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        Chapter One
      

            
        The Weston Mansion
      

         

         Jude Ripon loved stealing.

         Not just magic, or money, or diamonds and gold, though they were all fun things to pinch. She liked the quiet moments when she snuck through mansions of the rich, her footsteps muffled by thick, plush carpets. The stolen seconds of living someone else’s life.

         She’d never been allowed to steal on her own, and on the rare occasions her family took her on business she was normally given a lookout role, miles away from the action. Only in the lowest priority houses was she ever allowed the thrill of slipping along and swiping treasures, supervised by her snappy old aunts. Real, important jobs were given to the adults of her family who had proven themselves to the Ripon criminal empire many times. The only exception was Jude’s sister Moorley, who was just three years older than Jude but got to go on all kinds of adventures. She didn’t even want to. It was completely unfair.

         No one took Jude seriously – at twelve years old she was apparently too young to do anything important. But that would change once she returned home from the Weston mansion with rare magic stolen from one of the most powerful families in Farrowfell. Rare magic the Ripons could sell on the black market.

         They would have to take her seriously then.

         The thick stone walls that marked the boundaries of the Westons’ grounds towered over her. A lesser thief might have tried scaling the walls, or else wrestled with the cast-iron gate. Jude, however, was prepared. She reached into her pocket, feeling for the squelchy ghost magic she had stolen from Moorley. It was shaped like a raindrop of emerald crystal. She popped it in her mouth and tried not to gag; it tasted like feet.

         The moment she swallowed, her body forgot it was supposed to be solid. As she passed through the stone wall the world went dark. All the breath was squeezed out of her lungs and an icy feeling spread through her.

         Her senses returned to normal once she made it to the other side and she grinned, hurrying across the muddy lawn towards the enormous glowing white mansion.

         She pulled out a second piece of magic, pinched from her father; a gritty, sand-like mixture, which would turn her invisible. Ghost and invisibility magic, though illegal, were two tools any decent thief needed, and she had got used to helping herself to her father’s stash. If he didn’t want anyone to snaffle little bits here and there he should have hidden it somewhere more secure than a safe with his own birthday as the passcode.

         Jude crammed the invisibility magic into her mouth, wishing she had some orange juice to wash away the bitter taste. She tried to gag quietly – the magic had been made cheaply so she could still be heard. She could also be smelled, an issue because the water at home wasn’t working properly. Aunt Victi kept telling everyone that real homeowners fixed their own pipes, so the problem wouldn’t be sorted until Spry, Jude’s cousin, who had a knack for practical work, turned his attention from building flying carriages to figuring out the plumbing.

         Now that Jude was a proper (noisy and smelly) ghost, she strode confidently through the front door. No one would see the skinny kid with frizzy black hair and golden-brown skin entering their home.

         She found herself standing in an entrance hall with a shiny white marble floor. Pillars reached up to the dome-like ceiling, painted with fluffy clouds tinged pink to resemble a morning sky. Before her was a wide staircase, which she began to climb.

         There were numerous hallways, all with plump couches every few metres, as if the Westons couldn’t walk ten seconds without needing to sit down. Jude kept pausing, unable to stop gawking at all the treasures: the expensive artwork, the gold candlestick holders, the precious silver. Her family, under Aunt Morgol’s beady eye, didn’t waste money on shiny things.

         As she went, Jude could already imagine Grandleader’s proud face, her mother’s smile – and Moorley’s envy – when they saw what she’d stolen. The last image especially spurred her on.

         Moorley was the reason she’d never been allowed on a real heist before.

         Around two years ago, Jude had taken to listening at doors in Ripon Headquarters, because she’d started to realise that her family’s most interesting conversations happened when she wasn’t around. One day, she’d heard Grandleader telling Moorley how marvellously she had done after her first proper heist. He was thinking of giving Jude a proper role on the next one.

         Jude’s heart had swelled with excitement. This was it – she was finally going to be one of the family rather than the youngest who couldn’t do anything.

         Moorley’s reply still stung to this day. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Jude will just mess things up. She’ll never be a true Ripon.’

         And Grandleader had listened. Jude wasn’t invited on the important heist and she continued to exist on the fringes of family conversations, never properly let in. Her already lukewarm relationship with her too-serious, too-perfect sister got so cold it turned to ice.

         Now, in a few short hours, she would prove Moorley wrong when she burst through the doors of Ripon Headquarters with the rare magic she had come here to steal: decision-making magic.

         A low-level criminal called Farlow Higgins had told her of a rumour that the Westons were keeping the magic in their home. Jude knew at once her family would make a huge profit on selling it. Just a small bite of decision-making magic could help someone plot all the possible outcomes from their choices, ensuring they picked the best one. To make it, a person needed to mix large amounts of raw magic with ingredients like the milk from a three-eyed goat, or a perfectly square rock – things almost impossible to find.

