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      They all stared as the dragon slowly stood up and unfurled its wings. It was massive – over a hundred foot long from snout to tail, with sharp spines along its back, hundreds of teeth, and a dangerous spiked tail. It had been buried beneath a layer of shells and now it shook itself free, staggering slightly as the shells cascaded from it like water. Its tail whacked against the wall of the cave so hard that the spikes cut a gouge right out of the rock.
    

         
      Finally understanding what the gargoyles had been trying to warn them about, the explorers fled towards the exit.
    

         
      But it was too late.
    

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            For my cousin, Chris Willrich
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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Stella Starflake Pearl decided she did not like the courthouse in Coldgate one bit.

         Not only was it a looming, imposing, ugly building, with high ceilings, paintings of serious-looking, disapproving judges and stone statues of justice griffins everywhere, but the people who worked there were stiff and serious and seemed to have their collars buttoned up too tight. Perhaps that’s why the staff all had that sweating, slightly throttled look – including the panel sitting behind the bench.

         The panel consisted of the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club’s president, Algernon Augustus Fogg, along with three other retired explorers. They were all men, grey-haired, with disapproving expressions that caused their moustaches to bristle from time to time. They all stared down accusingly at Stella’s father, Felix, who stood alone before them, dressed in his pale blue explorer’s cloak.

         The courthouse was normally used for putting criminals on trial, but the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club were allowed to use it for occasions like this, when one of their members was under investigation for rule breaking. Felix had, unfortunately, broken quite a few rules recently when he mounted an unauthorised expedition to Witch Mountain. And Stella and her junior explorer friends  – Shay, Ethan and Beanie  – had done the same when they followed him in case he needed rescuing.

         This was the third time she and Felix had been to the courthouse now, and it seemed to Stella that the place had been specially designed to make you feel insignificant and small. The very air – thick with a long history of disagreements and arguments and misery and grievances – made Stella feel all twitchy and itchy inside her clothes. Most of all, she hated the fact that they were treating Felix like some kind of criminal. It was so unspeakably unfair. Yes, he may have broken a few rules, and he may have gone to Witch Mountain against the wishes of the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club, but it had all been a matter of life and limb, and any explorer ought to be able to understand that.

         Stella adjusted her position on the chair and tried to persuade Mustafah, Hermina, Humphrey and Harriet to settle down in her lap. Unbeknown to her, the four jungle fairies she’d met on their last adventure had stowed away in her pockets when they left home, and she was quite concerned they might get into mischief. She’d already caught Hermina, with her catapult out, aiming a stink-berry at one of the brooding stone griffins adorning the walls.

         The other people in the courthouse kept throwing disapproving looks at them too  – the jungle fairies kind of stood out with their green skin, leaf tunics and impressive blue spiky hair. And while there wasn’t a rule against fairies being inside the courthouse as such, it was certainly the case that the building had a dry, life-sucking air – probably on account of all the lawyers – and that it felt somehow wrong for something as magical and marvellous as a fairy to be there.

         It was now three weeks since the fairies had returned with Stella and her friends from their fateful expedition and all the trouble had started. Felix and Stella had both found themselves on trial for rule breaking and now their very membership of the club hung in the balance. After two visits to the courthouse, last week they had received a telegram informing them this would be the final meeting and that a decision would be reached by the end of the day. Stella saw that everyone had come to see the result, including the president of the Jungle Cat Explorers’ Club and his odious son, Gideon Galahad Smythe. Shay, Ethan and Beanie were there too, along with Beanie’s mum, Joss, a slender elf with long blue hair and pointed ears.

         Stella was shocked to see her friends. Today was Beanie’s birthday and he had been planning his party for ages. When Stella found out they were due to appear in court, she’d sent a messenger fairy with a note saying she couldn’t come. She had assumed the party would go ahead without her, yet here they all were in this horrible place instead.

         Shay, the wolf whisperer, caught Stella’s eye and waved at her from across the aisle. It was warm and stuffy inside the courtroom, and yet Shay was still wearing his cloak and seemed to clutch it to him, as if in need of the warmth. Stella raised her hand back, trying not to show her stab of unease at the sight of the white streak in Shay’s hair. Had it got a little bigger since she’d last seen him, or was it her imagination? Either way, there was no time to lose.

         Koa, Shay’s shadow wolf, had been bitten by a witch wolf just as they were leaving Witch Mountain, and Shay would almost certainly turn into a witch wolf himself if they didn’t do something to help him. But they had tried everything they could, with no success. The only possible chance to save Shay was to travel over the cursed Black Ice Bridge – a forsaken place that no explorer had ever managed to cross. Somewhere on the other side was a mysterious person called the Collector, who had stolen Stella’s birth mother’s Book of Frost, which contained a spell that might save Shay’s life. But it was a formidable task – most said impossible – and they ought to be finishing their preparations for it, not be stuck in this stupid courtroom wasting their time. Stella couldn’t help gritting her teeth in frustration.

         ‘You knew the club did not want you to go to Witch Mountain,’ one of the old explorers on the panel was saying to Felix. ‘And yet you went anyway.’

