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         Jude pulled a piece of dark-blue magic from her pocket and popped it into her mouth. It tasted of strawberries … A tingling sensation spread through the tips of her fingers as she walked up to the mansion and started to climb. The magic she’d eaten made her hands and feet sticky, so she could scale the wall. She knew Moorley preferred ghost magic, which would have allowed them to simply stroll through the thick walls. But there was something exciting about scaling a building …
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            ‘Very exciting. I love the edible magic.’

            ‘I absolutely adored it.’

            ‘Highly recommended.’

            ‘A very entertaining, well plotted and fast paced story.’

            ‘The idea of edible magic was original and inspired.’

            ‘Hugely imaginative.’

            ‘Great world-building.’

            ‘Superb.’

            ‘Very original.’

            ‘A big success with the children.’

            ‘I was hooked. 10/10.’ iii

            ‘Will appeal to fans of Eva Ibbotson and Katherine Rundell.’
School Reading List

            ‘Packed full of twists and turns … a fast-paced, exciting read, with imagination and invention jumping out of virtually every page.’

Alice Ross, author of The Nowhere Thief

            ‘Darkly humorous, with a myriad of magical twists and turns, this inventive debut novel is a thrilling read.’
BookTrust

            ‘A refreshing page turner.’
Armadillo Magazine

            ‘A perfect class read-aloud. Enchanting characters, unpredictable magic and questionable motives will leave listeners enthralled.’
Scope for Imagination

            ‘An incredible, inventive fantasy.’

Julie Sykes, author of Unicorn Academy

            ‘Gripping.’
Children’s Book Ireland
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            Chapter One

            A Vigilante Mission

         

         Jude Ripon grinned as she admired Hurly Robbincon’s high-security mansion. Although there were lots of points of entry – the numerous arched windows with thin panes of glass that could be jimmied open, the front door with its basic lock – she knew from her research that all these were alarmed. A clanging would go off and magic metal bars would spring from the walls, trapping the intruder in a large cage until the Farrowfell Guards arrived.

         In short, the mansion would be extremely difficult to break in to.

         A warm feeling spread through Jude. Excellent. She 2loved a challenge, and she’d been looking forward to this one for weeks. In fact, there was a small part of her that wanted to be caught by the magic cage, just to see if she could figure a way out.

         ‘Ready?’ asked her big sister Moorley, who was standing with her hands on her hips looking up at the thick stone walls. A few lights in the mansion were on, but they were the only illumination; the moon and stars were hidden behind thick clouds. A cold wind whistled, loud in the otherwise complete silence of the countryside; it sounded like someone faintly screaming.

         ‘Of course,’ said Jude, pushing the unsettling thought away; they were in an isolated part of North Farrowfell and there were no other houses for at least a mile. She pulled a piece of dark-blue magic shaped like a square from her pocket and popped it into her mouth. It tasted of strawberries, but that was overshadowed by the chewiness; her jaw quickly began to ache. She kept working at it until she’d eaten the whole thing. A tingling sensation spread through the tips of her fingers as she walked up to the mansion and started to climb. The magic she’d eaten made her hands and feet sticky, so she could scale the wall.

         They were aiming to climb to a chimney near the back of the house. The owner, Hurly Robbincon, had an excellent security system – with one flaw: he’d never 3considered that a determined stranger might decide to crawl down one of his chimneys.

         Jude climbed quickly, careful not to look down as the ground got further away. She knew Moorley preferred ghost magic, which would have allowed them to simply stroll through the thick walls. But there was something exciting about scaling a building. Plus, they didn’t have such easy access to illegal magic like that any more – not since they’d betrayed their criminal family and allowed their grandfather to be sucked into a star, anyway.

         She and Moorley had been living with the Westons, a respected family in Farrowfell, for the past four months. Mr and Mrs Weston were responsible in a way their own parents had never been, making them go to school every day, eat their vegetables and do their homework. Jude was grateful to them for taking her and Moorley in. And she liked living with her friends Fin and Eri, the Westons’ children.

