown brackish water. The Dragon Boat was
floating free, and with much creaking and groaning the huge creature backed away from the
bridge, squeezing between the grassy banks along the straight stretch of water that ran in front of
the Keepers Cottage. At the first bend in the Mott, the Dragon Boat could go no farther and
stopped. Before her was only a short run for takeoff. The dragon eyed it doubtfully—she had
never flown from such a confined space before. When she had sailed the seven seas with Hotep-
Ra, she had taken off in the middle of wide, empty oceans, usually because her Master had
become bored with long days at sea and had wanted a change of pace. She had never done
anything like this before.

With some difficulty the dragon squeezed her folded wings out from the confines of the banks
of the Mott and lifted them up until they were raised high above her mast. The great, green,
leathery folds which had lain at her side through two hot summers and one freezing winter were
stiff and dry, and as the dragon began to open them, a terrible creaking and groaning noise,
followed by an ominous crackling, filled the air. Septimus, Nicko and Jenna clasped their hands
to their ears and watched the leathery folds of the dragon's wings painfully open like two great
hands stretching after a long and heavy sleep. All three held their breath, afraid that the dragon
skin between the fingers of the wings might split, but as the folds became smooth and the sun
shone on the shining green scales, they could see that all was well and that once again the
Dragon Boat proudly held her wings aloft.

She was ready to go.

The dragon took a deep breath. Her crew felt her shudder and the great wings began to move,
churning the hot air around them and blowing their hair into their eyes. The golden boat inched
forward. The wings beat powerfully and slowly, dipping right down to the ground and swooping
high up into the air, gathering strength, and then with a stomach-churning lurch the Dragon Boat
suddenly shot forward.

"Stop!"yelled Aunt Zelda at the top of her voice. No one heard.

With wings beating furiously, head outstretched, muscles in the great green neck tensed, the
golden boat shot down the Mott ina spume of water, and, at the very last moment possi-ble—
accompanied by a loud crack and the sound of splinter-ing wood—she lifted up into the air,
taking most of the Mott bridge with her.



Steep and fast, the Dragon Boat climbed into the summer sky. As the remains of the Mottbridge
fell away and landed close to the Hundred-Foot Pit, much to Merrin's shock, she wheeled around
and headed across the Marram Marshes toward the river.

The Dragon Boat was at long last completing her journey to the Castle.

Airborne

Heart in her mouth, Aunt Zelda watched the Dragon Boat
climbing into the sky—it was an incredible sight. Although Aunt Zelda had seen the boat fly
once before, when the dragon had done battle with DomDaniel's ship, the Vengeance, she had
only caught glimpses in flashes of lightning. Now the boat sailed into the bright summer evening
sky, sunlight glinting on her golden hull, greens and blues shimmering from her massive wings.
The sight of the Dragon Boat, which she had looked after for so very many years, now flying
free high above her took Aunt Zelda's breath away and tied her stomach up in knots.

But there was another, nastier, reason why Aunt Zelda's stomach was carefully tying itself into a
particularly complicated knot. For, as the Dragon Boat had begun her run along the Mott, the
suspicious gray cloud had suddenly shot forward, and a blindingly bright ball of light had come
roaring out of it, aimed at the boat. Aunt Zelda had screamed, "Stop!" but no one had heard her,
and it was far too late for the Dragon Boat to stop anyway.

Aunt Zelda picked up the splintered remains of a plank from the bridge—the only piece to have
fallen on her side of the Mott. Her worst fears were confirmed, the plank was charred and still
hot to the touch—it had been hit by aThunderflash .



Aunt Zelda stared into the sky, holding her breath with fear. The Dragon Boat was still easy to
see, for she did not fly fast; she was built for long-haul flight, slow and steady, saving her
energy. She sailed majestically above the Marram Marshes, wings beating rhythmically, head
held high—and behind her scuttled the small dark cloud. Aunt Zelda's knees suddenly felt very
strange. She sank to the ground and started biting her nails, something she had not done since
waiting for her Witch Graduation results.

Onboard the Dragon Boat everyone had just about got their breath back after the takeoff. In fact,
in the terror of the take-off none of them had noticed theThunderflash , or had any idea Simon
Heap was now trailing them. Jenna was up in the prow; Septimus held the tiller and Nicko, who
was not comfortable with any kind of boat taking to the air, had only just opened his eyes. He
stared up at the dragon's wings, which were beating steadily. They were blowing surprisingly
strong gusts of air through the boat which, combined with the up and down motion, made him
feel as though the boat was at sea, rather than a thousand feet in the air. Nicko began to relax and
look about him—and something caught his eye.

"There's a weird cloud behind us, Sep," said Nicko.

Septimus, who hardly dared look anywhere except straight ahead of him, caught the concern in
Nicko's voice and madehimself turn around. A dark gray cloud was flying toward them in a
deliberate, distinctly uncloudlike fashion.

"Simon!" muttered Septimus.

"Oh, pigs," said Nicko, squinting back into the sun, which was low in the sky. "Do you really
think so?"

"It's aDarke cloud. I thought I felt something just now, but I told myself it was just because |
was feeling scared about flying. It's the same sort of feeling really."

"What's he going to do then, Sep?"

"I dunno,” Septimus replied, glancing behind him again. "But | don't suppose he's come just to
say 'hello, that's a nice boat you've got there.""

"Hmm," muttered Nicko. "Perhaps we ought to go a bit faster."”
"Not sure how to do that.l could ask Jenna..." But without Septimus uttering a word, the dragon
began to beat her wings more rapidly, and the great gusts of wind passing their faces grew into a

gale.

But the cloud easily kept up with them, following the Dragon Boat as surely as if someone had
tied it on with a piece of string.

"There he is!" Nicko suddenly yelled above the noise of the wings.



Septimus spun around in time to see Simon fly out from the cloud, and in a moment he was
hovering behind them, easily keeping pace. Septimus stared back at his brother; he looked
different somehow—uwhat was it? And then he real-ized. Over his right eye, the eye that 409 had
hit with the stone from his catapult, Simon wore an eyepatch. Good old 409, thought Septimus.
He smiled.

"I'll take that smile off your stupid face if you don't land that—that ridiculous mutant,” Simon
yelled at Septimus.

"What'd he say, Nik?" yelled Septimus.

"Dunno.Can't hear. Load of rubbish, I expect,” Nicko shouted back.

"Hand over the Queenling and I'll let you both go!" shouted Simon.

"He's still yelling," said Nicko.

"Yeah.Keep an eye on him, Nik. Watch out for him reach-ing for aThunderflash ."
"He wouldn't—not up here."

"Hewould ."

"If you don't bring that contraption down to land right now you will leave me no choice!" Simon
screamed.

Neither Septimus nor Nicko had noticed that Jenna had joined them in the stern of the Dragon
Boat. She looked angry.

"I have had enough of him chasing me." She raised her voice above the whooshing noise of the
wings as they swept down, the wind blowing her hair across her face and into her eyes. "Ireally
have." From her tunic pocket Jenna drew out theEnlarging Glass that she had picked up from
the Camera Obscura.

"What's that, Jen?" said Septimus and Nicko at once.

"I'll show you.Watch!" Jenna held out theGlass so that the sun's rays were focused into a bright
spot of light; then Jenna slowly moved the spot until it rested on Simon's face. For a moment
there was no reaction,then all at once Simon's hand flew up to his face. He yelled and shot away,
looking around to see what had burned him. Jenna tried to follow him with the light, but Simon
ducked and weaved this way and that, searching for theDarke forces that were chasing him—for
Simon had felt theDarkenesse from theGlass .



He soon worked out where it was coming from. "You!" yelled Simon furiously as he saw Jenna
holding theEnlarging Glass . Shaking with rage, Simon took aThunderflash from his belt.
"That will be the last thing you ever do," he screeched.

This time they heard him—and seconds later they also heard theThunderflash . A loud rumble
shook the air as a brilliant ball of white light flew from Simon's outstretched hand and roared
toward the Dragon Boat. Instinctively Jenna, Nicko and Septimus threw themselves onto the
deck, although they knew that when theThunderflash struck it would make no difference where
they were. As they hit the deck, a terrifying thud knocked the boat sideways—the dragon reared
her head in shock and the boat slewed over, tilting the deck to a crazy angle and sending the crew
rolling to the opposite side. A fearsome noise of ripping cloth and crunching bones echoed
around them, and then the thing they had all been dreading happened—the Dragon Boat began to
fall.

Jenna forced herself to look up. A plume of black smoke trailed from the dragon'’s right wing,
which hung limp and broken at her side, and the smell of burned flesh filled the air. The
remaining good wing flapped frantically, trying to right the boat and stop the freefall to the
Marsh below. Jenna clung to the side of the boat, willing the dragon to stay aloft. She saw the
dragon painfully spread the injured wing out until, although it hung limp and broken, it was now
horizontal and could act like a stabilizer. Slowly the deck tilted back to a small incline rather
than a steep mountainside, but they were still falling. Leaving the boys at the tiller, Jenna inched
her way up the sloping deck until she was back at the dragon's neck.

Simon's laugh echoed eerily around the boat. Although he had not quite scored the direct hit he
had hoped for—due to the irritating fact that he could see through only one eye—he had
wounded the dragon, and his next shot would finish the job. Simon took his third and
lastThunderflash from his belt.

"Now!"Jenna whispered to the dragon.

The dragon's tail twitched. As Simon flew in close, it suddenly flashed in the sunlight; the
golden barb whipped through the air and hit him full on, hurling him into the sky. Like a baseball
sailing out of the ballpark, Simon arched up, up into the blue in a perfect curve, until, at the peak
of his parabola, gravity reclaimed him, and he began his descent, describing an equally perfect
curve all the way down to the Hundred-Foot Pit.

Merrin was in the middle of a shouting match with Aunt Zelda when Simon Heap shot past him
and entered the pit with the most enormous splash. Being soaked in filthy bog water did not
improve Merrin's mood one bit. He was fed up with Aunt Zelda telling him what to do—what
business was it of hers if he had an eyeglass? Wasn't he allowedanything of his own? She was as
bad as DomDaniel. No, she wasworse . At least DomDaniel had let him keep things—well,
things that no one else had wanted.

The argument had erupted in the middle of Simon throwing his lastThunderflash . As the
tremendous roar shook the cottage, Aunt Zelda had looked away in despair, and a glint of sun by



the Hundred-Foot Pit had caught her eye. She had seen Merrin gleefully watching the battle
through hisEyeglass . TheDarke Eyeglass was bad enough, but what had really got to Aunt
Zelda was the expression on Merrin's face—he looked happier than she had ever seen him
before. Happy, thought Aunt Zelda, at the fact that the three people she loved most in the world
were quite possibly about to fall to their deaths.

"Put that wretchedEyeglass away!" Aunt Zelda had yelled angrily.

Merrin had jumped with surprise and then pointedly ignored her. He was not going to miss the
best thing he had seen in years.

"I will not have thatDarke thing here any longer!" Aunt Zelda carried on. "You will throw it in
the pit right now!"

Goaded, Merrin had yelled back, "No, I won't!" and missed seeing the swipe of the dragon's tail.
But neither Merrin nor Aunt Zelda missed the gigantic splash Simon Heap made as he fell to
earth and disappeared into the black depths of the Hundred-Foot Pit.

Simon Heap shot all the way down to the bottom of the pit, where he desperately fought his way
out of a forest of clinging strands of Marsh Bane. Fifty-five seconds later he emerged, gasping
for breath and covered in decayed slugs. Merrin was nearly sick with the stench of it, but
something drew him toward Simon; the boy offered him a hand and pulled him from the pit.
Simon lay in a spluttering, slimy heap on the bright green grass of the knoll and coughed up a
few slugs. Merrin sat beside him, staring at this stranger who had arrived out of the blue. Maybe
he was a Sign.A savior.A way out of being told what to do by Aunt Zelda.A way out of eating
cabbage every day. He glanced up guiltily at the thought of Aunt Zelda, but she had rushed into
the cottage and was nowhere to be seen.

Suddenly Simon sat up, coughed up a bucketful of marsh water and noticed Merrin for the first
time.

"Where'd you get that?" he demanded.

"What?" asked Merrin in injuredtones. Why, Merrin wondered, did everyone always talk to him
as though he had done something wrong?

"ThatEyeglass ."

"Nowhere.l—I mean | found it. It's mine."

Simon looked at the boy, sizing him up. An unusual lad, he thought.Could be useful. But what
was he doing here, out on the Marsh in the middle of nowhere? "You live with the old witch,

then?" Simon asked.

"No," Merrin said sulkily, as though Simon had accused him of something really bad.



" 'Courseyou do. Where else would you live in the middle of this dump?"

"Yeah..." Merrin allowed himself a smile. "It is a dump, isn't it?Stupid cottage full of poxy little
potions. She's got no idea what the real stuff is like."”

Simon looked at Merrin with narrowed eyes. "And you do?" he asked in a low voice.

"Yeah.l was Apprentice to the bestNecromancer there has ever been. He trusted me with
everything.Everything."”

Simon looked surprised. So this must be DomDaniel's old Apprentice. Somehow he had
survived beingConsumed— there must be something more to the boy than met the eye.

An idea began to form in Simon's mind. "You must miss him terribly," he said sympathetically.
"Yeah," muttered Merrin, persuading himself that he did indeedmiss DomDaniel. "Yeah, I do."

Simon looked Merrin up and down. He wasn't ideal, but he was someone he could do business
with. And he wanted to get his hands on thatEyeglass . "D'youwant a job?" asked Simon.

"A job?" asked Merrin, taken aback.
"Yes. You know, similar to what you did before."
"How similar?" asked Merrinsuspiciously.

"How do | know," said Simon, somewhat exasperated, "seeing as | don't know exactly what you
did before? Are you going to take the job or not?"

"Merrin!"Aunt Zelda's angry shout suddenly pierced the air. "Merrin, get away from thatevil
man —come back here right now!" Then, with more pressing things to do, she rushed into the
cottage.

Merrin watched Aunt Zelda's angry patchwork figure disappear. How dare that old witch yell at
him like that? What made her think he was going to do what she told him?

"Well," said Simon impatiently, "are you going to take the job?"
"Yes," said Merrin, "I'll take it."

"Shake on it," said Simon. Merrin took Simon's outstretched hand and before he knew what was
happening, his arm felt as if it was being pulled from its socket.

"Aah!" Merrin yelled in pain as his feet left the ground and Simon pulled him roughly aloft.
With some difficulty Simon managed to gain just enough height to take him over the roof of
Keeper's Cottage—although Merrin's dangling feet caught in the thatch and one of the boy's



boots fell off. Merrin looked down at the roof in horror, already regretting his snap decision.
"Help!" he yelled.

His voice drifted down the chimney and did no more than enter Wolf Boy's fevered dreams.
Aunt Zelda heard nothing. She was too busy to notice that the boy she had saved from
beingConsumed , the boy she had carefully nursed back to health, had left her and gone back to
where he had come from.

Landing

The Dragon Boat was rapidly losing alti-tude. Septimus had just
managed to avoid crashing into a small island overrun with chickens—and that had taken the
Dragon Boat's last ounce of strength. Now her head hung low, her eyes were dull and her one
good wing was trembling with exhaustion.

"Tell her it's not far now. | can see the river," Septimus called to Jenna, who was murmuring a
constant stream of encouraging words to the dragon. "Tell her if she can just keep going for a
few more minutes..."

"We're awful close to the ground, Sep," muttered Nicko, peering over the side of the boat. They
were skimming over a large area of bright green—which was a sure sign of the sinking Quake
Ooze. "P'raps we ought to look for somewhere to crash-land."

"Like where?" snapped Septimus.

"I dunno. A flat bit | s'pose."

"A nice flat bit of Quake Ooze, you mean?With a load of Brownies in it?"

"All right, Sep. No need to get snappy."



Septimus's eyes were fixed on the river. "I just—I just want to get her back safe.Whoaaaaaa!"
The boat gave a terrifying lurch. "Come on. Come on," Septimus muttered under his breath.
"You can do it. Yes ... yes, you can."

Nicko willed the dragon on. He felt helpless, and feeling helpless on a boat was the worst thing
in the world for Nicko.

Suddenly the deck tilted down ominously. "We're not going to make it, Nik," Septimus said
flatly.

"Yeah, maybe not.Can you crash-land her?"

"Can't say I've tried recently.This is scary."

"I know."

The Dragon Boat dropped again and Septimus felt as though he had left his stomach behind.
"Going down, Sep," Nicko said grimly.

"Yep.Down we—hey, hang on ... what's that—oh, that's all we need."

A small white cloud had appeared over the Marsh and was racing toward them.

"Simon doesn't give up, does he?" said Nicko. "And | don't suppose he's come to give us a hand.
Oh, pigs—he'sfast ."

No more than a few moments later the cloud was upon them, and a thick white mist had
enveloped the boat.

"Can you see him, Sep?" Nicko's voice came through the cloud.

"No—where is he?" Septimus hung on to the tiller and stared grimly ahead, seeing nothing but
impenetrable white and bracing himself for the crack of aThunderFlash or the splash of the
Quake Ooze.

Suddenly Jenna's voice came excitedly through the mist. "The dragon says she's being lifted up.
She's being carried by the cloud."

As Jenna spoke, Septimus felt the whole boat relax. The shuddering with every beat of the
dragon's wing disappeared, and the terrifying creakings and groanings that had accompanied the
dragon’'s frantic attempts to stay airborne quieted. The only sound they could hear was the faint
whoosh of air as the Dragon Boat was carried along.

"It's not Simon, is it, Sep?" Nicko whispered, somewhat overawed by the cloud.



"No—it's ... well, I don't know what it is. It's weird," Septimus replied.

"Um—wonder where we're going?" said Nicko, spooked by the strange atmosphere of the cloud.
It reminded him of something or someone, but he could not think what—or who.

Septimus was a little apprehensive too. His feeling of relief had been replaced by a sense of
unease. He did not like the con-trol of the Dragon Boat being taken out of his hands. He moved
the tiller from side to side—it swung loosely, uselessly, and had no effect on the boat now.

Again Jenna's voice drifted through the mist. "Stop mess-ing about!" she yelled.
"What?"Septimus yelled back.

"The dragon says stop messing about with the tiller; we're going to land,” came Jenna's
answering shout.

"Where?"Septimus and Nicko both shouted.
"On the river, silly.Where else?" yelled Jenna.

Septimus felt the boat dip and tip forward. He held the tiller tightly, unsure of what else to do—
and suddenly he could smell the river. They were coming in to land and he could see nothing.
Suppose they hit a boat? Or came in too steeply and sank? If only the cloud would go away and
let him see where they were going. As if reading his mind, the mist rolled up into a small white
cloud and shot off, back across the Marshes where it had come from.

Septimus paid no attention to where the cloud had gone; his gaze was fixed on the dark green
water of the river, which was rapidly coming up to meet them. They were going too fast.Far too
fast.

"Slow down!" he yelled at the dragon.

At the last moment, just before they hit the water, the dragon stretched out her wings as best she
could, reared her head up and dropped her tail. She hit the water with a crash, bounced up and
down and aquaplaned at full speed past a group of elderly fishermen who were known for their
tall fish-ing tales. That night at the Old Trout Tavern they were not completely surprised when
no one believed their latest story. By the end of the evening eventhey did not believe it.

The Dragon Boat finally slowed about half a mile up the river, just before a bend. She settled
into the water, raised her good wing and spread it to catch the wind, but her broken wing trailed
uselessly alongside and began to turn her in a circle, until Nicko stuck an oar over the other side
for balance.

Septimus sat down wearily by the tiller and Jenna came to join him.

"That was great, Sep."



"Thanks, Jen."

"That cloud...” said Jenna. "Did it stop us from crash-ing?"

Septimus nodded.

"It was weird," said Nicko. "It smelled funny.Reminded me of something."”
"Aunt Zelda's cottage,” said Jenna happily.

"What?Where?"

"No—thecloud .1t smelled of boiled cabbage.”

At Keeper's Cottage Wolf Boy had woken from a deepsleep, and for the first time since he had
held Sleuth, his hands did not hurt. He struggled to sit up, trying to remember where he was.
Slowly it all came back to him; he remembered 412 saying good-bye and he remembered the
cottage, but he most definitely did not remember the enormous glass flask that was blocking the
front doorway. Wolf Boy had never seen anything like it. Beside the flask was a huge cork
stopper, and beside the cork stopper stood Aunt Zelda, anxiously peering around the flask out at
the deepening evening sky. The flask was about the same size as Aunt Zelda and about the same
shape too.

Aunt Zelda noticed that Wolf Boy had woken up; she went and sat down beside him with a sigh.
Wolf Boy gazed at her, bleary-eyed. "412 okay?" he mumbled.

"We can but hope,"” said Aunt Zelda, keeping an eye on the flask. "Ah ... here it comes!" As she
spoke, a few tendrils of white mist wafted through the open door and into the flask. Soon the
tendrils had become a long stream, pouring through the door and tumbling into the flask. Aunt
Zelda jumped up and ran over to the massive flask, watching the mist stream into it andwhirl
around at high speed.

For some minutes the mist flowed in, filling the flask to the top. When the last tendril of mist
had returned to the flask, Aunt Zelda drew a small bottle from one of her many patchwork
pockets. Standing on tiptoe, she reached up and dripped one drop of a brilliant white liquid into
the mouth of the flask. The mist swirled into a frantic whirlpool and swirled itself into a small,
white,marshmallow -like blob.

"Good."Aunt Zelda sighed. "It'sCloud Concentrate again." She picked up the huge cork
stopper with both hands and shoved it into the mouth of the flask. Then, with the ball ofCloud
Concentrate rolling around like a solitary marble, she pushed the giant flask across the floor,
opened a large door concealed behind bookshelves at the end of the room and maneuvered the
flask into a cupboard.



Aunt Zelda closed the cupboard door with a quiet click and went outside. Slowly she walked to
the end of the island and looked out across the expanse of the Marshes, searching for any trace of
the Dragon Boat. She saw nothing—there was no clue, no sign of what had happened to her.
Aunt Zelda shook her head and hoped for the best, for that was all she could do, and retraced her
steps to the Cottage. Now she was ready to deal with Simon Heap. Ready to send him on
hisDarke way and get that wretched boy Merrin out of his clutches before it was too late.

But as Aunt Zelda stepped onto the path she tripped over a solitary brown boot. She picked up
the boot, saw straw from the thatch stuck in its eyelets—and she knew that, for Merrin, it was
already too late.

Return

: e ¥ In the early hours of the next morning,
wh|Ie the weary Dragon Master dozed at the tiller, the Dragon Boat sailed around Raven's Rock
and negotiated the tight left turn where the Moat branched off from the river. The Dragon Boat



pro-gressed purposefully along the Moat, watched only by some incurious gulls and Una
Brakket.

The housekeeper, who was not sleeping well these days, had just woken from a bad dream that,
as usual, had had something to do with Marcia Overstrand—although she could not quite
remember what. She was sitting at the window feeling relieved that she had woken up, but when
Una saw the Dragon Boat sail by, her spirits sank. She must still be dreaming, she thought. She
peered out to see if Marcia was on the boat and sure enough, there was that irritating boy who
was her Apprentice, so Marcia could not be far away. The housekeeper sighed and wished her
dream would end, preferably with Marcia Overstrand disappearing forever. She sat and watched
the Dragon Boat sail around the bend that led to the boatyard and waited for Marcia to appear.

