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				‘You mustn’t cross Black Edward,’ warned the old woman, her eyes wide. ‘If that compass is his, he’ll want it back. And you must give it to him!’ She seized one of their hands in each of her spindly ones. ‘You saw the ghost ship, you say? That means he’s back – Black Edward Sharksbane! He’ll be coming to the island, to take what’s his – and what isn’t. 

				‘And when he comes, you have to promise me. Promise me you’ll stay away from him! Or he might not ever let you go…’
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				Ravenstorm Hall was outlined so sharply against a dazzling blue sky, Molly Cornell could count every single gargoyle crouched on its great parapet. Shading her eyes, she smiled up at the grotesque stone figures among the turrets and spires, then glanced at her little brother Jack to make sure he was distracted. Sure enough, he was checking the contents of his beach bucket yet again.

				‘Shovel, rake, fork,’ he muttered. ‘Rake, fork, shovel…’

				‘The gargoyles are all there for now, Arthur,’ Molly whispered to her cousin with a wink, nodding up at the hall’s roofline. ‘Every single one!’

				Mornings this beautiful, and unspoilt by mist, were rare on Ravenstorm Island; Molly and her little brother Jack had only been staying here for two weeks with their cousin and aunt and uncle, but she was already familiar with the ever changing weather. Over the last few days, with their constant drizzle, she and Arthur and Jack had had plenty of fun exploring the hall’s vast rooms and dark corridors. It had been undeniably exciting to prowl through locked rooms full of barely readable ancient books, climb spiral staircases swagged with cobwebs, and to discover unexpected cabinets full of treasures, tucked away in shadowy passageways. Still, now that the weather had changed, they were all too glad to be up early for a day out of doors. Molly thought she could happily spend all the long days swimming and exploring the beach and the deep woods and the overgrown, enticing grounds of the hall. Until the clouds rolled in again, anyway.

				‘I like to see all those gargoyles on parade,’ said Art. In a whisper Jack couldn’t hear, he added, ‘Even the ones that sometimes go wandering…’

				Molly grinned at her cousin, thinking of the secret they shared about Ravenstorm Hall’s craggy butler… But Jack tugged impatiently at her arm.

				‘Come on, Moll!’ he demanded. ‘I thought we were going to the beach!’

				‘Indeed we are, Magic Boy.’ Taking his hand, Arthur waved cheerfully to his parents on the great front steps of the hall, and Jack followed his example.

				‘Bye, Uncle Bill! Bye, Aunt Catherine! Bye, baby Harriet!’ Pulling his hand out of his cousin’s, he strode off determinedly, swinging his bucket, so fast that Molly and Arthur had to jog to catch up. He clearly wasn’t settling for any more delays.

				‘Have a wonderful time at the beach!’ shouted Uncle Bill after them.

				‘And don’t get into any trouble!’ called Aunt Catherine, jiggling the squalling Harriet in her arms.

				‘If only you knew, Mum,’ murmured Art, and Molly giggled.

				Sun dappled the winding, laurel-shaded drive of Ravenstorm Hall, already blazingly warm though it was only nine o’clock. On a morning like this, thought Molly with a thrill in her spine, it would be easy to forget the creatures she knew haunted the island, from malevolent mermaids to trolls, and the mysterious creature that was said to live in Art’s garden pond.

				And not forgetting the Shadowprye, thought Molly. In her mind’s eye she saw their strange dark realm which she and Art had entered through the cave beneath the roots of the great gnarled oak tree on the cliffs. Molly felt a shiver as the pictured the spindly winged creatures, armed with thorn spears – and magic powerful enough to turn all the children of the island to stone. No, she certainly wouldn’t forget them in a hurry, Molly thought.

				Arthur gestured with a thumb at the row of gargoyles. ‘So Mason’s back in his place,’ he said, free to speak more loudly as Jack ran ahead. ‘Maybe he decided he could have a nap, since the island’s nice and peaceful again.’

				‘For now!’ laughed Molly. They’d been quite startled to discover that the Wolfreys’ morose family butler was in fact a living gargoyle – but perhaps, after their adventures with the island’s angry Sprye, not as shocked as they might have been.

				‘I can’t help hoping it won’t be too quiet,’ said Arthur mischievously. ‘That might be a bit boring, after we saved all the island children from being statues forever.’

				‘Shh! Jack’ll hear you!’ Molly was sure her little brother didn’t remember being turned to stone, but she didn’t much want to jog his memory.