         But adventure was in her bones – the desire to run and explore and escape using just her wits and a little bit of magic.

         Which was why the vigilante missions were so great.

         Jude liked that word. Vigilante. It meant someone who fought for justice but didn’t bother worrying about things like the law. She used technically to be a villain, breaking into other people’s homes and stealing. This V word felt like a step up and since they had started 4their little operation, there had been lots to do. While unravelling their family’s illegal dealings with raw magic, Jude and Moorley had discovered a seedy side to the Consortium, which was the government of Farrowfell. It turned out there were several crooked Consortium workers doing deals with criminals, trading in illegal magic – and it was incredibly fun rounding them up.

         The Westons were good people but they had strict opinions about what methods were right. And from what Jude could tell, those involved a lot of paperwork and arguing with pompous-sounding people who thought they knew better. Being a vigilante was a way Jude could put her unparalleled skills – that she’d previously honed as a thief – to use. As long as she kept it a secret.

         Jude reached the top of the wall and hitched herself over, on to the mansion’s roof. It sloped up and the chimney they were aiming for was about halfway. Moorley was still climbing, so Jude decided to go ahead and have a look down the chimney.

         It was pitch black but they were wearing head torches. The torches featured a strap that went around their heads, with a glass ball at the front that contained a simple piece of magic shaped like a marble. The magic glowed when it rolled around. Jude would have to crawl through the chimney bobbing her head from side to side to keep the light on.5

         Moorley finally got to the roof, panting as she stood up. ‘We need to find some ghost magic,’ she muttered, her face sweaty and red. ‘I can’t handle this stupid climbing magic any more.’

         Jude grinned – unlike Moorley, she had taken well to having to adapt magic for their purposes. Although Jude loved her sister very much, she had spent most of her life being told how much better Moorley was than her. It was always nice to have proof her own skills were just as good.

         ‘I’ll go and you follow me,’ said Jude as she shook her head to activate the head torch. Moorley nodded as Jude went feet first, using her sticky hands to help her make a gradual descent. She’d thought she would simply know when the ground was approaching, but it quickly became clear that wasn’t the case.

         It felt like she’d been going forever – and perhaps her magic felt the same way because her left hand slipped on the wall; it was no longer sticky.

         ‘That’s not good,’ she muttered, dangling with her right hand. Her heart hammered – she had no idea how high up she was.

         ‘Jude?’ called Moorley from above. ‘Did you say something?’

         ‘No,’ she called, her voice coming out strangled as she tried to slam her left hand against the wall. Nothing – the magic was completely gone.

         Jude’s right arm was becoming sore from having to 6hold her up. Maybe she could slide down the chimney carefully  …

         But before she could decide on a plan, her right hand slipped.
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            Chapter Two

            Hurly Robbincon

         

         Panic shot through Jude as she fell  …

         … a few feet. She landed in a mixture of soot and dust, coughing as she crawled out of the chimney and bobbed her torch to light up the dark space. She was in a small sitting room, whose curtains were drawn. Relieved, she stood and patted herself down, the soot forming a circle around her on the thick white carpet.

         There were two armchairs facing the empty fireplace that Jude had just crawled out of. It was lucky the fire hadn’t been lit. Jude had always assumed if there was a fire waiting at the bottom, she would feel the heat as she slipped down the chimney and climb out again – but 8she hadn’t factored in what might happen if her magic failed. They definitely needed to adjust their plan for next time.

         The beam of light from her torch picked out a portrait of a frowning old woman on the opposite wall; her narrowed eyes looked as though they were locked on Jude’s. A little sideboard stood in the far corner and resting on it were various drinks in pitchers.

         All in all, the room seemed perfectly ordinary, which was slightly disappointing. On their last mission, they had broken into the house of a man who loved carpets so much that everything was carpeted – the floors, the walls, the ceiling, even the siplings he had tried to make pets. They were teddy-bear-like creatures that normally made their homes in rubbish, and it had been funny to see them crawling around the house dressed in jumpers made of discarded carpet.

