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            Prologue

         

         ST JAMES’S PALACE, LONDON, SEPTEMBER 1736

         Late evening, and the last rays of sunshine creep in through the tall windows of the chamber of Queen Jane III.

         A young, fair-haired woman stands beside an ornate armchair, one hand resting on its back as she looks up at a painting: a grand lady, dressed in silver silk, draped with pearls. A crown on her head, an orb and sceptre in her hands. The plaque underneath reads ‘Queen Jane I, of the House of Grey’. With a shaking hand, she reaches out and presses her fingers against the words, that name. 2

         ‘How I wish I was strong, like you,’ she whispers. ‘How disappointed you must be in me …’

         ‘Your Majesty.’ A man’s voice echoes from the far end of the room. The door has silently opened and there stands Croad, her butler, along with another, taller figure. Broad and strong, he wears a wig of silver horsehair, curled and tied with black ribbon. His clothes are charcoal, and a wide grey sash pinned with medals and brooches is tied across his body.

         ‘Prime Minister Cromwell.’ The queen turns to him, nodding her head, her pale eyes drawn to the silver goblet he carries on its tiny tray. ‘You have chosen to visit me.’

         ‘I have, Your Majesty,’ he says, striding towards her. ‘Croad informs me that you haven’t been taking your medicine. I have come to see that you do. For your own good, of course.’

         The queen sighs. She casts a look at Croad, who squirms beneath his white wig.

         ‘Must I, Cromwell?’ She takes the goblet with a trembling hand. ‘It makes me so drowsy.’

         ‘It’s for your health, Majesty. It will stop your headaches, your constant shaking.’ He stands, 3watching with eyes that seem to glow the colour of shining steel. Waiting for her to drink.

         ‘I bet she wasn’t weak and ill like me,’ says the queen, pointing to the portrait of the first Jane. She sinks into the armchair and takes a sip from the goblet. ‘Tell me one of your stories about her, Cromwell. You know I love to hear them.’

         ‘Again, Majesty?’ Cromwell raises an eyebrow but the queen waves at him to continue as she sips once more.

         ‘She was known as Lady Jane Grey,’ he says. ‘And was the cousin of Edward VI, who was the son of Henry VIII. When he died without children, he proclaimed her queen.’

         ‘Go on.’

         ‘Well,’ Cromwell says. ‘Mary, the first daughter of Henry, wasn’t happy. She and all her supporters tried to have Queen Jane arrested and thrown in the Tower.’

         ‘But Jane had a secret weapon, didn’t she?’ says the queen.

         ‘She did.’ Cromwell nods. ‘She had a court magician. A man named Doctor John Dee. He had 4recently met an Italian sorcerer and had been given six stones. After months spent studying them, he realised they were sources of strong magick. He managed to unlock their powers and had them fashioned into amulets. Each one sent waves of energy across all of Albion, gifting certain children with fabulous abilities.’5
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         6‘Feather, Claw, Bone, Fire, Leaf,’ whispers the Queen. ‘And of course, Iron.’

         ‘Yes, Iron,’ says Cromwell. He holds up his hand and watches as liquid steel seeps from his pores, covering his palm and fingers with shining metal. It shapes itself into ornate armour, decorated in swirls and patterns that glimmer as he clenches his fist.

         ‘Carry on, then,’ says the queen. ‘What did Jane do next?’

         ‘Well, she showed the amulets to the most powerful families in the kingdom,’ Cromwell says. ‘She offered them the chance to form six groups, to gather the magickal children, to use their gifts for themselves. To become the Guilds of Albion. Of course, they jumped at the opportunity, and swore 7to protect Queen Jane from Mary, who was forced to flee to Spain.’

         ‘And Jane reigned in peace,’ said the queen, her head beginning to droop.

         ‘She did, Your Majesty. Her line has continued for two hundred years. Right up to you, yourself.’

         ‘But the guilds … squabbled …’ The goblet almost falls from the queen’s hand, but Cromwell reaches out with his iron fingers to steady it.

         ‘Indeed, Your Majesty,’ he says. ‘The six guilds discovered how to use their powers and instantly began to argue over who was the greatest, the most important. So the queen, along with Doctor Dee, created the Arthanfest. A competition held every year to find the strongest guild. The winner is then allowed to rule the country – alongside the monarch, of course.’

         ‘And you won last year,’ sighs the queen. She stops drinking the medicine and sets the goblet down. Already her eyelids have begun to slide closed, her head has started to spin. The Prime Minister quietly picks up the medicine cup and gazes down at his patient. 8

         ‘Iron won indeed,’ he says. ‘And I hope we will again in a few months’ time. Meanwhile, I just need Her Majesty’s signature on a few important documents.’

         Queen Jane blinks slowly as he presses a quill into her hand. Croad holds out an inkwell for her to dip it in, and Cromwell spreads three sheets of parchment on the arm of her chair. Squinting, Jane scratches her pen nib across the bottom of each, her name blotted and wobbly but there all the same.