         ‘Is that a question, Nathaniel?’ Felix asked mildly.

         ‘This is your final chance to offer some explanation or justification for your behaviour,’ the explorer replied.

         ‘There are some things in this world that are even more important than the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club,’ Felix replied. ‘As I have already told this court, I went to Witch Mountain because I believed there was a witch there who meant my daughter harm. I feared for her life.’

         President Fogg’s mouth went into a thin, straight line, but he shuffled some papers around on the bench in front of him, peered down at the top sheet, then looked back at Felix and said, ‘You have taken full responsibility for your adopted daughter  – the ice princess known as Stella Starflake Pearl – and you do not deny that she broke into the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club and stole a valuable artefact—’

         ‘I deny both those points, sir,’ Felix interrupted sharply. ‘Vehemently. As a junior member of the club, Stella should never have been denied access in the first place. Furthermore, the artefact she took was a tiara that belonged to her and was only on loan to the club temporarily. It’s not possible to steal your own property—’

         ‘What about my dirigible?’ cried a voice from the other side of the courtroom. Stella turned and saw that the speaker was Wendell Winterton Smythe, the president of the Jungle Cat Explorers’ Club. ‘You’re not going to argue that belonged to the girl too? And what about my son? He was magically assaulted.’

         ‘I’m the one who assaulted him!’ Stella’s friend, Ethan Edward Rook, rose to his feet, scowling. His black Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club cloak gleamed beneath the sickly glow of the courthouse lights. ‘It wasn’t Stella; it was me. And I’d do it again too. In a heartbeat!’

         Unfortunately, Gideon Galahad Smythe had been on board the dirigible when the young explorers had used it to flee from the guards at the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club. He was a few years older than them, and very handsome, rude and mean. To their dismay, he had tried to sabotage their rescue attempt by turning the dirigible back around. So Ethan had used his powers as a magician to transform him into a wonky squish-squish frog and he’d spent most of the expedition stuffed inside someone’s pocket.

         Stella knew that Ethan had not really acted properly there. He should have turned Gideon back into a boy the moment they arrived at Witch Mountain, but the magician claimed to have forgotten the spell. The others had all known deep down that this wasn’t true, but no one had tried very hard to persuade him to turn Gideon back because they had evil witches to worry about, and vampire trolls and ice spiders, and no one particularly wanted to listen to him complaining while they attempted to scale the mountain.

         Stella could still see the pure hatred that had blazed in Gideon’s eyes as he’d glared up at Ethan from where he lay sprawled on the salted planks of the pier after they got home and he was human once again.

         ‘I’ ll get you back,’ he’d said. ‘One day, I swear I’ ll get you back for what you did to me.’

         And now here he was, making life difficult for them. If Gideon hadn’t been so furious about the whole thing, perhaps the president of the Jungle Cat Explorers’ Club might not have made such vociferous complaints, and this might all be going very differently now.

         Gideon stood up from his chair, completely ignored Ethan and addressed the judge instead. ‘The magician had nothing to do with it,’ he said. ‘He’s just trying to take the blame for the ice princess. No doubt she’s bewitched him somehow.’ He pointed at Stella. ‘She’s the one who attacked me.’

         ‘I can’t turn anyone into a frog!’ Stella exclaimed. ‘I can only use ice magic—’

         ‘Who knows what the girl can and cannot do?’ President Smythe said. ‘We know hardly anything about ice princesses. Except for the fact they’re dangerous.’

         ‘Your son is a foul liar!’ Ethan exclaimed.

         An annoyed ripple went around the courtroom at that and Stella saw Beanie’s mum pull Ethan back into his seat and urgently whisper something in his ear.

         ‘I tell you, it was her!’ Gideon insisted.

         Stella didn’t know how to make them listen. She’d already been through everything that had happened at earlier meetings. No one seemed to want to hear anything she had to say.

         President Fogg picked up his anvil and hammered it down briskly. ‘Silence,’ he cried. ‘There will be no more of these outbursts or I will have the room cleared.’ He turned his gaze on Felix and said, ‘There can be no excuse for stealing President Smythe’s dirigible. None. Not only was it stolen, it was also lost during the course of the expedition. The craft was hand-carved by Tikki nymphs from the Tikki Zikki River. It was invaluable.’

         Stella flinched. Upon arriving at Witch Mountain they had traded the dirigible at Weenus’s Trading Post. It had seemed more important at the time to have a camel and a magic fort blanket for the expedition that lay ahead, but now she was starting to think that perhaps they ought to have made more of an effort to bring the dirigible back with them. She had been so focused on rescuing Felix that she’d barely given it a moment’s thought.