         A door slammed somewhere in the depths of the house and she jumped, her focus breaking for a second. Was there someone around?

         Her arm started to drift apart, disappearing like wisps of smoke as the ghost magic took advantage of her lapse in concentration. Taking a few deep breaths to calm herself she curled her fingers into fists, forcing her arm back together. She continued on her way, cursing herself. Moorley probably never almost floated away when she used ghost magic.

         Jude made good progress until she came to a fork in the corridor. Was it left or right?

         Stepping inside an alcove, she took out the map of the Weston mansion given to her by Farlow Higgins. He wouldn’t say how he’d got it, but he had a knack for stealing all sorts of items. Once she was certain of the right direction, she set off again.

         A floorboard squeaked underneath her boot and a door nearby opened by itself, like the house was responding to the sound. Now every other floorboard she stepped on groaned, the noise getting louder each time. The house seemed to come alive; the curtains fluttered at the windows and drawers rattled in their tables.

         Jude quickened her pace, almost jogging as she rounded a corner and reached a large vaulted door with a cast-iron knob in the centre. She had arrived at her destination.

         She grinned as the ghost magic allowed her to glide through.

         The room on the other side was half lit with a faded golden glow and empty of furniture, apart from a raised platform in the centre. On the platform a set of display cabinets stood. Much of the space was in shadows.

         Jude’s heartbeat quickened. She was metres away from items of magic more valuable than anything she’d ever seen. Her breath caught. In the middle cabinet, on a plump violet cushion resting on a small stand, was a butter-yellow stone. It was barely the size of her fist.

         ‘Yes!’ she whispered as she reached out, expecting her fingers to pass straight through the glass of the cabinet. Instead there was a low buzzing, like an angry bee, and a force pushed her hand back. No matter what angle she came at the cabinet, something in the glass battled her. She tried climbing on to it, elbowing it and even kicking it. Nothing worked.

         As a last option she tried a running leap to take the glass by surprise. But the force from the cabinet pushed her upwards and she sailed through the air, landing with a thump on the other side of the room. A shooting pain spread through her backside.

         ‘Ow,’ she said, wincing as she got to her feet.

         The cabinet was warding her off. All tamed magic needed to be activated by something – was her ghost magic reacting with magic in the cabinet? If so, maybe all she needed to do was turn her magic off.

         She squeezed her eyes shut, focusing on her fingers and toes, and imagined her body coming together again. A tingling feeling spread across her chest, and pins and needles pricked across her legs. With a soft pop she was solid and visible once more.

         Jude ran her fingers over the glass, its temperature at least ten degrees cooler than the rest of the room. Her guess about removing her magic had been right.

         As she examined the cabinet, a shiver ran down her back.

         
      She was being watched.
    

         Quickly, she spun around—

         Nothing.

         She was alone in the darkened room. Of course she was alone. She wouldn’t get caught. Thieving was in her blood.

         A floorboard creaked behind her.

         At once she dug into her pocket and whipped out her magic yo-yo, squinting into the shadows. Could there be someone else here, using invisibility magic? Surely not – only well-connected criminals had access to it, and it would be too much of a coincidence for someone else to decide to make a steal at the same time she had. No, this was an old house – most likely the floorboard had creaked on its own.

         She turned back to the cabinet, thinking. Grandleader had managed to start the Ripon empire with nothing but his wits. Solving this problem would show she was a Ripon through and through.

         With a huff she rested against the cabinet – and found herself falling. She knocked into the stand, which fell in a crash that seemed to ring on and on. As she regained her balance, she twisted around to see what had happened.

         The glass of the cabinet had disappeared.

         ‘What in the stars?’ Jude muttered. What was going on? Was this a trap?

         The decision-making magic had rolled away and now lay on its side.

         It shouldn’t be this easy. Something was wrong.

         But the magic was right there in front of her – and she had come all this way. Desperate longing clawed through her, for Grandleader to smile with goodwill, for her mother to tell her she was as good as Moorley. It pushed away all other fears and doubts.

         Without a second’s more hesitation, Jude picked up the magic. It was heavy for something so small.

         Several things happened at once. A spiral of golden light shone from the centre of the stone, flowing around her. And a howling alarm clanged, ringing in the air.

         The door to the room scraped open and horror rooted her to the spot. She’d been caught.
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            Chapter Two

            The Magic-Keeper

         

         Jude clutched the magic as three short, robed figures entered the room. They had golden outlines for faces, as if drawn by a child who had never got around to colouring in the details. Their hands, the only other part of them visible under their sparkling purple robes, had the same golden outline. Each figure clutched a longsword which, unlike the rest of them, looked all too solid, glittering with a green hue.