         ‘I should like to see Doctor Dee.’ The queen stifles a yawn with the back of her hand. ‘None of my family has ever even met him, did you know? And he is supposed to be the royal sorcerer. How ridiculous.’

         ‘He might be able to help with your illness, Majesty.’ Croad pipes up. ‘You might be able to stop taking that horrible medicine.’

         Cromwell gives Croad a glare that promises a very long stay in a very deep dungeon if he opens his mouth again.

         ‘The medicine is good for you, Your Majesty,’ he says. ‘And Doctor Dee is very old and frail. The power of the amulets has kept him alive, but he is 9much weakened. Only myself and his servants are allowed to see him. It is something he insists upon.’

         ‘But he will be at the Arthanfest?’ asks the queen as her eyelids flutter closed.

         ‘Of course he will be there, dropping his magickal globes for the challengers to collect. The same as always.’ Cromwell presses the half-empty goblet towards her lips. ‘Now drink the last of your medicine, Your Majesty. Drink it all up.’

         He watches as she sups the final drops and then falls into a deep, drugged sleep.

         And he smiles. 10
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            Chapter One

            The House That Was a Tree

         

         ‘Midnight.’

         The stern woman sitting across from Jed snapped her silver pocket watch shut. It was dark inside the carriage but he could see the twin circles of her green eyes. They glowed, like the full moon glimpsed through a pane of stained glass.

         That word was the only thing she had said since they climbed inside two or three hours ago. Jed had been bubbling with questions. Who are you? Where are we going? What is happening to me? Am I ever going back home again? 12

         But every time he opened his mouth to speak, she glared at him with those gleaming eyes. And his jaw clicked shut just like the clasp on her silver watch.

         Not long after, he heard the crunch of gravel beneath the iron-rimmed wheels of the carriage. The beat of the horses’ hooves slowed; the driver – his muffled voice seeping through the roof – called at them to whoah. They stopped and the woman reached over to swing open the door, then climbed down in a rustle of skirts.

         ‘Out,’ she said, just a smudge of shadow in the dark.

         Jed clutched the kerchief in which all his belongings were tied. His Sunday shirt, a spare pair of underwear, some heavily darned stockings and a carved wooden dog his father had made for him before he died. Then he slid across the leather seat and hopped down to stand next to the stern woman.

         At that same moment, the full moon appeared from behind a cloud, lighting up the ink-black world like a silver lantern.

         They were standing on a gravel driveway in a wide clearing, surrounded by deep woodland. 13Traces of stone wall stood here and there; crumbling, choked with ivy and roots that had burst through, trees that had sprouted up, sending bricks and carved balustrades tumbling.

         A broken fountain stood in the middle, swamped with spongy layers of moss. And behind it all, something gigantic loomed. Its silhouette was both blocky and rounded at the same time. Man-made and natural.

         It wasn’t until the moonbeams painted it in ghostly light that Jed realised what he was looking at: an ancient manor house with tall chimneys and leaded windows, but bursting out from the middle and towering up into the sky was a tree. The biggest one Jed had ever seen. Its roots poured through doorways and arches. Its trunk had smashed the roof open. Its branches hung down, heavy on the brickwork, making the ivy-coated walls sag and bend.

         And, inside the tree itself, the lights of candles glowed, shining through glass panes built into the branches. There were rooms there, with balconies and doorways. Smoke seeped from several chimneys poking up through the lattice of twigs. Lanterns 14hung amongst the leaves. Shadows moved to and fro as curtains were drawn and shutters closed. People were living in the thing, as if it were part of the house.

         ‘Your new home,’ said the woman. And she grabbed Jed by the collar and shoved him towards the open front doors.

         
            *

         

         The carriage, the tree house. Being ripped out of his life like a page from a book. It was all because Sam Gigglemug had come to work on the farm that summer.

         It had begun in the long days just before the solstice. In the sticky heat, with the droning of fat bumblebees, the smell of baked earth. The tanned brown skin that ended at your shirt sleeves, the blisters on your palms from endless hours of turning soil and digging up rocks. The sun in your eyes and a chewed stalk of corn between your teeth.

         Those things Jed would always remember in a haze, as if he was squinting across the fields at himself: a skinny scrap of a boy, walking up and down the rows of growing crops, tugging out weeds. 15Crusts of dirt under his fingernails, soil smudged into his skin.

         He had just recovered from three months of fever, still shivering and weak as a new-born calf. The same illness that carried off his parents and older sister back when he was just a toddler.

         So many dim, sweaty nights, lying on a pallet in the corner of the village orphanage. Mister Grumble, the master, cursing him for not earning his keep. Mrs Grumble, his wife, stopping her weaving to lay compress after compress on his brow. The wise woman from the village, brewing up mixtures for him to choke down: snails boiled in milk, woodlice stewed in ale.

         Finally, he had been strong enough to struggle out, blinking in the daylight like a startled owl.

         The village where Jed lived was a cluster of houses around a patch of green, all huddled in the valley between two chalky hills. There was a tiny church of red brick, a pond full of ducks and murderous geese, and a thatched inn, which also served as a post office, store and barber's.