         ‘I accept that Stella took the dirigible,’ Felix was saying, ‘but precedent states that where another explorer’s life is at stake then, in an emergency situation, it is acceptable to—’

         ‘Thank you, Pearl, but we do not require a law lecture,’ President Fogg snapped. ‘We are here merely to summarise the facts and to give our decision.’ He set down his anvil and drew himself up a little straighter in his chair. ‘When I admitted this girl into our club – against my better judgement, I might add – you told me you would take full responsibility for her. She has committed countless infractions and breaches of the rules. Countless. She has led other junior explorers astray.’ His gaze flickered towards Beanie, Shay and Ethan, who all got to their feet and started to protest together. President Fogg didn’t even pause for breath – he merely raised his voice and spoke over them, steamrollering over their explanations. ‘As a result, there has been an official complaint from the Jungle Cat Explorers’ Club and you have left me no choice but to take action. Both you and the girl are to be expelled from the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club.’

         The others all stopped talking and for a moment there was stunned silence. Stella felt like her chest might burst with the unfairness and wrongness of it. She remembered Felix’s words to her just before her very first expedition:

         ‘If anything goes wrong, then I will almost certainly lose my membership of the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club …’

         She had promised him that wouldn’t happen. She knew how much the club meant to him – she knew that exploring was Felix’s whole life. The other people in the room were exclaiming around her – some in outrage and some in satisfaction.

         ‘Your cloak, sir,’ President Fogg said in a cold voice. ‘You have lost the right to wear it. I must also ask that you hand in your explorer’s bag and card at the confiscation desk before leaving the courthouse.’

         Stella saw Felix’s fingers shake slightly as he fumbled with the clasp, and before she knew what she was doing she was on her feet, scattering the fairies, who tumbled to the floor in an indignant heap.

         ‘No!’ Her voice rang out across the courtroom and everyone turned to stare at her. ‘No!’ she said again. ‘This isn’t right! I was the one who stole the dirigible. I was the one who broke into the club. Felix only went to Witch Mountain because of me. It isn’t fair to punish him for something I did!’

         ‘You do not get to decide what is fair,’ President Fogg said sternly. ‘In fact, you have no say in this courtroom at all.’

         Stella knew it was hopeless to try to make the panel see reason when they were all so clearly determined not to. For a wild moment, her fingers strayed to the charm bracelet at her wrist. When Felix had finally found the witch he had set out after, she had turned out to be Stella’s old nanny, Jezzybella, and he realised it had all been a big misunderstanding; she had never meant Stella any harm. When they were reunited, Jezzybella had given Stella the charm bracelet. She’d even come home with them and told Stella that each charm on the bracelet created a different spell. Perhaps she could use one now to fight against the panel somehow?

         ‘Stella,’ Felix said quietly, his voice full of warning.

         She looked at him and he shook his head just slightly before his eyes flicked over to where Shay stood. Stella felt her anger drain away uselessly. She knew what Felix was saying – she had to stay out of trouble because she was the only one who had any hope of saving Shay’s life. If they managed to cross the Black Ice Bridge, and if they found the Collector, and if they managed to steal the Book of Frost, then Stella was the only person who would be able to use the ice-melting spell to counteract the witch wolf bite.

         ‘I do not regret a single one of my actions and I will gladly give up my membership if that is the price,’ Felix said calmly as he carefully folded the cloak and placed it on a nearby table.

         ‘That’s so typical of you, Pearl!’ one of the retired explorers on the panel said with a sneer. ‘If you ask me, the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club is well shot of mavericks like you. You damage the integrity of the club, attack our traditions and make a mockery of our history.’

         Stella knew this explorer. His name was Quentin Bodwin Moore, and he was a fairyologist like Felix, only Quentin favoured things like pinned-​ fairy displays and killing jars. He’d been furious when Felix had persuaded the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club to remove their pinned-​fairy display, and had nursed a vendetta against Felix ever since.

         ‘Let me be quite clear,’ Felix said. ‘I have nothing but the utmost respect for the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club. For all the exploring clubs, in fact. But sometimes it is surely desirable that we rethink the attitudes of our past, and adapt with the times—’

         ‘What rot!’ Quentin exclaimed. ‘Perhaps without you putting stupid ideas in people’s heads we will be able to bring back the pinned-​fairy display that stood in our lobby for more than a hundred years!’

         ‘Perhaps you will, Quentin,’ Felix replied with a sigh, and Stella didn’t think she had ever heard him sound quite so sad or so tired.

         Before anyone else could say another word, however, Mustafah shot up into the air, catapult already in hand. Stella saw what he was about to do, but before she could even think about whether she wanted to stop him or not, he drew back the elastic band, took aim, and fired a stink-berry straight at Quentin. Stella supposed the jungle fairy was a little peeved at the suggestion that a pinned-​fairy display should be reintroduced into the club, and she couldn’t really blame him.

         Even so, a tiny fairy catapulting a stink-berry at a member of the panel was perhaps not the most helpful thing that could have happened at that moment. The red berry shot straight across the room and hit the explorer on the cheek, where it burst and let loose a vile smell. It’s hard to describe a stink-berry stench to someone who has never actually smelled it, but it’s a bit like polar bear poo, walrus breath and camel sick all rolled into one, with a sprinkling of unwashed feet and cheese that has mouldy bits growing on it. It filled the entire courtroom and immediately sent everyone heaving, and rising to their feet, and tripping over each other as they raced towards the exit.
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Having lived with the jungle fairies since their return from Witch Mountain, Stella and Felix were a little more used to the smell than everyone else, and Felix walked over to Stella, offering her a small half-smile.