         They were helplings, servants made of magic. Helplings were difficult to make, needing lots of ingredients to be mixed with the raw magic, and only activated after being struck by lightning. Almost every family in Farrowfell had at least one. Judging by how naturally these helplings held their swords, they must have been guards.

         The helplings lined up in a row, blocking the exit.

         ‘You have broken in,’ said the one in the middle, its voice low and gravelly. Jude yelped. She’d never come across helpings that could speak before. Normally guard helplings attacked straight away and the only escape was to run. Could she possibly bargain with them? She banished the thought as quickly as it arrived. Helplings were made for a single purpose, until the day their magic faded into nothing.

         ‘How’s it going?’ she said cheerfully, feeling in her pocket for her yo-yo. She needed to keep her movements slow so the helplings wouldn’t notice. Her hand brushed the prickly surface of a stink bomb. There would be no point using that: she didn’t even know if helplings could smell. ‘Lovely home you guard here.’

         As if responding to her voice, the golden glow of the room got brighter, shining on her like the rays of the sun. Her eyes watered at the sudden light.

         The helplings still made no move to attack and Jude wondered what they were waiting for.

         ‘You stole,’ said the middle helpling.

         ‘Technically, it’s only stolen once I leave this house.’ On the last word, Jude’s yo-yo let off a high-pitched squeal as it shot through the air towards the helplings. They clutched their ears, their movements jerky. Jude had trained herself to ignore the squealing, though the noise still set her teeth on edge.

         The yo-yo flew back to her, the ringing continuing, though it wouldn’t last long once the magic bouncing around inside was still. She crashed past the helpings, still grasping her stolen magic as she sprinted through the doorway and into the corridor. Excitement raced through her like fire, burning away any fears. A good thief was always ready for a chase.

         Pulsing arrows of light shone on the walls. Once the distraction was over, the helplings would scramble to find her, the arrows leading them straight to her – but they would have to catch her first. She picked turns in the maze of corridors at random, wishing she’d paid more attention to where she was going on the way in.

         The golden glow turned red and steam uncurled from the floor. There was a whistling, like a kettle boiling, only much, much louder. The magic in the walls of the Weston mansion would do its best to make sure she did not escape. When Jude tried to wrench open a door it remained firmly shut.

         ‘Come on, you stupid house, let me out.’ She threw her weight against the door but the house ignored her, the red shining a more vibrant shade of scarlet as though it was saying, Ha, I’m not letting you go that easily.

         She gave up, picked another corridor, rounded a corner and came to a clattering halt. The helpings were in front of her, silently holding up their swords.

         ‘Funny running into you again,’ she said, backing away.

         ‘You stole,’ said the middle one.

         ‘I thought we’d agreed I’ve done no such thing!’ This time the helplings were ready for her yo-yo, sticking their fingers in their ears. Jude grinned, swinging the yo-yo low instead. It rolled across the ground, twisting around the ankles of one of the helplings. She yanked and the creature crashed to the ground, toppling into the other two.

         She skirted around them, laughing, and burst into the grand entrance hall. Her footsteps echoed as she sprinted across the wide-open space to the front door.

         Locked. Of course.

         The house was determined to keep her.

         Jude gasped for breath. She had eaten the last of her ghost magic when she’d entered the mansion, but she wouldn’t be defeated by a locked door. Her own home had magic built into the walls and she knew there were ways around it. Magic houses were proud, vain creatures.

         Gritting her teeth, she slashed a giant Y into the door’s intricate carvings. She would whittle into the wood with her pocketknife, ruining the house until it let her out. The door creaked and groaned, but she kept going on to the next letter, an O. ‘I’m writing, you suck, just so you know,’ she called out. The door shuddered as she dug the carving knife deeper into the wood.

         Finally, the front door swung open, the house giving in to her threats, and Jude fell out on to the front lawn, which was only half visible in the dusk. Her cheeks hurt from grinning. This was what she loved. The thrill of the steal, of the chase, the risk. This was what she was good at.

         ***

         The Weston mansion was located at the bottom of a valley through which a river of black liquid flowed. At the far side of the valley the Westons had their own private port, which Jude headed towards. The port was a towering purple archway. Entering it would magically and instantly transport her to another linked port in Farrowfell. Ports were a brilliant invention – each was linked to multiple other ports, and all you had to do was make sure you knew which one you wanted to end up at. But they had a few drawbacks – because Farrowfell’s port system had been built over many years, with port connections added for convenience rather than what made logical sense, it was sometimes impossible to travel between ports only a few miles from each other if they weren’t a connected route.

         As Jude strode up to enter the port, a woman sprang out of nowhere. She wore black robes, her silky blonde hair tied into a neat bun on the top of her head, and had a mask of feathers on her face.

         ‘Hello, Judiper,’ said the woman, blocking Jude’s exit. ‘You shouldn’t have stolen that magic.’