The boatyard was deserted as the Dragon Boat drew up to the pontoon. Nicko jumped from the
prow with a thick azure-blue rope in his hand, planning to secure her to a large post as she came
to a halt. But the Dragon Boat appeared to have other ideas.

"Whoa!" yelled Nicko, running to keep pace with the boat's progress along the pontoon. "Stop
her, Sep. She's over-running!"

Septimus was wide awake now. "She won't stop, Nik! Jen, tell her to stop."

There was a splash as Nicko was forced to let go of the rope to avoid being dragged into the
water. Septimus started to panic. How do you stop a boat, especially one that appeared to have a
mind of her own?

Jenna called back to Septimus, "She says she's not there yet, Sep."

"Not where?" Septimus yelled as the Dragon Boat carried on toward a deserted cutting at the far
end of the boatyard, a dead end that was known as the Cut.

"Not where she will be safe!” Jenna replied. "Hang on, Sep. She's going in here!” The Dragon
Boat made a wide arc out into the Moat and then turned so that she was facing straight into the
Cut. Nicko caught up and ran alongside them. Now, ahead of the Dragon Boat was the dead end
of the Cut—the unyielding Castle Wall—and Nicko knew that the Dragon Boat was traveling too
fast to stop. They were going to hit the wall.

Helplessly he yelled, "Stop! Stop her, Sep!" But Septimus could do nothing; the Dragon Boat
was ignoring the Dragon Master. At the prow, Jenna saw the great mass of wall rear up before
them, threw herself onto the deck and waited for the inevitable crash.

"Wo...ho " Jenna heard Nicko's yell of astonishment and felt the air suddenly chill and darken.
A smell of underground dampness hit her nostrils and, as she dared to look up, the Dragon Boat
came to a halt—inside the Castle wall, in a vast, vaulted lapis lazuli cavern.



Jenna picked herself up from the deck and whistled under her breath. "You can open your eyes
now, Sep," she said. "The Dragon Boat's come home."

On the other side of the boatyard, a candle flared to life in the window of the small ramshackle
hut. Jannit Maarten was sud-denly awake. A moment later the door to Jannit's shack opened, and
the flickering flame disappeared as her candle dropped from her hand.

"What the—what in the name ofNeptune isthat ?" Jannit gasped. She set off across the yard like
a fox after a rabbit, leap-ing over the boats and the boatyard clutter, and a few moments later she
was standing next to Nicko. Lost for words, Jannit sur-veyed an incredible new dimension to her
beloved boatyard. Granted, it was a little ostentatious for Jannit's simple tastes. She herself
would never dream of lining such a gigantic boat-house in lapis lazuli of all things, and she most
certainly would not have gone to the trouble of drawing all those funny little pictures over it; and
as for the gold inlay around the door—well that was just plain silly. But Jannit could see that it
was a truly astounding space—and within itlay an incredible boat. Jannit, who was not given to
emotion, found herself a little overcome and had to sit down suddenly on an upturned dinghy.

"Nicko," Jannit said faintly. "Is—is this something to do with you? Did you find this?"

"No, the—the Dragon Boat found it. Sheknew ..." Nicko ran out of words. He could not get the
image out of his head: the Dragon Boat, head held high, heading fast—too fast—along the Cut.
And then, as he stared in horror at the thick Castle Wall looming before her, Nicko had seen a
bril-liant flash from a gold disk set high up in the wall that he had never noticed before. The
dragon had breathed a ribbon of fire from her nostrils, and as the flames touched the gold, the
seemingly solid stones had melted before her and the stun-ning lapis lazuli cavern had been
revealed. Nicko had watched the Dragon Boat glide serenely inside and come to a gentle halt. It
was the most wonderful thing that he had ever seen. He only wished Jannit could have seen it
too.

Septimus and Jenna clambered out of the Dragon Boat and walked carefully along the marble
walkways on either side of the Dragon House. They joined Nicko and Jannit outside, and silently
all four watched the Dragon Boat settle herself, like a swan on her nest, into the safety of the
Dragon House.

"You know," said Jannit, after a while, "once, when | was a girl, | read about something like
this. | was a bit of a tomboy and my aunt gave me a wonderful book. Now, what was it called?
Oh, yes, I remember—A Hundred Strange and Curious Tales for Bored Boys. Got me interested
inboats, that did. But of course, it can't be the boat I read about..."

"Well," Septimus said quickly, "that was just a story."

Jannit shot him a glance, remembering that he was Marcia's Apprentice. "Yes," she said quickly,
"of course."



Jenna and Septimus left Nicko and Jannit sitting with the Dragon Boat and set off for
theWizardTower . Septimus had checked inside the dragon-proof bag and saw to his relief that
Spit Fyre was still fast asleep, and so, carefully carrying the sleeping dragon, they walked
wearily through the deserted streets. The new moon had set and it was dark, but Jenna and
Septimus felt safe at night in the streets of the Castle, unlike those of the Port; they knew the
twists and turns, the alleys to avoid and the shortcuts to take. As they nearedWizard Way , the
glow from the torches lit up the night, and they slipped down a narrow path. Soon Septimus
pushed open the old wooden side gate that led into the courtyard of the Tower.

They had decided that Jenna would spend the rest of the night at theWizardTower and go back
to the Palace in the morning. Jenna followed Septimus up the steep marble steps; he muttered the
password and the heavy silver doors swung silently open.

Noiselessly the pair crossed the Great Hall. Jenna glanced down to see the words WELCOME,
PRINCESS AND APPRENTICE, UPON YOUR SAFE RETURN, WELCOME, SPIT FYRE
flickering in subdued nighttime colors across the floor. The inside of the Tower felt as strange as
always to Jenna; the strong smell ofMagyk in the air made her feel slightly giddy, and although
she was aware of being surrounded byMagykal sounds she could not hear them properly—it was
as if they were just out of reach. Jenna picked her way across the floor, which felt as though she
were walking across sand, and followed Septimus onto the silver spiral stairs. As the steps began
to move upward, both she and Septimus wearily sat down for the long journey to the top of the
Tower.

The spiral stairs were in nighttime mode, which meant they traveled slowly and silently. Jenna
dozily rested her head against Septimus's shoulder and counted the floors as they went up. A dim
bluish-purple haze lit each floor and the gentle sound of snoring drifted from one or two of the
older Wizards' rooms. As they approached the twentieth floor Jenna and Septimus stood, ready
to step off. Suddenly Jenna grabbed hold of his arm.

"Look..." she whispered.

"What'she doing here?" muttered Septimus. Silently, he and Jenna stepped onto the landing and
tiptoed toward Marcia's massive purple front door. A thin figure wearing brown robes edged
with the blue flashes of a sub-Wizard and an oddly shaped plaid hat with earflaps tied under his
chin was sitting on a small wooden chair outside the door, his head drooping as he slept.

"Who is it?" whispered Jenna.

"Catchpole," hissed Septimus.

The figure suddenly snapped awake. "Yes? Yes?" he said, looking around, confused. He caught
sight of Septimus. "What do you want, 412?" he barked. Septimus jumped to attention. He

couldn't help it; it was, for an awful moment, as if he were back in the Young Army again being
shouted at by the disgusting Catchpole.



Suddenly Catchpole remembered where he was and—uwith a feeling of horror—who Septimus
now was. "Ah ... er, excuse me, Apprentice. | wasn't thinking.Very sorry. No offense meant."

Septimus still looked shocked, so Jenna said politely, "We're staying here tonight, would you let
us in, please?" Catchpole peered into the gloom. His eyesight was not good (which was one of
the many reasons he had been no good as a Deputy Hunter) and he had not realized anyone was
with Septimus. When he saw who she was he jumped up, sending the chair clattering to the
ground.

"Oh, goodness.It's ... so sorry, Princess, | didn't see you."

"Don't worry, Catchpole," Jenna said with a smile, pleased at the effect she was having. "Just let
us past, will you?"

"No. Sorry.Under orders to let no one through the door.Security measures. Sorry. Really
terribly, terribly sorry about that,” Catchpole said anxiously.

"Why?" asked Jenna.

"I'm just following orders, Princess.” Catchpole looked wretched.

Septimus had had enough. "Oh, buzz off, Catchpole," he said. "We're going in whether you like
it or not." He stepped forward and the heavy purple door recognized the Apprentice. It swung
open and Jenna followed Septimus into Marcia's rooms, leaving Catchpole wringing his hands in
despair.

It was pitch-black inside."Why wouldn't Catchpole let us in?" Jenna whispered. "You don't think
something awful has happened, do you?" Septimus stood quietly for a moment while the glow
from his Dragon Ring grew brighter. He was listening hard.

"No," he said. "I can't feel anyDarke stuff. Well, no more than the usualShadow . And | can
hear ... yes, I'm sure | can hear Marcia breathing. Listen."

"I can't hear a thing, Sep,"” Jenna whispered.
"No? Oh, well, I suppose not. I'm learning toHear Human Breath from Beyond . It's how Dad
found you, you know.And how Marcia found me under the snow. I'm not that good yet, but | can

easily hear Marcia."

"Oh. But how—how do you know it's not theShadow breathing?""'Easy-peasy. TheShadow
doesn't breathe, silly. It's not alive. And it's certainly not human."

Hearing that did not make Jenna feel any better."It's a bit dark in here, Sep," she said.

Septimus touched a candle beside the great stone fireplace. It flared to life, casting dancing
shadows across the wall and illuminating theShadowSafe , which lurked in the corner like a



gigantic spider awaiting its prey. Jenna shivered. TheShadowSafe was creepy; there was
something about it that reminded her of the Observatory.

"You cold, Jen?" asked Septimus. He clicked his fingers and some small kindling sticks jumped
into the fireplace and set fire tothemselves . Then a couple of big logs heaved themselves out of
the log basket, thumped down on top of the kin-dling and obligingly burst into flames. Soon the
warm firelight filled the room and Jenna began to feel less spooked.

"Come on," said Septimus, "you can have the visiting Wizards' room. It's really nice. I'll show
you." But Jenna hung back. She thought of theShadow upstairs waiting beside Marcia.

"Thanks, Sep," she said. "But I'd rather stay down here by the fire."

Septimus glanced at Jenna's pale face. Being with all thatDarke stuff at Simon's place had not
done her any good, he thought. "Okay, Jen," he said. "I'll stay with you."

Sometime later, a tall figure stood in the doorway and saw two forms asleep under a pile of her
best purple blankets. Marcia lingered for a moment and smiled.That irritating ex-Message Rat
had been right. They were safe. Well, of course she had known it all along, but even so, it was
good to see them back again.

Marcia tiptoed away. TheShadow lingered and cast a malevolent glance at the two sleeping

figures, its eyes briefly flaring a dull yellow, and then it turned and followed Marcia back up the
chilly stone stairs.

In Search ofDraxx

: "What on earth isthat ?"" Marcia demanded crossly, quickly forgetting
how relleved she had been the night before to see Septimus and Jenna back safely. But Marcia
was not feeling her best. She had woken to see theShadow lounging on her pillow. This was not
unusual, for over the past few months theShadow had been growing more visible, especially first
thing in the morning. But it had always been silent—until that moment. What had actually
woken Marcia was the sound of a low, sepulchral voice calling her name over and over.



"Marcia ... Marcia ... Marcia..."

In a fit of anger, Marcia had thrown one of her best purple python shoes at the ghastlyThing ,
but the shoe had, of course, gone straight through it. The shoe had shot across the room and
smashed a small glass pot that Alther had given Marcia when, as his Apprentice, she had finally
mastered a particularly difficultProjection . The broken pot had upset Marcia more than she
expected, and she had stormed downstairs in a bad temper. She had had quite enough of
theShadow , she decided as she threw open the kitchen door and yelled at the coffeepot toget a
move on will you . After breakfast she decided she would go straight down to old Weasal and
insist on getting theStopper —the very last piece of theShadowSafe —immediately.

"Septimus,” said Marcia in a loud voice.

Septimus sat up with a start and for a moment could not remember where he was. Marcia soon
reminded him. "TheWizardTower ," she said, folding her arms crossly, "is a place ofMagyk .
Not a menagerie."

"What?" askedSeptimus.

"Look at my best blankets—fullof holes. I don't know where you found that giant moth, but you
can take it straight back."

"What giant moth?" asked Septimus, wondering if he'd missedsomething.
"Huh?" mumbled Jenna, emerging from under the pile of blankets.

"Oh, hello, Jenna," said Marcia. "Nice to see you back. The rat said—well, that wretched rat
said a lot of things, most of it rubbish as far as | could tell—but he did say that you made it to the
MidSummer Visit. Well done."

"Thank you," said Jenna sleepily. She sat up and stuck her foot through a large hole in the
blanket. She wiggled her toes as if surprised to see them and suddenly something green pounced.
"Ouch!" she yelled.

"Spit Fyre!" gasped Septimus, taken aback. Aunt Zelda had told him that the dragon would grow
in sudden spurts but he had not expected this. Spit Fyre had eaten his way out of the dragon-
proof bag and was now the size of a small dog. Septimus grabbed hold of the dragon and pulled
him off Jenna's foot. "You all right, Jen?" he asked.

"Yes. | think so—still got ten toes," Jenna rubbed her foot, which was a little scratched from the
dragon’'s claws. "Sep," she said, looking at Spit Fyre, whose small green tongue was flicking over
Septimus's hand, hoping for breakfast, "he wasn't as big as that last night, was he?"

"No," muttered Septimus.He could tell this was going to be trouble and he hardly dared look at
Marcia. He knew what she would say. And, sure enough, she said it. "I told you, Septimus.No
pets. No parrots, no iguanas, no tortoises, no—"



"But—but Spit Fyre is not a pet. He's aMagykal tool. Like the practice rabbit in the courtyard."
"Septimus, a dragon is nothing like a practice rabbit. You have no idea of the trouble—"

As if to prove Marcia right, Spit Fyre wriggled out of Septimus's grasp and made a beeline for
Marcia's feet. He had spotted the purple python shoes. Something in Spit Fyre's ancient dragon
memory had just told him that dragons and snakes were enemies—and a nice purple snake would
make a good snack before breakfast too. It did not occur to the two-day-old dragon that Marcia's
shoes were only the skin of a snake, or that the feet inside them belonged to an irritable and
powerful Wizard who had a particular fondness for her shoes and no fondness whatsoever for
baby dragons. A streak of glis-tening green shot across thefloor, latched itself onto Marcia's right

foot and started chewing.

"Ow!"yelled Marcia,frantically shaking her foot. But Spit Fyre had learned his lesson since
Septimus had shaken him off his finger two days earlier. He hung on tight and sank his sharp
little dragon teeth into the snakeskin.

"Teeth Releath!"Marcia spluttered with some difficulty. Spit Fyre dug his teeth in harder.
"Teese Release!"Marcia yelled. Spit Fyre hung on and gave the python skin a good shake.
"Teeth Release!"Marcia shouted, getting it right at last. Spit Fyre let go of the purple python
shoe, and, as if purple snakeskin was now of no interest to him at all, the dragon sauntered back

to Septimus's side, sat down and regarded Marcia with a baleful expression.

Marcia collapsed onto a chair nursing her foot and gazing at her ruined shoe. Septimus and
Jenna held their breath. What would she say?

"I suppose, Septimus,” said Marcia after a long pause, "l suppose that—that pest hasimprinted
you?"

"Um.Yes," admitted Septimus.

"I thought so." She sighed heavily. "It's not as if | don't have enough to worry about, Septimus—
do you know how big they get?"

"I'm sorry," muttered Septimus. "I promise I'll look after him. Really I will. I'll feed him and
housebreak him and exercise him and—and everything." She looked unimpressed.

"I didn't mean to get one," said Septimus gloomily. "He hatched from Jenna's rock."
"Did he?" Marcia calmed down a little. "Did he really? A Human Hatching ... well, well, that's

quite something. Anyway, he will have to stay in your room for the time being. I'm not having
him messing up any more things." And—although Marcia did not want to tell Septimus—she did



not want the impressionable dragon tainted by any contact with theShadow . If this was to be
Septimus's companion then it must be kept as free fromDarke Magyk as possible.

Marcia insisted on hearing all the details of Jenna's escape from Simon, and when she was told
about the flight of the Dragon Boat to the Castle, she looked just a little triumphant. "So | am
now the Keeper," she muttered.

Septimus was surprised. "I don't think so,” he said. "I'm sure Aunt Zelda is still the Keeper..."

"Nonsense,” Marcia retorted. "How can she be?Stuck miles away out on those Marshes. The
Dragon Boat is here at the Castle—and quite right, too. She's a sensible boat, that dragon. Well,
this Keeper won't let her down.Catchpole!™

Catchpole pushed the door open nervously. "You called, Madam Marcia?" He gulped.

"Yes. Take thirteen Wizards down to the boatyard at once. They are to guard the Dragon Boat
with their lives. Got that?"

"Thirteen Wizards ... Dragon Boat ... um, guard with lives. Er, yes. Thank you Madam Marcia.
Will that be all?"

"I should think that is quite enough for you to manage at one time, Catchpole."

"Oh. Yes. Thank you, Madam Marcia."

"Oh—and Catchpole!"

Catchpole stopped his anxious retreat. "Er ... yes, Madam Marcia?"

"When you've done that you may join us for breakfast.”

Catchpole's face fell. "Oh," he said. And then, remembering his manners, "Oh, thank you,
Madam Marcia. Thanks so much."

Breakfast was something of an ordeal for Catchpole. He sat awkwardly at the table, unsure of
how to behave with Jenna and Septimus, let alone Marcia, who terrified him.

"I said keep theWizards out, Catchpole, not my Apprentice. Can't you tell the difference?"
Marcia told him crossly, while the stove let the coffee boil over for the second time that week.
The stove was never at its best in the morning, and it always felt tense and anxious at breakfast.
It was not helped by the fact that the coffeepot was upset at being shouted at and was not
concentrating on the job at hand. To top it all off, there was a dragon chewing one of its feet.

There was a loud hiss as the coffee hit the stove's hot plate and spilled onto the floor.

"Clean," snapped Marcia. A cloth leaped off the sink and quickly mopped up the mess.



Catchpole ate very little breakfast. He sat twisting his plaid hat in his hands, looking anxiously
at Spit Fyre, who was in the corner by the stove, loudly gulping down great mouthfuls of
porridge.

After breakfast—which for Spit Fyre was two roast chickens, three loaves of bread, a bucket of
porridge, a tablecloth, a gallon of water and Catchpole's hat—Septimus, Jenna and Catchpole sat
at the table and listened to the sounds of Marcia taking the dragon upstairs, pushing it into
Septimus's room and barricading the door. There was an awkward silence around the table.
Catchpole sat holding a pair of damp, detach-able earflaps from his hat, which Spit Fyre had
coughed up shortly after he had snatched the hat from Catchpole's grasp and swallowed it.

Jenna stood up. "Excuse me," she said, "but I think I'd bet-ter get back to Mum and Dad
now.You coming too, Sep?"

"Maybe later, Jen. I'll see what Marcia wants me to do first."

"I'll tell you want I want you to do,"” said Marcia, coming back into the kitchen, somewhat
disheveled. "You are to go straight down to the Manuscriptorium and get a copy ofThe Draxx
Dragon Training Manual . You want the original Wizard Fireproof Edition—don't let them put
you off with the cheap paper one, it won't last five minutes."

"It's all right,"” said Septimus airily. "I've got this." He waved his copy ofHow to Survive Dragon
Fostering: A Practykal Guide .

"That rubbish!" Marcia snorted. "Where on earth did you get that?"
"Aunt Zelda gave it to me,"” muttered Septimus, "and she said | should get—"

"—The Winged Lizard's Almanac of the Early Years," Marcia finished his sentence for him.
"That's a load of rubbish too. Anyway, you won't find any of those as they were printed on some
very flammable paper. It has to beDraxx , Septimus, nothing else will do."

To the accompaniment of some ominous thumps coming from Septimus's bedroom, Jenna and
Septimus made a hasty exit from the ExtraOrdinary Wizard's rooms and set off in search
ofDraxx .

Jenna and Septimus walked alongWizard Way , half expecting a black horse and rider to appear
again, but all seemed per-fectly normal. It was midmorning by now, the sun shone down between
a few drifting white clouds and the Way was busy with clerks on important errands—or looking
as if they were—and shoppers browsing through the stacks of books and parchments laid out on
tables outside the shops.

"What's up with Marcia?" asked Jenna as they neared the Manuscriptorium. "She's even more
grumpy than usual.”



"I know," said Septimus unhappily. "I think theShadow is beginning to take her over—I wish
there was something | could do."

"Look, Sep," said Jenna, concerned, "maybe you should stay with us at the Palace for a while."

"Thanks, Jen," replied Septimus, "but I can't leave Marcia alone with that awfulShadow
following her around. She needs me."

Jenna smiled—she knew Septimus would say that. "Well, if it gets too horrible with Marcia, you
must come straight to the Palace and tell Mum, promise?"

"Promise."Septimus gave her a hug. "Bye, Jen. Say hello to Mum and Dad from me. Tell them
I'll come and see them later.” He watched Jenna carry on up the Way toward the Palace until she
had safely reached the gate. Then he pushed open the Manuscriptorium door with its familiar
ping and walked into the dingy front office.

"Wotcha, Sep.™ a cheery voice came from under the desk.

"Hello, Beetle." Septimus grinned.

"What can | do you for, oh wise Apprentice?" Beetle's head appeared above the edge of the
desk. "Hey—you couldn't do me a quickFind Spell , could you? I've lost Old Foxy's best pen.
He's back there having a blue fit."

"Well, I shouldn't really—oh, here, use myMagnet ." Septimus took a small red magnet out of
his Apprentice belt and handed it to Beetle. "Hold that with the open end pointing to where you
think the pen might be and then think hard about the pen. You need to be quite close, though—
theMagnet 's not very strong. I'll be getting a better one when I've finished myFindersSeekers
Project ."

"Thanks, Sep." Beetle took theMagnet and disappeared back under the desk. A few moments
later he emerged triumphantly with a slim black pen stuck on the end of it."Saved my bacon,
Sep. Thanks." Beetle gave Septimus back hisMagnet . "You come down for anything special?
Can | get you anything?"

"Er, | needThe Draxx Dragon Training Manual .If you've got one."

"Wizard Waterproof, Wizard Fireproof, Wizard Advanced? Talking print or moving
pictures?Deluxe or Economy Edition?Green or red cover?New or used? Big or—"

"Wizard Fireproof,” interrupted Septimus. "Please.”
Beetle sucked his teeth."Hmm. Tricky. Don't know if we've got that one.”

"But you said—"



"Well, of course in theory we've got 'em. But in practice we haven't. TheDraxx is very rare, Sep.
Most of 'em got eaten prettyquick .Or burned.Except for the Wizard Fireproof, | s'pose.” Then,
seeing Septimus's look of disappointment, Beetle whispered, "Here, seeing as it's you, I'll let you
into the Wild Book andCharm Store.That's where it will be if we have one. You can have a look
for yourself. Follow me."

Septimus squeezed past the large desk, and, glancing around to check no one had seen them,
Beetle unlocked a tall narrow door concealed in the wooden paneling that lined the outer office.
Beetle pushed the door open—which Septimus noticed was lined with heavy planks—and put his
finger to his lips."Gotta keep the noise down, Sep. Not meant to be in here. Don't make any
sudden movements, okay?"