         Next to the graveyard was a rickety cottage where 16Jed and his family had once lived. He had a dim memory of himself playing on the doorstep with his little wooden dog. But his parents and sister were now over the fence, sleeping amongst the crooked gravestones, while Jed resided in the tumbledown house next to the pond, in the care of the Grumbles, along with several other poor homeless souls.

         After a few years of very basic schooling, children in the village were expected to start work on one of the local farms. And orphanage children were expected to work twice as hard as the others.

         Jed had been given a place at Farmer Nickson’s for the past three years and, after his recovery, he was allowed back to work, but only light duties on a quarter of the pay. His old job – tending the sheep – had gone to a street urchin down from London for the summer. A rough, grimy, alley cat of a boy with a constant evil grin on his face. Gaps in his front teeth where he had sold them to a dentist to be jammed into a rich man’s mouth. Dark patches of coal dust sunk deep into the skin around his eyes, inside his ears and amongst his matted hair.

         Sam Gigglemug they called him. A funny name 17that didn’t match with his evil nature. And, right from the start, he singled out Jed as a target. The smallest, the weakest of all the farm boys. One who could be tripped and kicked and teased without any fear of him fighting back.

         It began with a shove that sent Jed sprawling across the farmyard, almost knocking over a milkmaid heading back from the barn with two full pails. Farmer Nickson had given him a clout for that and, hidden behind the hay bales, Gigglemug laughed his stockings off.

         ‘Here comes hoddy-doddy weaklegs!’ Sam would shout to the other farmhands whenever Jed walked by. Most of them, scared of the Londoner, would laugh along or join in. Even the lads Jed had grown up with, had known all his life. That hurt more than having his ankles kicked out from under him.

         As the weeks dragged on, the taunts and blows got worse. Jed began to drag his heels on his way to work, then got scolded for being late. He wondered about telling Mister Grumble but knew he would just be ignored. He even thought of running away, except 18he had no idea where to go. Definitely not London, if that was the place that bred Gigglemugs.

         Finally came the day when Sam pushed him too far. When all the fear and anger that had been stewing inside Jed bubbled over. When the magick that had been lurking just under his skin showed its first spark.

         Jed had been in the cornfield all morning. Bindweed had got in amongst the crop, and he had been rooting it out.

         He had always found it easy dealing with plants. It was almost as if they spoke to him, as if he could feel them growing, even under the soil where their hidden roots wound in between the worms and pebbles. He felt most at home amongst the oaks and beeches of the woodlands. Many hours he spent lying on his back, looking up through the branches and listening to the songs of the leaves. Sometimes, he thought he could hear words hidden in the rustling. Sometimes, he thought that these leafy, growing things were his real family. He certainly understood them better than people.

         Working quietly by himself, he had dug the soil with his trowel, nosing out the weeds and easing 19them from the ground, freeing up the corn so it could drink and feed again. Jed knew just where to search, to find the thinnest, most stubborn traces of bindweed. He imagined he could feel the sighs of relief from the corn as the strangling vines were gently pulled away.

         Singing quietly to himself, he had cleared the whole patch, building up a pile of wilted bindweed in the middle of the row. Careful and thorough, he had done a good job and was just standing back to admire his work when Farmer Nickson himself came striding along.

         ‘That’s a job well done,’ said the farmer, scratching under his wig with a pudgy finger. ‘Did you do that, Jed?’

         Jed was about to say that indeed he had when the bony form of Sam Gigglemug stalked out from between the corn. He stood, coal-stained thumbs tucked in his pockets, cruel eyes darting between Jed and the farmer.

         ‘I did it,’ he said, showing his toothless gums in a mean smile. ‘Hoddy-doddy Jed was sleeping under a bush over there the whole time.’ 20

         Farmer Nickson stared at Jed, eyebrows raised. Sleeping on the job was one of his pet hates.

         If he believes Sam, even for a moment, Jed thought, I’ll be kicked off the farm and told to never come back. And that’ll be nothing compared to what Mister Grumble does to me when he finds out.

         ‘I … I never!’ Jed looked up at the farmer, desperate to be trusted. ‘I wouldn’t, Farmer Nickson. Honest, I wouldn’t!’

         Sam swaggered forwards, narrowed eyes fixed on Jed like a cat stalking a mouse. ‘Calling me a liar, are you? I should chalk you for that.’

         Jed backed away until he felt the tickle of the corn behind him. His hands had begun to shake, just as they had when he’d been feverish. His heart drummed against his ribcage. I’m stuck between two evils, he thought. If I swear Sam was lying, he’ll beat me. If I don’t challenge him, the farmer will sack me.

         And then he realised: perhaps Nickson wanted to sack him. Perhaps Sam was providing him the excuse he needed to get rid of a sickly little boy without having to explain it to Mister Grumble. 21

         No. Jed shook his head, gritted his teeth. No, I’m not letting either of these bullies get the best of me. ‘I swear to God, he’s lying.’ His voice wobbled with fear and rage, but he shoved out a pointed finger despite it. ‘I cleared all the weed myself and you both know it. Hit me if you like, but I’m telling the truth.’