         ‘Don’t look so wretched,’ he said, squeezing her shoulder. ‘We knew there was every chance this might happen.’

         ‘I didn’t … I just didn’t think it actually would,’ Stella said, hating the fact that her voice shook. ‘It’s so unfair.’

         ‘Life is not always fair,’ Felix agreed. ‘But you and I have bigger things to worry about right now.’

         He glanced past her to the corridor where they could see their friends waiting for them with handkerchiefs pressed over their noses.

         ‘Let’s join the others,’ Felix said.

         Stella beckoned the fairies over and they happily piled into the front pocket of her dress – an extra large one her dressmaker had made for just that purpose. They walked out to the corridor where Beanie’s mum gave Felix a quick hug.

         ‘It’s an outrage,’ Joss said quietly. ‘They’ve got to see reason and let you back in eventually. They’ve got to.’ She smiled over at Stella and gave her arm a squeeze. ‘You were so brave in there, my dear,’ she said.

         Stella tried to smile back at her but there was an ache in her throat that she couldn’t seem to shift. Still, she was glad in her soul that her friends were there, and she was pleased to see Joss, who was always resolutely cheerful. She noticed that Beanie’s mum wore one of her own knitted creations today – a woolly jumper so big that it practically swamped her tiny frame. She’d stitched a big, friendly-​looking yeti on it, with actual bobbly white bits for the fur.

         ‘What’s done is done,’ Felix said. ‘Let’s fetch our coats and get out of here. Law courts make me itchy.’

         They made their way to the cloakroom, where they handed over their tickets and collected their hats and bags. Stella had already had to hand her explorer’s cloak over at one of the earlier meetings. Her normal coat felt thin and scratchy against her skin, so she decided not to bother collecting it – it wasn’t as if she felt the cold very much any more anyway.

         ‘Pearl.’

         They all turned round to see President Fogg standing behind them, his eyes still watering from the pungent reek of the stink-berry. It had even made his moustache wilt a little.

         ‘You’ve been expelled from the club,’ he said, dabbing at his eyes with a handkerchief. ‘I trust you understand what that means? You have lost the right to mount any expeditions into the unknown. Only qualified explorers are permitted that privilege.’ He glanced towards the front doors, where President Smythe was lingering, looking smug, with his son Gideon. ‘And you’ve made yourself a powerful enemy, Felix,’ Fogg went on in a quieter voice. Stella thought she saw just a hint of regret in his eyes as they rested on her father. ‘You know I can’t risk jeopardising our friendly relations with the other clubs – we’re on thin enough ground as it is with the Ocean Squid Explorers’ Club after that Snow Shark Expedition fiasco.’ He sighed. ‘You are a fine explorer and the Polar Bear Explorers’ Club was glad to have you, but you’ve left me no choice in this matter. If I hear that you’re planning any kind of expedition, then I will have to apply for a warrant for your arrest.’

         Stella gasped. It was, technically, the law that only explorers were allowed on expeditions, but it wasn’t usually a law that was enforced. After all, what harm did it do? If some foolhardy person wanted to buy themselves a raft, tie a flag to it and go sailing off into the ocean, never to be seen or heard from again, then surely that was their own affair?

         ‘I understand,’ Felix said in a quiet voice.

         ‘Please don’t make me arrest you, Felix,’ the president went on. ‘Explorers’ prison is not a happy place. You don’t want to be locked away with poachers and pirates and bandits and—’

         ‘Indeed, no,’ Felix said, placing his top hat on his head. ‘Good day, President Fogg.’

         The others trailed after Felix towards the lobby, all feeling rather crushed and subdued. Stella felt particularly bad for Beanie, because it was a terrible thing to feel crushed and subdued on one’s birthday.

         ‘I just have to hand these things in,’ Felix said, gesturing to his explorer’s bag. Somehow, he managed to still make his voice sound cheerful. ‘And then we’ll go.’

         He went off to the desk on the other side of the room. Unfortunately, President Smythe and his son walked across the lobby at that very moment, buttoning up their cloaks as they headed for the front doors. Stella felt Ethan twitch beside her.

         ‘Don’t say anything to them,’ she warned. ‘It’s not worth it.’

         Perhaps Ethan would have done as she’d said if Gideon hadn’t deliberately barged into him on the way past, muttering an insult under his breath and almost knocking him over. The magician staggered slightly, but was quickly righted by Joss. Before anyone could stop him, Ethan spun round on the spot and threw a magic spell at Gideon’s back. It hit the older boy square between the shoulders. Stella wasn’t quite sure whether the magic made his clothes invisible or caused them to disappear entirely, but either way the effect was that Gideon suddenly appeared to be standing in the middle of the lobby wearing nothing but his underwear – a pair of boxer shorts with elephants and bananas printed all over them.

         ‘Ha!’ Ethan cried, triumphantly. ‘I’ve been practising that spell for weeks!’