Septimus nodded and followed Beetle into the Wild Book and Charm Store. Beetle closed the
door behind them, and Septimus caught his breath—he felt as if he were back in theForest ,
surrounded by wolverines all over again. The Wild Book andCharm Store was dimly lit and
feral-smelling. It con-sisted of two long lines of towering parallel shelves fronted with iron bars,
behind which the Wild Books were crowded together. As Septimus cautiously followed Beetle
along the narrow aisle he was followed by a chorus of low growls, scratchings and rustlings, as
the books jostled behind the rusty bars.

"Excuse the mess,” whispered Beetle, scooping up an assorted pile of ripped and teeth-
markedCharms which had lumps of fur stuck to them and were covered in what looked to
Septimus like bloodstains.”Had a bit of a punch-up last night between theCharms from an
Ahriman Aardvark Enchantment Guide and a Wolverine Hex Pamphlet. Some idiot who doesn't
know their alphabet put them together. Not a pretty sight. Now let me see ... Dinosaurs ...
Drosophila—no, that's too far. Aha, Dragons should be here if we've got any. You have a look
and see what you can find. I'll just go and check no one's looking for me up front. Don't want
anyone to get suspicious.” With that, Beetle scuttled off, leaving Septimus surrounded by fur,
feathers and scales.

Holding his nose tightly, partly to keep out the smell, but also because he felt a huge sneeze
coming on, Septimus peered into the gloom hoping to see something with Draxx written on it.
The books did not like being stared at. They shifted about and one or two of the larger, more

hairy ones emitted low, threatening growls. But was no sign of theDraxx , or any-thing to do
with dragons at all.

Septimus was looking through the bars at a scaly book with no name on it when Beetle tapped
him on his shoulder.

"Arrgh!" yelped Septimus.
"Shhh," hissed Beetle. "Your brother's here."

"What's Nicko want? Did he say?"



"Not Nicko. Simon."

The Hermetic Chamber

Simon!" breathed Septimus. "What's he doing here—again?"

"He's seeing Foxy's dad.As usual." Beetle sniffed disapprovingly. "Thick as thieves, those two

are. Here, come with me." Beetle grabbed hold of Septimus's sleeve and pulled him along to the
very end of the caged rows. Beetle knelt down beside an air vent and immediately jumped back
up again, unnerved by a loud hiss from theZombie Snake Anti-Venom Formulae . "Eurgh, | hate
snakes. Gave me ashock, that did. Here, Sep, you don't mind snakes—you go there. You'll hear

what's going on better anyway."

"Hear what, Beetle?" asked Septimus, squeezing in between him and theZombie Snake Anti-
Venom Formulae .

Beetle pointed to an air vent in the wall. "The Hermetic Chamber is through there," he
explained. "You know—OId Foxy's room where they do all the secret stuff. I'm meant to keep
the air vent sealed up but, well it gets pretty whiffy in here sometimes and you need a bit of a
breeze going through. Listen, Sep, you can heareverything ."

Septimus knelt down beside Beetle and suddenly Simon's voice came through as clearly as if he
were standing next to him. He sounded irritated. "Look, Hugh, I'm telling you, there's something
wrong with thisFlyte Charm . It's totally unpredictable; frankly, I'm lucky to be here in one
piece. | nearly dropped my new assistant in the Quake Ooze—mind you, that would have served
the ungrateful little tyke right. I offer him the chance of a lifetime and he changes his mind mid-
Flyte."

"You're not meant to carry passengers.” Septimus heard the Chief Hermetic Scribe's
disapproving voice. "The Art ofFlyte is not a taxi service."

"Oh, don't be so prissy, Hugh. Sort it out, will you? I'm sure you can do something. Just beef it
up a bit."

"Beef it up a bit?"Hugh Fox's incredulous tones drifted through the air vent. "This is the Lost
Art ofFlyte —the most arcane Art of all—and you come in here and tell me tobeef it up .



ThisCharm is the oldest | have ever seen; look at the gold—taken from the golden threads spun
by the Spiders of Aurum, no less—so pure and soft that you hardly dare touch it.”

"Oh for goodness' sake, Hugh."Simon sounded exasperated."However wonderful the wretched
thing may be, it's no good if it nearly kills the person using it. Anyway, I'm not so sure that it
really is theFlyte Charm —it doesn't do half of what you told me it would."

Hugh Fox spluttered his reply. "I can assure you, Simon, that this is the real thing. | have been
researching this for years and it was exactly where | expected it to be—Concealedwith aDarke
Unseen within the cover of this book." Septimus heard Hugh Fox thump something
emphatically. "You have to show theCharm some respect, Simon, notbeef it up ."

"Look, Fox." Simon's voice sounded threatening. "I'd advise you to show me some respect. This
is the Big Day. Everything's very nearly in place. If all goes well you'll have a new
ExtraOrdinary Wizard to deal with.A proper one.And, even if | do say so myself, a decent
Apprentice—yours truly, no less—not some Young Army boy who can't tell a cracked spell from
an old sock."

"I've told you before, Simon," Hugh Fox said dourly, "I don't get involved in politics. If you ask
me we've had enough ExtraOrdinary Wizard changes. There's nothing wrong with the one we've
got. The lad's all right too."

Simon's voice became ice-cold. "l wouldn't say any more if | were you, Fox. Don't want to find
yourselfConsumed , do you?"

"What?" gasped Hugh Fox, soundingterrified.

"You heard. Just get thatCharm sorted. This is serious. I'll be back in an hour and I expect it to
be working."

"I'll see what I can do," said Hugh Fox sullenly.
"Justdo it, Fox. Anyway, you'll be pleased to know it's my last trip. | have the final piece—see?"

There was a gasp from the Chief Hermetic Scribe as some-thing hollow was tapped and Simon
laughed.

"Don't do that," said Hugh Fox. "I don't care who that was, it's not respectful.”

"Don't tell me what to do," Simon snarled. "Anyway, you'll find out who it was—is—soon
enough. Now open the door, will you?"

There was a loud hiss and then silence.

"Jumped-up little—" The remainder of the Chief Hermetic Scribe's opinion of Septimus's eldest
brother was drowned out by the loud thump of a large book being slammed shut.



"Did you hear that?" Septimus whispered to Beetle as they got up and picked their way back
between the Wild Books andCharms stacks. "What does he mean, new ExtraOrdinary Wizard?"

"Look, Sep," said Beetle as they reached the door to the outer office. "Everyone here thinks he's
a loony. We get lots of those. Think they're going to rule the world with a fewDarke Spells.”

"Maybe he is," said Septimus.

Beetle did not reply. Safely back in the front office, he turned to Septimus and said, "Tell you
what, I'll go and get Old Foxy out of the way for a few minutes. Then you can nip in and get
theFlyte Charm . That'll cramp his style a bit. How about that?"

Beetle disappeared into the gloom of the Manuscriptorium. In a moment he was back, frantically
beckoning to Septimus. "C'mon, Sep. Quick, we're in luck. Old Foxy's having one of his turns—
he's gone to lie down. Follow me."

Septimus was a familiar figure in the Manuscriptorium, and none of the scribes even looked up
as he followed Beetle to the passage that led to the Chief Hermetic Scribe's Chamber. The
passage was narrow and pitch-black, for it turned back on itself seven times to avoid any direct
line of flight from the Chamber. At the end of the passage Beetle and Septimus found themselves
in a small plain-white room lit by a single candle. The room was circular in order to avoid any
rogue spells or charms getting lodged in the corners and was sparsely furnished. A large round
table took up most of the space, and an old-looking glass, taller than Septimus, was propped up
against the wall. But Septimus noticed none of this when he walked in behind Beetle—his eyes
were imme-diately fixed on what lay upon the table. Not on theFlyte Charm ,which was still
attached to Simon's belt and carelessly thrown down upon the table, but upon the thick book that
lay beside it.

"That's Marcia's book!" Septimus gasped.

"Shh!" whispered Beetle.

"But it is," Septimus whispered excitedly. "She had it with her when DomDaniel tricked her into
coming back to the Castle in the Big Freeze. DomDaniel took it and she hasn't seen it since.
She's been looking for it everywhere.” He picked up the book. "Look—this is it,The Undoing of
theDarkenesse ."

Beetle looked confused. "So how come Foxy's got it?" he asked.

"Well, he won't have it for much longer," declared Septimus. "Marcia will be straight down to
get her book back when I tell her where it is.”

Beetle made a mental note to makehimself scarce the moment he saw Marcia anywhere near the
Manuscriptorium.



"Just get theCharm , Sep, and let's get out of here," said Beetle, worried that Hugh Fox might
suddenly reappear.

TheFlyte Charm was a simple gold arrow. It was smaller than Septimus had expected and more
delicate, with intricate patterns wrought from the gold. Its flights were made of white gold—they
were curiously bent and misshapen, and Septimus wondered if this was why Simon had been
having trouble. He reached out to pick it up and there was a sudden movement below his
outstretched hand. Simon's belt twisted away, Transformed into a small red snake with three
black stars along the back of its head, and coiled itself tightly around theFlyte Charm . It hissed
and reared up, preparing to strike.

"Aargh!"Beetle yelled in horror then immediately clapped his hand over his mouth to stifle the
shout. But it was too late—someone in the Manuscriptorium had heard him.

"Hello-000..." A hesitant voice came from the seven-turn passage. "Is there anybody there?"
"Sep," said Beetle urgently. "Sep—we've got to get out of here. Come on."
"Coo-eee,"came the voice again.

"It's all right, Partridge," Beetle called out. "The Extra-Ordinary's Apprentice took a wrong turn.
I'm just bringing him out now."

"Oh. Good. Was a bit worried there,Beetle. Mr. Fox told me to keep an eye on the Chamber."
"No problem, Partridge. Be out in a moment. No need to come in," Beetle called out cheerily,
and then in a low voice, "Sep, just get a move on,will you ?" Septimus was still eyeing the snake,

unwilling to let theFlyte Charm go.

"Oh, hello, Mr. Fox, sir."The high-pitched voice of Partridge suddenly echoed around the
Chamber. Septimus and Beetle stared at each other in panic.

"What are you doing? Get out of my way, Partridge,"came the irritated tones of the Chief
Hermetic Scribe.

"Oops ... er, sorry, sir," squeaked Partridge, "was that your foot?"
"Yes, it is my foot, Partridge. Just get off it, will you?"
"Yes. Yes, of course | will, Mr. Fox, sir. Sorry. Sorry."
"For goodness' sake get back to your desk and stop saying sorry."

"Sorry. | mean, yes, Mr. Fox. If | can just squeeze past please, if you don't mind, Mr. Fox.
Sorry."



"Oh, give me patience..."

In the time it took for Partridge to untangle himself from Hugh Fox, apologize yet again and flee
to the safety of his desk, Beetle had pulled a large brass lever that was set into the wall. A low
hiss filled the room and this time it wasn't the snake. Underneath the table a concealed round
trapdoor rose slowly from the floor and a chill breath of air came into the room.

"Get down there, Sep, now!" Beetle said urgently. Septimus cast a regretful glance at the snake,
which was still tightly coiled around theFlyte Charm and hissing even more angrily, having
mistaken the sound of the trapdoor for a rival snake. But with the tread of Hugh Fox's brisk
footsteps coming closer, Septimus picked up Marcia's book and slipped through the trapdoor,
closely followed by Beetle.

In the Ice Tunnels

The trapdoor closed above them with a quiet hiss and settled
into its seal. Septlmus shivered. It was icy cold underneath the Hermetic Chamber—and pitch-
black. Septimus's Dragon Ring began to glow with its usual warm yellow light.

"You've got some pretty good stuff, haven't you, Sep?" Beetle said admiringly. "But this is a
better light for down here." Bettle snapped open a small tin. Inside was a flat stone that gave off
a bright blue light, making the white walls surrounding them glisten and sparkle.



Septimus looked around, expecting to find that they were in some kind of cellar. He was
surprised to see that they were actually standing in the middle of a long white tunnel, which
stretched on either side of them for as far as he could see.

"This is the first place Old Foxy is going to look," Beetle whispered, glancing up at the trapdoor
anxiously. "We better get going."” Beetle took down from the wall a large board with two metal
strips running down either side of it. Beetle put the board on the white floor of the tunnel, sat
down on it and smiled. "Jump aboard, Sep." Septimus went to do just that—suddenly his feet
shot out from under him and he landed with a thud.

"Ouch," he gasped. "It's as slippery as ice. What is this stuff, Beetle?"

"lce,"” said Beetle. "C'mon, get up, Sep."

"lce?But it's the middle of summer. Where are we, Beetle?"

"In the Ice Tunnels of course,” Beetle told him. "Where did you think we were?"

"I dunno. In a secret room under the Chamber | s'pose.lce tunnels —what are they?"

"I thought you knew about the Ice Tunnels.Being the Number One Apprentice and all that.
C'mon, Sep, get on the sled.”

There was hardly any room left for Septimus. He squeezed in behind Beetle and then realized he
had leftThe Undoing of theDarkenesse on the ice. "Hang on, Beetle, there's no room for Marcia's
book."

"Well, sit on it then,” Beetle told him, somewhat exasper-ated. "And hurry up. Old Foxy will be
shoving his pointy nose down here any minute now."

Septimus got up, plonked the book down on the sled and sat on it. Septimus felt uneasy; he
didn't like the Ice Tunnels at all. A chill wind was blowing, and as it swept by, Septimus could
hear the sound of wailing and crying. It made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up.

"Right," said Beetle cheerily. "Hold on tight, we're off." The sled shot off like a rocket, nearly
hurling Septimus to the ground, but they had not even reached the first bend when the
unmistakable sound of a hiss filled the tunnel—the trapdoor was opening. Beetle swerved into
the wall and snapped his light tin shut. Septimus shoved his hand in his pocket to douse the light
from the Dragon Ring, and they sat stock-still in the icy darkness, holding their breath. Suddenly
a beam of light cut through the dark, shining down from the open trapdoor, and the Chief
Hermetic Scribe hung his head from the opening looking like a bizarre novelty lampshade. His
pointed features peered to the left and to the right, and then his voice reverberated along the
tunnel, sounding deeper and more impressive than it really was.

"Don't be ridiculous, Partridge. | can't see Beetle anywhere. Why on earth would he want to go
down there—it's not InspectionDay. And why would he take the book? It's no good you trying to



shift the blame when it is entirely your responsibility..." The rest of Hugh Fox's tirade was cut off
by the hiss of the trapdoor closing.

"Let's get out of here!" Septimus muttered under his breath.
Beetle snapped open his light tin and the sled shot off along the tunnel.

They traveled fast and the little sled took the wide bends with practiced ease. After a few
minutes Beetle slowed the sled down; Septimus relaxed his white-knuckled grip on the sides and
glanced behind him.

"No point in rushing, Sep," said Beetle. "No one will be after us—we've got the onlyCharmed
sled.”

"You sure?" asked Septimus, still looking back.
"'Course I'm sure. It is my sled after all. I'm the only one who does the inspections."

"But what do you inspect, Beetle?" Septimus asked, as the sled trundled itself up a steady
incline. "And why?"

"Dunnowhy , Sep. Nobody tells mewhy . Just come down every week and have a whiz around on
the sled and look out for any cracks in the ice, thawing, disturbance—you know, stuff like that—
and check all the trapdoors areSealed ."

"What, there are more trapdoors?" asked Septimus.

"Yeah, loads. All the old houses have 'em down in the cel-lars. Head down, and don't breathe in
whatever you do—here comes Hilda." Septimus ducked just as a thin white streak of wailing
mist swept toward them, spiraling along the glistening walls. Thelce Wraith passed over the
sled, swirling around Beetle and Septimus as they hurtled along, chilling them to the bone. As
Septimus hunched down, he felt his hair crackle with ice; the air in his nose and mouth froze
solid, and for a terrible moment he thought he would suffocate. And then suddenly theWraith
was gone, wailing and curling along the walls on her endless tour of the Ice Tunnels.

"Phew," Beetle breathed out heavily as he accelerated the sled up a steep incline. "Okay, she's
gone now. She won't be back for an hour or so. Usually takes her that long to do the rounds.
We'll easily be at theWizardTower by then."

"This goes to theWizardTower ?" gasped Septimus, strug-gling to get his breath back.
"The Ice Tunnels go everywhere, Sep. Well, they go under all the really old bits of the Castle.

They join up theWizardTower , the Palace, lots of the shops downWizard Way and the old
houses down by the Moat.Oops, tight corner coming up."



"Aargh!Notso fast , Beetle. But how come they're still iced-up in the middle of summer? It
doesn't make sense."

"Well, I think it happened ages ago after something went wrong with something or other," said
Beetle vaguely. "No one wants to get rid of the ice now because they don't want what's

underneath it getting out.”
"What is underneath, Beetle?"

"I dunno. Hold tight.” Beetle swerved to avoid two pale figures in ragged gray robes, and
Septimus nearly fell off.

"Sorry, Sep," said Beetle, righting the sled and carrying on. "I hate going through ghosts,
especially those two. They keep asking me the way out.Drives me nuts."”

The sled trundled on, the runners traveling effortlessly over the smooth ice; it traveled as easily
up the gentle inclines in the tunnel as it did down. Septimus had become used to the chill winds
and the occasional lost ghost and was almost enjoying the journey when Beetle slammed the sled

to a sudden halt and snapped his light tin shut. Ahead of them, a yellow beam of light shone
down like a spotlight from the roof of the tunnel.

"What's that?" whispered Septimus.

"Someone'sUnSealed a trap,” whispered Beetle.

"Who?" asked Septimus, his heart beatingfast.

"It's the Van Klampff trap,” said Beetle under his breath.

"Look—" gasped Septimus. "Someone's coming down."

A pair of feet wearing ice skates dangled through the trapdoor. Septimus thought it must be Una
Brakket, for the rotund Weasal Van Klampff never would have fitted through the trap-door. For
a brief moment the skates dangled uncertainly in the spotlight; then a familiar figure dropped
down and landed on the ice like a cat. Crouched, as if waiting to pounce, Simon Heap peered
into the dark.

"Who's there?" Simon called out a little uncertainly, his eyes not yet adjusted to the gloom.
"Simon!" Septimus gasped.

"Someone call my name?" Simon's voice echoed eerily in the tunnel. "Who are you?"

"Beetle—get us out of here!" came Septimus's urgent whisper.



There was nothing Beetle wanted to do more. He slewed the sled around and skidded away in a
spray of ice.

"Hey!"came Simon's shout as, with a feeling of incomprehension, he recognized the hated green
tunic of Marcia's Apprentice. "What are you doing down here, brat?"

"He's after us, Beetle!" yelled Septimus, looking over his shoulder as Simon, an expert ice-
skater, picked up speed and hurtled after them in pursuit.

"We'll outrun him, Sep," said Beetle confidently, steering the sled around another corner and
straight through the two ghosts he had avoided earlier.

"Excuse me ... the way out, please ... could you tell us ... the way out the way out the way
out...?" echoed through the tunnel.

"We lose him yet?" Beetle yelled.

"No!" Septimus yelled back.

"Right then, here we go!" Beetle shot off down a smaller tunnel, slammed the sled to a halt and
jumped off. In a moment he had shoved Septimus and the sled through an open door in the ice
wall and pushed it shut. Breathing hard, Beetle slithered to the icy floor."Service hatch.” He
grinned. "He won't have a clue."”

Septimus rolled off the sled and lay on the ground, staring up at the ceiling of what was a small
space carved out of solid ice. The door was also a block of ice and now that it was closed
Septimus could see no sign of it. He guessed that it was the same on the other side. "Beetle," he
said, "you're amazing."

"Think nothing of it, Sep. Want aSizzleStik ?"

"A what?"

"They're nice and hot. | keep some here just in case | get really cold.” Beetle fished out a small
box from behind a cou-ple of shovels and a blanket. He opened it and looked in. "There's banana
and haddock and ... er ... beetroot flavor. Sorry, Sep, | seem to have eaten all the good ones."

"Beetroot flavorwhat , Beetle?"

"Chewy thing.Which d'youwant ?"

"Banana, please."

"You mean the banana and haddock?"

"Oh, yes, please. Aunt Zelda used to do a great banana and haddock pie. Lovely."”



"Really?You can have all of them if you like, Sep."”

Ten minutes later, Beetle cautiously pulled open the ice door and peered out. The only sign of
Simon was two sets of ice-skate tracks—one set going down the tunnel past the service hatch,
the other returning, but to Beetle's relief there was no sign of Simon having stopped and
investigated the hideaway. Soon Beetle and Septimus were on the sled, retracing their tracks
back to the main tunnel.

"Tell you what, Sep," said Beetle. "We'll take the quick way to theWizardTower . Wasn't going
to go that way as it's a bit up and down, but | reckon the sooner we're out of here, the better.
Okay?"

"You bet, Beetle."

A few minutes and numerous turns later, Beetle stopped the sled and pointed out a sign carved
into the ice. Picked out in black ice were the wordsTO THE WIZARD TOWER , written in an old-
fashioned script, and an ornate arrow pointing down a much smaller and narrower ice tunnel that
disappeared into blackness.

"Right," said Beetle. "You're gonna have to hold on tight now, Sep. This is where it gets hairy."

The sled took the tight turn into theWizardTower tun-nel. It waited for a moment as though
gathering its courage, and then, to Septimus's horror, the ice below seemed to fall away and they
dropped like a stone.

"Wo00-hooooo!"Beetle's excited shout streamed out behind him as the sled plummeted down an
almost vertical slope, hit the ice at the bottom, flew up an equally steep incline, then shot off the
top and landed with a jarring bump as the slope lev-eled off. Septimus was just getting his breath
back when Beetle took a tight corner to the left and immediately slammed the sled through an
even tighter bend to the right—at which point Septimus and the sled parted company. Beetle
skidded to a halt in a shower of ice, spun the sled around in a 180-degree turn and came back
slowly to find Septimus.

"Pretty good, huh?" Beetle grinned. "You should see my triple turns—they're the best.”
"Not just now, thanks, Beetle," said Septimus, painfully hauling himself up off the ice.
"Yeah.Okay. Well, we're here anyway.Taxi service to your door, Sep.Not bad, eh?" Beetle
pointed to a tall arch, which was, of course, solid ice. Above the arch two ornate letters were

carved into the ice—W.T.

"There y'are.That's it," said Beetle.



"Oh..." said Septimus, eyeing the arch doubtfully. He picked upThe Undoing of theDarkenesse .
"Come on then, Beetle."

"What—me?"Beetle sounded surprised.

"Well, you can't go back, can you? What are you going to tell Foxy?"

"Oh, bother. I hadn't thought of that.” Beetle got off the sled and tied it up to a silver ring set
into the ice. "You have to tie 'em up, otherwise they wander off," Beetle explained, seeing
Septimus's surprised glance at the ring. "Everyone had their own sled in the old days, Sep—and
theWizardTower sled was something special, so they say. But seeing as this is the lastCharmed
sled, I don't want it disappearing.”

"No," agreed Septimus. "You coming then, Beetle?"

Reluctantly, Beetle followed Septimus through the ice arch. Sitting at the bottom of a flight of
ice steps was an almost transparent figure wearing the purple robes of an ExtraOrdinary Wizard.
He was fast asleep.

Septimus stopped short and Beetle slid into him, sending Septimus skidding into the ghost.
"0o0 ... aargh..." moaned the ghost, waking up with a start. "Who goes there?"

"It's—it's me," stuttered Septimus. "I'm the Apprentice."

"Apprentice?Which one?" asked the ghostsuspiciously.

"Apprentice to the ExtraOrdinary Wizard," Septimus told him.

"No, you're not. You're nothing like my Apprentice.”