				She couldn’t help agreeing with Art, though. After all, Molly had always wanted magic to be something more than the sleight of hand and tricks with conjuring props her parents used in their show. Every summer the Incredible Cornells toured the country, leaving Molly and Jack with friends or relatives. Her aunt and uncle’s new home of Ravenstorm Hall had to be her parents’ best choice yet – because here Molly had discovered there was real magic in the world.

				Even though it’d been pretty scary, she hoped she hadn’t seen the last of it. The Shadowsprye magic had stolen the island children away and turned them into stone statues, and Miss Badcrumble’s magic had made all the adults forget they’d ever had children. She’d meant well, only wanting to spare them the pain of losing their children, but her magic had meant that when Jack went missing, Aunt Catherine and Uncle Bill refused to believe he had ever existed.

				The hall’s leaf-shadowed drive had opened out into wide, tree-lined lanes, and after half a mile they glimpsed the roofs and chimneys and the distinctive church spire of Crowsnest, the island’s main village. A steep, knee-jolting road brought them at last to Main Street. It seemed busier today, with tourists and locals hurrying in and out of shops, eating ice creams or taking photographs of the prettiest gardens and cottages. As Jack dashed ahead, Arthur waved at Mrs Chambers, who had poked her head out of her craft shop for a breath of fresh air and sunshine.

				‘Good morning,’ she shouted, creasing her eyes against the sun as she shoved her wispy hair out of them. ‘Isn’t this beautiful for a change?’

				‘Morning, Mrs C,’ Molly and Art shouted in unison, and Molly added, ‘Isn’t it nice?’

				‘Off to the beach? Lucky things!’

				Arthur grinned and waved again in farewell as Jack came pelting back to their side.

				‘There’s Kelp Street. Hurry up, Molly!’ Once again he raced off.

				‘Is he excited, do you think?’ asked Arthur dryly as they turned down Kelp Street, a winding cobbled lane that led all the way to the beach. Despite the steep slope, there was sand between the cobbles, and straggles of dry black seaweed had been flung far up the road by storms. ‘Wow. The sea must come a long way up!’

				‘Maybe it happened in the bad weather last week,’ suggested Molly. ‘No wonder Jack’s over-excited – I thought we’d never see the sun again all summer!’

				‘Nah,’ said Arthur. ‘It hasn’t been stormy enough for all this seaweed to be washed up this far – just miserable and wet. I hope it stays like this now.’ He tilted his face happily to the sunlight. ‘I want to explore a lot more of the island.’

				‘Oh, me too.’ Molly grinned as the road petered out and they jumped down into the sand, then kicked off their shoes. Jack had started digging a hole down by the water’s edge, but was almost immediately distracted by a nearby rock pool. Flopping onto his stomach, he gave a yell of excited discovery and plunged his hands into the water.

				Arthur sighed. ‘I feel sorry for the crabs…’

				‘Jack, I’ve got your armbands,’ called Molly. ‘Don’t go in the water without them, OK?’

				‘I’m not going in the boring old water,’ shouted Jack. ‘There’s crabs!’

				Arthur rolled his eyes meaningfully. ‘See?’

				Molly laughed. ‘Well, I’m going in. Let’s see how long it takes him to get jealous.’

				Already wearing their swimming things beneath their clothes, Molly and Arthur stripped off their jeans and T-shirts, flung them onto the nearest rocks and raced shrieking into the water. Molly gasped as she splashed deeper, but that was only the first shock – once they were in properly, the water wasn’t too cold at all. After a few brisk strokes, she rolled onto her back and floated lazily, gazing up at the crystal blue of the sky. Gulls wheeled and cried, and from further along she could hear the clamour of puffins and kittiwakes on the cliffs. She closed her eyes to feel the warmth of the sun on her eyelids.

				Seawater crashed into her face, making her splutter and flip upright. Arthur, laughing, flicked another handful at her.

				‘Isn’t this great?’

				Molly laughed and sent a huge splash back in his direction, but Arthur had already dived down, and Molly only soaked her cousin’s legs as he executed an elegant underwater handstand.

				Just a few weeks ago she might have bristled at her cousin’s teasing, Molly thought with a grin, but saving children from nasty Shadowsprye turned out to be a great way to make friends! Well, they’d definitely got over their rocky beginning, but Arthur still deserved a return soaking. And he had to breathe eventually… Molly trod water, waiting with narrowed eyes for her chance of revenge.

				Just then, a flicker of distant movement caught her attention. Distracted, Molly frowned at a smudge on the horizon.