         Some of the other people in the lobby burst out laughing, while others tutted disapprovingly. Beanie’s mum gasped, President Smythe swore an oath, Beanie tugged at his pom-pom hat in agitation, and Gideon’s face turned flaming scarlet.

         ‘Ethan!’ Joss exclaimed. ‘Take that spell off at once!’

         The magician shrugged, but clicked his fingers and Gideon instantly had all his clothes back again.

         ‘I will have you all thrown out of your clubs in disgrace if you carry on like this!’ President Smythe said, rounding on them. ‘You’ll never go on another expedition again, any of you! As soon as I am home I will write official letters of complaint to all your—’

         Felix suddenly appeared beside them, and Stella could tell he had seen what had happened because he said quietly, ‘Sir, please let’s not continue our quarrel any further. For my part in it, I apologise unreservedly. The children are only young and they will learn. I’m sure we both did things in our youth of which we are not proud. These petty feuds don’t do anyone a bit of good, and I am thrown out of the club now at any rate, so might we not let bygones be bygones?’

         Felix held out his hand. President Smythe stared at it like it was something dirty and distasteful.

         ‘The plain fact of the matter is, Pearl, that they should never have allowed a man of your sort to be admitted into the club in the first place.’

         ‘Ah.’ Felix slowly lowered his hand. ‘I see.’

         Stella gasped, suddenly breathless with outrage.

         ‘You, sir,’ President Smythe went on, ‘are no gentleman.’

         Before Stella could leap to his defence, Joss exclaimed, ‘How utterly shameful. Felix Evelyn Pearl is one of the best explorers – one of the very best men, in fact – that I have ever had the pleasure of knowing! You’re … you’re nothing but a blasted nincompoop!’ The tips of her ears had turned scarlet, which Stella knew meant she was furious.

         ‘It is quite all right, Joss,’ Felix said in a mild voice. ‘The president is entitled to his opinion.’

         ‘Come, Gideon,’ said President Smythe, fixing Joss with a frosty look before turning and stalking towards the doors.

         Stella thought that might finally be the end of the unpleasant encounter, but then Gideon spat on Felix’s coat, a long white trail running slowly down the front.

         ‘That’s it!’ Ethan cried, raising his hand. ‘I’m going to—’

         ‘You’ll do nothing,’ Felix said calmly, pushing the magician’s hand back down again.

         Gideon hurried after his father before anyone could hex him, and the next second they had both gone.

         Felix took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the spit off without a word. Then he glanced at the others and said, ‘It seems to me that some birthday cake is in order.’

         ‘He … he spat on you!’ Ethan exclaimed, outraged, as they made their way towards the door.

         ‘I was sneezed on by a yeti once, you know,’ Felix said, looking thoughtful as he recalled the incident. ‘After that, a little bit of spit hardly seems like anything to make a great fuss about.’

         ‘I wouldn’t have let him get away with it!’ Ethan fumed, as they stepped out into the street. ‘I would have—’

         ‘You would have made everything worse, just like you always do!’ Shay burst out. He looked genuinely angry, which wasn’t like him. ‘Hasn’t it even occurred to you that if you hadn’t turned Gideon into a frog in the first place, then maybe Felix might still be in the club?’

         Ethan looked suddenly stricken. ‘But … but I—’

         ‘All right, gather round, you lot,’ Felix said, drawing them together on the frosty pavement. He bent down slightly to their level and Stella immediately found herself comforted by the warmth that was always there in his green eyes. ‘Now, listen,’ Felix said. ‘Courthouses bring out the worst in people – that’s just the way of it for some reason  – but sometimes it’s stronger not to show strength, especially when facing someone weaker than ourselves.’ He fixed Ethan with a pointed look, and Stella noticed that the magician couldn’t help squirming a little. ‘If we must humiliate another person in order to make ourselves feel big, then we have become very small and scared indeed. So let’s leave all that squabbling behind us.’ He glanced at Beanie’s mum and said, ‘We have far more important things to discuss right now and we will need each other, more than ever, for what’s to come.’

         
            *

         

         The sun was setting as Felix led the way down Coldgate’s cobbled streets. The courthouse was a place for dry lawyers and crusty old judges – people who were fond of rulebooks and regulations and being safe and secure inside. Explorers, on the other hand, needed to be out in the fresh air, where anything might happen and grand adventures were only ever a footstep away.

         They walked to a restaurant near the train station called the Ice Yeti. Stella was pleased to see it had a miniature model of a yeti perched on the roof, complete with shaggy fur and glistening canines, and that it roared and thumped its chest every time someone walked by.

         ‘I don’t think we’ll be able to get in there, you know,’ Joss said. ‘There’s a waiting list for tables.’

         ‘The owner is a friend of mine,’ Felix replied.

         They went in through the front doors and a thin man in a red waistcoat immediately came round from behind the front desk to shake Felix by the hand.

         ‘Mister Pearl!’ he exclaimed, beaming. ‘Welcome, sir, welcome! How many in your party today?’

         ‘Thank you, Gil. There’s six of us,’ Felix said.

         Mustafah cleared his throat from Stella’s pocket loudly. Felix immediately said, ‘Sorry, I meant there’s ten of us. We’re celebrating a birthday.’