Septimus wondered how to break the news to the old Wizard on the steps. "Look, I'm sorry to
have to tell you this," he said gently, "but you're not the ExtraOrdinary Wizard anymore. You're

a ghost. You're—well, you're dead."”

"Hee hee.Got you there, boy.Of course I'm dead.Wouldn't be sitting here bored out of my mind
if I were alive. What's your name, sonny?"

"Septimus Heap."
"Really?Well, well, well. You'd better go on up.”
"And my friend too?"

"May as well. Off you both go. Turn left at the top and say the password. You'll find yourself in
the broom cupboard just off the Great Hall."



"Thank you very much." Septimus smiled.

The old ExtraOrdinary Wizard settled himself down and closed his eyes."My pleasure,” he said,
"and good luck, son. You're going to need it."

Beetle in the Tower
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- Septimus pushed open the broom cupboard door and warily peered out.
He waited until a small group of Ordinary Wizards discussing the weather had wandered past,
and then he and Beetle crept out. As Marcia's Apprentice, Septimus knew that he had every right
to be in theWizardTower broom cupboard if he wanted to be, but he didn't want a gaggle of
curious Wizards discussing endless reasons why the ExtraOrdinary Wizard's Apprentice might
choose to be there.

"Come on, Beetle," said Septimus.
Beetle did not reply. He was rooted to the spot, staring at the multicolored floor. "It wrote my
name!" His voice slid from its usual gruff tones into an excited high-pitched squeak. "The floor

wrote my name—it said, WELCOME, BEETLE. That isso weird."

"Oh, it always does that,” said Septimus airily, forgetting how amazed he had been when it had
first happened to him.

"And now it says, WELCOME, PRINCESS. Isshe coming here, Sep? Is she really?" Beetle had
often seen Jenna walking alongWizard Way but he never dreamed of actually meeting her.

"Who, Jenna?l shouldn't think so, Beetle. She only just went home."
The Tower's silver doors had begun to swing open and to Beetle's astonishment there stood

Jenna, silhouetted against the bright sunlight. For a moment Septimus was surprised too, not to
see Jenna—who now had the password to the Tower and could come and go as she pleased—Dbut



at the hot summer day outside. He had forgotten that outside the Ice Tunnels, the sky was blue
and the sun was shining.

"Hello, Sep," said Jenna. "Can you go and see Mum? | told her you were back safely but she
says she wants to see you with her own eyes."

" 'Coursel will, Jen. But I've got some stuff to do first. Simon is here."

"Simon—is here?"

"Well, nothere . He's—he's down there." Septimus pointed downward.

Jenna looked puzzled. "What, under the floor?"

Septimus lowered his voice. "There are Ice Tunnels under the Castle, Jen. He's in them.Skating."
Jenna burst out laughing. "Don't be daft, Sep. It's summer. There's no ice in summer."

"Shh," hushed Septimus. "We don't want anyone else to hear.” He smiled at the Wizards, who
were retracing their footsteps. "Good morning, Pascalle. Good morning, Thomasinn. Good
morning, good morning."

"Good morning, Apprentice," came the chorused reply.

Septimus waited until the Wizards had wandered out into the sunshine. "And that's not all, Jen,"
he said. "It's true, Simon has got theFlyte Charm —I've seen it. He left it in the Hermetic

Chamber. I would have got it too, but his beltTransformed into a snake and—"

"Ice tunnels ... the Hermetic Chamber ... a snake?" Jenna said, her eyes widening in disbelief.
"Sep, what on earth have you been doing? You only went to get a copy ofDraxx ."

"Yes, well, I met Beetle and things just sort of ... happened.”

Beetle shifted about self-consciously. He felt like a fish out of water standing in
theWizardTower next to the Princess. Not that she had noticed him of course. And his best
friend, Sep, was suddenly a different person, no longer someone you could muck about with and
squirtFizzFroot out of your nose at.

"Oh, hello, Beetle," said Jenna, much to Beetle's amaze-ment.

"Wha—h-how d'youknow my name?" stammered Beetle.

"I read it on the floor." Jenna grinned. "1 figured it was you. You look just like Sep said."

"'S-Sep told you about me?" Beetle went red.



" 'Coursehe did. You're his best friend."

"Oh..." Beetle couldn't think of anything to say. He fol-lowed Septimus and Jenna as they
wandered to the stairs and nearly fell off in surprise when the silver spiral started turning. By the
time they reached the top, Beetle felt extremely dizzy. Give me the Ice Tunnels any day, he
thought, as he staggered off after Septimus and Jenna. And then Beetle had to swallow hard—he
had just seen the massive purple door that led to Marcia's rooms and he couldn't believe it—here
he was on the top landing of theWizardTower outside the ExtraOrdinary Wizard's Rooms. No
one, not even Old Foxy, got to thetop landing . If they needed to see the ExtraOrdinary Wizard,
they were always met in the Great Hall. They never came upstairs.

Catchpole was dozing quietly on his chair. Septimus stepped past him and, as usual, the heavy
purple door recognized the Apprentice. It swung open and Septimus gave Beetle a friendly push
across the threshold. "Come on, Beetle." He grinned. "It's notthat smart in here."”

It certainly wasn't. Marcia's normally neatly tended room was in chaos. A swath of broken
furniture was strewn across the floor, topped off with assorted smashed pots, plates and vases.

Beetle said nothing. For all he knew the ExtraOrdinary Wizard's place always looked likethis,
and he had heard a few stories about the way Wizards lived from his uncle who did house
clearances over at the Ramblings.

"What has happened?" gasped Jenna.

Septimus gulped. Something was missing; something that had dominated the room for almost a
year was gone. And then Septimus realized that it was still there—but in pieces.
"TheShadowSafe ," he gasped. "It's been ripped apart. And—and where's Marcia?"

"Maybe theShadow got her, Sep..." Jenna whispered. Suddenly she grabbed Septimus's arm.
"Look—" she gasped, pointing to something moving under a pile of purple curtains that had been
torn down from the window."The—theShadow . It's under there."

"Quick, let's get out of here," said Septimus. But as Septimus, Jenna and Beetle backed toward
the door, the thing under the purple curtains rushed toward them, tripped over a pile of torn
velvet cushions and crashed into an occasional table, sending it smashing to the floor. Then a
long green tail swept out and upended the last unbroken vase.

"Oh, Spit Fyre, youbad dragon," Septimus gasped with a mixture of dismay and relief, "what
have you done?"

On hearing his name, Spit Fyre emerged from under the curtains. The dragon, which was now
the size of a small pony, galumphed across the room to greet Septimus, tail swishing from side to
side with excitement at seeing hisimprintor .



"Sit, Spit Fyre. Sit!" said Septimus, with no effect whatso-ever. Spit Fyre rubbed his head
against Septimus's tunic and banged his tail on the floor with a reverberatingthump that sent soot
cascading down from the chimney.

"Is this your new pet, Septimus?" A familiar voice came from the pile of soot. Alther picked
himself up from the grate and floated out of the fireplace. "I'm amazed you've managed to
persuade Marcia to let you have a dragon here. | take my hat off to you—or | would if | had one.
Ah, hello, Princess.And the lad from the Manuscriptorium too."

"Hello, Alther,"” said Jenna, thankful that Alther had, as he so often did, turned up just when they
needed him. Beetle, lost for words, just managed a faint smile.

Septimus said nothing. He was busy tussling with Spit Fyre over a piece of theShadowSafe ,
which the dragon was deter-mined to chew. Septimus wrested a long black bar from Spit Fyre's
grasp, but the dragon snatched it back and swept its tail right through Alther's knees.

Alther did not like beingPassed Through . It always made him feel sick. "You really ought to
get a copy ofDraxx ," he said, somewhat tetchily.

"lknow ," Septimus replied, distracted. He and Spit Fyre had reached a compromise. The dragon
had one half of the bar, and Septimus had the other, which he was staring at with a shocked
expression.

"Alther,” said Septimus, "there's something in the middle of this—it looks like a bone."

The Placement



Spit Fyre was snoring loudly beside the
fireplace. Alther had tried to get the dragon back to Septimus's room, but Spit Fyre's last growth
spurt meant that there was no way he could fit up the stairs. Luckily, Septimus had found the
half-chewed remains ofHow to Survive Dragon Fostering: A Practykal Guide and had managed
to decipher a soggySleep Sug-gestion , which to his amazement had worked.

Jenna, Septimus and Beetle were now in the middle of a grisly task.They were collecting the
smashedShadowSafe and removing from each piece an assortment of bones—human bones.

"I thought we did some weird stuff at Number Thirteen, Sep, but this is something else. D'youdo
stuff like this every day?" Beetle was painstakingly taking apart some curved pieces, which had
been at the top of theShadowSafe , and were turning out to contain a full set of rib bones.

"No, notevery day," Septimus replied with a grimace as he extricated a long thin bone from a
narrow section that had formed one of the corners. "But this is the last Thursday of the month,
Beetle, so what do you expect?"

Beetle handed yet another rib to Jenna, who was laying out the bones on the floor. "You do this
every last Thursday—" He caught Septimus's smile. "Oh, ha ha, Sep. Nearly got me there. |
make that fourteen now, ma‘'am."

"Jenna," corrected Jenna. "Call me Jenna, Beetle."



"Oh. Sorry ... Jenna. Well, that's fourteen ribs so far and there are still some more in here. Look
how neatly they've been fixed inside. They're so well hidden that you'd never know. Not in a
million years. Ah, here comes another one—fifteen."

"Mm, lovely.Thanks, Beetle."

"Anytime, ma'am—Jenna."”

Jenna surveyed the gruesome collection, carefully laid out like a bizarre jigsaw puzzle. There,
on Marcia's best Chinese rug, the shape of a human skeleton was slowly forming, as Septimus
and Beetle handed her a succession of bones.

"How much have you got there now, Jen?" Septimus asked after a while.

"Well,"—Jenna tried to remember what she knew from her Human Anatomy lessons at
school—"there's almost two arms, and, um, eight fingers, no thumbs yet—I don't think so
anyway. There are lots of little bones but I don't know where they go, maybe in the wrist ...

there's one whole leg still missing and no skull yet, thank goodness."

"Aha," Septimus said grimly as he pulled out a long thin section from under the upturned sofa.
"I think leg number two is in here."”

"This is so weird," muttered Beetle, as he handed Jenna a succession of small bones. She placed
them carefully where she thought they belonged,then she stood up and surveyed her creation.
She now had what looked like a full skeleton minus the head. Alther floated next to her,
shimmering slightly and looking more transparent than usual. Jenna knew that was a sure sign
that Alther was worried.

"What is it, Uncle Alther?" Jenna asked.

"I think, Princess, that this is aPlacement . It's obviously an incompletePlacement , but what I'd
like to know is exactly how incomplete it is."

"I suppose we could count the bones," said Jenna. "And then, if we knew how many there are in
a skeleton, we'd know."

"But we don't know how many there are in a skeleton,"” said Septimus. "Well,I don't know, that's
for sure ."

"Neither dol ," said Jenna.
"Two hundred and six," said Beetle.

"Beetle—you're amazing. Are you sure?" asked Septimus.



"Yep.l counted them once. It was part of the test that | had to take to get the job at the
Manuscriptorium. | had one minute to look at the skeleton in the cupboard. Then they muddled it
up and I had to put it back together—and count the bones. | counted two hundred, and Old Foxy
told me to add six to that because there are three tiny bones in each ear that you can't see. So it's
two hundred and six."”

"Well, you ought to be doing this then, Beetle," said Jenna. "You'd be much better at it than

me.
"Eurgh, no thanks."Beetle shuddered. "Don't like bones. They set my teeth on edge."”

Jenna looked so disappointed that Beetle immediately relented. “Well, all right then," he offered.
"I'll count them if you really want me to." Beetle started his gruesome count. Five counts later he
sat back on his heels and said with relief, "Finished. That comes out the same as the last one. All

the bones are there.Except for the skull, of course."

"Which will complete thePlacement ," said Alther.

"But why aPlacement with a human skeleton?" asked Septimus. "Aren't they usually done with
rats' or snakes skeletons?"

"Usually," agreed Alther. "But this looks horribly like aPersonal Placement —and those are
lethal."

"'Scuse me," mumbled Beetle. "But what is aPlacement ?"
"I'm glad you asked that, Beetle," said Jenna."Because | have no idea either." Beetle blushed.

"It's aDarke device," muttered Alther, floating above the skeleton, examining it closely.
"APlacement is a way of gaining access to somewhere that would be impossible to get into any
other way. The Wizard—and it usually is a Wizard, as these things can be dangerous—will, by
some devious means, get the bones of a creature taken over the threshold of the place he wishes
to enter. The person who you wish toAffect must carry them in willingly—you can't just chuck
them in through the window. They must be taken in piecemeal, and when the last bone, always
the skull, crosses the threshold, the creature reassembles itself and then does whatever task it has
been sent to do. It is virtually unstoppable. But aPersonal Placement —which has to be human
bones—is one of the nastiestDarke devices of all. One touch from thePlacement and
thelntended is dead—and worse than that, they then spend a year and a day inTurmoil . At least
when | became a ghost all | had to do was sit in that ghastly Throne Room for a year and a day ...
but to be inTurmoil for so long ... that's terrible ... terrible." Alther shook his head.

Septimus felt sick. "The Intended is Marcia, isn't it, Alther?" he whispered.

"I would say so, Apprentice. You know, | just don't understand how Weasal could do this—"



"Do what, Alther?" The purple door suddenly swung open and to everyone's surprise, Marcia
breezed in, herShadow slipping in behind her. Marcia was carrying what looked like a large
hatbox. "Aagh!" she yelled."That wretched,wretched dragon. Oh, | don't believe it."

"Marcia," Alther said very calmly, "you have aPlacement in here. | need to know what is in that
box."

"What are you going on about, Alther? Septimus, take that pest of a dragon down to the
courtyard. He's not staying inside a moment longer!"

But Septimus did not reply. He ran at Marcia, pushing her back toward the door. "Get out,
Marcia. You've got to get out of here."”

"Septimus, what are you doing?" said Marcia, pushing Septimus away. Septimus gave Marcia a
violent shove and the final piece of theShadowSafe —the large roundStopper —fell to the floor
and smashed. Everyone stared in horror as a white skull bounced from the shards and rolled
toward the bones lying on the floor. It took no more than a few seconds for the head to be
reunited with the body.

ThePlacement wasComplete .

Identify

The skeleton stood up uncertainly, swaying slightly as if it were trying to get
its balance—then suddenly, like a ghastly puppet, it lurched forward and headed straight for
Marcia.

Marcia was pale but composed. Slowly she backed away from the skeleton, thinking fast.
Alther watched theShadow follow Marcia, and he didn't like what he saw one bit. TheShadow
was no longer the hunched and formless creature that Alther had watched follow Marcia around
her rooms for the past year. It was now an almost solid being—it stood up straight and tall, its
dim yellow eyes shining with excitement as it hovered by Marcia's shoulder.Waiting.

"Ellis Crackle!" gasped Alther. TheShadow looked up at the mention of its name.



"Are you trying to be funny, Alther?" snapped Marcia.

"YourShadow, Marcia. It's Ellis Crackle.”

"Right now, Alther, I don't care who thatShadow is." Marcia stepped back over a shredded
cushion; her movement was mirrored by the advancing skeleton, which made an unpleasant
clicking noise with each step toward her. Marcia took another step back. The skeleton took
another step for-ward.

"For heaven's sake, Alther, this is serious," said Marcia. There was an undercurrent of panic in
her voice.

"I know," said Alther quietly. "There is only one way out of this."
Marcia stepped back again. The skeleton stepped forward.

"You have toldentify ," said Alther, floating a few feet off the floor and keeping pace with
Marcia.

"Alther, | can't. | don't know who it is."

But Jenna knew who it was. All the time she had been piecing the skeleton together, she had
been thinking things through. "It's DomDaniel,"” she said. "It has to be."

Marcia glanced at Jenna, taking her eyes off the advancing bones for a moment. "Jenna—what
do you mean?" she asked.

Jenna looked steadfastly at Marcia and not at the bones—she could hardly bear to look at the
same grinning skull and the empty eyes that had followed her around the Observatory. "'l mean—
I meanit'sDomDaniel . Simon had his skull but not his bones. But he told me he had found all of
the bones on the Marsh. | wondered where they were..."

"Are you sure, Princess?" asked Alther quietly.

"Yes," said Jenna. "Yes, yes. I'm sure."”

Marcia was dithering, muttering to herself. "But then it might not be him ... it might be a bluff ...
in fact I'll bet it is a bluff ... that's the sort of thing he'd do,Place some poor sailor from that
ghastly ship ... but then maybe it's a double bluff and it really is him ... it's the kind of thing he'd
love to do himself ... Oh,Alther ."

"You must trust Jenna.ldentify it, Marcia.Now ," said Alther in a low, careful voice, instructing
Marcia as though she were still his Apprentice.



The skeleton was almost within reach of Marcia, and it began to raise its right arm toward her.
All color drained from her face. Marcia whispered, "If theldentify is wrong, Alther, then—then
I—I'm finished."

"Marcia, you have nothing to lose. If it touches you, you're finished."”
The bones took a big step forward.

Marcia took a corresponding step back and could go no farther; she had reached the door. She
snapped her fingers and there was a loudclunk —two silver bars slid out of the wall andBarred
the door. A quiet whirring noise followed, as the thick purple doorSafetyL ocked itself. Marcia
smiled grimly; at least the rest of theWizardTower was protected from the havoc a
successfulPlacement would wreak. She leaned against the door for support and began what she
had to do. A purple haze of powerfulMagyk began to flicker around the ExtraOrdinary Wizard,
lighting up her deep-green eyes and shimmering across her long purple cloak.

Suddenly the skeleton lunged toward her—Marcia raised her hand and shouted, "lldentify "
The skeleton stopped in its tracks. It regarded Marcia with as much of a taunting stare as an
empty skull could manage, folded its arms and stood tapping its foot impatiently.Go on , it

seemed to be saying,surprise me, why don't you?

Marcia was nonplussed. "Alther, it knows what I'm going to say and it's not even bothered," she
said urgently. "Jenna must be wrong."

"It's bluffing,"” said Alther, sounding much more confident than he felt.

Unconvinced, Marcia flashed Alther a weak smile. "Look after Septimus, Alther," she said. "I'll
be back in a year and a day to check up on you."

"Yes. | will. Now do it."

Marcia raised her arm and pointed at the skeleton. She took a deep breath and said in a low,
singsong voice,

"Hand on Heart,
Eye to eye,
| you Identify
As.."

Marcia's voice faltered. She looked fondly at Septimus, Jenna, Alther and even Beetle, for what
was quite possibly the last time she would see them as a living being.

" . .DomDaniel!"



A terrible shriek filled the air.

Jenna gasped in horror, convinced that the shriek had come from Marcia. Like a wailing
banshee, the shriek continued, howling and yowling around the room. Unable to bear it, Beetle
threw himself to the floor and shoved a cushion over his head. Jenna stuffed her fingers in her
ears, but Septimus lis-tened. He listened and he watched, with open ears and eyes, for he wanted
to hear the sound of the most powerfulMagyk he had ever seen, he wanted to know what it felt
like—but most of all, he wanted to be part of it.

Septimus took a step toward Marcia.

Wrapping herMagykal purple cloak tightly around her for protection, Marcia was pressed back
against the unyielding door. In front of her was the skeleton, its arms outstretched, reaching to
seize the Akhu Amulet from Marcia'sneck. Septimus watched the purple haze around Marcia
grow darker and deeper and the shapes of Marcia and the skeleton grow dim within it.

Alther shook his head, worried by the continuing shriek. Something was wrong. Theldentify
was not working as it should.

Septimus reached the edge of the purple haze.

"No!" shouted Alther, trying to make himself heard above the terrible shriek. "Keep back,
Septimus. This is dangerousMagyk ."

Septimus ignored him. The shriek rose to an unbearable pitch and Septimus walked into
theMagyk . He entered a thick silence where everything was slow andstill, and he knew that
Marcia had seen him. Her lips moved but no sound came, and she raised her hand as if to stop
him from coming any nearer.

Septimus stood inside theMagyk , trying to understand what was happening. Now he could see
the unmistakable shape of DomDaniel appearing around the bones—he recognized
theNecromancer 's short cylindrical hat, his straggly hair and his long black cloak—and his fat
hands still reaching for the Amulet. Marcia had got theldentify right, so why wasn't it working?
And then he realized why—Marcia was outnum-bered.

Septimus now saw what Alther had seen; theShadow was no longer just an indistinct form, but a
wild-looking young man with yellow eyes, his teethbared in a rictus smile. Ellis Crackle, one-
time Apprentice to DomDaniel, stood next to Marcia, countermanding theldentify .

Wading as if underwater, Septimus moved through theMagykal haze toward Marcia. He saw
Ellis Crackle reach out to push him away, and he knew that it was Apprentice against
Apprentice. Septimus raised his hand; they met palm to palm and Septimus felt the coldness of
theShadow 's touch. He looked Ellis Crackle in the eye and Ellis Crackle returned his gaze,
yellow to green. Septimus concentratedhard, and slowly but surely heTransfixed the hapless
Ellis Crackle.



Suddenly Alther, Jenna and Beetle saw Ellis Crackle shoot out from the swirling purple mist; in
a wraith of black smoke, theShadow spun and tumbled around the room, desperately searching
for a way out. There was nothing Alther wanted to see more than theShadow leaving Marcia,
and so he did something he did not often do—heCaused a thing to happen. A rush of air blew
open the biggest window in the room, and theShadow of Ellis Crackle flew out and vaporized in
the clear summer air.

The brightness of the light surprised Jenna after the darkness inside the room, and it took her a
few moments to notice that, silhouetted against the sun, there was someone—human—out-side
the window. Balancing precariously on a surprisingly large wooden platform that stuck out from
the windowsill was Simon Heap.

AltherCaused the window to slam shut, but Simon pushed it open and leaped into the room.
Jenna shrank back and Beetle, who had just emerged from underneath hiscushion, put a
protective arm around her. But this time it was not Jenna who Simon was interested in—it was
the skeleton.

With the departure of Ellis Crackle, the haze ofMagyk was clearing, revealing three figures, one
of which, arm still outstretched toward Marcia's throat, was disintegrating fast.

Simon ran toward the decomposing form. "I'm here, Master!" he shouted. "Your new Apprentice
is here!”

So eager was Simon to claim his place as DomDaniel's Apprentice that at first he did not stop to
consider that Marcia was still alive, which meant something had gone badly wrong with
thePlacement . But as he reached the lastMagykal strands of purple, Simon stopped, an
expression of dismay dawning on his face.

DomDaniel did not look good. Indeed, DomDaniel looked worse than Simon had ever seen him
before, and that included the time when Simon had first encountered the muddy set of bones
clambering out of the ditch. At least Brownie-picked bones were relatively clean and tidy. They
did not melt and soften into a disgusting liquid mass, and they did not make a revolting
squelching noise, either.

"Y-your new Apprentice is here ... M-Master,"” Simon stammered, suddenly aware of Marcia
and Septimus right there in front of him. Marcia was clutching Septimus's arm tightly, and their
faces were ashen and wore identical expressions of revulsion mixed with relief as they watched
DomDaniel sink and begin to pool across the floor. Theldentify was finally working.

Simon began to understand that all was not well.