         Jude stared at the woman – she’d thought that, apart from helplings, the Weston mansion was empty. If she’d known otherwise, she never would have attempted her steal. ‘What magic?’ she said, jutting out her chin. ‘And how d’you know my name?’ She hoped the questions would buy her a bit of time to figure out how to get away. If she reached for her yo-yo too quickly the woman would probably attack.

         ‘I know lots of things about you, my dear Judiper Ripon.’ The woman smiled. From the steely tone of her voice, it was clear this was someone used to getting what she wanted.

         Jude scowled at the repeated use of her full name: she hated being called Judiper.

         ‘Aren’t you going to ask me who I am? I am a magic-keeper.’ The woman held out her arms, as if expecting a round of applause.

         Jude grimaced – this wasn’t good news. Magic-keepers worked for the Consortium, Farrowfell’s government. They were in charge of dishing out licences to people who made magic, and carrying out inspections to ensure the dangerous raw magic that fell from the stars was properly turned into tamed magic. Had the Consortium somehow got wind of her steal and sent someone to stop her just as she was getting away?

         ‘Have we met?’ asked Jude. ‘Did you once chase me out of Mergio Market with a broom?’

         ‘What? No. I am a magic-keeper.’

         ‘And I’m the giant ball of fire that’s going to hit Farrowfell tomorrow morning. Look, lady, if you’re not going to try and fight me or arrest me, you might as well just let me go.’ Jude twirled her fingers around the yo-yo, ready to launch it.

         ‘I don’t think—’

         Jude hurled her yo-yo at the woman – a nice conk to the head would distract her for a moment. Instead, the woman’s hand moved so quickly that it was a blur, and she batted the yo-yo away with ease. Jude tried again, swinging the yo-yo around in a fast motion and releasing it. The woman ducked backwards.

         ‘Nothing you can do will surprise me, because—’

         As quickly as she could, Jude chucked her stink bomb at the woman. It bounced off the woman’s side and fell to the ground. Both of them stared at the small ball which, instead of releasing deadly fumes, lay innocently in the grass. Jude could have cursed. She’d swiped the stink bomb from Aunt Morgol’s collection but her aunt had probably gone so cheap when purchasing it she’d bought a dud.

         ‘Now that we’re done with that foolishness, let’s get down to business. I don’t work for the Consortium – I am an independent keeper.’

         ‘I didn’t realise independent keepers were a thing,’ Jude said. ‘What’s the point? You can’t give out licences, and you saying tamed magic is safe to use probably doesn’t mean much.’ As she spoke, she scanned the area for an exit path. The woman was standing in the way of her route to the port, so her only option was to run in a random direction and hope for a chance to double back on herself.

         ‘Magic-keepers are involved in more than just quality control,’ said the woman, her voice smug. ‘In this case, you stole magic I am personally protecting.’ She nodded at the pocket where Jude had put the decision-making magic.

         The stink bomb had started letting off little puffs of smoke, which drifted away slowly in the windless air. Jude held back a grin – finally, things were going her way. She needed to keep the woman talking until the stink bomb was working properly. ‘So, you guard rare tamed magic rich people are hoarding?’ she said, as the stink bomb started to whistle. She raised her voice, to cover the noise. ‘Sort of like a human helpling? Nice – I can appreciate a sell-out.’

         A plume of scarlet smoke erupted from the stink bomb and at once the magic-keeper bent over, retching. Jude used the distraction to dodge around the woman, catching a small whiff of the sewer-like stench exploding from the ball.

         With a grin, she leapt into the port.

         ***

         The journey to Ripon Headquarters involved jumping across several ports scattered around Farrowfell. Travelling through ports always made Jude feel nauseous because she liked to keep her eyes open and see the blurry world she was passing through, enjoying the brief glimpses of fields and lakes, houses and barns.

         Finally, she was vomited out of the Ripons’ private port, set fifteen minutes from Ripon Headquarters in the middle of rugged moorland. She regained her balance and patted her pocket. The decision-making magic was still safely there.

         She peered at her yo-yo, looking for any scratches. Inside the hard shell of the yo-yo was a tiny ball of tamed magic whose uses were limited – it could either produce the high-pitched squeal, or else help her direct the yo-yo towards an enemy.

         All tamed magic needed to be activated to work, and lots of tamed magic was activated upon being eaten. But this wasn’t the only way to use magic. Simple magic used in toys like Jude’s could be activated just by movement. (Even though Jude hated calling her yo-yo a toy, she had seen several others just like it being sold in a toy shop for about ten kira.)

         The yo-yo was one of her most prized possessions. It was the last present her mother had given her – on her eighth birthday. She’d said it was an important tool that would help with thieving. She hadn’t given Jude a gift since, or remembered her birthday, her focus shifting to growing the Ripons’ empire instead.