         ‘How marvellous! Let me show you to your table.’

         The waistcoated man led the way through a blue curtain and they found themselves in what appeared to be an ice cave. Stella saw that it wasn’t real ice, but was actually plaster designed to look like the inside of a snowy Icelands cave. There were even big yeti footprints carved into the floor, and a frozen waterfall filled with savage-looking piranha on one wall. Stella loved the place immediately.

         They settled themselves down in the booth Gil showed them to, and once they had ordered their food, Felix looked at Joss and said, ‘Well, first things first, what on earth are you all doing here? I thought you were meant to be celebrating Beanie’s birthday back home.’

         ‘We wanted to come and support you,’ Beanie said. ‘Some things are more important than birthday parties.’

         ‘But Beanie,’ Stella said. ‘You were so looking forward to it. There were going to be piñatas and paper hats and party whistles. And I thought Cadi and Drusilla were coming too?’ Cadi was a witch hunter they’d met on their last adventure, along with Dru, a young witch.

         ‘We sent messages saying the party had been postponed,’ Joss said.

         ‘But Shay and I said we’d come over anyway, and we all travelled to Coldgate together,’ Ethan explained. ‘My father is on an expedition right now, so he won’t even notice I’m gone.’

         ‘My mother only let me leave on the strict understanding I’d be back home tomorrow,’ Shay said with a sigh. He ran a hand through his dark hair and Stella found herself startled, once again, by the streak of white in it.

         ‘Where’s Koa?’ she asked, suddenly thinking it was strange she hadn’t seen Shay’s shadow wolf.

         ‘Under the table,’ Shay said.

         Stella lifted the tablecloth and saw that Koa was indeed there, tucked beneath Shay’s chair with her snout between her feet. No one quite knew for sure why whisperers had shadow animals but many people believed that they were part of the whisperer’s soul given a separate shape. The two shared a unique bond and were even able to communicate with each other inside their heads. Shadow animals had no physical substance and couldn’t be touched, but they never strayed far from their human whisperer.

         ‘She hasn’t been right since the wolf attack,’ Shay said. ‘And my mum thinks … well, the truth is, from the minute I got back she’s been treating me like someone who’s already dead; fussing and crying and grieving over me.’ He looked up and said, ‘I’ve tried talking to her about the Black Ice Bridge. I’ve explained that we think there’s a book there that might contain a spell that can help me. She just says we can talk about it more once Dad is home, but he’s only been away for two months and he’s expected to be gone another month at least. He’d already gone by the time I got back, so he doesn’t know about the witch wolf bite, but I know he would agree with me – I just know it.’

         There was a brief silence – broken only by the sound of jungle fairies noisily crunching on bread sticks.

         ‘Well,’ Felix finally said. ‘I can understand your mother might feel that way.’ He looked right at Shay. ‘But what do you want to do?’

         Shay met his gaze. ‘I want to try,’ he said firmly. ‘I want to at least try to find the Book of Frost and find a cure. I definitely don’t want to go home and sit around waiting to die. Or turn into a witch wolf.’

         If an ordinary person was bitten by a witch wolf, then they would eventually become one themselves – frozen in wolf shape for eternity, destined to roam the world looking for other souls to devour. But Shay was no ordinary person – he was a wolf whisperer and the witch wolf hadn’t bitten him but his shadow wolf. And so none of them knew exactly what was going to happen. They only knew that it wasn’t going to be anything good.

         ‘How have you been yourself?’ Felix asked in a kind voice.

         ‘I’m cold,’ Shay replied. ‘All the time.’

         Stella recalled how he had still been wearing his cloak in the courtroom.

         ‘And sometimes it’s … difficult to eat. I just don’t feel hungry.’

         Now that she looked at him more closely, Stella noticed that Shay’s normally lean face did look even more angular than usual. She felt a flare of worry deep in the pit of her stomach. She was, after all, partly to blame for what had happened. When the witch wolves had attacked them, Stella had used her ice magic to freeze the pack, but the act of doing so had chilled her heart so she no longer cared about her friends. She had hesitated before stopping the final witch wolf – and that moment of hesitation had been all it took to allow the wolf to bite Koa and put a piece of ice into her heart.

         Shay had said he didn’t blame Stella for what had happened, but she blamed herself enough for both of them. Her ice princess tiara was a powerful weapon that had come in useful on their expeditions, but Stella hated the way it twisted her soul and turned her into someone she had no wish to be.

         ‘Well then,’ Felix said quietly. ‘What are we to do? You all know what Stella and I learned a week ago. Jezzybella told us there’s a spell in the Book of Frost that might undo the witch wolf bite. So there’s a chance there but, let’s be clear, it’s a slim one. First of all, Jezzybella – bless her heart – is not the most reliable person in the world. Sometimes I think the poor thing’s mind is quite addled. But she was there when the snow queen’s castle was attacked, so perhaps what she says is accurate. If that’s the case, though, there’s still the fact that no explorer in our history has ever successfully managed to cross the bridge.’