         There was a thump behind her as Moorley crashed down, spluttering as she emerged from the chimney.

         ‘Note for next time: we need to eat more climbing magic,’ said Jude, stifling a grin at Moorley’s irritated face.

         ‘Get your robe on,’ Moorley snapped, swinging her backpack off so she could pull out two thin black robes and two masks of feathers, handing one of each to Jude and keeping the second set for herself.

         Their operations were straightforward: they found crooked members of the Consortium and scared them 9into thinking they were magic-keepers. Magic-keepers were responsible for giving out licences to people who made tamed magic, doing spot checks to make sure the magic was safe to use, and investigating initial reports of people trading magic illegally. Usually, the government worker promised to stop dealing in illegal magic … and on rare occasions there were good pickings to be had. In their last haul, they had stolen some magic vitamins so powerful they could help a person hear through stone walls. Jude had added them to their little stock of magic, which was currently running very low – she was hoping to get some more tonight.

         She knew she was supposed to be a reformed thief, but she liked to flex her skills – make sure she didn’t get rusty. Who knew – one day thieving might just save her life … Or find her cool magic that would mute the annoying kids in her class at school.

         Moorley gave Jude the final part of their disguise: some basic magic that would make them appear taller than they were. It helped trick people into thinking they were adults, because obviously no one would believe twelve- and sixteen-year-olds could be magic-keepers. But with the magic came side effects of dizziness and loss of balance, because while they didn’t actually grow, it gave the sense they were looking down from a huge height.

         Jude ate the liquorice-like magic and tied the mask over her eyes, concentrating on seeing from a taller 10viewpoint. The room spun slightly and she took a few uncertain steps.

         ‘Here,’ said Moorley quietly, giving Jude a second piece of magic: lifting magic, which would come in handy if Hurly didn’t cooperate. Jude slipped it into her pocket and they left the sitting room, heading into a dark corridor. There were a few flickering torches on the walls, which only half-lit the space.

         From scouting missions they had done, Jude knew Hurly Robbincon would be in his evening room, having a cup of hot chocolate before bed as he did every night. Jude reluctantly let Moorley lead the way, since she was the one who’d paid fifty kira to a criminal contact for a map of the house. It had wiped out their last bit of money, but Jude hoped it would be worth it.

         ‘Weird that it’s so dark,’ Jude muttered. She had a sudden feeling that something was wrong.

         ‘He’s probably trying to save money,’ replied Moorley. Jude wasn’t sure this was right. From what they knew of Robbincon, he was a well-off judge who had started dabbling in the illegal magic trade on the side. He had no need to save money.

         She forced the worry away as excitement rose in her – this was exactly what she needed to perk her up before another long day at school tomorrow. Her education before they’d come to live with the Westons had been patchy, to say the least. It wasn’t as though she had no knowledge – she knew all about the seedy underbelly 11of the criminal world, where to source illegal tamed magic, how to fight off deadly raw-magic monsters. But at school, that didn’t matter. On this mission – sneaking into someone’s home, breaking the law – she was in her element. Just for now she could forget about how badly she was failing at school and enjoy herself.

         Moorley pushed open a door, which led to a room lit by a crackling fire. A man with grey hair sticking up in clumps on his head, dressed in red-and-white striped pyjamas, was sitting on an armchair. He was sipping his hot chocolate peacefully.

         ‘Ahem,’ said Jude, folding her arms. The man’s head snapped round and he leapt up, spilling hot chocolate down his front.

         ‘Who are you?’ he gasped, clutching his chest. ‘What do you want?’

         ‘We’re magic-keepers,’ said Jude smoothly, deepening her voice so it sounded gruffer and not like that of a twelve-year-old. She didn’t relish scaring people, but Robbincon had been particularly terrible in the type of illegal magic he’d been trading, magic which would freeze another person in their tracks, leaving their legs wobbly for weeks afterwards. He deserved a bit of a fright. ‘And we’re here because it has been brought to our attention that you’ve been dealing in highly illegal magic – very bad, especially since you’re an esteemed judge.’ Jude liked to get into character when she pretended to be a magic-keeper. She acted high and 12mighty, looking down on everyone else. The role was partially based on her Aunt Morgol, who was a stickler for rules.