A low, unearthly laugh filled the room. "You're no Apprentice of mine, you fool. | ask you to
dispose of the Queenling—a simple task—and what happens? Not only does she escape from
you three times, but she comes back here andmesses around with my bones .Puts me together on
the carpet like some child's jigsaw puzzle, in fact. And it isallyour fault, you wretched Heap. Not



that you ever were going to be my Apprentice—you were nothing more than a delivery boy. My
Apprentice has been here all the time—Shadowing ... Shadowing ... Shadowing..."
DomDaniel's voice faded away. A foul black mess spread out and collected around Simon's
boots.

"You double-crossing fiend!" Simon yelled. "After all I've done for you and your revolting
bones. You promised me!" Like a child kicking through a pile of fallen leaves, Simon kicked his
way through the pool of sludge that was all that remained of DomDaniel, spraying it across the
room.

"Don't do that!" shouted Marcia. "Get out, Simon—or do | have to make you go?"

Simon backed away. "Don't worry, I'm going. | wouldn't want to stay here with all these
impostors." He broke off and stared angrily at Septimus. "But you will not get rid of me that
easily. I was promised the Apprenticeship. And | will have it. Iwill ."

Simon ran to the window, pulled it open and scrambled onto the broad ledge outside. He stood
for a moment, gather-ing his courage, then he threw himself off, scarcely caring whether
theFlyte Charm would work—all his plans were gone, destroyed. But as Simon fell through the
air, theFlyte Charm kicked in, and as he soared unsteadily over the Wizard Tower Courtyard (to
the amazement of a group of Ordinary Wizards returning from a shopping trip) he knew that
there was only one thing left for him—revenge.

Back in Marcia's room, the two thick silver bars slid back with aclunk andUnBarred the huge
purple door, while the quiet whirring of the lockUnLocked it—and a faint tapping noise could
be heard.

"Excuse me," came the tentative voice of Catchpole on the other side of the door, "er—are you
all right in there? Need any help?"

First Flyte



Marcia was sitting on Catchpole's chair on the
landing, clutchingThe Undoing of theDarknesse . The purple door to her rooms wasBarred yet
again, but this time everyone, except for Spit Fyre, was on the other side of it, listen-ing to
theDeep Clean, Repair andAnti-Darke spells that were in progress inside Marcia's rooms.
Marcia, worried by a large splotch of DomDaniel that Simon had kicked over the young dragon,
had left Spit Fyre for theAnti-Darke spell to sort out.

Catchpole felt rather like the host at an awkward party. Warily, he tried to make polite
conversation. "Would this be a five-minuteClean , Madam Marcia?" he asked, trying to
remember theCleaning Schedules he had learned the previ-ous week.

"Five minutes,” Marcia snorted derisively. "It will take more than five minutes to get rid of all
thatDarke slime sprayed around the place. Not to mention the havoc wrought by a certain
dragon. No, it's an infinite spell.”

"Infinite.My goodness." Catchpole was lost for words. He had a vision of spending the rest of
his life marooned on the landing trying to make polite conversation with Marcia Overstrand. It
was not a relaxing thought.

"Anlnfinite spell will take as long as it takes," Marcia informed him. "It will not stop until the
job is finished. Something that perhaps you could learn from, Catchpole—as | seem to remember
that the section onlInfinite spells is on the very last page of theCleaning Schedules."

"Oh. Ah, yes. | do remember now, come to think of it, Madam Marcia," Catchpole gulped
nervously, but Marcia did not seem interested. She had more pressing things on her mind.

"Alther, 1 want you to go and get Weasal and his ghastly housekeeper. | want them brought here
right now. I shall be interested to hear what they have to say for themselves."

"Nothing would give me more pleasure, but | wasReturned from the house." Alther shook his
head dismally. "Marcia, | am so sorry for giving you such bad advice. | can't believe that after all
Otto Van Klampff did for me, his son could turn out so wrong."



"I don't blame you, Alther,"” said Marcia. "I blame Una Brakket.And Hugh Fox. You warned me
about Hugh Fox, and | wouldn't listen."

"You were affected by theShadow ," Alther replied. "You were not yourself."”

"And | didn't listen to Septimus when Simon took Jenna, either,” said Marcia. "All the signs
were there but I wouldn't see them.”

"Couldn't see them, Marcia, not wouldn't,” replied Alther. "It's a terrible thing to beShadowed ."
Marcia stood up suddenly, and Catchpole leaped to catch the chair as it tumbled backward.

"Well Alther, theShadow 's gone, and | see things clearly now. And even when | was
beingShadowed , | knew well enough to keep an eye on the place where myShadowSafe was
being made. And one thing I know for sure is that although Simon must have been delivering
those bones all through the year, he did not bring them through the front door of Weasal's house.
None of my Watchers ever saw him—

"Your Watchers?" asked Alther. "What Watchers?"

"The ex-Young Army Lads.The ones from the Resettlement Home.There are a few nice boys
who want to be Wizards—"

"Nice!" snorted Septimus. "They were horrible. Every time | went there they called me names."

"Well, | told them to make it realistic. I didn't want anyone to get suspicious. They were very
good. Out on the pier day and night in all weathers, quite dedicated, they were. They'll make
good Wizards when they're older."”

A sudden thought struck Septimus. "He went through the Ice Tunnels, didn't he? He's been
doing that all the time."

"Shh!" Marcia looked shocked. "Not in front of—Catchpole, get down to Snake Slipway and
bring Weasal Van Klampff and Una Brakket here. Put them in the Strong Room just off the
Great Hall until I am ready to see them. Then you can go and get Hugh Fox and do the same.
Understand?"

Catchpole bowed and headed for the spiral stairs, grateful to be spared any further duties as
party host.

A few minutes later a soft whirring sound announced that the door wasUnBarring . It swung
open and everyone stepped into an immaculate room,Repaired, Cleaned and free of any
lingeringDarkenesse . Even Marcia looked pleased—for a brief moment—until she saw Spit
Fyre sitting on her best Chinese carpet.



"It's fledged," cried Marcia in disbelief, "all over my best carpet.Wretched creature!™

Spit Fyre looked unconcerned; he was busy unfolding his wings for the first time. The soft down
that covered them had fallen off, leaving a thick dusting of green fuzz on Marcia's car-pet. Now
Spit Fyre had an irresistible urge to open his wings and fly—and Marcia knew enough about
dragons to know that there could be no stopping him.

"We'll have to get him out onto the launch pad,” said Marcia. "I'm not having him trying
hisFirstFlyte in here.”

"What launch pad?" asked Septimus,confused.

"Oh, the old one outside the dragon window," Marcia said, waving her hand at the window that
Simon hadCaused to open.

"Ah..." said Septimus, realizing at last why there was a small carving of a flying dragon in the
stone lintel above the window.

"Don't worry,"” said Marcia, "it's quite safe. All ExtraOrdinaries have to keep the launch pad
maintained—you never know when you might need it—although unfortunately it does give
idiots like Simon Heap somewhere to land."”

Spit Fyre was enticed out onto the launch pad with a box of biscuits that Septimus found under
the sink. They were a little damp and soggy but that did not seem to trouble the dragon. He sat
contentedly on the wooden platform, chewing his way through the biscuits and surveying the
whole Castle, which was laid out below him like a massive Counter-Feet board.

Inside theWizardTower a discussion was going on.

"Now, Septimus,” said Marcia. "l don't want you doing any-thing complicated on
yourFirstFlyte . You are to fly around the Tower once and land in the courtyard. Do you want a
Navigator?"

"A w-what?" asked Septimus, looking out the window and feeling his legs turning to jelly.

"Draxx, rule 16b, subsection viii states that:a Navigator may only be used if be.or she has
participated in theFirstFlyte . So if you want a Navigator, it's now or never."”

"It's no good asking me, Sep," said Beetle apologetically, as he tried to help Marcia push the
dragon’s tail out the window. "I'm indentured to the Manuscriptorium for five more years. Only
get one day off a fortnight—if I'm lucky. Don't think I could fit in being a Navigator. Though |
s'pose | might not have a job after all this..."

"Of course you'll have a job," Marcia told Beetle. "Which is more than can be said for Hugh
Fox."



"Thank you," Beetle stammered.
"I'll do it, Sep," offered Jenna. "I'll be your Navigator. | mean, if you want one, that is."

"Would you really, Jen?" asked Septimus, brightening a little at the thought that at least he'd
have some company when he was hundreds of feet above the ground.

"Yes, of course | would. I'd be honored to."

Out on the launch pad, Spit Fyre finished the last biscuit and then, to avoid wasting any crumbs,
the dragon gulped down the box as well. He sniffed the evening air. The thrill of electricity that
all dragons get just before theirFirstFlyte ran through him. He snorted loudly and smashed his
tail down in anticipation. Marcia and Beetle leaped back just in time.

"You'd better hurry up and get on, Septimus,” said Marcia. "You don't want him taking off
without you—we don't want the Castle to be plagued with a riderless dragon for years to come.”

Septimus forced himself to climb out the window onto the launch pad. You can do it, he told
himself. You've been up a three hundred-foot tree, walked across a rickety bridge at the top of a
witches' house and flown a boat. You arenot afraid of heights.Definitely not. But whatever
Septimus toldhimself , his legs appeared to take no notice and still felt as if they were made of
jelly that has been left outside on a hot summer's day.

"C'mon, Sep," said Jenna, scrambling up behind him onto the launch pad. She put her arm
around his shoulders and guided him along the wide wooden platform. Septimus swayed for a
moment as he felt the wind that blew around the top of theWizardTower ruffle his hair. "You're
okay," whispered Jenna. "Look, Spit Fyre is waiting for you to get on."

Septimus had no idea how he managed it but a few seconds later he was sitting on the dragon's
neck, in a dip just in front of the shoulders. It seemed to be the natural place to sit and he felt
surprisingly secure. The dragon's scales, although smooth, had slightly rough edges that stopped
him from slipping, and the broad spines running like a mane down the back of Spit Fyre's
muscular neck fitted perfectly into Septimus's hands.

Jenna was less comfortable. "Budge up a bit, Sep,"” she said. "I'm right by the wings here."”
Septimus wriggled forward as much as he dared and Jenna dropped down into the space behind
him.

"Right,"” said Alther, floating beside them."Three things to remember.First—takeoff. When he
jumps he's going to drop like a stone. But, trustme, it will only be for a second or two. That's
howFirstFlyte always starts. Then you'll be off.Second—steering. Kick left for left turn, right
for right. Two kicks left for down, two kicks right for up. Or you can just tell him. He's a bright
dragon, he'll understand. Third—I'm right here with you. You'll be just fine."

Septimus nodded, anxious to start.



Marcia and Beetle looked out apprehensively. "Ready?" asked Marcia.
Septimus made a thumbs-up sign.
"Go!" yelled Marcia. "Go! Come on, Beetle, push!"

Together, Marcia and Beetle gave the dragon a hefty shove. Unfortunately, they had no effect
whatsoever—Spit Fyre still sat firmly on the launch pad.

"Oh, for goodness' sake!" spluttered Marcia, giving the dragon another push. "Get going, you
lazy lump!™

Like a high diver who is regretting his decision to climb to the topmost board, and knows there
is only one way down, Spit Fyre shuffled forward and curled his toes around the edge of the
launch pad. Hesitantly, the dragon peered out over the precipitous drop and gazed at the
courtyard far, far below. Septimus closed his eyes and clung on tight. Behind her Jenna felt the
fledgling wings twitch, but nothing happened.

"Look, you daft dragon, don't think you can come shuffling back in here, because you most
certainly cannot!" Marcia shouted. "And if you know what's good for you, you'll get going right
now!" Using all their strength, Marcia and Beetle heaved the rest of the dragon's tail onto the
launch pad.

Spit Fyre's look of uncertainty changed to panic. Marcia may not have been a real dragon
mother but she had many of the qualities that dragon mothers were renowned for, and Spit Fyre
was finding it hard to tell the difference.

"Do as you're toldand fly! " Marcia yelled, and slammed the window closed.

Spit Fyre did as he was told. He threw himself off the launch pad—and dropped like a stone.
Down, down, down, past the nineteenth, eighteenth, seventeenth floors. Past the sixteenth,
fifteenth, fourteenth they plummeted. At the thirteenth floor Spit Fyre realized what he had to do.
At the twelfth he worked out how to do it. At the eleventh his wings were stuck. At the eighth
floor he finally unfurled them and at the heart-stopping seventh floor Spit Fyre spread his wings
into a huge green canopy, caught the air and glided up in a beautiful curve until he was once
again level with the top of theWizardTower . Peering out from the Tower, Marcia's white face
broke into a wide smile and Beetle whooped a cheer.

"Oh, thank goodness,” muttered Alther, almost transparent with fear, swooping up to join the
dragon and his shocked passengers."All right?" Alther yelled, keeping pace with some
difficulty—now that Spit Fyre had found his wings the dragon was reveling in the sensation of
flying, and he wasfast .

Septimus nodded.



"Once around the Tower, and land him in the courtyard,” Alther shouted.

Septimus shook his head. In the distance he could see the uncoordinated black shape that was
Simon Heap. Simon had just cleared the rooftops of the line of houses that abutted the boatyard
wall and was dropping down to the other side.

"Go, Spit Fyre. Go get him," shouted Septimus.

Last Flyte

Down in Jannit's boatyard, work was beginning on the Dragon
Boat. Jannit had towed her out of the Dragon House, turned her around and was about to reverse
her back in so that she could face out onto the world. It was something that Jenna had asked
Nicko to do the previous night, telling him that the dragon herself had requested it. Nicko, who
still had trouble with the idea that the Dragon Boat was also a liv-ing creature, did not see why it
mattered which way the boat faced, but Jenna had been insistent.

From her small tugboat, Jannit surveyed the Dragon Boat with a critical eye. She and Nicko
carefully splinted the broken wing and fixed it to the hull, but the wing was badly smashed and a
strange green fluid was oozing from it and dripping into the water. The dragon herself did not
look well. Her scales were dull, her eyes were heavy and her head and tail drooped feebly. *"She
doesn't look good,"” Jannit called up to Rupert Gringe who, with Nicko, was on the deck of the
Dragon Boat, directing operations.

Rupert nodded. "Don't see what we can do," he grunted. "If you ask me what she needs is some
hocus-pocus rubbish."

Three Wizards, chosen by Jannit as the least bothersome from the thirteen that Marcia had sent
to guard the boat, made disapproving noises. Hocus-pocus indeed.

Nicko said nothing. He didn't like the way Rupert had said it, but he thought he was probably
right. What could an ordinary boatyard hope to do for a living/breathing Dragon Boat?

"What the—" Rupert suddenly exclaimed, catching sight of a movement far above him. "Some
idiot's thrown himself off a roof. No he hasn't—Busted Barnacles, he—he'sflying !"



With a sinking feeling, Nicko looked up. "Simon," he mut-tered. "It's Simon."
"What—your Simon?"

"He's notmy Simon," said Nicko indignantly. "Quick, Rupert—he's dangerous. Get the Dragon
Boat back inside.” But Rupert Gringe seemed mesmerized by the black figure that had dropped
down over the Castle walls and was flapping about like a wounded crow, flying slowly toward
them.

"It is. It's Simon blasted Heap." Rupert shook his fist and yelled up into the air. "Get out of here,
Heap. Or do | have to come and make you?"

"Rupert,” hissed Nicko. "Don't upset him."

"Upset hm? I'll upset him all right." Rupert raised his voice in Simon's direction. "Heap! Stop
prancing about up there like a girl at the MidWinter Feast. Come down here andfight like a
man."

"Rupert,don't ," pleaded Nicko. "Just get out of the way. He's got aThunderflash ."

"Oh, yes, and my aunt Gertie's the Queen of Sheba. Good, he's coming over. Come on then,
Heap. Don't be shy. Ha!™

Simon Heap was having a good deal of trouble with theFlyte Charm . It was only once he was
airborne and on his way to theWizardTower that Simon had realized that the Chief Hermetic
Scribe had done nothing whatsoever to sort out theCharm . He had not dared turn back and
insist that Hugh Fox repair it, for he could not possibly be late for his appointment with
DombDaniel and the beginning of his new Apprenticeship. Little did Simon know that even if he
had returned, Hugh Fox would not have been able to fix theFlyte Charm —for all the codes and
encryptions had been in The Book,The Undoing of theDarkenesse.

Simon had only just made it over the Castle walls and he was using all his willpower to stay
airborne. The Dragon Boat was in his sight and this time Simon knew that he would not miss—
third time lucky, he muttered to himself, or third time unlucky if you happened to be a mutant
mix of a boat and a dragon. As Simon flew awkwardly across the boatyard he took his very last
remainingThunderflash from his belt. He had had a recent run onThunderflashes and Merrin
had been worse than useless at preparing the new ones—nbut that didn't matter. The boat was a
sitting duck; this time there was no way he could miss. That would teach the oaf Rupert to yell at
him. He'd get two birds with one stone—even better.

Simon primed theThunderflash .
A yell followed by two loud splashes rang through the air. Nicko had pushed Rupert Gringe into

the Moat and jumped in after him. Cursing the fact that he had lost his chance to get even with
Rupert Gringe, Simon hurled theThunderflash .



It flew off with a roar, rumbling and rolling through the air. With a surprising turn of speed, the
three Wizards also hurled themselves into the Moat.

TheThunderflash hit the Dragon Boat square on the stern, passed through the golden wood of
the hull like a knife through butter and came to rest on the bottom of the Moat where it exploded,
sending a spout of water shooting into the sky. In a seething mass of bubbles and steam, the
Dragon Boat slowly disappeared under the water and sank to the bed of the Moat.

Jannit Maarten stood open-mouthed on the tugboat, hor-rified at what had happened. No one,
but no one, messed with any of the boats under Jannit's care. She picked up the nearest weapon
that came to hand, a large hammer, and hurled it up at Simon. Jannit had a powerful swing to her
arm and the hammer flew through the air, only narrowly missing Simon. It flew on, curving
upward, and an oncoming dragon on itsFirstFlyte just managed to avoid its first air-borne
missile (but not its last), thanks to a timely shout from its Navigator.

Simon had just caught sight of Spit Fyre. He could not believe his eyes—or rather his eye, as
Simon was still wearing his eyepatch after Wolf Boy's direct hit. What was it about this imposter
brother of his? Why did he always turn up like a bad penny, just when he least wanted to see
him? And what was he doing on a dragon?

Simon's success with the Dragon Boat had made him cocky. Even with noThunderflashes left
and a dodgyFlyte Charm to contend with, Simon felt invincible. It was easy; he'd push one off
the dragon, then he'd push the other one off the dragon and that would be that. Good-bye upstart
Apprentice and little Miss Princess.

Simon hurled himself through the air, aiming first for Septimus.

The Navigator saw him coming and yelled, "Down, Sep, down!" Septimus kicked the dragon
twice on the left and Spit Fyre began to drop toward a spiky forest of masts below.

"Turn right!" yelled the Navigator."Land on the pontoon!"

Septimus kicked once on the right followed by two kicks on the left and Spit Fyre headed down
toward the pontoon, where Jannit was bringing the tugboat alongside with three Wizards in tow.

Simon was not to be put off. He threw himself toward Septimus, only to discover that theFlyte
Charm had developed an alarming bias to the right, and he was now heading straight for Spit
Fyre's nose. A dragon's nose is a sensitive spot, especially on a young dragon, and Spit Fyre did
not take kindly to being hit hard on it. Instinctively the dragon opened his mouth to take a large
bite out of Simon, only to be overtaken by the most enormous sneeze.

"Aaah ... aaah ...tchooo! "Like a cork from an enthusiasti-cally shaken bottle of fizz, a huge slug
of warm dragon dribble slammed into Simon and sent him cartwheeling through the air. Dragon
dribble is a corrosive substance; it hit Simon on the stomach, winded him and, in a few seconds,
ate its way through his cloak, his tunic and the red belt with the three black stars of DomDaniel.



Simon was on his third somersault when theFlyte Charm parted company with his belt and
tumbled to the ground, landing in a toolbox that Jannit had been using earlier.

Simon fell out of the sky.

Without thinking, Septimus shouted his very first dragon order—"Save him!"

Spit Fyre knew what to do. He dropped like a stone, shot forward and caught Simon only
seconds before he hit the ground. Then he landed with a jarring crash on the pontoon at the spot
where the Dragon Boat's wing had been laid out only a few minutes earlier. The Navigator fell

off with a bump and stood up angrily.

"What on earth did you do that for, Sep?" she demanded, jumping away from Simon, who was
sprawled across Spit Fyre's back.

Septimus did not reply. He was staring at Simon.

"He—he's not dead, is he?" Septimus asked Jannit, who had pulled Simon off Spit Fyre and was
trying to get some response from him.

Simon lay white and still on the pontoon, his black robes full of holes from the acidic dragon
dribble, his fair, curly Heap hair matted with sweat and his eyes closed. Jannit knelt down and
put her ear to his chest.

"No," she murmured. "I can hear a heartbeat. He's just unconscious.” At the sound of Jannit's
voice, Simon's eyes flickered and he groaned. "Here, you lot,” Jannit yelled at the Wizards,
"come and make yourselves useful for a change.”

Three dripping Wizards duly arrived at Jannit's side. "Help me get him over to the lock-up,"
Jannit told them.

Jenna and Septimus watched Jannit and the three Wizards each take an arm or a leg and carry
Simon across the boatyard to the lock-up—a tiny windowless brick build-ing beside the Castle
wall that boasted a thick iron door complete with three heavy, well-oiled bolts.

"I still don't know why you did that, Sep," Jenna said grumpily.

"Did what?" asked Septimus, stroking Spit Fyre's bruised nose.

"Saved Simon."

Septimus looked up at Jenna, confused by her angry tone of voice. "But what else could I have
done, Jen?" he asked.

"Let him fall.l would have." Jenna kicked a pebble angrily into the Moat.



Septimus shook his head. "But he's my brother," he said sadly.

TheLookoutTower

Nicko had insisted on wearing the mask—there was
no way he was going to let Rupert dive down to the Dragon Boat without him. Jannit had taken
some persuading, however, as Nicko had not used the mask before. Jannit had invented what she
called the inspection mask so that she could check her boats below the waterline. The oval slab
of glass was edged with soft leather so that it fitted closely to the face and tied around the back of
the head with a leather strap. The glass was tough and thick. It was a deep greenish color, which
did not make for great visibility, but it was better than trying to keep your eyes open in the silt-
laden water of the Moat.

Nicko was a good swimmer. When the boys were younger, Silas had often taken them out of the
Castle to a sandy spot just past theOne WayBridge , which was where Nicko had learned to
swim. But Nicko had never swum underwater before, and now, as he and Rupert struggled to lift
the Dragon Boat's unwieldy head off the mud at the bottom of the Moat, Nicko was desperate to
take a breath.

Rupert made a thumbs-up sign and together he and Nicko swam to the surface, bringing the
dragon's head once more into the air. Jannit was waiting with a large canvas sling, which she
quickly slipped under the head to take the weight.

"Well done, boys," said Jannit, gently bringing the limp head and neck down to rest on the side
of the Cut, where she had laid her one and only Persian rug for the dragon's head to lie on.



Jenna watched. Septimus had taken Spit Fyre back to theWizardTower , but Jenna had refused
to go with him. So Septimus—unwilling to fly without his Navigator—had walked Spit Fyre
through the streets, much to the great interest of everyone he met.

Jenna knelt beside the muddy head of the dragon, searching for signs of life—but there
werenone. The head lay motionless and the eyes were tightly closed under heavy green lids.
Carefully, Jenna brushed the mud from the golden ears, and, with the hem of her dress, cleaned
the silt from the dragon's smooth, scaly eyelids. She talked to the dragon as she always did, but
there was no response. Only silence.