         Of course, Jude’s mother had never been the most involved parent anyway. But she did used to try making mother-daughter bonding time, like the occasion she took five-year-old Jude along to an abandoned warehouse to pick up some smuggled goods. The plan had gone wrong and they’d ended up being chased by guard helplings across Farrowfell. It was one of Jude’s favourite memories.

         As Jude started the walk home, the magic-keeper sprang up before her, arms folded.

         ‘You can’t escape me that easily,’ the magic-keeper said, tapping her foot and shaking her head.

         Jude tried not to howl in irritation. She’d wanted to bring home stolen magic, not a magic-keeper. Her family wouldn’t take kindly to her leading a stranger who had a connection with the Consortium back to Ripon Headquarters. ‘How did you follow me?’ she asked.

         ‘That stolen magic has a tracker on it,’ said the woman smugly.

         Jude’s shock was replaced with annoyance. She hated smug people. ‘Look, lady, if you’re not a Weston you shouldn’t care about what I stole. Buzz off and mind your own business.’

         ‘The magic under my protection is cursed with a powerful spell,’ said the magic-keeper, and she leaned in. Her voice got softer, mixed with something like pity. ‘The decision-making magic will never work for you.’

         Jude shrugged. ‘That doesn’t matter. I’m just going to sell it.’

         The magic-keeper snorted. ‘That’s not all the curse does. You stole it for your family, did you not? In which case, you and they will all be cursed. Your lives will slowly fall apart until you have nothing – unless you return the magic and seek forgiveness for stealing from its owners.’

         Jude had never heard such nonsense in her life, and that included the time her cousin Spry had tried to convince her if she ate enough rubber magic and jumped off the roof she could bounce all the way to the moon.

         Still, she couldn’t ignore the woman, with her Consortium links.

         The Consortium. An idea blossomed in Jude’s mind.

         Jude grinned as she turned on her heel and sprinted back into the port, yelling, ‘The Consortium!’

         The magic-keeper followed her into the port. Jude kept her eyes closed. When she got out on the other side, she wanted to be ready.

         It wasn’t a direct route to the Consortium from Ripon Headquarters, and Jude lost the magic-keeper on the journey through different ports – but at least she had heard Jude’s destination and would hopefully meet her at the end.

         Finally, Jude was hurled out on to a road lined with trees that bent forward, their branches snaking together like locked fingers to hide the night sky. An enormous palace of glowing gold rose like a mountain at the end of the road: the Consortium, the government of Farrowfell.

         The street was busy with government officials heading home for the day. There were several Farrowfell Guards lined up on the road, wearing their dark blue uniforms and staring straight ahead. When Jude was younger, she’d gone out of her way to avoid them, as guards and Ripons generally didn’t mix. But over the past few years it had become impossible to go to a public place without seeing at least one guard stationed to protect people from the increasing number of Lilthrum attacks.

         Lilthrum were raw-magic monsters that occasionally popped up in Farrowfell. Jude had grown up hearing stories of attacks in far-flung places she had never heard of. Sightings used to be rare but not any more, although Jude had yet to come across a Lilthrum in the flesh.

         None of the guards gave her a second look.

         ‘Come to turn yourself in?’ said the magic-keeper, straightening her mask. Good – she had taken the bait and followed Jude; not once had she said she was going to call the guards. All she had delivered were empty threats – which meant she might be wary of getting the Consortium’s attention. ‘You’ve used some sort of magic to find out my name and stuff about my family, haven’t you?’

         ‘Why do you think that?’

         Jude raised her voice so the people passing by would stare. ‘How else would you know my full name? Using magic to find out personal details about someone who hasn’t been officially arrested is illegal under section forty-three of the Right to Privacy from Magical Meddling Act.’ She could quote this law backwards – her family knew it well.

         ‘How do you know that?’ asked the magic-keeper.

         Jude snorted as she tossed the decision-making magic from hand to hand. You had to know all the laws if you were going to break them properly. ‘So, lady, you’d better leave me alone before I get both of us arrested.’ She had no intention of getting caught but she was willing to bet the magic-keeper wouldn’t call her bluff.

         The magic-keeper held up her hands, her voice slightly muffled behind the mask. ‘Fine. But, remember, now the curse has been released I cannot stop it – only you can.’ As if responding to her words, the decision-making magic glowed a deep scarlet. Jude yelped, almost dropping it. The woman reached into her pocket and slipped something under her mask into her mouth. A second later she vanished in a puff of white smoke.
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        Chapter Three
      

            
        The Ripons
      

         

         Ripon Headquarters was a sprawling mansion, gloomy and cold, many of the rooms rarely used. It had special tamed magic built into the walls, which made it impossible to find unless a Ripon sent an invitation with its location. The protections meant they never had unexpected guests – which was good, because Headquarters wasn’t a welcoming place. In the winter only a few fires were lit, which meant Jude had to bundle up just to get from her bedroom to the dining room. Wind from the moors whistled through the windows and the freezing air nipped at exposed skin. In summer, barely any light could force its way through the thick grime coating the windows.