         ‘Oh, I will hit you, don’t worry.’ Sam pulled his thumbs from his pockets and curled his fists, stepping up to Jed in one stride. He began to swing his arm through the air, bringing a right hook around, and then – just as his fist was about to connect with Jed’s jaw – it happened.

         It was a tingling in his skin. A wash of prickles – like pins and needles – that swept down from Jed’s brow all the way to his feet. For some reason he felt suddenly tougher, stronger. He could smell the bark of his favourite oak tree. His head was filled with that rustling leaf song he loved to lose himself in, even though the woods were yards away on the other side of the fields. He was still frowning, wondering at the strange sensation, when Sam’s punch cracked into his jaw … and bounced off again. 22

         ‘Aaaaoww!’

         Sam Gigglemug bent double, clutching his knuckles to his chest, tears streaming down his grubby face. Jed could only stare, wondering at how weak the bigger boy was. How the blow had felt more like a tickle. Why was he making such a fuss about his hand? Was this all part of the charade?

         And then he noticed Farmer Nickson, staring at him as if he were the devil himself dancing about in the farmyard.

         ‘You’re … you’re … one of them.’ The farmer’s face had drained of blood and he pointed at Jed, hand shaking.

         ‘One of what?’ Jed asked. A boy? A farmhand?

         But Farmer Nickson appeared to have lost the power of speech. Instead, he grabbed Jed by the shoulder and began marching him out of the farm, along the lane towards the orphanage.
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            Chapter Two

            The Lady from Leaf

         

         Sometime later, Jed found himself sitting on a chair in Mrs Grumble’s kitchen, a crowd of people standing before him.

         There was Farmer Nickson (still very pale of face), Mrs Grumble, Martha and Elsie – two of the other orphans – and Mister Grumble. Lucas, the fourth orphan, had been sent to fetch the village wise woman, Mother Perkins.

         ‘His eyes …’ Mrs Grumble kept saying, fanning herself with her kerchief.

         ‘I knew there was something odd about the boy,’ 24Mister Grumble muttered, his brows even more crumpled than usual. ‘Sick all the time. Fever after fever. Just like the rest of his family, God rest ’em. Not right, I tell you.’

         ‘Never seen anything like it,’ Farmer Nickson said to anyone who was listening. ‘His whole skin just changed. One minute a scrawny boy, the next an oak tree.’

         For some reason, nobody was actually talking to Jed. Just about him, as if he were an exhibit in the town square. He looked to Martha, who was peeking at him between her fingers.

         ‘What’s happened to my eyes?’ he asked her. ‘Why is everyone staring at them?’

         Martha blinked at him, as though she’d never seen him before. ‘They’ve gone green,’ she finally whispered. ‘Bright green. Like a spring leaf.’

         That is peculiar, Jed thought. They don’t feel any different.

         He was just experimenting by looking at different things around the room when Lucas returned with Mother Perkins.

         The wise woman was a tall lady whose skirts 25and aprons were always stained with spatters of juice from the mixtures she concocted. She wore a white cap tied firmly on top of her greying hair and walked with a long wooden staff, like a shepherd’s crook. She had piercing blue eyes beneath stern brows and she didn’t take nonsense from anybody.

         ‘Let me through,’ she said briskly as she elbowed her way into the crowded room, shoving Farmer Nickson up against the cupboards. ‘Let me get a look at ’im.’

         Jed winced, wondering what mixture of broth and insects she would make him drink this time. Instead, she bent over and stared into his eyes for several minutes.

         ‘Well?’ Mrs Grumble asked finally. ‘Is he?’

         ‘Certainly is,’ Mother Perkins snapped. ‘He’s one for the guilds. Last time we had one in the village was fifty years ago. Claw, I believe she was. This chap is for Leaf, I reckon. Though we’d better check. Fetch me a plant, will you?’

         There was a scuffle in the doorway as everyone moved to obey Mother Perkins at once. Lucas was 26the quickest, coming back in with a withered stick of rosemary in a cracked clay flowerpot.

         ‘Here,’ Mother Perkins said, shoving it under Jed’s nose.

         ‘Um,’ said Jed. ‘What am I supposed to do with it, if you please?’

         Mother Perkins huffed. ‘Well, I don’t know. Something magickal, of course.’

         Jed stared at the sad little shrub. He could feel it, the same as he could every other plant. A sense of it growing, of its roots as they tangled and nudged through the dry soil. Of its stem and leaves as they fed off water and sunshine.

         ‘I don’t know,’ said Jed. ‘It seems thirsty?’

         ‘Well,’ said Farmer Nickson, with a huff. ‘I could have told you that. Poor thing’s as dry as a bone.’

         ‘That’s good enough for me,’ said Mother Perkins, standing up again. ‘Someone will have to send word. The Master of Guilds must be informed. We must write to Doctor Dee himself, in the Tower of London.’