         ‘Who sent you?’ Robbincon got to his feet. ‘The Prime Magister surely wouldn’t – was it Esmerelda? She’s always been a stick-in-the-mud. Or Mortin?’

         ‘We sent ourselves,’ said Moorley. ‘Magic-keepers are a separate department – we make our own decisions.’

         Moorley and Jude had done careful research into magic-keepers; their identities were kept hidden, for their own protection, as they had enemies all across Farrowfell. Many people found them to be overly harsh and restrictive. It meant Robbincon wouldn’t know they were lying.

         ‘You’ve been very bad,’ repeated Jude. ‘And if you don’t stop your terrible behaviour, we’ll be forced to return – and you won’t like it if we do.’

         Robbincon blinked at her. ‘You’re not going to turn me in? You’ll just come back and … talk to me again?’

         Jude tried not to smile – she loved it when people fell into their trap. Occasionally, the arrival of ‘magic-keepers’ was enough to make people promise they would never dabble in illegal magic again. But more often they came across people who questioned them.

         She pretended to cough, slipping the lifting magic into her mouth. Beside her, she knew Moorley had done the same. This magic was slimy and it made her whole body feel warm. She and Moorley both lifted a 13finger and Robbincon rose from his chair, flying back and crashing against the wall – not with enough force to hurt him, but enough to scare him. This was magic they had picked up on one of their first missions, and though it was largely harmless, it worked well to get people to fall in line.

         ‘Magic-keepers work outside the law,’ said Jude, her arm shaking with the effort. ‘Next time, we’ll do worse than just talk to you.’ Though the magic was holding Robbincon up and she wasn’t lifting him by herself, a sharp pain shot up from her fingers to her shoulders. It was a horrible side effect, which was probably why the magic was illegal. Also the lifting magic was starting to churn her stomach and she was currently fighting the urge to throw up. That would ruin their disguises pretty quickly.

         Robbincon’s arms were splayed on the wall and he gave a large gasp. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘I promise. I’ll never do anything like this again. I won’t even complain to your department head—’

         Jude let out a soft snort.

         ‘Please, just let me go,’ he gasped. Moorley looked towards Jude and though her face was covered by the mask, Jude knew what she was thinking: their mission was a success. It was time to demand his stash of illegal magic and leave.

         Jude deposited Robbincon on the ground, flexing her fingers in relief as the pain immediately 14vanished. ‘Excellent,’ she said. ‘Glad to hear it. Well, if you’ll just hand over your stock of freezing magic, we’ll be off. But be warned, we will know if you attempt to dabble in illegal magic again.’ Jude felt very cheerful – a job well done and a new record for how quick they’d been.

         ‘But … how do you propose I protect myself?’ asked Robbincon. He rubbed his arm and looked … rather small, less like the arrogant judge he’d first appeared to be.

         ‘Protect yourself from what?’ asked Moorley. Jude tried not to groan. She didn’t care about Robbincon’s reasons for dabbling in illegal magic – the fun part of their missions was breaking into houses and getting into character, not conversations with their targets.

         ‘The beast,’ said Robbincon. ‘I told the head of the Farrowfell Guards … I suppose it hasn’t come near the Consortium yet, so you wouldn’t know …’

         ‘What are you talking about?’ asked Jude impatiently. She wanted to get to bed – she was already in trouble at school this week for yawning too much in class. She had pulled a lot of late nights trying to research future targets for their next mission.

         ‘No one ever cares about what’s happening in North Farrowfell,’ said Robbincon, shaking his head sadly.

         Jude rolled her eyes. No one cared what was happening in North Farrowfell because it was isolated from the rest of Farrowfell by the Northern Mountains, 15it was difficult to get to because the transport links were poor, and its inhabitants were known for being deeply unfriendly to outsiders. Robbincon lived next to one of the only ports that could take someone out of North Farrowfell.