         Grandleader had ordered Ripon Headquarters to be built when he’d made his first million kira. He said the fact that the house wasn’t comfortable would make the Ripons tougher. Jude didn’t understand his reasoning – surely it couldn’t hurt to have a couple of comfy sofas here and there – but at least Headquarters was plenty big enough for her entire family: Grandleader, an uncle, two aunts, two cousins, her parents, Moorley and her. Once a week, the entire family would sit down for dinner together. Jude was the first to arrive in the dining room for that week’s gathering. Her excitement at sharing how she’d successfully carried out a solo heist, something even Moorley hadn’t done, was slightly dampened by the magic-keeper’s story of the decision-making magic being cursed. She was sure it was a load of rubbish – her family had been stealing rare magic for years, and in that time had only come across cursed magic twice. Both times the curse had been weak, fading away quickly. One curse made the stealer turn purple, and the other made everyone who ate the magic speak in rhymes for twenty-four hours. A curse on her entire family, ruining their lives until she asked forgiveness, seemed like an impossibly complicated spell.

         All the same, the warning hovered around the edges of Jude’s mind, popping up just as she was about to forget.

         The long oak table of the dining room had already been set by the Ripon helplings. A few hovered by the door like flies. Jude wondered if they were congratulating themselves for managing to place the plates on the table and not underneath it as they had done last time.

         ‘You know, some helplings can actually talk,’ she said. Even with their fading magic the helplings would never be replaced because Grandleader had grown up with them. To a Ripon, there was nothing more important than family, however annoying they were.

         Grandleader would sit at the head of the table, so Jude perched herself as close to his throne-like chair as she dared. Too near and one of her aunts would push her down, reminding her of her place. She was the Ripon who contributed the least to the family business, making her the least important.

         First to arrive was Aunt Victi, a bullish woman who seemed to always be ever so slightly sweating. At the end of her nose was a large wart that twitched whenever she was annoyed, which was often. In her mind, everyone needed to be as independent as they possibly could. When Jude was six, she’d told her she was useless because she couldn’t cook a three-course meal.

         Aunt Victi marched up to a helpling that was putting some bread and butter on to the table and elbowed it out of the way. ‘The day we get rid of our servants and serve our own food will be the day we can respect ourselves again.’ Her wart twitched as she started sawing at one of the loaves of bread.

         She was followed by Trudie, her oldest child. Jude generally avoided speaking to Trudie. There was a six-year age difference between them, which felt like a chasm. Plus, Trudie took ages to get out a sentence, which was never worth waiting for because she was a fountain of knowledge for the dullest facts in the world. Jude was relieved when she sat at the other end of the table.

         After Trudie came Spry, her younger brother. He was seventeen, with curly black hair and a mischievous grin. If Jude had to pick a favourite of her two cousins, it would be him. He was brilliant at inventing things but also had a wicked sense of humour and loved pranks. He often played these on Aunt Morgol, a humourless woman who had probably never cracked a smile in her life.

         Aunt Morgol was next to sweep into the room. She was the oldest of Grandleader’s three daughters and had never married or had children, which was probably for the best, given she made no effort to hide her dislike of her nephew and nieces. She had sallow skin and thin lips, which were usually pursed in displeasure as people broke the rules she had made up. Her entire wardrobe consisted of stiff dresses in various shades of grey and her hair was always tied in a bun so tight it caused a vein in her forehead to pop out.

         ‘Has no one called a plumber about the broken pipes yet?’ she sniffed as she sat down. ‘I went to my book club today and the stares from the other women. You’d have thought I’d shown up with three heads.’

         It had only been a few days since the water had stopped working and Jude quite liked the novelty of bathing in Ripon Lake, even if it did have an odd pong.

         ‘I’m working on it,’ said Spry through gritted teeth, as if they’d already had this discussion. ‘I’m just trying to find the pipes.’

         ‘What do you mean find the pipes? They’re in the walls,’ snapped Aunt Morgol.

         Uncle Runie arrived next. He was Aunt Victi’s husband: short, with a shining bald head, and liked to wear colours so bright and loud it sometimes gave Jude a headache to look at him. Today he was wearing a lurid green waistcoat over a yellow silk shirt that looked like the sun had vomited on it.

         ‘Hi, Jude, how are you?’ he said. He didn’t wait for Jude to reply, and just sat down next to Spry. He often tagged along with Spry as he came up with wild new ideas, not acting like a parent at all. Jude didn’t understand why he’d married Aunt Victi because they were so different – unless he’d thought all her speeches about overthrowing the government were jokes and only found out they weren’t when it was too late.