         So the schoolmaster – the only person in the village who could read and write – was sent for and a letter scrawled out, giving Jed’s name and address 27and describing what he had done. Then it was folded, sealed with wax and galloped off to Winchester by the squire’s son to be posted.

         Several weeks then passed in which Jed was not allowed to do anything much except wander around the common or throw pebbles into the pond. Nickson wouldn’t have him back on the farm and the Grumbles treated him like some kind of wicked imposter. A fairy from the old folk tales they all heard as bedtime stories. One that they had to feed and care for, or else it would murder them all in their sleep. A changeling in the nest.

         And all the time, he wondered about his future. He knew a little about the guilds, obviously. He had heard about the Arthanfest – although nobody in the village had ever been – because the talk for weeks after it every winter was about who had won.

         ‘Iron this year,’ or ‘Fire again. That means we’ll be off to war with Francia or some place most like. Loves their fightin’ does ole Fire.’ Farmer Nickson and the older farmhands gossiped about it through the cold months. But it was a dim and distant thing, a mystical event from a world outside his little village. 28

         The idea of magick wasn’t new to him. Ghost stories, superstitions and fairy tales were told by everyone, and believed by most. But he’d never thought he’d be able to do any himself.

         And what would happen to him when the Guild found out? Would he be whisked away to live in a palace full of witches and wizards? Or would they take one look and say he wasn’t powerful enough? What if they wanted him to shoot fireballs from his nostrils and change people into frogs?

         The questions ran round and round in his head, just as the days and weeks rolled by, until he was sick of thinking about it.

         It was nearing autumn, almost time for harvest, when the carriage finally arrived. It pulled up outside the orphanage, four horses stomping, with a driver sitting up on the board and a footman at the back, both dressed in long frock coats of bottle green.

         The carriage itself was black, spatters of dried mud masking the chipped paintwork and spots of rust. It had a coat of arms painted on the door: a cluster of oak leaves and acorns atop a pair of 29crossed swords, with a royal crown above. The symbol of the Guild of Leaf.

         Quite a crowd of onlookers had gathered, following it as it clopped along the road past the church, the inn and the village green. They all stood, peering over the hazel fence into the garden, as the carriage door slammed open and a tall, broad woman stepped out.

         Jed himself had been watching through the building’s only window, the other orphans squashed around him. Worming his way between them, he opened the front door just as the woman was about to knock on it with the heavy walking cane she carried.

         ‘Are you the child?’ she said, her voice as brisk and sharp as a sergeant major’s.

         ‘Um … yes?’ Jed was tempted to deny it and shut the door in her face, but she looked as though an inch of old wood wouldn’t stop her.

         ‘Get out here then, and let’s look at you.’

         Wishing all this had happened to anyone else but him, Jed shuffled out into the yard. The woman stared him up and down and he tried to do the same to her, while keeping his eyes on the ground. 30

         She was the tallest woman he had ever seen, with a square face that looked as though it had been chiselled out of granite. Her brown hair was pulled back tightly from her face and tied in a bun. No carefully curled ringlets or silk ribbons like Mrs Grumble wore.

         Taller than any man in the village, she had shoulders like mountain ranges and her biceps strained against her shirt. Her clothes: chemise, skirts, apron, petticoats, neckerchief – were all a matching shade of black, as though she was in mourning. The only hints of colour on her were her gleaming green eyes. Piercing wasn’t the word for them. Jed felt as though they were skinning him alive and scraping the meat from his bones.

         CRACK!

         Without any warning, she swung the head of her cane across and caught Jed on the ear. He yelped and flinched away, hot tears stinging his eyes.

         ‘What did you do that for?’ he said.

         ‘The Master of Guilds told us that you had performed Skin of Bark,’ the woman said. ‘Perhaps it was a lie.’ 31

         She raised her cane to clout him again. This time, Jed felt the same quickening of his skin that had happened before. The jingling needles as though he had been dropped in a bath of hairpins.

         ‘Ah,’ said the woman. ‘So, the letter spoke right.’

         Jed looked down at his hands, noticing that they were covered with dark brown tree bark, notched and ridged like an old oak tree. For some reason he didn’t find this strange. Probably because this is all a dream, he thought. I’ll wake up in my bed in a moment and it will be time to go to work. None of this can possibly be real.

         At that moment, Mrs Grumble came out of the house. She jumped when she saw the carriage and the unfamiliar woman. She screamed when she saw Jed, all covered in bark like a tree stump.

         ‘I shall need his belongings,’ said the woman. ‘He will be coming to live with us at Yggdrasil House.’

         ‘But … but …’ Mrs Grumble stammered, wringing her apron and looking from the carriage to the woody boy in front of her, back and forth. ‘But we don’t even know who you are!’

         ‘I am Madame Stump,’ said the woman, 32brandishing a scrap of parchment. ‘From the Guild of Leaf. Here is a royal writ giving us the right to recruit this child into service. And here’ – she held out a leather purse full of clinking coin –‘is your compensation. More than enough for this sickly specimen, I should say.’