         They all glanced at Beanie. His explorer father, Adrian Albert Smith, had attempted the journey eight years ago, but his expedition had disappeared partway across the bridge. The rescue party that went after them had found their camp, abandoned and frozen in the snow – all their belongings scattered about as if they’d only just left – but there was no sign of the explorers. They had simply … gone.

         They did find Adrian’s travel journal, however. In it he’d recorded a log of the doomed expedition, including the fact that the men said they could sense an evil presence on the bridge, which got stronger and stronger the further they went. Others said the bridge was cursed, and haunted, and that strange monsters lived in the water below it. No one had any idea what was on the other side, and most said it was better not to know. Ever since his father’s disappearance, Beanie had nurtured the hope that he would one day be the first explorer to cross the bridge, no matter how many people told him it was impossible.

         Stella recalled what Shay said his father, Captain Khan Conrad Kipling, had told him once:

         ‘There are some lands so forgotten, and forsaken, and forbidden that even explorers shouldn’t venture there.’

         ‘Mother thinks that nothing good can come of setting foot on the Black Ice Bridge,’ Shay said. ‘I tried to tell her about the Book of Frost, but she … well, I don’t think she believes it even really exists.’

         ‘It’s a gamble,’ Felix agreed. ‘In more ways than one.’

         ‘But it’s better to gamble than to simply give up,’ Shay said. ‘If my dad were here I know he would understand that, and he’d organise an expedition to the bridge. But he’s not so I’ve just got to do it on my own.’ He looked at the others. ‘I have to go on to the bridge, because I’ll die if I don’t. But it’s not fair to ask you all to risk everything for me.’

         Ethan punched his shoulder. ‘Don’t talk rot!’ he exclaimed.

         Felix’s mouth twitched. ‘Ethan, please don’t hit people,’ he said. ‘However, I agree with your sentiment.’ He looked at Shay and said, ‘Let’s not forget that if you hadn’t accompanied Stella on her mission to save me, then you would never have been bitten in the first place. We both owe you a great deal, and we will certainly be going on to the bridge in pursuit of the Collector, whether or not anyone else decides to come with us.’

         Stella gave Felix’s arm a squeeze. She didn’t think she’d ever loved him more than she did at that moment. The jungle fairies seemed quite taken with the idea too, and started emptying the sugar bowl into a napkin, which they then fashioned into a bindle by tying it to a drumstick bone they pinched from Stella’s plate.

         A waiter appeared just then to clear away the table.

         ‘Someone tells me we’re celebrating a birthday here today,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Who’s the lucky one?’

         All four jungle fairies immediately put up their hands, no doubt hoping some kind of dessert-shaped reward might be involved. Stella rolled her eyes at them and said, ‘It’s Beanie over there.’

         The waiter gave him a smile. ‘Happy birthday, young sir.’ Then he produced some paper party hats from his pocket and scattered them over the table.

         They were all human-sized, and the jungle fairies immediately started to kick up a great fuss, but the waiter said, ‘Hold your horses.’

         ‘I haven’t got any horses,’ Beanie said, looking confused. Some of the odd things people said really didn’t make sense when you took them literally, like Beanie tended to.

         ‘He means wait a moment,’ Stella said.

         ‘Here you go.’ The waiter reached into his jacket pocket and dropped four fairy-​sized hats on the table. ‘I’ll be right back with your birthday treat.’

         Felix immediately picked up one of the hats and set it straight on his head. He loved absolutely anything to do with birthdays, including hats. The others followed suit and Stella felt glad that Beanie was managing to have a bit of a birthday party, in spite of everything.

         ‘I’m going with you,’ Beanie said, as he straightened his hat. ‘I said I was going to cross the Black Ice Bridge, even before this happened. And of course we must do everything we can to save Shay.’

         ‘Well said.’ Ethan snapped his fingers and a tiny party hat immediately appeared on Aubrey  – the carved narwhal Beanie’s father had made for him during his final expedition, which now sat on the table in front of him.

         The medic looked delighted and gave Ethan a smile. The jungle fairies had each put on a party hat and were doing their new favourite chant of doom over in the corner of the table while performing backflips and somersaults.

         ‘Fee-fi-fo-fo! Fee-fi-fo-fo!!’

         It was a bit distracting, but everyone did their best to talk over them.

         ‘Well, I’ve already lost one loved one to that bridge and I don’t intend to lose another,’ Joss said.

         Beanie immediately looked crestfallen. ‘Mum!’ he said, sounding shocked. ‘You wouldn’t stop me from going—?’

         ‘Of course not, Benjamin,’ Joss replied, looking quite offended. ‘I’m coming with you. I know I’m no explorer, but I’m a nurse, after all, so I’m sure I can make myself useful.’

         Due to their elf heritage, both Joss and Beanie had magic of their own, but it was quite different from Ethan’s. As a magician, Ethan could perform a variety of spells – from turning someone into a frog to producing magical arrows in a crisis – whereas Beanie had healing magic and was training to be a medic like his mother. He could patch up cuts and take the pain away from bruises, and as such he was an extremely valuable member of their team.