         ‘How’s the flying carriage coming along, kid?’ said Uncle Runie to Spry as he grabbed a slice of bread from the stack Aunt Victi was adding to feverishly.

         ‘Only crashed twice today,’ said Spry, giving Uncle Runie a thumbs up. ‘Second time right into Lake Windomore. Scared some old ladies wrestling with a grippyjock.’

         Grippyjocks were water animals that lived in the clear lakes and rivers of Farrowfell. They liked to grab on to unsuspecting swimmers and hug them. Jude thought of them as fishes with arms. She’d been scared of them when she was younger, until she realised the way their eyes popped out of their heads when they finally got a cuddle was one of the funniest things she’d ever seen.

         Jude’s mother entered the room, sweeping into a chair next to the head of the table, her shining black hair tied in a knot above her head.

         Rosalittia Ripon was the youngest of the sisters, as beautiful as the rare flower for which she had been named. She had plump lips and enormous brown eyes that could show scorn with the quickest glance. While Aunt Morgol and Aunt Victi took after Grandleader, Jude’s mother looked like Grandma. Jude had never actually seen Grandma in person as she had died before Jude was born. But the single painting displayed in Ripon Headquarters was a large oil portrait of Grandma, and Aunt Victi said it was a good likeness.

         Jude’s mother barely glanced at Jude as she sat down. As ever, being ignored sent a pang through Jude. Her mother used to at least say hello, or sometimes ask about her day. These days it was like she didn’t care any more.

         Things would change now, though, because Jude had the decision-making magic. Her mother would see what she could do.

         Jude’s father sat near the bottom of the table. His hair was a nest of black, sticking out in random directions. Jude mostly looked like him, although she did her best to avoid speaking to him if she could. He’d always had a horrible temper, but over time it had got so bad that Jude never knew what would set him off.

         Then came Jude’s sister Moorley, dressed all in black as usual. Though she had their mother’s beautiful features, she spent so much of her life scowling her face had probably forgotten it was supposed to be attractive. Aunt Morgol had told Jude many times that it was a shame she didn’t have her mother’s looks. Jude didn’t care; a good thief wasn’t supposed to be seen at all.

         Moorley slinked over to one of the chairs at the end of the table. Jude studiously looked away from her; since Moorley had said she would never be a true Ripon, they’d barely spoken. Not that they’d ever been close. It was hard to be pleasant to Moorley when Jude was forever unfavourably compared to her.

         Worse still, Moorley never acknowledged how much better everyone treated her. Instead, she kept trying to tell Jude what to do – Jude, eat your vegetables, Jude, do your homework, Jude, stop trying to turn the helplings into mice. But even though she was annoying, Jude had always assumed that, deep down, Moorley was on her side. That was why Moorley’s comment to Grandleader had stung so much.

         Grandleader arrived last, five minutes late, but also right on time. Dinner never started without him. His hair was silver like moonlight and despite being in his early seventies he had a youthful glow to his wrinkle-free skin. He was scarily intelligent, a sharp businessman – he’d told them years ago they shouldn’t call him Grandfather, but Grandleader instead, because he had done so much for the family.

         Words of praise from him had to be earned, which made them all the more valuable. The most important thing to him was the business and Jude knew she would never win his affection if she wasn’t involved in any heists.

         The rest of the Ripons fell silent as a helpling held out the chair at the head of the table for Grandleader. No matter how old or confused they were, all the helplings treated him with respect.

         ‘Evening, family,’ Grandleader said. He picked up his knife and fork but did not cut into the steaming chicken pie before him. ‘We have a problem,’ he said. He was softly spoken but his voice carried. ‘A shipment of magic was attacked by bandits earlier this evening. Our buyer was expecting it in three days and now we’ve lost it.’ He paused, leaning forward slightly, his voice now almost a whisper. ‘So, whose fault is this?’

         Jude studied the cracks in the wooden table – she didn’t want to meet his eyes.

         ‘Is someone going to answer me?’ Grandleader’s voice was quiet. Jude tried to keep as still as possible. She knew it wasn’t her fault the shipment of magic had got lost, but that wouldn’t necessarily stop her getting the blame. None of the adults, not even her own parents, would stick up for her if she was accused of having something to do with the missing magic.

         The silence stretched on.

         Uncle Runie shifted, his waistcoat crinkling. ‘Perhaps it was a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time—’

         ‘We should have been prepared,’ snapped Grandleader. ‘The buyer won’t be happy.’

         ‘We’ve made record profits this year,’ said Uncle Runie timidly. ‘We can afford to take the loss on this one—’

         ‘It’s not about money,’ said Grandleader. ‘In return for the shipment, the buyer was going to give me the location of a very special person, someone I’ve been searching for for years – that all the magic in my possession couldn’t track down. Who was in charge of that shipment?’