Jannit squatted down and looked at the head with a professional eye. There was no obvious sign
of damage, but then what did she know? Was this a boat or a living creature? If it was living,
could it breathe underwater? And if it couldn't,had the creature drowned—or been killed by
theThunderflash ? Jannit Maarten shook her head. She was out of her depth here.

"Is she ... dead?" Jenna whispered.

"I-1 don't know, my lady,"” Jannit replied, a little ill at ease having the Princess kneeling beside
her, covered in mud and with tears rolling down her face. "But we will have her out of the water
in no time, once the boys get the sling underneath her hull. We will see what needs to be done,
and then we will do it. We can make her hull as good as new."

"But can you make her open her eyes?" asked Jenna.
"Ah ... that | couldn't say," replied Jannit, who never promised anything she was not sure about.

But suddenly there was something that Jennawas sure about. She did not know how she knew,
but she knew it was true—the dragon was dying and only Aunt Zelda could save her.

Jenna stood up. "There's something | have to do," she said. "Will you stay with her until | get
back?"

Jannit nodded and Jenna was off, tearing across the boatyard. She flew through the dank tunnel
and out the other side, into the sunlit streets of the Castle. She hurtled up the nearest flight of
steps, which took her to the ledge on the inside of the Castle walls, and headed for
theEastGateLookoutTower . This was her last chance, she thought, as she sped along the broad
ledge, oblivious to the sheer drop on one side. The dry stone of the ledge was well worn and
smooth under her feet, and once or twice in her haste she very nearly slipped and fell. Slow
down, Jenna told herself—you will be no good to the Dragon Boat if you fall.

The Castle wall twisted and turned along the higgledy-piggledy houses that clustered around it.
Jenna kept her eyes firmly fixed on theLookoutTower , which rose from the Wall some distance
away and looked toward theForest . She kept up a steady pace and before long found herself
standing at the foot of the tower, hot, flustered and out of breath.



Jenna took a few moments to get her breath back, breath-ing in the sour smell of some
overflowing garbage bins lined up beside the small wooden door which led into the tower.

A faded notice hung on the door:

CUSTOMER OFFICE
MESSAGE RAT SERVICE
CHARTERED, CONFIDENTIAL, LONG-DISTANCE RATS AVAILABLE
OPEN ALL HOURS

Under the notice hung a much newer sign:

CLOSED

Jenna was not to be put off—she gave the wooden door a shove and almost fell into a small dark
room.

"Can't you read? We're closed,” a grumpy voice greeted her from somewhere in the gloom.
"The notice says OPEN ALL HOURS," Jenna pointed out.

"And the other notice says CLOSED," the voice retorted. "And closed is what we are. You can
come back tomorrow. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm about to lock up.”

"I don't care,"” said Jenna. "l want a Message Rat and | want onenow . It's urgent. It's a matter of
life and death."

"Oh they all say that,” said the rat dismissively, picking up a briefcase and making for the door.
Jenna stepped in front of the rat, a rather portly brown creature. The rat glanced up and for the
first time he saw properly who he had been talking to. He swallowed hard. "Oh," he said."l. Um.
I didn't realize it was you, Your Majesty.Very sorry."

"It doesn't matter. Just send the message, will you?" With Jenna still barring the door, the rat
returned to his desk and opened his briefcase, looking through a list of names and shaking his
head.

"Your Majesty," the rat said regretfully, "there is nothing | would like to do more, but all the
Message Rats are unavail-able. That's why I've closed up. The soonest | can get one for you will
be tomorrow morning—"

"It will be too late tomorrow morning," Jenna interrupted.

The elderly rat looked worried. "I'm so sorry,Your Majesty. We've had a very difficult time
recently what with the epidemic down by the sewer pipe which took out some of my best young



rats, and now half of my staffare on holiday. And then we've had so many long-distance call-outs
I've lost count—"

"I'll have a Secret Rat then," said Jenna. "IsStanley available?"

The rat looked studiedly blank. "Secret Rat?" he asked. "I'm very sorry, but thereis no such
thing."

"Oh, don't be silly," snapped Jenna exasperated. "Of course there is. | should know."

The rat was stubborn. "I really don't know what you're talking about," he said. "Now | must be
getting along, Your Majesty. | could send a Message Rat along to the Palace first thing tomorrow
if that would be of any help?”

Jenna's patience was at an end. "Look," she said sternly, "I want a Secret Rat and | want onenow
. That's an order. And if | don't get one, there won'tbe a Secret Rat Service anymore. Let alone a
Message Rat Service. Got that?"

The rat gulped and shuffled his papers. "I-I'll just make a quick call," he said. Then, to Jenna's
surprise he leaned out a small window beside his desk and yelled, "Stanley! Hey, Stanley! Get
your tail down here.Pronto!"

A few moments laterStanley appeared at the window. "Keep your fur on, Humphrey, what's so
important?” And then, catching sight of Jenna, he said, "Oh."

"Special request for you, Stanley," said the rat somewhat apologetically.
"Ah," saidStanley , sounding less than enthusiastic.

Jenna lost no time. "Stanley," she said, "I want you to take an urgent message to Aunt Zelda.
Shehas to come here as soon as she can. She is my only hope for—"

In a familiar gesture,Stanley raised his paw. "No," he said firmly.
"What?" saidJenna. Even Humphrey looked shocked.

"l am sorry,"” saidStanley , stepping through the window onto the desk. "I am unavailable
tonight.”

"No, you're not," said Humphrey.
"Yes, | am,"” retortedStanley . "Dawnie has asked me over for supper. | understand that she and
her sister have had a falling-out. | have learned my lesson. In the past I have put my job first and

Dawnie second.But no longer."

"But—" protested Jenna.



"I know what you're going to say, Your Majesty, and | am very sorry—but tonight Dawnie
comes first, even if I do lose my job. Now if you'll excuse me, | want to pick up some flowers
from the florist's garbage bin before it gets emptied.” With thatStanley gave a small bow and
walked past Jenna, head held high. Dumbfounded, Jenna held the door open for him and watched
the rat jump down from the ledge anddisappear over a roof.

"Well," said Humphrey, "I really don't know what to say..."

"No," said Jenna. "Neither dol . It was my last hope. But | don't suppose Aunt Zelda could have
got here in time anyway. | don't think there is much time left. Good night."”

"Good night,Your Majesty,"” said Humphrey, as Jenna quietly closed the door and made her way
back to the boatyard.

The Lock-Up

Inside the lock-up Simon Heap opened his eyes and
groaned. For a moment he thought he must be in Dungeon Number One, but then he realized that
there was a small chink of light coming through a tiny barred win-dow and he relaxed. Dungeon
Number One wasSealed in darkness, and although wherever he was now smelled pretty bad, it



smelled nowhere near as bad as the dungeon. Simon had once been shown Dungeon Number
One by the Supreme Custodian, and he had never forgotten it.

Very slowly, Simon sat up. His head hurt and his stomach felt horribly bruised, but as far as he
could tell there were no bones broken. He was a little confused by the huge holes in his tunic
until, in a flash, it all came back to him.The dragon ... the brat ... and theFlyte Charm —gone.
Simon groaned again. He was a failure.A terrible failure. Not only had Marcia never asked him
to be her Apprentice, but it now turned out that DomDaniel had never wanted him either—and
after all Simon had done for him too. Picking up those horrible slimy bones of his, taking endless
trips to the Manuscriptorium with them, having to deal with that snooty Hugh Fox who had
always looked down his long pointy nose at him, and worst of all, making those bleak trips along
the Ice Tunnels to deliver the bones to that ghastly woman, Una Brakket, and making sure that
old Weasal never saw him. Sometimes he had even ended up helping her put the wretched bones
into theAmalgam so that she could get off to her country dancing in time. What a fool he had
been. And then, to top it all, his imposter brother turns up on adragon . The boy was what—only
eleven—and there he was, not only the ExtraOrdinary Apprentice, he now had his own blasted
dragon. How did hedo it?

Simon sat on the floor of the lock-up in a cloud of self-pity. No one wanted him. Nothing ever
went right for him. Life stunk and it just wasn't fair.

After a while a familiar feeling of anger stole over Simon. He stood and began to look around

his prison. He'd show them they couldn't tame Simon Heap—he'd be out of here in no time.
Angrily, Simon pushed the door, but to no effect, except he heard some frightened whispering.

"He's trying to get out...”

"What shall we do?"

"Is he very dangerous?"

"Oh, don't be such a baby, Brian."

"Stop bickering you two. The ExtraOrdinary will be here soon."

Simon smiled broadly. Well, let her come, but he would not be there to meet her. For Simon
Heap had just realized where he was.

Many years ago, Jannit had expanded her boatyard to take in the derelict old Castle Customs
Quay. The brick lock-up, which had been used for drunken sailors and suspicious characters
landing at the Castle, was the only part of the old Customs House left standing, and Jannit had
kept it to store her more valuable tools in. It still had its heavy iron door with three mas-sive
bolts on the outside and the huge brass key in the lock. Simon was willing to bet it also still had
its trapdoor leading into the Ice Tunnels.



Simon knelt and quickly set to work shifting the hundreds of years of accumulated dirt from the
floor. Luckily, Jannit had thoughtfully provided him with a rather good shovel, and it did not
take Simon long before the shovel hit metal about a foot beneath the surface.

TheSealed trapdoor easily swung open in Simon's prac-ticed hands. A cold gust of air blew up
to meet him, and Simon slipped through the trapdoor, down into the familiar chill of the Ice
Tunnels.

The full complement of thirteen Wizards—for Jannit had speedily retrieved the other ten from
the fishing jetty outside the boatyard—uwere dutifully encircling the lock-up when Marcia
marched into the boatyard, accompanied by Sarah and Silas Heap.

Sarah and Silas had insisted on seeing their eldest son. Unable to believe what Marcia had told
them, they had decided to confront him. "At least," Sarah had said, "he will have to sit and listen
to us this time. He won't be able to run off like he usually does."

Jannit escorted the party to the lock-up, her small wiry figure somewhat dwarfed by Marcia in
her purple silk robes, which billowed out around her in the summer evening breeze.

"Here we are, Madam Marcia," said Jannit as they stopped outside the circle of Wizards. "He's
in there. We put him in a couple of hours ago and he should have come around by now. Had a
nasty bump on the head from that dragon he attacked."

"Oh, dear," said Sarah anxiously, "I do wish he wouldn't do these silly things."

"I'm sure we all wish that, Sarah," said Marcia sternly. "But unfortunately he has progressed
rather further than the silly stage now. Evil-minded-scheming stage is more what I would call it."

"Oh, Silas," wailed Sarah. "Whatare we to do?"

"We'll have a talk with him, Sarah,” said Silas soothingly, "and see what he has to say. Now stop
worrying; there's noth-ing we can do. Simon is grown-up now."

The two Wizards standing by the door stood back respect-fully for the ExtraOrdinary Wizard to
walk through. Jannit shot the bolts, turned her heavy brass key in the lock and pulled open the
thick iron door.

"Simon!" said Sarah, rushing into the lock-up before any-one could stop her. "Simon ...Simon ?"

"Didyou know about this?" Marcia demanded as Jannit Maarten stared uncomprehendingly at
the shiny metal trap-door in the middle of the dirt floor of the lock-up.

"No," said Jannit curtly. She didn't like the way Marcia was talking to her, and she certainly did
not like having yet another thing in her boatyard that she knew nothing about.



"What—what is it?" asked Sarah, clinging to Silas for sup-port, distraught that once again
Simon had run away.

"It's nothing," said Marcia briskly.”"Nothing that you need to know about anyway. | want this
trapdoorSealed —now. Where's Alther?"

Alther Mella wafted over to Marcia.

"Alther, are there any Ancients left who have walked the tunnels? | want each and every
trapdoor guarded until allSeals are checked."”

"The only suitable Ancient who is not completely gaga is on theWizardTower trap, Marcia,"
said Alther. "I never went down to the tunnels myself. No one ever did in those days."

"No one should in these days either, Alther.Except for the Inspection Clerk. That Hugh Fox has
a lot of questions to answer." Marcia thought for a moment. "Alther, please would you take a
Wizard down to the Manuscriptorium and bring someSealingWax back? At least we can get this
trapdoorSealed ."

"Excuse me," interrupted Jannit, "the Port barge has arrived. I'm expecting a delivery." With that
Jannit was off to the pontoon to meet a long narrow boat piled high with boxes and baskets.

Jenna—who had no wish to go anywhere near Simon Heap—was back with the Dragon Boat,
gently stroking her head and murmuring words of encouragement in her ear, looking desperately
for a sign of life, while Nicko and Rupert strug-gled to place two huge canvas slings underneath
the damaged hull. As the Port barge drew up to the pontoon, Jenna glanced up and saw Jannit
catch the rope and secure the barge to a couple of large bollards. Then, to her horror, she saw
something else or, rather, someone else—the dark stranger from the Port.

The tall man stood poised on the deck, watchful and waiting to jump ashore. His long dark hair
was held in a silver headband and his red silk tunic looked crumpled and travel stained. Jenna
froze. She ducked down behind the Dragon Boat's head and heard the stranger's low, slightly
accented voice ask Jannit, "Excuse me, ma'am, but | understand that the Princess is to be found
hereabouts. Would this be so?"

"And who might you be?" Jannit asked suspiciously.

The stranger was evasive. "Just someone seeking the Princess,” he replied. Suddenly his eye
caught the activity over at the lock-up. "Would that be the ExtraOrdinary Wizard over there,
ma'am?" he asked.

"It might be,"” said Jannit, busying herself with a knot.

"Excuse me, | must go and see him."

"Her," corrected Jannit, unheard as the stranger strode off.



"Excuse me," the stranger raised his voice as he approached the group by the lock-up. "I wonder
if I might speak to the ExtraOrdinaryWizard? "

Marcia turned around and the stranger looked confused. He stopped for a moment and fumbled
in his tunic pocket, looking for something. "Alther?" he said. "Alther, is thatyou ?"

Marcia did not answer. She looked white.

"Aha, found them." With an air of triumph, the stranger drew out a small pair of gold spectacles
from his pocket and carefully put them on. His expression changed to one of amazement.

"Marcia Overstrand,” he said."ExtraOrdinary Wizard! Well, well, well."
"Milo?" asked Marcia faintly."MiloBanda? It is you, isn't it?"

The stranger appeared a little overcome. He nodded word-lessly and to Jenna's horror, Marcia
enveloped him in a huge hug. "Where have you been all this time?" she asked. "We thought you
must be dead.”

As Marcia let go of the stranger, a loud yell came from the Cut—Nicko had just dropped one of
the canvas slings in the water.

For the first time Marcia saw the terrible state of the Dragon Boat. "Jannit!" she yelled.
"Jannit—what has happened?"

Jannit was in no mood to reply. She was determined to raise the Dragon Boat before nightfall,
and she had had enough Wizards messing about in her boatyard to last her a lifetime. Wearily
she said, "Go get another sling, will you Nicko? Then we'll try again.”

Jenna had been watching Marcia greet the dark stranger with mounting disbelief. Now, as
Marcia set off across the boatyard toward the Dragon Boat, bringing the stranger with her, Jenna
leapt to her feet. Before anyone could stop her, she headed for the tunnel that led out of the
boatyard.

The Queen's Room



Jenna tore through the alleys and
passageways, heading for the Palace. In her hand she clutched the gold key that Aunt Zelda had
given her, the key to the Queen's Room. Too bad she had no idea where the Queen's Room might
be, and too bad there would probably be nothing there to save the Dragon Boat. But it was the
only chance she had, for Marcia was obviously in league with the stranger and could not be
trusted.

Now Jenna knew how Septimus had felt when Marcia would not believe that Simon had
kidnapped her. She hurtled around a corner and ran straight into Spit Fyre. "Ouch!"

"Jen!" said Septimus, surprised. "I thought you'd be down with the Dragon Boat. | was coming
to see you. And then Spit Fyre wouldn't stay in the courtyard. Well, he ate most of the Dragon
Kennel that the sub-Wizards were making for him and—" Septimus broke off, noticing Jenna's
distraught expression. "Hey, Jen, what's the matter?"

"Oh, Sep, the dragon—she's dying. And now the stranger from the Port—he'shere . He's come to
get me!”

"What?"
"And what's worse, Marcia knows him! She was really pleased to see him. Shehugged him."

Septimus was shocked. Marcia never hugged anyone.Ever.



"Sep, come with me. I'm going to the Palace. I'm going to find the Queen's Room. Maybe, just
maybe, there'll be something there to save the Dragon Boat. A-a potion or some-thing ... | don't
know."

"Okay, it's worth a try. Come on, Spit Fyre.This way. No,this way. Hang on,Jen, you don't know
where the Queen's Room is."

"I know, but Aunt Zelda said | would find it when The Time Is Right. So maybe The Time Is
Right now."

Jenna and Septimus made good progress until they were halfway downWizard Way , when
Septimus dropped behind to attend to Spit Fyre, who had just given Septimus an embar-rassing
moment. Jenna stopped to see what was keeping Septimus and saw him staring at a large pile of
dragon droppings in the middle ofWizard Way , wondering what to do. He decided the best thing
to do was to ignore it and keep going.

"Hey, you with the dragon!" a voice shouted after him. Septimus turned to see a thin, earnest-
looking man in a striped homespun tunic chasing after him with a sack and a shovel. The man
caught up with him and presented the two items to Septimus. "Wizard Way Conservation Society
... Street Fouling Enforcement Officer,” he puffed. "It is an offense to foul the Way. Please clean
up your animal's mess and take it with you."

Septimus looked doubtfully at the large sack that the man had thrust into his hand. "Okay," he
said, "but I don't think it's all going to fit in there."

Septimus got busy with his shovel while Jenna impatiently held the sack open for him.

The sun was setting, and Billy Pot was wheeling away his Contraption at the end of a
particularly trying day—the lawn lizards had been acting up again. His face brightened when he
saw Jenna, Septimus and Spit Fyre coming across the lawn. Billy Pot had once smelled dragon
droppings on his Lizard Keeping Diploma course and had never forgotten it—in fact most
people, once they had smelled dragon droppings, never forgot it.

"Excuse me, young sir," said Billy Pot, running up to Septimus. "Please forgive me for being so
presumptuous, but | wonder ... well, I wonder if you would consider parting with the contents of
your sack. | would be eternally grateful. There's nothing like strategically placed dragon
droppings to keep the lizards in order. And I'm that desperate; ever since that horse ran over the
Contraption they have been uncontrollable and—"

"Yes," said Septimus. "Take it. Please."”

"You see, sir, | have dreamed of getting my hands on some. Dreamed of it, | have. But where
can you find a dragon nowadays? It's a nightmare for a Lizard Keeper likemyself .Nightmare."
Billy Pot shook his head sorrowfully. "But of course if you don't want to part with it, | quite
understand."



"No—rplease,please take it," said Septimus. He thrust the bulging sack at Billy Pot, who smiled
for the first time that day.

As Jenna, Septimus and Spit Fyre reached the Palace door, Godric's thin voice drifted through
the evening air."Ah, good evening, Princess. How nice to see you. And good evening,
Apprentice. How is theTransforming going? Have you man-aged theTransubstantiate Triple
yet?"

"Nearly," said Septimus, dragging Spit Fyre behind him.

"Good lad," said Godric, and immediately went back to sleep.

In the turret at the east end of the Palace, Spit Fyre sat fretfully whining and scratching the
bottom step of a flight of spiral stairs. Septimus had tied the dragon to a convenient ring in the
wall and told him to stay.

"I'm sure it's up here," said Jenna, concentrating hard on the key to the Queen's Room as she led
the way up the stairs. As she reached the small landing at the top of the turret, Jenna let out a
triumphant whoop. "Yes! Hey, Sep, look at that—I've found it!"

"Where?"Septimus looked at Jenna, perplexed.

Jenna shot Septimus a quizzical look. "Very funny, Sep,"” she said. "You don't think it might be
that gold door with all those patterns on it, and the big keyhole in the middle with an emerald set
above it—just like the key?"

"What gold door?" askedSeptimus.

Suddenly Jenna understood, and a thrill of excitement went through her. "You can't see it, can
you?" she whispered.

"No," replied Septimus, a little overawed. "I can't. All | can see is a blank wall with lumps of
plaster falling off it."

"Well, it is here, Sep. | can see it. | really can. I'm going to put the key in the lock now," said
Jenna, hesitantly. "Will you wait here for me?"

"Of course | will."
"This is weird. I'll try the key then, shall 1?"
"Yes. Go on, Jen. Oh, hang on—did you say the lock was in the middle of the door?"

"Yes, why?"Jenna looked concerned.



"Well, make sure you jump out of the way as soon as you've turned the key. The door will come
down like a draw-bridge—it'll squash you flat if you don't.”

"Will it? How do you know?"
"Oh, I just know these things, Jen,"” said Septimus airily.
"Silly boy," said Jenna fondly.

Septimus stepped back and had the strangest experience of watching Jenna push the key forward
until the end of it disappeared. Suddenly she leaped back and smiled at him. Septimus smiled as
well; then he watched her walk forward andvanish through the solid wall.

The golden door closed silently behind Jenna, and she found herself in a small and surprisingly
cozy room. A fire was burning in the grate and a comfortable chair was placed beside it. Sitting
in the chair, gazing at the fire, was a young woman wearing a heavy red silk tunic, with a gold
cloak wrapped around her shoulders. Her long dark hair was banded by a gold circlet like the one
that Jenna herself wore. At Jenna's sudden arrival, the young woman sprang to her feet, her violet
eyes shining with excitement. She took a swift step forward, and in her eagerness to reach Jenna,
she passed through the chair as though it was not there.

But Jenna saw nothing, which maybe was just as well. For as the ghost of the Queen stood
before her, gazing at the daughter she had last seen as a day-old baby, Jenna would have found it
hard to ignore the large bloodstain that was spread across the left-hand side of her mother's
cloak—although she might not have noticed the jagged tear of the bullet hole, which was hidden
in the folds of the dark red tunic.

The Queen stepped back to allow her daughter to wander around the Room. She watched Jenna
gaze, puzzled, at the blaz-ing fire and at the empty chair. She saw Jenna wrap her arms about
herself and shiver slightly as she moved through the Room, glancing about as though she had
caught sight of something out of the corner of her eye, and all the time search-ing desperately for
something—anything—that would save the Dragon Boat.

Knowing that she must notAppear to her daughter, the Queen watched, willing Jenna to find
what she had to alone. But Jenna had almost given up hope, for the Room was not theMagykal
place she expected it would be; it was no more than an empty sitting room with a fire, a rug, a
small table, a chair and—suddenly Jenna smiled—a cupboard, and not just any old cupboard
either. For on the door of the cupboard was written: UNSTABLE POTIONS AND
PARTIKULAR POISONS.

Jenna opened the door and walked inside.
The cupboard was as empty as the Room had been. Four intricately carved but completely bare

shelves ran along the back wall, with no sign of the potion bottles, herbs or remedies, books of
spells or Dragon Boat secrets that Jenna had longed to see. Desperately, she ran her hands over



the shelves in case she had missed something, but there was nothing, nothing but dust. Then
Jenna noticed a line of small drawers almost hidden in the dark mahogany panels under the
shelves, and her hopes soared. She took hold of the small gold drawer-knob of the topmost
drawer and pulled hard. The drawer slid out smoothly and Jenna smelled a musty combination of
old mint chocolate and dust; she ran her hand around the inside of the drawer, but it was as
empty as the shelves had been. Frantically, she pulled open each drawer in turn, but there was
nothing to be found.