         ‘So that’s decided,’ Ethan said, looking pleased and grim at the same time. ‘We’re all going on to the bridge.’

         ‘I am a little concerned about your mother, however,’ Felix said, looking at Shay. ‘If she has said she does not wish you to go—’

         ‘She hasn’t forbidden me from going,’ said Shay. ‘She just wants to wait for my father to come home. She’s scared and she doesn’t know what to do for the best. But it’s not up to her. It’s my life, and my shadow wolf. I have every right to try to save them both.’

         ‘Yes,’ Felix replied. ‘But parents also have the right to decide what’s best for their children sometimes.’ He chewed his lip and said, ‘And there’s also the fact that you’re not well, and the Black Ice Bridge will be very dangerous. More dangerous than anything any of us has ever faced. I just wonder whether perhaps you should sit this one out. Go back to your family and wait for us to—’

         ‘Felix!’ Stella was shocked. ‘How can you say that? You’ve always said you should never ask someone to do something you wouldn’t be prepared to do yourself, and you wouldn’t sit around at home, would you?’

         ‘I don’t have parents who’d be worried about me, Stella,’ Felix pointed out.

         ‘I understand what you’re saying,’ Shay said. ‘Really I do. But you’re thinking about it all wrong. It’s not a question of me going with you. I’m going whatever you say. So you can come with me if you like, but the one place I’m not going is back home.’ He looked at Felix and said, ‘We can’t know for sure how much time I’ve got left but I know somehow that it isn’t long. I can sense it. If I don’t go now, then it’ll be too late. I’ll send a message back home, of course, telling my mother what I’m doing. But I am going. If anyone is not going to go, then really it should be you. President Fogg said he would issue a warrant for your arrest if you went on an expedition.’

         ‘Never mind about that,’ Felix replied. ‘They can arrest me upon our return, and we’ll worry about it then.’ He drew in a deep breath, and then slowly exhaled. ‘We’re cornered by circumstance here, and none of our options is ideal,’ he said. ‘But I won’t stop you from trying to save your own life. I only hope your mother can understand.’ He glanced at Ethan and said, ‘You’d better send word to your father too.’

         ‘When will we leave?’ Beanie asked.

         ‘We’ve got a room booked at the Ice Cave Hotel here in town,’ Felix said. ‘I say we organise rooms for you all tonight too and then tomorrow we’ll return home to fetch the supplies that Stella and I have already started to gather. There are a few more things we could do with procuring before we set off, though we’ll have to be careful how we go about that now that we’ve been expelled from the club. We might have to complete our shopping elsewhere. And then we’ll have to think about how we’re going to get to Blackcastle.’

         Blackcastle was the village on the mainland, further down the coastline where the known side of the Black Ice Bridge joined. It was named after the black castle that brooded alone on the cliff top, and had once been the home of Queen Portia – a snow queen who’d frozen all the members of her village in a sudden, inexplicable attack more than two hundred years ago. When they discovered what she’d done, an angry mob from the neighbouring village had chased her onto the Black Ice Bridge, and she hadn’t been seen or heard from since.

         Blackcastle had become a forsaken, forgotten place in the meantime. No one went there any more, and none of the young explorers relished the idea of visiting it either. But it was the only way to get to the bridge.

         ‘Can’t we leave at once?’ Ethan said. ‘Surely there’s no time to lose?’

         ‘This is no normal expedition,’ Felix said. ‘We can’t go rushing straight on to the Black Ice Bridge like fools. We must do our best to prepare first. I know it’s hard, but I really think that we should take another week, maybe two, to gather our supplies, plan our strategy and have a serious think about how exactly we’re going to—’

         ‘Felix Evelyn Pearl!’

         They all turned round in their seats to see President Fogg advancing towards them with two police constables in tow. Stella did not like the grim look on his face one bit.

         ‘Good heavens, what is it now, Fogg?’ Felix said, a rare note of frustration creeping into his voice as he threw down his napkin. ‘Can’t you see that we’re trying to have a birthday party? Don’t tell me there’s some other rule I’ve managed to break in the last half hour? It can’t be anything to do with moustaches, because I don’t even possess one.’

         President Fogg’s own impressive moustache twitched as he looked down at them. ‘It’s not you,’ he said. ‘It’s the girl.’

         ‘Excuse me, sir.’ A waiter slid past President Fogg and placed a plate covered with a silver dish on to the table. ‘For the birthday boy!’ he said cheerfully, before whipping off the domed lid.

         They all looked down at a little yeti, about five inches tall. It was made entirely from cake and wore a rather fetching red waistcoat with a black bow tie. The restaurant was well known for these magic puddings, and the next moment the yeti waltzed straight off the plate, a lit birthday candle clutched in one shaggy paw, and began to serenade Beanie with an enthusiastic chorus of Happy Birthday, all while doing an energetic tap dance.

         Stella had longed to see one of the restaurant’s singing yetis, ever since Felix had first told her about them, but her attention was quickly drawn away by President Fogg’s next words.

         ‘Stella Starflake Pearl,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid I’m going to have to place you under arrest.’
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