         Jude’s father cleared his throat and ice swept over Jude’s back. She hoped he just had something caught in his throat. Then he spoke up. ‘That would be me, sir.’

         Two bright spots of red flushed her mother’s cheeks. Jude’s face burned as Trudie snorted into her untouched dinner. Aunt Morgol shot a look of glee at Aunt Victi, who smirked. Now the rest of them knew they weren’t in trouble, they were ready to be entertained by Jude’s father being told off.

         ‘How did this happen, Seam?’ said Grandleader, setting down his knife and fork and drumming his fingers on the table. Tap, tap-tap, tip-tap.

         ‘Runie was supposed to be guarding the shipment.’ Her father half-spat the last words and glared at Uncle Runie.

         ‘That’s a lie,’ said Uncle Runie, though he shifted in his seat and scratched his head, his eyebrows furrowing together. ‘Well, actually I can’t remember if I was – either way it doesn’t matter, you were the one in charge.’

         ‘That’s ridiculous.’ Jude’s father’s chair flew backwards as he shot to his feet, slamming his hand so hard on the table that water splashed from the jug in front of him. ‘You were playing with those stupid moonstones when you should have been focused on the magic—’

         ‘Don’t you try to pin the blame on my husband,’ snapped Aunt Victi. She turned to Uncle Runie. ‘And, you – defend yourself better, because I’m not doing it for you.’

         Uncle Runie blinked a few times. Jude had never seen him get involved in an argument before. He was usually too busy daring Spry to do stupid things.

         ‘It is your fault, Runie!’ roared Jude’s father, and he grabbed the table, squaring his feet like he wanted to throw the entire thing. He strained for a few awkward seconds but the table was heavy and didn’t budge.

         Jude wished that dinner would end even though her stomach was growling with hunger.

         ‘Sit down, Seam,’ said Grandleader quietly. Her father’s face glowed red and Jude willed him to listen to Grandleader.

         Her mother’s head was in her hands. Jude’s father glanced at her before sinking into his seat as if it caused him great pain.

         ‘Good. Now, explain,’ said Grandleader.

         ‘There was no reason for those bandits to be on that road.’ A vein on Jude’s father’s forehead throbbed. ‘We had all of our usual protections in place. It was simply … bad luck.’

         ‘Bad luck? There is no such thing as luck.’ Grandleader’s tongue clicked against his teeth as he spoke, drawing out the word luck like it was a rude word.

         Jude’s stomach turned. It was a coincidence, surely. The missing magic couldn’t be a result of a curse on the decision-making magic because there was no curse. The magic-keeper had been trying to trick her.

         ‘No one gets the better of Ripons. No one.’ Grandleader banged his fist on the table and Spry jumped at the noise. He knocked over his glass of water, droplets splashing on Jude. She barely noticed, her heart leaping around in her chest like a frog. This couldn’t be her fault. ‘So does anyone have any suggestions of how we come back from this? Anyone?’ Grandleader’s eyes darted around the table, very briefly resting on Jude before he moved on.

         ‘We could tell the buyer there’s been a delay?’ piped up Spry.

         ‘The buyer was already annoyed we were going to take a few weeks to get him the magic – I suspect he won’t want to wait longer. Now, if none of you can come up with a solution, I shall have to punish Seam.’ Grandleader’s last words were spoken matter-of-factly.




OEBPS/images/map_online.jpg
The
Palnes
W Waterfall

The
FARROWFELL Great Dark

L

PR

~7-

The Great ~
Glacier
" Lake /

CENTRAL
FARROWFELL

Library of G

& Farrowfell E
The 2ol
Consortium g3

AKingdom of
Merrpbridge

T A T R R

NORTH
FARROWFELL

" FARROWFELL

The' Little
Canyon






OEBPS/images/landing_logo.png





OEBPS/images/title_page_online.jpg
RAVENA GURON

IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII

Wi THIET
FARROWFELL

pibar





OEBPS/images/a010_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a001_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a024_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780571371181_cover_epub.jpg
ILLUSTRATED BY ALESSIA TRUNFIO

e [ HIEE o
FARROWFELL





OEBPS/images/fm_image_online.png
FABER  has  published
children’s books since 1929.
T.S. Eliot’s Old Possum’s Book of
Practical Cats and Ted Hughes’
The Iron Man were among the
first. Our catalogue at the time
said that ‘it is by reading such
books that children learn the
difference between the shoddy
and the genuine’. We still believe
in the power of reading to
transform children’s lives. All our
books are chosen with the express
incention of growing a love of
reading, a thirst for knowledge
and to cultivate cmpathy. We
pride oursclves on - responsible
cditing. Last but not least, we
believe in kind and inclusive
books in which all children feel
represented and important.