         Jed was still staring at his skin, watching the bark crumble and peel away to reveal his pink flesh underneath, when somebody shoved a kerchief full of his things into his hands. Then Madame Stump took firm hold of his collar and heaved him into the carriage.

         The last he saw of his home, through the window, was a crowd of startled villagers disappearing in a cloud of dust. At the edge, staring after him with a look of jealous rage, was Sam Gigglemug.

         As shocked and confused as Jed was, he still had enough sense to stick out his tongue and laugh.

      

   


   
      
         
            
               [image: ]

            

            Chapter Three

            A New Family

         

         Jed opened his eyes and looked up at a bizarre ceiling. Solid wood lined with whorls of tree rings. Lazy green light filled the air. Motes of floating seeds drifted on a hidden breeze, and he could smell bark and plants and rooty soil.

         For a moment he thought he was still having a dream. One in which he had been eaten by a tree. Then he remembered the night before: the carriage ride, Madame Stump and the manor house with the giant oak growing up through the middle of it. 34

         Jed sat up, finding himself on a soft feather bed still wearing his clothes.

         He was in a room larger than his entire cottage back home. It had walls and ceiling of living wood, with trails of roots and tendrils snaking down the walls. On one side there were three large windows of glass, criss-crossed with lead. They looked out on to a sea of forest, broken only by the gravel road he had driven up in the night. That, and the mossy fountain.

         There was a dressing table in the corner, carved from highly polished dark wood. It had a mirror and a large china bowl on it, with a pitcher of water for washing. On the chair in front of it, someone had laid out a set of clothes for him.

         Jed crossed the room to look, picking them up and running his fingers over the material. They were all in black, although faded into various shades. Everything was second- or third-hand at least: there were patches sewn over holes here and there, and woollen bumps where things had been darned and mended. But the outfit was princely compared to his ragged farm clothes. 35

         He splashed some water into the basin and scrubbed his face, then began to put on his new outfit.

         There was a pair of black stockings for his feet and ankles, and some velvet breeches that went down to his knees. He fastened up the shirt, tucking the tails inside his trousers, and marvelled at the ruffled sleeves. There was a waistcoat with pockets and ebony buttons and, to go on top of that, a black frock coat that hung down to the backs of his legs. He tied the silk kerchief around his neck and tucked it into the top of his waistcoat, and then slipped on the leather shoes with their big silver buckles on the front.

         He had even been left a powdered wig with tight curls at the side and a bow at the back. But he would have had to shave his head to wear it properly and Jed didn’t think he was grown up enough for that.

         Instead, he pulled his long brown hair into a ponytail and tied it with a piece of black ribbon.

         When he was finished, he looked in the mirror, blinking at the stranger who stared back at him. A serious little gentleman, dressed all in black like a streak of shadow, but with two glinting chips of emerald for eyes. 36

         It was the first time he had seen himself in a proper looking-glass since the incident with Sam Gigglemug. (The orphanage only had a tiny cracked and spotted sliver of mirror above the mantelpiece). Now he understood why Mrs Grumble was so upset, why the other orphans had tiptoed around him as if he was a fox in a hen coop. People’s eyes weren’t supposed to glow like that. It was scary enough to see it in that Madame Stump lady, let alone himself.

         With a shudder, he turned away from the mirror, just as a soft knocking came from the other side of his bedroom door.

         ‘Yes?’ he said. ‘Who is it?’

         The sound of somebody clearing their throat. ‘It is I, Bramble the butler, Master Jedidiah. I have come to summon you to breakfast.’

         For a moment, Jed wondered who Master Jedediah was, then he realised it was himself. That was his proper full name – although nobody had ever called him by it as far as he could remember.

         ‘Coming,’ he said and opened the door. On the other side was a face he recognised: the footman from the carriage, still dressed in his bottle-green 37frock coat. He had removed his three-cornered hat, and Jed could see his powdered wig, tightly curled like the squire’s was back home. He had a kindly face, deep laughter lines around his eyes and mouth, and dark eyes twinkling beneath bushy white brows.

         ‘Good morning, Master,’ said Bramble, giving Jed a little bow. ‘Very pleased to meet you. We haven’t had a new Leaf in many a long year.’

         ‘Morning,’ replied Jed, feeling very peculiar at being called master instead of boy or brat. ‘Aren’t you the footman?’

         ‘I am indeed,’ said Bramble with a half-smile. ‘Whenever the carriage is needed. When it isn’t, I’m the butler. And sometimes the gardener also. There’s only me, Cook and Liza here, with all the jobs to do, so you’ll be seeing a lot of us I should think.’ He gestured with one hand, the fingertips poking from a nest of lacy ruffles. ‘Now, if you’re good and ready, you may follow me down to breakfast.’

         Jed began to walk after him, noticing that the man’s eyes were a normal brown colour. Perhaps not everyone in this house had the same magick as he did. 38

         They emerged on to a landing and then started to head down a spiral staircase. The walls were the same living wood as his room, curving round inside the giant tree’s trunk. The banister was made of branches, with twigs and leaves sprouting up here and there. The floor was carpeted in a thick layer of moss.