         ‘OK, and what’s happening here?’ said Moorley impatiently.

         ‘There are rumours of a … a beast,’ said Robbincon. He whispered the last word so quietly Jude almost didn’t hear it. ‘A monster with no name.’

         Jude held back a snort. The residents of North Farrowfell were also known for believing in ridiculous things – unsurprising as there was little else to do except gather in each other’s homes and exchange stories.

         Robbincon seemed to sense her disbelief. ‘It’s true,’ he said, his voice taking on a slight whine. ‘My aunt’s neighbour was attacked just last week. I only wanted to protect myself … and give some to my friends as well, for a reasonable price …’

         ‘Hang on,’ interrupted Jude. ‘That’s why you’ve been selling the freezing magic? Because you think it would help people fight this, er … beast?’

         ‘No one knows what else to do,’ said Robbincon. ‘At least I’m trying something. The beast leaves its victims in a sleep they can’t be woken from. There’ve been rumours it’s nearby …’

         ‘Report it to the Farrowfell Guards again,’ said Moorley decisively. ‘Come on, Ju— magic-keeper. We 16should get going.’ She cleared her throat. Moorley was obviously tired too if she had been about to slip up and call Jude by her name.

         Jude hesitated. She didn’t believe there was a mythical beast, but … Robbincon looked extremely pitiful. ‘Look, normally we would take your current stash of magic, but this time I’ll let it slide. Just don’t buy or sell any more.’ Then she hurried to the door, Moorley at her heels.

         ‘What did you do that for?’ whispered Moorley. ‘No real magic-keeper would let someone keep illegal magic.’

         ‘It’s not like he can tell anyone,’ Jude pointed out. ‘Not without admitting he was dabbling in criminal stuff. He’ll just keep this super-weird interaction to himself. I felt a bit sorry for him, that’s all. Who knows? Maybe the freezing magic will actually save people from the beast he’s scared of.’

         Moorley snorted as she overtook Jude, leading through dark corridors into a large entrance hall with black-and-white tiles and ugly statues of siplings flanking the front door.

         They left the mansion and headed into the cool night air. In North Farrowfell the climate was colder, the air crisper. There was a thin layer of snow on the grass, and Jude’s breath came out in puffs. She wished they had thought to take a torch of fire from Robbincon’s mansion; she was getting tired of having to bob her head around for light.17

         They would travel back to the Weston mansion via the port at the end of the lane. The port was a purple archway; stepping through it would transport them to another port and they would be able to hop their way across Farrowfell. It would take over an hour and Jude wasn’t looking forward to the journey – the adrenaline rush of breaking into the mansion and scaring Robbincon was gone, replaced by exhaustion. She thought longingly of her soft, warm bed—

         She froze as an icy feeling of dread swept through her, and her heart pounded so hard she could hear it banging in her ears. She had never wanted to run away so badly in her life, but her knees were weak with fear.

         Moorley had stopped too. She looked back at Jude, her light flashing over Jude’s face so Jude had to raise a hand to protect her eyes.

         They were alone on the path. So why did she feel like there was something lurking in the darkness?

         Her heart almost stopped as she moved her head torch around. There, nestled between some trees, was a patch of darkness even blacker than the surrounding areas. Two pinpricks of silver light shone – like miniature stars …

         Eyes—

         Jude’s stomach twisted.

         Moorley was in front of her now, blocking her from view of whatever was in the shadows. ‘Stay behind me,’ she said.18

         But the next second, as quickly as it had arrived, the overpowering fear was gone – and so were the pinpricks of light. Jude felt like a pressure had been lifted from her shoulders; her legs wobbled and she was able to walk again.

         ‘What just happened?’ she whispered. ‘You felt it too, right? That … fear?’

         ‘Yeah,’ said Moorley. Jude couldn’t see her face but she guessed Moorley was frowning as she shone her light around. The head torch lit up the trees a few metres back from the path, revealing nothing.