As Jenna reached the last drawer she felt desperate; she knew that this was her very last chance,
for there was nowhere else to look. As she tugged it open, Jenna felt something inside the drawer
move as if she had pulled a lever of some kind, and at the same time she heard a soft click behind
her and the cupboard door swung shut. She was plunged into darkness.

Jenna pushed the door but it did not move. With rising panic she pushed harder, but the door
would not budge—and something told her that it was locked. What was she going to do? She
was trapped. No one except Septimus knew where she was, and however much he wanted to, he
would not be able to help her. She would be there forever, stuck in the dark...

It was then that Jenna realized that the cupboard was not as dark as it hadbeen, that she could
now see a thin strip of light under the door. Tentatively Jenna gave the door another push, and to
her delight it swung open.

She stepped out onto the smooth flagstones of Aunt Zelda's cottage.

The Young Queen

A= ~ =¥ Septimus sat on the dusty landing watching the peeling plaster
on the wall, wondering when Jenna was going to reappear. He tried to imagine what she was



doing inside the Queen's Room, and what was taking her so long, but he did not mind waiting.
There was some-thing Septimus had been longing to take a closer look at ever since Jannit had
fished it out of her toolbox and handed it to him, saying,"” Looks like something you could use,
Master Septimus.” He put his hand into his tunic pocket and took out theFlyte Charm .

The Charm felt oddly familiar to him, as though he had known it somewhere before. It was a
surprisingly simpleCharm , considering the power that it possessed, and the old, yellowish gold
was scratched, the flights—such as they were—battered and bent. As the arrow lay quietly in his
palm, Septimus felt a tingle run through his hand, and something made him reach into his
Apprentice Belt and take out his own silver wingedCharm , the one that Marcia had given to
him when she had asked him to be her Apprentice. Septimus loved thisCharm . With it—and a
lot of concentration—he could hover about ten feet off the ground, but he could not fly. Not as
Simon had done. Septimus had often dreamed of flying, and indeed had frequently woken up
convinced that he could, only to be disappointed.

Sitting on the cold stone floor, with no sign of Jenna's return, Septimus held out his open hands,
oneCharm in each. He thought they were both beautiful in different ways—in his left hand he
could feel the powerful spirit of the ancient golden arrow and in his right the delicate lightness of
the silver wings. As he looked at them he could sense theMagyk from bothCharms running over
his skin and disturbing the air around him.

And then—something shifted, somethingmoved .

Suddenly the wings were sitting upright in the middle of his palm, wafting back and forth like a
small butterfly warming up in the sunlight. Enthralled, Septimus watched them as they fluttered
from his right hand over to his left, where they landed delicately on theFlyte Charm . There was
aMagykal flash of light, and the silver and gold of the twoCharms melded together as the wings
settled down and resumed their rightful place as theFlyte Charm 's original flights.

Septimus picked up the completedFlyte Charm and held it between finger and thumb. It was
hot—almost too hot—to the touch. A buzzing sensation ran through his fingers and Septimus
suddenly found he had an overwhelming urge to fly. He leaped to his feet and went over the
small turret window that looked out over the Palace gardens. He saw the long shad-ows of the
midsummer evening and heard the rooks cawing in the trees, and all his dreams of flying came
back to him—he imagined himself swooping across the lawns, scattering the rooks and
skimming out low over the River ... with some effort, Septimus shook himself out of his reverie.
He was busy putting theFlyte Charm into his Apprentice Belt—out of temptation's way—when
Jenna stepped through the wall.

Septimus leaped to his feet. "Jen— "he began, and then stopped in astonishment as Aunt Zelda
and Wolf Boy followed her onto the landing.

"Oh, Septimus,” said Aunt Zelda, as Septimus stared, open-mouthed. "It is so wonderful to see
you safe ... but there is no time to lose. Follow me. We must get straight to the Dragon Boat."
Aunt Zelda clattered down the narrow stairs, and Septimus heard a yell of surprise as Aunt Zelda
bumped into Spit Fyre.



"Down, Spit Fyre.Yes, it's lovely to see you too. Now get off my foot, please."

Septimus had no need to untie Spit Fyre as the dragon had already chewed his way through the
rope. They followed Aunt Zelda and Jenna out the side door at the foot of the turret and down to
the Palace Gate. Aunt Zelda kept up a brisk pace. Showing a surprising knowledge of the
Castle's narrow alleyways and sideslips, she hurtled along. Oncoming pedestrians were taken
aback at the sight of the large patchwork tent approaching them at full speed. They flattened
them-selves against the walls, and, as the tent passed by with the Princess, the ExtraOrdinary
Apprentice and a feral-looking boy with bandaged hands—not to mention a dragon—in its wake,
people rubbed their eyes in disbelief.

Soon Aunt Zelda and her retinue emerged from the tunnel that led under the Castle walls into
the boatyard. They were met by the sound of Jannit's voice echoing across the upturned boats.
"Heave ... heave ... heave..."

Aunt Zelda gave a scream of dismay—for slowly, very slowly, raised by a gang of yard-hands
pulling rhythmically on a rope, the dripping, mud-caked hull of the Dragon Boat was rising from
the water. The green tail with its golden barb hung down while the Dragon Boat's head was still
slumped onto the side of the Cut. Nicko sat cross-legged, slowly stroking the dull green scales on
the dragon's long nose.

Rupert Cringe was on the deck of the Dragon Boat. He was caked in mud and soaking wet,
having just dived into the Moat and at last fixed the huge canvas slings in place beneath the keel.
With his mask pushed up out of his eyes, Rupert darted from one side to the other, constantly
checking the ropes.

Horrified, Aunt Zelda ran across the boatyard, dodging between the ropes and anchors,
discarded masts and stays, and sat down with a bump beside Nicko.

"Aunt Zelda?" said Nicko, not quite believing his eyes.

"Yes—it's me, dear," replied Aunt Zelda, breathless, reach-ing out to touch the dragon's
motionless head. She rested her hand there for a moment, shaking her own head in disbelief.
"Jenna, Septimus—quick. Come and sit here beside me. All three of us—the Keeper, the Young
Queen and the Dragon Master—must do this," she said.

"Do what?" asked Jenna.

"TheTransubstantiate Triple ," said Aunt Zelda, ferreting through her many patchwork
pockets.

"Hey—Sep can do that," said Jenna, excited.

"No, | can't,” said Septimus.



"Yes, you can. Well, you nearly can. I've heard you tell Godric."

"Only because when he first asked me 1 said no, I couldn't, and he got really upset and started
wailing. Then all the other Ancients in the Palace began wailing too. It was awful—and they
wouldn't stop. | had to go and get Marcia, and she told me to stop nitpicking and humor the old
fool for goodness' sake. But | read about it anyway, just in case Godric asked me questions. It's
the four elements, isn't it, Aunt Zelda?"

"It is indeed, Septimus,” Aunt Zelda replied, taking an ancient-looking leather pouch from one
of her pockets. "This has been handed down from Keeper to Keeper for longer than anyone can
remember. We keep it in aLocked box called the Last Resort. Every Keeper hopes that she will
not have to use it, but every Keeper knows that one day the Time willCome . There's a prophecy
written on the box—

The Time will Come, for it must be,
When She will Fly with Two of Three
For Then must Ye full Ready be,
And Keep the Triple Close to Thee.

"No one really knew what it meant, but when Septimus found the Dragon Ring, | realized that
once again, for the first time since Hotep-Ra, we were Three—the Dragon Master, the Queen and
the Keeper. And then when you and Jenna flew off with the Dragon Boat, | knew that the first
part of the prophecy had happened, that the Time hadCome . So | was ready for something, but
when Jenna walked out of the potion cupboard, just as her dear mother used to do every
MidSummer Day, I—well, I nearly inhaled my cabbage sand-wich. Now let's see what we have
here."

Aunt Zelda tipped the leather pouch and three small hammered-gold bowls, with blue enameling
around their rims, fell onto Jannit's muddy rug. She gave the leather pouch a shake but nothing
else fell out. She put her hand inside the pouch and felt around, but it was empty. Aunt Zelda's
face fell. "There must be more than this, surely,” she said.”No instructions—nothing. It's that
Betty Crackle, wretched woman. She was so careless. What can we possibly do with three empty
bowls?"

"I think I know what to do with them," said Septimus slowly.

Aunt Zelda looked at him with new respect. "Do you?" she asked.

Septimus nodded. "You place the bowls in front of theBeing you wish toRestore ..." he said,
thinking hard. Septimus had read all he could find about theTransubstantiate Triple , but when
he asked Marcia about the whereabouts of theTriple Bowls , she told him they had disappeared

many hundreds of years ago.

"You do it, Septimus," said Aunt Zelda. "As Dragon Master it is only right that you should.”



The dragon's eyes did not flicker as Septimus, Jenna and Aunt Zelda arranged themselves in a
semicircle around her head. Nicko quietly got up and moved away, taking Wolf Boy with him.
Nicko could feel strongMagyk in the air and he preferred to keep his distance. Wolf Boy looked
scared; his eyes were open wide and his yellow teeth were bared as he watched his old Young
Army comrade in his strange new role—weaving powerfulMagyk .

"The four elements in thisConjuration ," said Septimus in a lowvoice, "are Earth, Aire, Fyre
and Water. But we choose only one of these toRestore the dragon. | think it should be Fyre."”

Aunt Zelda nodded in agreement. "She has had too much of the others,"” she murmured.
"Jen?" asked Septimus.
Jenna nodded. "Yes," she whispered, "Fyre."

"Good," said Septimus.”Now each one of us must choose an element from the three that are
left.”

"Earth," said Aunt Zelda. "Good honest earth for growing cabbages."
"Water," said Jenna."Because she looks so beautiful on the water."

"And I choose Aire," said Septimus, "because | flew the Dragon Boat today. And because | can
Flye."

Aunt Zelda shot Septimus a quizzical glance, but he was too busy arranging the bowls to notice.
"Now," he said, "we each take a bowl and place our element in it.”

Jenna scrambled up and dipped her bowl into the Moat. Aunt Zelda reached down from the
pontoon and scraped up some dry earth. Septimus looked at his bowl and wondered what to do.
As he looked and wondered, a purple mist appeared at the bottom of the golden bowl. Aunt
Zelda gasped—she could see the signs ofMagyk appearing around Septimus; his fair curly hair
was outlined in a purple shimmering light, and the atmosphere felt charged, like the air before a
thunderstorm.

Aware that Aunt Zelda and Jenna were watching him closely, Septimus gathered up all three
bowls and, holding them tightly together, quickly turned them upside down. The earth and water
fell straight onto the rug, but the purple mist sank slowly—its progress closely followed by one
pair of green eyes, one pair of violet eyes and one pair of witch's blue eyes—until it met the
muddy mess on the rug and exploded into flame. Septimus gulped; this was the part he was
dread-ing. He reached out to grab the flame, and a yell came from Wolf Boy, who had been
watching with awe behind a boat.

"412—no!"Wolf Boy cried out, feeling his hands burning all over again. But Septimus felt no
pain as he gathered up the fire and placed it in the dragon's nostrils.



Suddenly there was a huge intake of breath, and the flames were sucked into the dragon's nose
down deep within her. Moments later, the dragon reared her head, snorting, cough-ing and
breathing out a bright tongue of orange flame, setting Jannit's Persian rug on fire and sending
Aunt Zelda, Jenna and Septimus leaping to safety. Nicko threw a bucket of water to douse the
rug. The dragon opened her eyes for a brief moment and then, with a resounding crash, her great
green head crashed back down onto the charred rug and lay as limp as before.

The whole boatyard fell silent. Even Jannit stopped her unloading and stood waiting uncertainly.

Jenna looked dismayed. She glanced at Septimus as if for reassurance but Septimus was staring
unhappily at the Dragon Boat, convinced that hisTransubstantiate Triple had failed. Aunt
Zelda gave a small cough and was about to say something when Marcia's voice traveled across
the boatyard.

"Will someone get this blasted bucket off myfoot! " A yard-hand rushed to her aid and pulled
off a bucket that Marcia had inadvertently stepped into in her rush to return to the Dragon Boat.
With her robes flying, Marcia continued her progress across the boatyard, and as she neared the
dragon, Jenna, Aunt Zelda, and Septimus could see that she had a large green bottle in her hand.

Marcia arrived breathless at the pontoon and uncorked the bottle.
"Marcia, what are you doing?" asked Aunt Zelda crossly.

"Saving the Dragon Boat.I knew | had some somewhere. It's an ancient lizard-basedRevive . |
keep it under the floor-boards in the Library."

"Put it away,” Aunt Zelda demanded. "Don't let that stuff near her. It will kill her."”

"Don't be ridiculous, Zelda," Marcia retorted. "It's not for you to dictate what happens to the
Dragon Boat anymore. | am the Keeper now."

Jenna's and Septimus's eyes met. There was going to be trouble.
"You—" spluttered Aunt Zelda incredulously."You—the Keeper?"

"Obviously,"” said Marcia. "The Dragon Boat is here now under my care. You are too far away
to be able to continue with your duties as ... how did you get here sofast ?"

Aunt Zelda drew herself up to her full height—which was not much compared to Marcia, but it
made Aunt Zelda feel better all the same. Her witchy blue eyes flashed triumphantly. "Keepers'
secrets are not divulged to all and sundry, Marcia, and | am not at liberty to tell you how I got
here. All I will say is that, as long as | live, | am the Keeper of the Dragon Boat and | shall
remain so and be available to the Dragon Boat at all times. Now Marcia, thisis a matter of life
and death. TheTriple will take its time and nothing, particularly an ancient lizardRevive , must
be allowed to interfere with it. As Keeper | am telling you to take thatRevive away.Right now."



For the first time that Septimus could remember, Marcia was speechless. Very deliberately, she
pushed the cork back into theRevive bottle and, with as much dignity as she couldmuster, she
walked across the boatyard, studiously avoiding the bucket on her way out. It did not help her
bad temper to discover that Milo Banda, plus Sarah and Silas Heap, had watched the whole
episode from the shadows of the aban-doned lock-up.

Flyte

: = Marcia strode across the Palace Moat,
her feet echoing on the warm planks of the oId wooden bridge. At her side was Milo Banda who,
on the brisk walk from the boatyard to the Palace, had had the task of calm-ing Marcia after her
encounter with Aunt Zelda.

Standing at the Palace door, beside the small gold chair on which the ghost Godric sat dozing,
was a sub-Wizard, a smart young woman with brilliant green eyes.

"Good evening. Welcome to the Palace.” The sub-Wizard smiled.



"Good evening, Hildegarde," replied Marcia.

Milo Banda hung back, standing uncertainly on the thresh-old. Marcia noticed that he was
trembling slightly and there were tears in his eyes.

"Oh," she said softly, "I'm sorry,Milo . | didn't think. Would you like us to leave you alone for a
few moments?"

Milo Banda nodded. He wandered off down the Long Walk, looking at the empty walls and
shaking his head in dismay.

Suddenly Marcia felt weary—it had been a long day. Theldentify had left her feeling curiously
empty and, to top it all, her foot throbbed painfully from its encounter with Spit Fyre that
morning. With a sigh of relief, she sat down heavily on Godric's chair and took off her shoe. The
ghost leaped off the chair in alarm and fell onto the floor in a confused heap.

"Alther,” said Marcia crossly, "I thought I told you to get rid of all the Ancients. We don't need
them now that we have the sub-Wizards on door duty."

"Godric was very upset when | asked him to leave, so I told him he could stay. Anyway," Alther
tutted, "you should have more respect for the Ancients. You'll be one, one day."

Alther dusted Godric off and wafted him over to a comfortable armchair in a quiet, dark corner
of the hall. The old ghost immediately fell into a deep sleep and did not wake until many years
later, when Jenna's own daughter ran into him with her scooter.

It was unfortunate that when Jenna returned to the Palace, she did not notice Alther and Marcia
sitting quietly in the shadows cast by the rows of flickering candles placed around the hall. The
first person she saw, as he emerged from the gloom of the Long Walk, was the stranger from the
Port. At the sight of Jenna he gasped and stopped in his tracks. Jenna screamed.

Marcia jumped to her feet. "Jenna—what is it?" she asked, glancing around anxiously.

Jenna did not reply. She tore out of the Palace and headed for the safety of Septimus, Nicko,
Aunt Zelda and Wolf Boy, who were making slow progress across the Palace lawns while Spit
Fyre insisted on chasing a lawn lizard.

"He's here!" yelled Jenna as she reached Aunt Zelda. "That man—he's here!"

"What man?" asked Aunt Zelda, both bemused and amused at the sight of Marcia running across
the lawn toward them, wearing only oneshoe.

"Jenna," said Marcia breathlessly as she finally caught up with her. "Jenna, what's wrong?"



"That man—the stranger at the Port. The one who grabbed Thunder, the one who followed me,
the one who's in league with Simon—you've asked him to my Palace. That's what's wrong!"

"But Jenna," Marcia protested, "that man has every right to be in the Palace. He'sMilo Banda.
He's—"

"I don't care who he is!" yelled Jenna.

"But Jenna, Jenna, listen to me—he's your father."

Everyone stared at Marcia in shock.

"No he's not," stuttered Jenna. "Dad's down at the boatyard ... with Mum."

"Yes, Silas is at the boatyard," said Marcia gently. "AndMilo is here.Milo is your own father,
Jenna. He has come to see you."

For a long time Jenna was silent. Then suddenly she said, "So, why didn't he come to see me
before—when | was little?" And she took off across the lawns and along the path that led to the
back of the Palace.

"Oh dear," said Marcia.
Silas Heap did not take kindly to the arrival of Milo Banda either, especially when Sarah
insisted on arranging a celebration supper on the Palace roof to welcome him home.

"I don't see how you can celebrate when our eldest son is stuck down in those awful Ice
Tunnels,” Silas had objected.

Sarah was busying herself with laying the table while Silas had plonked himself down on one of
the Palace gold chairs and was staring gloomily at the darkening summer sky.

"I just don't want to even think about Simon," Sarah said briskly. "The Search Party will soon
find him and then at least he'll be somewhere safe and warm."

"Safe and warm in the Castle jail is not what | wanted for him, Sarah,” Silas muttered.

Sarah shook her head. "Silas, if you remember, yesterday we had no idea where any of the
children were. We have three back today—four if you count Simon—and we should consider
ourselves lucky. That's the way | am going to look at it from now on." She straightened the
tablecloth and told the Supper Servant to go and see how the cook was getting on. "Anyway,
Silas, we must make Milo Banda welcome. He is Jenna's father after all.”

"Huh," said Silas grumpily.



Sarah carefully put her favorite candlesticks in the middle of the long table. "We knew this
might happen one day. It's no good being funny about it."

"I'm not being funny,"” Silas protested. "I just think it's odd that he's turned up after all these
years. | mean, where's he been all this time?Seems downright suspicious to me. Huh."

"Don't keep saying 'huh’, Silas. It makes you sound so crotchety."

"Well, maybe | am crotchety. And I'll keep saying 'huh' if I want to, Sarah. Huh."

Supper went on late into the night. Sarah had put Milo Banda at the head of the table simply laid
with a white cloth. It reminded Jenna of the morning of her tenth birthday, which now felt like
another lifetime. Jenna had sat as far away from Milo Banda as she could get—at the other end
of the table—Dbut it wasn't until she sat down that she realized she was now opposite Milo, and
every time she looked up she saw him trying to smile at her or catch her eye. Jenna spent most of
the meal staring at her plate or making pointed conversation with Aunt Zelda, who was sitting
next to her.

As the torches burned down and midnight approached, the summer air cooled and people began
to yawn. Aunt Zelda leaned over to Jenna and said in a low voice, "Your father is a good man,
Jenna. You should hear what he has to say."

"I don't care what he has to say," Jenna answered.

"A wise Young Queen listens first. Then she judges."

Supper was finished. Marcia, Septimus and Spit Fyre had gone back to theWizardTower . Nicko
was off with Silas, who wanted to show him a new colony of Counters he had found behind a
pipe in the Palace attic. Sarah was tending to Wolf Boy, who had fallen asleep at the beginning
of supper, and Aunt Zelda was down in the kitchens trying to get the night cook to boil a cabbage
for breakfast the next morning. Alther Mella sat quietly in the shadows, musing on the events of
the day.

And Jenna was listening to Milo Banda.

"You know,"Milo was saying, "your mother and I were so pleased when we knew we were
going to have a child. We both hoped for a girl so that she could become Queen. Of course, | was
never King; it is not the way you do things here, unlike many of the Far Countries. There, would
you believe, they pass the succession down through the boy children—very strange. But | was
glad not to be King, for although I was just an ordinary merchant, I loved my job. I loved the
excite-ment of traveling and the possibility that one day | would make my own fortune. Then six
months before you were due to be born, I heard of just such an opportunity. With your mother's
blessing, | chartered a ship at the Port and set off. My luck was in and before long | had a ship
full of treasure to bring back to you and your mother. All went well, I had a good crew and fair



winds all the way home, and | arrived in Port on the very day you were due. Everything, |
thought, was perfect. But then ... when we docked..."Milo 's voice faltered. "I remember it as
though it were yesterday ... a deckhand told me the news, the terrible news that was all over the
Port ... that my dear Cerys—your mother—had been killed.And my little daughter, too."

"But I wasn't killed," whispered Jenna.
"No. | know that now. But then—I didn't. | believed what everyone said."”

"Well, they were wrong. Why didn't you come to the Castle and see if it was true? Why didn't
you come to find me? You ran away."

"Yes. | suppose it seems so. But at the time | could not bear to stay. I left on the next tide and
wandered wherever the winds took me—until I was captured by Deakin Lee."

"Deakin Lee!" Jenna gasped. Even she, who was not at all interested in pirates, had heard of the
dreaded Deakin Lee.

Milorisked a rueful smile in Jenna's direction. She gave him an uncertain half smile in return.

"I will never forget those seven long years in Deakin Lee's hold," he said in a low voice. "All the
time | thought of the terrible thing that had happened to you and your dear mother..."

"How did you escape?" asked Jenna.

"One night, in the spring of last year, the ship came upon tumultuous waves. I've heard it said
they were the swell from aDarke storm thousands of miles away, but they were good waves for
me. Deakin Lee was washed overboard and his crew freed me. | took over the ship. Some weeks
later we put in to a small port and | heard the rumor that you were alive. I could hardly believe
it—I felt my life was beginning again. We set sail immediately and had fair winds all the way to
the Port. We anchored offshore and raised the Yellow Duster to alert Customs, and the Chief
Officer was rowed out to us the next morning. She took one look at the treasure onboard and told
us we had to wait until the main bonded warehouse was free—she was a tough one, that Officer
Nettles. But | am grateful to her, for had she not done so | would not have seen you that night."

Jenna remembered the scene at the warehouse. It all made sense now.

Milocontinued, "When I looked up and saw you sitting on that horse, just the way your mother
used to, and then I saw the circlet around your head, | knew you were my daughter. But | am
sorry, Jenna, I think I frightened you that night. | wasn't thinking—I just wanted to talk to you.
Jenna ... Jenna?"

Jenna had spun around and was gazing into the shadows cast by the torches guttering on the
Palace roof.

"Jenna?"Milo repeated.



"I can feel someone watching me,"” she said.