         ‘Is all the house like this?’ Jed asked as he trod down the winding steps.

         ‘Just the tree,’ said Bramble. ‘It grew out of the old manor two hundred year or more ago. Right when the amulets were discovered. Lord Foxglove at the time was the first Master of Leaf, and the legend is he planted it to celebrate. It soon grew big enough to live in, although it smashed up the roof something terrible. The wings of the house are still in one piece, though. We use the halls, dining rooms and the kitchen, just like normal folk.’

         But you all sleep in a tree like squirrels, Jed added in his head.

         ‘This way,’ Bramble said as they stepped down from the stairs into a grand hallway. It was a wide stone-walled room that Jed dimly remembered from 39the night before. There were faded oil paintings on the walls and a heavy oak front door beneath a carved arch but, where the staircase should have been, the roots and trunk of the enormous tree squirmed, filling up every inch of space.

         ‘That’s him,’ said Bramble, pointing to a painting of a Tudor gentleman wearing a glowing green amulet around his neck and holding up an acorn. ‘First Master of Leaf. There’s been a magick child born in every generation since, although our own Lady Foxglove never had children, more’s the pity. You young ’uns are all that’s left to carry on the Guild. Although unless more of you happen along we shall probably fade into nothing.’

         ‘And who’s that?’ Jed pointed to the painting beside it. One which showed a tall, broad-shouldered man with long brown hair spilling over his shoulders.

         ‘That’s Jack Greenleaf,’ said Bramble. ‘One of the last champions of Leaf, and the greatest. Many a trick did old Jack get up to. We shan’t see his like again.’

         Jed peered closely at the faded painting. The man was standing next to an old oak tree, and there 40seemed to be a pair of bright black eyes just behind him, peeping out of the knotted bark.41
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         42‘This way, Master.’ Bramble beckoned him on, turning right and walking through a doorway into a long corridor paved with dusty stone. A row of windows ran along one side, all of them too grubby and cracked to see out of. Thick wads of cobwebs choked the corners, and the curtains were covered with mildew and stank of damp. On the opposite side, the green-painted wall was spattered in patches of sickly black mould.

         ‘The place has seen better days,’ explained Bramble, catching Jed staring. ‘The Guild isn’t as grand as it once was. A hundred years ago, this place was full to bursting with magickal folk. Bustling with servants and cooks, too.’

         ‘How many are here now?’ Jed asked, hurrying to keep up. The whole house seemed muffled and silent. Pressed down under layers of dust, mould and moss.

         ‘Precious few,’ said Bramble sadly. ‘The Lady and the Stumps, and just one youngster. That’s why everything has gone to ruin. My old grandfather 43would turn in his grave if he could see it all now. Won’t be long until the Guild of Leaf is just a memory if things carry on the way they have been.’

         He led them to the double doors at the end of the corridor, then swung them open with a creak. Jed stepped through into a large room with a long dining table running down the middle. It was surrounded by high-backed wooden chairs, but only four of them were occupied.

         ‘Master Jedediah is here for breakfast,’ said Bramble, bowing deeply to the figure at the head of the table. Jed looked and saw an ancient woman – the oldest he had ever met – sitting in a wicker chair with iron wheels on the sides. She was swaddled in dozens of blankets with her wrinkly head poking from the top like a turtle. Her grey hair hung in limp ringlets around her face, which was coated in a thick layer of white paint, apart from her cheeks, which were smeared crimson with rouge. All the same, Jed thought he could see a faint hint of resemblance to the Lord in the oil painting.

         ‘Ah, the new boy,’ she said, waving a fan at him with one gnarled hand. ‘Welcome to the Guild. Please 44join us for breakfast and allow me to introduce your new family.’

         ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ said Jed as politely as he could. He moved to the table and pulled out a chair just as the old lady snapped her fan closed and began to point at the other diners with it.

         ‘Madame Stump you have met, I believe,’ she said. Jed looked across to where the giant woman from the carriage sat, glaring at him as if he was something disgusting on the sole of her shoe. She looked even bigger and grumpier in daylight, if that was possible.

         ‘And next to her,’ continued the old woman, ‘is her husband, Mister Aubrey Stump.’ She pointed to a middle-aged man wearing similar black clothes to Jed. He was slight and skinny with a large head, on which a white-powdered wig was perched at a slight angle. A pair of thick spectacles clung to his nose and he gave Jed a friendly smile. His green eyes twinkled merrily.

         What’s he doing, getting married to that miserable ogre? Jed thought, but kept his mouth firmly closed, nodding at the gentleman instead. 45

         ‘And next to you,’ said the old lady, ‘is Hazel. She is our youngest member, apart from you of course, and our current champion.’

         Jed looked across to his right and saw a girl perhaps four years older than him. She wore a simple black dress and matching apron, and her hair was scraped back under a black cloth bonnet. Her cheeks were deeply scarred with the marks of smallpox, which, combined with her low brow and hard slash of a mouth, made her look more than a little scary. The fact that she was glaring at Jed didn’t help much either.