         ‘Maybe it was the beast Robbincon was talking about,’ Jude muttered, more to herself than to Moorley, but the night air was still and her voice travelled.

         A shudder went through her. They were in unfamiliar territory, far from home. Who knew what was lurking nearby?

         ‘No,’ said Moorley, swinging her torch back around to Jude. ‘It was more likely just an animal.’

         Moorley was right. They were tired, it was dark and, what with Robbincon’s tale, they had probably imagined anything scary. ‘Let’s go back to the Weston mansion,’ she said.
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            Chapter Three

            Ricklewood

         

         It seemed to take ages to get back, and it felt as though Jude had only just rested her head on her pillow when it was time to get up and head to school. Her friends, Fin and Eri Weston, were waiting impatiently for her by the front door; Moorley never went to school with them as her lessons started earlier.

         School in Farrowfell was optional beyond sixteen and though Moorley was a few months past that, the Westons had insisted she attend for the next year or so, because, as they said, ‘education is everything’. In typical Moorley fashion, she had tested so highly that Ricklewood put her into all of the most advanced 20classes; she would be graduating within the year and could go on to higher study at university if she wanted. Jude tried her best not to resent the way her older sister seemed to slip so effortlessly into their new life.

         ‘We’re going to be late,’ said Eri and she hurried out of the door without looking back. Her blonde hair was tied in a high ponytail and she wore a thick coat but Jude knew that underneath, her Ricklewood uniform would be as neat as ever, her blouse freshly ironed, her blue-and-gold tie perfectly straight, her blazer lacking a single crease. In comparison, Jude’s tie was half-done, her socks didn’t match and her hair was a tangled mess.

         Fin grinned at Jude as they ambled along – Eri was already halfway across the garden. ‘What’s your excuse today?’ he said. ‘The house locked you in your bedroom? You got lost on your way to the front door because the corridors all look the same?’ He arched one of his dark-brown eyebrows and smiled slightly – his face was naturally serious but he always brightened up when he was poking fun at Jude.

         Their friendship had got off to a rocky start, what with Jude stealing rare magic from the Westons and Fin and Eri tricking her into thinking it was cursed. But they had grown to respect each other, to care for each other, and Jude knew she was lucky to have made such good friends. Eri was unfailingly around to play 21moonstones with her and provide excellent gossip about her classmates to keep Jude entertained. Fin was steadfast and loyal, and had the unnerving ability to really listen to her, which was a change from being ignored at Ripon Headquarters. She thought they were quite lucky to know her too – she definitely added excitement to their lives.

         ‘I overslept,’ said Jude with a big yawn as they headed into the Westons’ port and began their journey to school.

         They were chucked out at the other end and walked up the long driveway that led to Ricklewood School. Jude hadn’t been to a proper school before but she had quickly got the sense that Ricklewood wasn’t a normal one. She knew that Mr and Mrs Weston had had to pull strings to get her and Moorley in. All the students seemed to be the children of someone important in Farrowfell and most of them had the snobby attitude to prove it.

         There was another school nearby called Dockledair. The first time it was mentioned, Jude had thought it was a prison because of the way people had talked about it. Better get your grades up, otherwise you’ll be sent to Dockledair. Better not annoy your parents, otherwise you’ll end up in Dockledair. Apparently the kids who went there were all wicked thieves and losers. The more Jude learned, the more she thought she’d probably fit in better at Dockledair than Ricklewood. You knew 22where you were with thieves. She’d have been ruling it in a matter of days.

         Jude yawned again as a cold wind whipped at her face; she pulled her winter coat tighter.

         ‘Why are you so tired if you overslept?’ asked Fin with a frown.

         ‘I’m already yawning about how boring today’s going to be,’ said Jude, avoiding his gaze. Fin was sometimes too observant and she and Moorley had decided it was best if they didn’t tell Fin and Eri about their night-time activities. She didn’t want them to have to lie for her. She knew they wouldn’t like hiding things from their parents – especially since Jude’s grandfather had kidnapped Mr and Mrs Weston for an entire year in his attempt to bring her grandmother back from the dead. Mr and Mrs Weston had only been rescued four months ago and she didn’t want to bring her friends any more trouble.