Miloshifted uncomfortably. "So canl ," he said. Milo Banda and his daughter stared into the
shadows but neither saw the ghost of the Queen watching her husband and daughter talk together
for the first time in their lives.

Alther wafted up to the Queen. "It's good to see you venturing out of the Queen's Room at last,"”
he said.

The Queen smiled wistfully. "I must return at once, Alther; but I could not resist seeing rny
dearMilo just once again—and with our daughter, too."

"You can tell they are father and daughter,” observed Alther.

"Yes, that's true.” The Queen nodded slowly. "There is something about the way they stand, is
there not?"

"Yet she looks like you—remarkably like you."

"I know," sighed the Queen. "Good night, Alther." Alther watched the Queen drift silently past
Jenna and Milo Banda, both of whom looked straight at her but saw nothing. Soon the Queen
reached the turret and delicately stepped through its thick stone wall. Inside the Queen's room the
fire burned as brightly as always and the Queen sat quietly in her chair, remembering the events
of the day—the day she had awaited for so many years.

Septimus, Marcia and Spit Fyre walked slowly alongWizard Way . The torches blazed in their
silver posts, and Spit Fyre kept pouncing on the flickering shadows cast on the pavement. It was
now after midnight and all the shops were closed and dark, but as they walked past the
Manuscriptorium, Septimus thought he glimpsed a light behind the great piles of books and
papers. But when he looked more carefully he could see nothing.

Marcia limped painfully up the marble steps to theWizardTower . Septimus settled Spit Fyre
into the dragon kennel for the night.

"Make sure he can't get out, Septimus," Marcia told him as the great silver doors of the Tower
opened for their ExtraOrdinary Wizard. "And don't forget to double bolt the door.”

"All right," he said, and Marcia tottered gratefully inside.

Spit Fyre settled down surprisingly easily. Septimus shot the two massive iron bolts across the
door and tiptoed away to the sound of the dragon's snores shaking the kennel.



It was a beautiful night. TheWizardTower courtyard was deserted; theMagykal torches placed
along the tops of the courtyard walls cast a soft purple light across the old flagstones, dim
enough for Septimus to still see a myriad of stars in the night sky.

Septimus was reluctant to go inside. He looked up at the stars and all his old dreams of flying
came back to him. He knew he could resist no longer—he took out theFlyte Charm . The golden
arrow with its new silver flights sat buzzing in his hand, and Septimus felt a thrill ofMagyk go
through him. As the flights began to flutter, Septimus felt himself lifting off the ground, up, up,
until he was as high as the Great Arch. Holding the arrow between finger and thumb he pointed
it toward the Palace, then he spread his arms out as he had once seen Alther do—and he flew.

He swooped downWizard Way , low and fast just as Aither liked to, sped over the Palace Gate,
and then soared up onto the Palace roof, just as he had always done in his dreams. Below him he
saw Jenna and her father leaning over the bat-tlements, talking quietly. Unsure whether to
interrupt them, but longing to surprise Jenna and show her how well he couldFlye , Septimus
hovered for a moment waiting for a break inMilo 's ramblings. Then something caught his eye.

On the other side of the river, a horse galloped through the Farmlands. Riding the horse—newly
stolen from outside the Grateful Turbot Tavern—was a familiar figure. Simon.

Septimus pointed theFlyte Charm toward the shadowy fig-ure of his eldest brother. "Follow,"
he whispered to theCharm . The next moment he found himself hurtling away from the Palace
and swooping across the lawns that led to the river. Soon damp smells of the river filled his
nostrils as he skimmed low across the cool nighttime water, startling a few ducks on the way. As
the ducks' angry quacking subsided, Septimus reached the far bank; he flew above the thatched
roof of a lone farmhouse and hovered for a moment, searching out his brother. Sure enough, in
the distance along the dusty road that wound through the Farmlands, Septimus saw a horseman
spurring his horse into the night. A final, breathtaking turn of speed brought him level with
Simon, and Septimus flew—unseen at first—alongside him, easily keeping pace with the
sweating horse.

At last Simon became aware that all was not well. "You!" he yelled, skidding to a halt in a cloud
of dust.

Septimus landed lightly in front of the horse.

"You—you've got myFlyte Charm ," Simon spluttered, seeing the golden arrow in Septimus's
hand.

"I do have theFlyte Charm ," Septimus agreed, neatly flying out of reach as Simon lurched
forward to snatch it. "But theFlyte Charm is not mine. TheFlyte Charm belongs to no one,
Simon. You should know that anAncient Charm is its own master."

"Pompous prat,” Simon muttered under his breath.

"What did you say?" asked Septimus, who had heard perfectly well.



"Nothing.Get out of my way, brat, and don't think you can try anyTransfixing rubbish this
time."

"I'm not going to," replied Septimus, hovering in front of the horse. "I've just come to tell you to
get out of here."”

"Which was exactly what | was doing,” Simon growled.

Septimus held his position, blocking Simon's path. "I also came to tell you that if you ever try to
harm Jenna again, you will have me to deal with. Understand?"

Simon stared at his youngest brother. Septimus returned the stare, his brilliant green eyes
flashing angrily. Simon said nothing, for there was a feeling of power about Septimus that he
recognized—the power of a seventh son of a seventh son.

"Understand?" Septimus repeated.
"Yeah," muttered Simon.

"You can go now," Septimus said coolly and dropped to the ground, standing to one side so that
Simon could pass.

Simon looked down at the defenseless boy in green in the dark, deserted Farmlands, way past
midnight. For a brief moment he considered how easy it would be to make Septimus disappear;
no one would know what had happened. No one would ever suspect ... but Simon did nothing.
And then suddenly he kicked his horse into action and galloped off, yelling over his shoulder, "I
wish youhad been dead when the midwife took you away!"

Septimus flew slowly back to theWizardTower with Simon's words echoing in his head.

He smiled. The last of his brothers had accepted him.

What Happened Before
Billy Pot

Billy Pot once had a pet shop that specialized in reptiles. Billy loved lizards and snakes, and he
specialized in breeding purple pythons. The biggest python that Billy Pot had ever bred lived in
the backyard of Terry Tarsal's shoe shop. Terry, who did not like snakes, very reluctantly used
their sloughed skin for Marcia's pointy snakeskin shoes.

When the Supreme Custodian bought a colony of snapping turtles from Billy and then ordered
him to move to the Palace to look after them, Billy did not dare refuse. Billy's niece, Sandra,
took over the pet shop and to Billy's great disapproval started selling fancy hamsters and fluffy



rabbits. Sandra's new line in cuddly animals proved very popular, and she soon offered to buy
the pet shop from Billy.

With the money Sandra had given him for the pet shop, Billy set up the lizard lodges down by
the river, built theContraption and embarked on his never-ending quest for the perfect lawn.
When the Heaps moved into the Palace with Jenna, Silas asked Billy to stay on and help them
get rid of the snapping turtles. Billy agreed, but the job proved impossible and he gave up after
he nearly lost a finger to a particularly aggressive turtle.

Una Brakket

Una Brakket was housekeeper at the Young Army Barracks when Septimus was a toddler. Una
did not like boys, even subdued and scared Young Army boys; she soon got a transfer and
became housekeeper to the Hunter and his Pack. Una admired the Hunter very much indeed,
although it is doubtful whether the Hunter even noticed her. He once asked her where his socks
were, and Una went around in a daydream for days afterward. After that she took to hiding the
Hunter's socks so that he might ask her again, but he never did.

When the Supreme Custodian fled and Jenna came back to live in the Palace as Princess, Una
took advantage of Marcia and Alther's Second-Chance Scheme. She applied for a job as Palace
housekeeper, which she did not get as Sarah Heap thought she was scary. The Scheme eventually
referred her to Professor Weasal Van Klampff, who only took her on because he was too
frightened to refuse.

However, Una's sympathies still lay with DomDaniel, and she joined the Restoration Unit, a
secret network of people who wished to see him return. They met every Saturday night under the
pretense of country dancing classes. It was through them that Una was put in touch with Simon
Heap.

Professor Weasal Van Klampff

Weasal Van Klampff came from a long line of Professors. Many hundreds of years ago,
Professor Doris Van Klampff had worked out a secret and very complicated formula for getting
rid ofHauntings . This includedShadows , such as Marcia's, andSpectres like the one that
hadWaited for Alther when he was Apprentice to DomDaniel. Although the Van Klampffs had
great mathematical ability, they tended to be rather gullible and extremely forgetful; Weasal was
no exception.

After Weasal's father,Otto, blew himself up—along with the original Van Klampff
Laboratory—while mixing some volatileAmalgam , Weasal decided to give up experimenting
and live a quiet life beside the Moat. On moving into his house on Snake Slipway, he was
dismayed to find an ancient laboratory tucked away at the end of a warren of tunnels. Weasal
spent many years trying to ignore the laboratory, but in the end the temptation was too great, and
he decided to carry on his father's work. He perfected Otto'sAmalgam so that it acted as a highly
efficient screen forDarke energy, thus unwittingly providing an ideal hiding place for



DomDaniel's bones. Weasal Van Klampff was a trusting man and had no idea that Una Brakket
belonged to the Restoration Unit.

Beetle

Beetle was an only child. He grew up in The Ramblings—his parents had two large rooms on
the floor immediately below the Heap family. One of Beetle's earliest memories was his mother
banging on the ceiling with a broom handle, yelling, "For heaven's sakebequiet! " His parents
refused to let Beetle have anything to do with the Heaps, which only made them more attractive,
and he soon struck up a friendship with Jo-Jo Heap, who was the same age.

At the age of eleven, Beetle passed the highly competitive entrance test to the Manuscriptorium,
much to his mother's delight. He started as General Dogsbody, and after the Inspection Clerk fell
off the sled and broke his ankle, Beetle was trusted enough to take over the weekly inspections of
the Ice Tunnels.

Beetle liked Septimus a lot; he reminded him of Jo-Jo, but he also shared Beetle's interest
inMagyk and his liking for weird fizzy drinks. Beetle shared Septimus's dislike ofDarke Magyk
for, as he once said to Septimus over a mug ofFizzFroot , "All thatDarke stuff is depressing.
When that awful old bloke came back to theWizardTower my hamster died, my mum got a huge
boil on the end of her nose and the cat ran away. All becauseDarke stuff stuck to me at work,
and then I brought it home.Horrible."

Septimus liked Beetle a lot too. He trusted him completely.
Boris Catchpole

Ever since he could remember, Boris Catchpole had been known by his last name. His mother
had tried her best to call him Boris, but by the time he had startedtoddling she, like everyone
else, had given up and reverted to plain Catchpole—somehow Boris seemed just too familiar.

Catchpole's ambition was to be a Hunter. He had run away from home and joined the Hunting
Pack in theBadlands while DomDaniel had been preparing the assassination of the Queen.
Catchpole had trained hard with the Pack, but he was not popular. He had given up cleaning his
teeth as a boy and had no intention of starting again now that he did not have his mother telling
him to. He had a nervous habit of clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth that made
people feel snappy, and, to top it all, he was growing fast and was soon too tall to make a good
Hunter.

Catchpole, true to his name, became Deputy Hunter but progressed no farther. After the
overthrow of the Supreme Custodian he joined the Second-Chance Scheme and was accepted as
a sub-Wizard—a new trainee Wizard post for those of more mature years or noMagykal
background.



Catchpole's ambition was now to be a proper Wizard. At the very least he wanted to be an
Ordinary Wizard, but he had decided that he would not turn down the job of ExtraOrdinary
Wizard if it were offered to him. It never was.

Jannit Maarten

If you asked Jannit Maarten to describe herself, she would say, "boat builder.” And that is all
she would say. Jannit had little time for politics and even less time for Wizards. Whatever went
on in the Castle was of no concern to Jannit, whose whole world consisted of her boatyard just
outside the Castle walls. She slept soundly in her hammaock at night, rose at dawn and spent all
daylight hours happily building, mending, painting and scraping—and all the other hundreds of
wonderfully time-consuming fiddly things that boats require.

Although Nicko found it hard to believe, Jannit had once been a little girl, but she had forgotten
all about it—possibly because she had grown up on a small farm in the middle of the Farmlands
and had disliked chickens, hated cows and loathed pigs. Her parents never understood why, at
fourteen, Jannit had dressed as a boy and run away to sea. At nineteen she returned with a ship of
her own and set up the Jannit Maarten Boatyard next to the derelict Castle Customs Quay. Jannit
was entirely happy with her life and set foot outside her beloved boatyard with great reluctance.

Sleuth

Sleuth had once been a tennis ball. It had spent two years lying in a damp ditch beside the Port
Municipal Real Tennis House after someone had hit it out the window in a fit of tem-per; it had
been seriously nibbled by mice and was slowly falling apart, until one day Simon Heap picked it
up, put it in his pocket and took it back to the Observatory.

Over the next few months, Sleuth lay in aSealed box, which Simon Heap carefully tended. He
regularly filled and refilled the box with gases and potions, chanted over it for long hours and
encircled it withReverse Charms . As Sleuth gradually became conscious, it heard incantations
muttered over it at midnight and smelled theDarke fumes that Simon wafted through the box. It
had lain there, confused butexcited, waiting to see what was going to happen.

Then, one night, at the Dark of the Moon, Sleuth was let out of its box and saw the world for the
first time. It liked what it saw and Simon Heap was equally pleased with his creation. Sleuth
glowed brightly and seemed intelligent; it was obedient and quick to learn. Soon it followed its
Master everywhere and became Simon Heap's most loyal and faithful servant.

Nurse Meredith

Nurse Agnes Meredith, ex-Matron Midwife, ex-baby snatcher, made her way to the Port after
being released from the Castle Asylum for Deluded and Distressed Persons. She walked the
streets looking for her son, Merrin, but she had no luck. Eventually she ran out of the allowance
the Asylum had given her and found a job as a cleaner in a seedy lodging house in the Rope
Walk, next to the Port Witch Coven.



The owner of the lodging house was a Mrs. Florrie Bundy, a large woman of short temper and
long memory. Florrie had numerous ongoing feuds with her neighbors, the Port Witches, and it
was a heated argument over a used teabag—which Florrie claimed had been deliberately aimed
at her head—that led to her demise. Linda, who one day for want of nothing better to do had
indeed thrown a teabag at Florrie's head, eventually got tired of being yelled at and placed
aShrink Spell on Florrie. Over the course of a few weeks theShrink Spell gradually reduced
Florrie to the size of a teabag herself, and one frosty morning she slipped on some ice, fell down
the drain outside the backdoor and drowned.

Agnes Meredith had watched FlorrieShrinking with great interest. One day, when she could no
longer find the diminutive landlady, Nurse Meredith took over the lodging house as though
nothing had happened. She soon made it her own—hanging flock wallpaper, writing whimsical
messages to stick on the walls and filling the house with dried flowers and dolls. She enjoyed the
company of her dolls, and after a while she stopped looking for Merrin. At least you knew where
you were with dolls, she told herself.

Maureen

Maureen had run away to the Port with the Chief Potato Peeler after an incident in the Palace
kitchens. Maureen and the Chief Potato Peeler, Kevin, were saving up to buy their own cafe.
When Kevin was taken on as cook on a large merchant ship on a round-the-world voyage,
Maureen took the only job she could find at the time, working in the Doll House. It was not ideal
but she managed to save the tips she was given by grateful guests, and at least living in the
cup-board under the stairs meant she did not have to pay for lodg-ings. She longed for the day
that Kevin would return and they would find a little place of their own down by the harbor.

Port Witch Coven: Veronica

Veronica had been in the Coven for the longest of all the witches, but she did not hold the post
of Witch Mother on account of her forgetfulness and tendency to sleepwalk out of the Coven and
get lost for days on end. Veronica loved rats, something she had inherited from her father, Jack,
who lived out on the reed beds near the Marram Marshes. Like her father, Veronica had a large
collection of caged rats in various stages of decay.

Linda

Linda was the youngest of the witches and was, as she put it, "up for anything, me." The other
witches enjoyed her company but not her practical jokes. Linda had a fiery temper and a
penchant for very nasty spells if anyone crossed her. But after the incident of Dorinda's elephant
ears, none of the witches did. Pamela, the Witch Mother, saw that Linda had potential and was
secretly grooming her as her successor.

Daphne



Daphne was the quiet one of the Coven. She bumbled around amiably and kept to herself,
happily nurturing a colony of giant woodworms, which were slowly eating their way through the
house. Daphne loved her woodworms and kept most of her conversation for them.

Pamela

Pamela was the Witch Mother and theDarke one of the Coven. Of course all the witches
thought they wereDarke Witches, but Pamela was the real thing. She had spent some years with
DomDaniel at the Observatory and had returned with manyDarke tales to tell, which had
frightened the other Coven members, even though they would rather drink rotten frog juice than
admit it. Pamela had her ownLocked room, which the other witches kept well away from, and at
night, when bloodcurdling shrieks echoed from the room, the rest of the Coven stuffed their
fingers in their ears and tried to sleep.

Dorinda

Dorinda had not been especially concerned about her appear-ance until the terrible night of the
elephant ears. She knew she was not particularly good-looking, for her nose was slightly crooked
after an argument with a fire escape, and she had never liked her hair. But Dorinda gave up any
attempt at personal grooming after Linda accused her of eavesdropping on a private conversation
with a young Warlock she had brought home. Dorinda had strenuously denied it—even though
the whole Coven knew she crept around listening at keyholes. Linda was furious and Bestowed
upon Dorinda a pair of elephant ears (African elephant ears—the really big ones), saying that "if
she was going to go flapping her ears around the place, she may as well have some decent ears to
flap." Since that night Dorinda had worn a large towel swathed around her head and kept up the
pretense to the rest of the Coven that she had just washed her hair, even though they knew—and
Dorinda knew that they knew—that under-neath the huge towel lay a pair of neatly folded
African elephant ears. It was a permanent spell, and not even Pamela could get rid of it.

Hugh Fox, Chief Hermetic Scribe

Hugh Fox had been a lowly scribe in the Manuscriptorium for twenty-five years when he
wasPicked to become the Chief Hermetic Scribe.

When DomDaniel had lured Marcia back from the Marram Marshes, he had snatched the book
she had with her,The Undoing of theDarkenesse . The Necromancer had taken the book to
Waldo Watkins, who was the Chief Hermetic Scribe, and told him to use theDarke Hermetic
Powers that are always available to a Chief Scribe toUnLocke its secrets. Watkins had refused,
and that night on his way home Waldo Watkins vanished, never to be seen again.

DombDaniel insisted on an immediate replacement and theDraw was made. TheDraw was a
ceremony: each scribe placed his pen into a large ancient enameledPot . ThePot was taken into
the Hermetic Chamber and left overnight. The next morning one pen would always be found
lying on the table, while the rest would remain in thePot . Traditionally the youngest scribe
would be sent in to retrieve the chosen pen.



However, when Hugh Fox wasPicked , DomDaniel insisted on going into the Hermetic
Chamber himself to get the pen. When he brought out a much-chewed black pen belonging to
Hugh Fox, no one could believe it. Not even Hugh Fox. There were rumors about thePick not
being fair, but nothing could be proved.

The truth of it was that DomDaniel had put back a pen belonging to Jillie Djinn, a talented and
well-read scribe, and pulled out Hugh Fox's pen—because he reckoned that Hugh Fox was a
pushover.

And so Hugh Fox was instructed in the Cryptic Codex, handed the Official Seals and duly
installed as Chief Hermetic Scribe. To DomDaniel's disgust, Hugh Fox had great

troubleUnL ocking the secrets of Marcia's book, but he did manage to find theFlyte Charm —
Concealedin the cover—just as DomDaniel became a bundle of bones in the Marram Marshes.
After DomDaniel's demise and Marcia's return to theWizardTower with Septimus, the
Restoration Unit threatened Hugh Fox with the same fate that had befallen poor old Watkins if
he did not give Simon Heap access to the Ice Tunnels. Hugh Fox agreed. And when Simon Heap
demanded theFlyte Charm , he handed it over without a murmur. DomDaniel had been right—
Hugh Fox was, indeed, a pushover.

Partridge

Colin Partridge had once been a Custodian Guard. He had been unwillingly recruited from a
small village on the edge of the Sheeplands. Partridge was a dreamy child whose days were spent
minding his father's sheep. Partridge had lost more sheep than his father cared to think about, and
his father despaired of him ever making a good shepherd. So when the Custodian Guard
Recruiting Party promised to "make a man of him," Partridge's father had young Colin packed
and ready in no time at all, much to the horror of his doting mother.

Luckily for Partridge, he arrived right at the end of the Supreme Custodian's regime, and within
a month of joining, he had signed up for the Second-Chance Scheme and been snapped up by the
Manuscriptorium. Partridge had never been happier.

The Ice Tunnel Ghosts

Eldred and Alfred Stone were brothers. They, like many other stonemasons, had been brought in
at the time of the Great Catastrophe underneath the Castle. They had worked long hard hours to
try to repair the breach in the tunnels but to no avail. They were among the thirty-nine people
who were trapped by the Emergency Freeze and never again saw the light of day. Along with
their companions, they continued to walk the tunnels, unaware that many hundreds of years had
passed since they wereFrozen . Both brothers were convinced that their lives still awaited them,
if only someone would tell them the way out.

Ellis Crackle

Ellis Crackle had been DomDaniel's Apprentice when theNecromancer was first ExtraOrdinary
Wizard at the Castle, many years ago. Ellis was a slow, ungainly young man with little aptitude



forMagyk , but DomDaniel did not care. He chose Ellis because he was Betty Crackle's brother.
At that time, Betty Crackle was Keeper of the Dragon Boat. She was a disorganized White Witch
who meant well, but she always left a trail of trouble behind her, due to her absentmindedness
and general untidiness. Aunt Zelda eventually took over from Betty after she wandered off to the
Port one winter's night and got caught by the Big Freeze.

Ellis Crackle was even more forgetful than Betty was, but DomDaniel had guessed that there
might be something very important at Keeper's Cottage—something that stopped him from
getting complete control of the Castle—and he wanted to find out what it was. Employing Betty
Crackle's brother seemed like a good way of worming his way into the secret.

Unfortunately for DomDaniel, just after Ellis took up his Apprenticeship, Betty and Ellis had a
huge row. Ellis boasted once too often about his important new post and Betty, who was very
jealous, could stand it no more. She put anEnchantment on Keeper's Cottage to keep Ellis away
and never spoke to her brother again.And so it turned out that DomDaniel never dis-covered the
Dragon Boat at Keeper's Cottage—or even where the Cottage was.

When Aunt Zelda took over from Betty Crackle, Ellis was of no further use to DomDaniel. He
took on Alther Mella as a new Apprentice and Ellis wasSuspended— a long and nastyDarke
process ofReducing someone to aShadow . DomDaniel thenKept the unfortunate Ellis for
further use. He came in very handy later, as Marcia'sShadow .

Hildegarde

Hildegarde had worked for the Council of the Custodians in the accounts department, which had
spent most of its time trying to curb the lavish spending of the Supreme Custodian. It was an
impossible task. Later Hildegarde had been transferred to the Sales Force, which forced the sale
of all the Palace treasures. Hildegarde grew to love the old pictures and furnishings she had to
sell, but she drove a hard bargain and got a good price for them.

Hildegarde was very pleased when the Second-Chance Scheme helped her get accepted for
training as a sub-Wizard. She was a little uneasy at being on door duty at the Palace, and when
she looked at the empty places where all the treasures had once stood, her conscience troubled
her. She was deter-mined to become an Ordinary Wizard and make any amends possible.
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