         ‘And I,’ finished the old woman, flourishing her fan, ‘am Lady Tryss Foxglove, the Guildmaster. Or mistress, should I say.’ She laughed at her own joke and Mister Stump chuckled along. The others were still too busy trying to flay Jed’s skin from his bones with their eyesight alone.

         ‘Pleased to meet you all, I’m sure,’ he said, remembering his manners.

         ‘As we are you,’ said Lady Foxglove. ‘We’re so happy to have a new family member. It doesn’t happen very often these days, you know.’ 46

         Jed nodded. That was obvious. So much for his dreams of dancing around in a castle full of magickal beings. The Guild of Leaf looked as though it was on its last legs – or roots. He wondered if the other guilds were the same, or if he had landed himself in the worst one of all. And what would happen to him if the Guild did fail, as Bramble had warned? Would he be sent back to the Grumbles? To labouring on the farm with Sam Gigglemug and the others?

         ‘I had thought there might have been lots more of you.’ The words came out of Jed’s mouth before he even knew he was going to say them. Madame Stump tutted and he was filled with panic that he had been terribly rude, but Lady Foxglove didn’t seem to mind.

         ‘Oh, there were, once upon a time. Dozens of us, all simply oozing with power. But we have dwindled almost to nothing over the past century. All the guilds have, except for Iron and Fire. Now we’re lucky to get a new child once a decade. And even then they are barely able to charm a twig. Hazel joined us several years ago and she is finally 47old enough to compete in the Arthanfest. She made a good show last year, but we still came nowhere near winning.’

         She sighed and shook her wrinkled head. ‘Well, that is just the way of things and we must not let it sadden us. Anyway, there shall be plenty of time for talk of history and past glory in the years to come.’ She waved to the butler, who was still standing in the doorway. ‘Bramble, let us eat.’

         Bramble nodded and clapped his hands. From the shadows in the corner of the room, a maid appeared, dressed in a stained smock and apron.

         ‘Master Jedediah, this is Liza,’ Bramble said.

         Jed nodded to the young girl and she dipped her head in return, giving him a quick smile. Then she began to lay bowls and dishes in the centre of the table, keeping her eyes low. The others instantly started reaching over, stabbing at the food with their forks and slapping it on to the chipped dinner plates in front of them.

         There were kippers, rolls of cinnamon bread, muffins, slices of toast, jars of jam and marmalade and a large tureen filled with thick porridge. 48There were pots of tea and hot chocolate, and even a decanter of red wine, all of which Hazel and Madame Stump attacked with relish.

         Jed was too shocked to do anything but stare. The most he had ever had for breakfast before was a thin gruel, maybe a hunk of hard, stale bread if he was lucky.

         Finally, he scooped himself a bowl of porridge and began to eat, watching the others over his spoon.

         Hazel and Madame Stump were still stuffing their faces like starving wolves. Mister Stump nibbled at a slice of toast and jam. Lady Foxglove ate daintily, taking frequent sips of tea. After a short while she began to tire and waved at Bramble to come over to her.

         ‘I believe I shall retire for the day,’ she said to the rest of the table. ‘I can feel one of my heads coming on. Hazel, perhaps you would be so good as to look after Jedediah on his first day.’

         Bramble took hold of the back of Lady Foxglove’s chair and began to push her out of the room, the wheels squeaking as they went. He paused at the door to mouth ‘good luck’ to Jed, and then wheeled 49the Lady through. Madame Stump wiped her mouth with a napkin before throwing it on the table.

         ‘Hazel, bring the new boy out to the lawn for training,’ she said. ‘I shall see you there in ten minutes, after I have changed.’

         She stomped out of the hall through a different door in a swish of skirts. Mister Stump followed after her, pausing to wave one of his ruffled sleeves.

         ‘Perhaps I could have a moment with you later this afternoon, Jedediah? Hmm? See what you’re made of? You’ll find my glasshouse inside the walled garden, in the far corner of the grounds.’

         ‘Certainly, sir,’ said Jed, dipping his head in a quick bow. Although he wondered whether he was made of anything different to anyone else, and also exactly what finding out about it might entail.

         That just left Jed and Hazel.

         The older girl stood up so quickly her chair almost toppled over. Jed stood as well and made to follow her out of the room, when she suddenly turned and grabbed him by the collar of his new coat. As Jed blinked up at her in surprise, she pushed him across the room, up against a wood-panelled wall. 50

         ‘Oof,’ said Jed as the wind was knocked out of his lungs. Hazel shoved her pockmarked face just a centimetre away from his own and spoke to him through clenched teeth.

         ‘Listen here,’ she hissed. ‘The first thing you need to do is learn your place. I’m the champion of this guild, right? I’m going to run the Arthanfest this year. Not you. Understand? You just keep your head down and out of my way. Got that?’

         Jed was having more than a little trouble breathing with the bigger girl leaning on him so, but he managed a nod and half a whisper that might have been ‘yes’.

         With one last glare from her glowing eyes, Hazel let him go.

         ‘Training ground is this way,’ she growled, and marched out through the far door.
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