         Ricklewood School was hidden behind the crest of a hill, and appeared slowly as they got closer. The first time Jude saw Ricklewood, she had been reminded of Ripon Headquarters, her former home. Ricklewood was a sprawling building, the enormous entrance like a gaping mouth ready to swallow her whole. Inside was a labyrinth of corridors that seemed designed to confuse; most first-year students carried maps with them.

         But beyond the twisting corridors, Ricklewood 23School bustled with life. The dark hardwood floors were shining and polished, the fire in the brackets on the walls casting a cheery glow over the stone walls. It was full of students jostling each other, pranking with magic they had saved up to buy with pocket money, groaning over schoolwork, accidentally setting fire to things in Magic-Use classes. Despite herself, Jude couldn’t help finding some aspects of school enjoyable – like getting involved in tricks on unsuspecting teachers. But mostly she just wanted to be out in the world, not stuck in a stuffy classroom.

         She found it difficult to concentrate, and even when she tried her best she could never seem to stay on top of the mountains of work that kept building. No one ever praised her for handing in one piece of homework when she missed three other deadlines, but she thought she should get points for doing something.

         At first, the kids in her class teased her about how behind she was – and though most of them were jokey, two girls called Thistle and Vifornia were more vicious in their remarks and snide comments. But that had stopped after Jude sprinkled spinning magic she’d swiped from a mission into their lunches and they spent an afternoon twisting in dizzying circles. She got on well with most of the class these days.

         Jude, Eri and Fin mounted the stairs to the school entrance. Eri was more relaxed now that she knew they wouldn’t be late.24

         The floor of the entrance hall was tiled with a mosaic of a star, matching the enormous painted star on the ceiling above them. It was an odd choice of design, since raw magic fell from the stars. Raw magic on its own was evil; it wanted to control humans. But you couldn’t make tamed magic without raw magic, so Jude supposed the star did make sense. After all, the world simply wouldn’t be able to function without magic: magic for transport, for cleaning, for flying, for turning fruit into chocolate and bats into rats, all the essentials.

         On the far wall was a portrait of several people in long silver robes, holding chalices up to a night sky of stars; they were the Elimore, the people who had discovered how to make tamed magic and shared their knowledge with the world for nothing in return.

         Jude, Eri and Fin headed towards a corridor tucked in a corner of the entrance hall.

         ‘There’s Kanie Florgton,’ whispered Eri as a brown-haired girl clutching a big set of books to her chest walked past them. ‘Apparently the reason she was off last week is because she ate magic to help her study better, but it was mis-sold magic and it made her burp the alphabet every time she spoke. She didn’t talk for three days, poor thing.’

         ‘Or maybe she was just sick?’ said Fin, rolling his eyes. Jude had never heard of Kanie Florgton – she barely kept up with her own classmates, let alone gossip 25from the year below – but Eri loved to tell stories about her fellow students.

         ‘No,’ said Eri stubbornly. ‘Carly Dansford visited her and said! Anyway, I’m going this way.’ She nodded at a corridor leading off the one they had reached. Since she was a year younger than them, all her classes were different.

         Jude and Fin weaved their way through the maze of corridors to their first lesson: Theory of Magic-Making. It was a double, which Jude felt was especially cruel – it was one of her most difficult classes, made worse by the fact that she hated the strict teacher.

         They reached the classroom just as the corridor walls flashed red to let them know there were ten minutes until lessons began.

         Out of Jude’s ten other classmates, two were already seated: Thistle Thordi and Vifornia Hopeland went around like a two-headed monster, their arms always linked. Their hatred for her had increased ten-fold after the spinning-magic-in-their-food incident. Jude thought they needed a better sense of humour.

         ‘Can’t believe they haven’t banned you from school yet,’ sniffed Thistle. ‘I told my father about the spinning magic, you know. He said one more stunt like that and he’ll complain to Headmistress Mayfield, and make sure you get sent to Dockledair where you belong.’

         Jude refrained from sticking her tongue out; 26instead, she slipped her hand into Thistle’s bag and pulled out her favourite pen. She grinned; she would put the pen in the giant vat of lumpy custard that was always offered at lunchtime, and it would serve Thistle right.

         She glanced over at Fin to check he hadn’t noticed. He would make her put the pen back. He was busy waving hello to three other boys as he slid into his desk. One of the many surprises of school had been finding out that Fin was well-liked and popular. He had always been rather scowly, but it turned out that was just around Jude.

         Eri, on the other hand, tried just a little bit too hard. She was part of all sorts of clubs and she seemed to get on fine with her classmates, but she spent breaktimes and lunchtimes with Jude.

         Jude’s desk was near the window at the back of the classroom. She sat alone in her row. There were three other girls in her class besides Thistle and Vifornia – Callie, Tilly and Rainy – and though they were nice enough, they were their own little group. Which was fine, because she had more important things to worry about, like her vigilante missions all over Farrowfell … And she had Fin and Eri.

         The boy in front of her took his seat. Chuckley Rodderford had sandy hair and freckles, with a lopsided smile and dark blue eyes. He was the first one to be nice to her after the whole spinning-magic incident.27

         ‘How’s it going, Riffon?’ he asked as he sat down.

         It took Jude a few seconds to register that he was talking to her. She was Jude Riffon now. The Westons had decided it was best she and Moorley didn’t walk around telling everyone they were Ripons, since their family were some of the most wanted criminals in Farrowfell.

         In lots of ways, not being a Ripon made Jude feel lighter – there was no responsibility to try and advance the family business, no competing with everyone else for Grandleader’s attention, no lying and manipulation. But it felt strange too, as if she was constantly playing a role, which – she supposed – she was.

         ‘Good,’ she replied, trying to stifle yet another yawn as Madam Wimbleware entered the room. The journey to school had woken Jude up a bit, but faced with a double lesson of her worst subject, her tiredness was coming back with a vengeance.

         Chuckley tilted his head at her. ‘You know, Vifornia’s going around telling everyone the Westons lied to get you into Ricklewood. That they found you wandering around the Whispering Forest and you’re actually some sort of magic animal that feeds on dried leaves.’

         Jude snorted; she didn’t care about rumours. Although … an animal that fed on leaves was boring. Why couldn’t they have suggested she was something more interesting, like a monster? Except … maybe not. 28Hearing about Robbincon’s monster, then the silver eyes they’d seen afterwards, hadn’t been a pleasant experience. ‘You don’t believe that, do you?’

         ‘Obviously not.’ Chuckley looked offended. ‘But … well, where are you from?’

         ‘Why does it matter?’ Jude stared at him long enough for him to get uncomfortable. He shrugged then turned back around to face the front.

         ‘Right,’ said Madam Wimbleware. ‘Silence. Let’s begin.’

         Jude forced herself not to groan. Theory of Magic-Making was the most difficult class in school, involving lots of calculations and thinking. Students weren’t even allowed to try making magic themselves. Only adults with special licences could – after passing a series of strict tests – because magic-making involved using raw magic, which was extremely dangerous.

         But the lessons were made worse by Madam Wimbleware. Her dark grey hair was tied in a tight bun and she always wore black. She had taken a particular dislike to Jude, who always managed to get into trouble no matter how hard she tried to be good. It hadn’t been Jude’s fault, for instance, that time she decided to open the classroom window because it was a bit stuffy, and an onnerling hopped inside. Onnerlings were small animals with dome-like heads that liked to play … by leaping on to a person and trying to make a nest in their hair. But Madam 29Wimbleware had blamed her for the incident all the same.

         The room was hot again today but Jude knew better than to open a window. She felt her eyes getting heavier and heavier – it was really much too warm …
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