				‘Oi! You haven’t surrendered, have you?’

				Molly glanced around as Arthur resurfaced. ‘Oh, that’s so annoying! I could have got you then.’

				‘Missed your chance.’ Her cousin swam idly to her side. ‘What is it?’

				‘There, do you see?’ Molly had to shade her eyes. ‘It looks like an old-fashioned ship – you know? The ones with tall masts and sails?’

				Maybe it was just a trick of the light, though, because the ship was only a smear of shadow – and as the two of them peered, trying to make it out, it vanished. Molly blinked and rubbed her wet face.

				‘Where did it go?’ asked Arthur. ‘Back over the horizon?’

				‘I…suppose so.’ Molly was doubtful, but it was the only explanation.

				‘Hey!’ That was Jack, paddling up to his knees in the water and pointing out at the horizon. ‘A vanishing ship!’

				‘Jack!’ scolded Molly, swimming back towards him. ‘Don’t come in any deeper without your armbands.’

				‘Was that magic? It disappeared!’

				‘It’s just an optical illusion.’ All the same, Molly felt a little ripple of suspicion pass through her. ‘Like what Mum and Dad do on stage.’

				‘I don’t know why anyone would want to magic away a ship,’ insisted Jack.

				‘Nobody did—’ began Molly, exasperated, but Arthur tapped her on the shoulder and pointed out towards the horizon.

				‘We’d better get out of the water, Molly.’ There was disappointment in her cousin’s voice. ‘So much for summer!’

				Sure enough, the sunlight had dimmed, and there was a distinctly chilly breeze on Molly’s face. She turned in the water to see that the horizon had vanished as completely as the half-seen ship. The familiar Ravenstorm Island mist was rolling in across the sea, a wet gloomy bank of white cloud, and the water was growing choppier. Molly felt a big swell lift her off her feet, then subside. The power of it gave her a nervous flutter in her stomach.

				‘You’re right, Art,’ she said dismally, swimming after her cousin against the tug of the withdrawing waves.

				Their feet grounded on sand and both of them stumbled out of the sea, Molly seizing Jack’s reluctant hand, and they ran for their clothes. Jack was all right – he’d never taken his clothes off, just let his shorts get soaked as he paddled – but Molly and Arthur had to towel themselves down quickly and struggle into sandy jeans and T-shirts, the fabric clinging to them damply.

				‘Yuck!’ shouted Arthur, as huge raindrops began to spatter on them. He grabbed his trainers and ran up the beach, ducking his head into the now-driving rain. Reaching back for Jack’s hand, he pulled him up onto the concrete ramp that marked the beginning of Kelp Street. Molly scrambled up behind them, then glanced back at the sea.

				How could things change so fast? The weather reminded her uneasily of the mist that had rolled in that day they’d been up on the cliffs, when she and Arthur had lost Jack to the evil-tempered Queen of the Shadowsprye. That fog too had descended without warning. Molly was getting used to the changeable Ravenstorm Island climate, but this was ridiculous.

				The sea was roaring now, waves crashing and sucking at the sand, the wind screaming as it tossed and buffeted the gulls like scraps of white rag. Distant thunder crashed, and rain rattled down onto them. There wasn’t much point running for cover, Molly realised – they were already soaked through.

				‘Look, there is a boat!’ yelled Jack, dragging on Arthur’s hand to pull him back round. ‘Look!’

				‘Of course there isn’t— Oh!’ Molly put her hands to her mouth. ‘Art!’

				They all stared helplessly as the drenching rain sluiced down. Jack was right – there was no sign of the mysterious high-masted ship, but there was certainly a boat out there in the raging water. A small sailing boat was being tossed helplessly by the gigantic waves, its loose sail flapping wildly and dragging it sideways, even as water crashed across its bows and deck. As they watched, it spun in a half-circle and keeled crazily.

				‘They’re in trouble,’ exclaimed Molly. ‘Real trouble!’

				‘We’ve got to get help!’ shouted Arthur. ‘It’s just a little dinghy!’

				‘Come on!’ yelled Molly over the howl of the wind and the crash of the waves. Seizing Jack’s free hand, she helped Arthur pull him away, and then they were all bolting desperately up Kelp Street.

				‘Where to?’ panted Arthur. ‘Who should we tell?’

				‘Whoever’s in the first house. Come on!’ Molly hauled Jack after her. ‘I don’t know where the coastguard is, but they will!’

				Ahead on their left was a rusting iron gate. Arthur flung it open and ran up the cinder path, Molly at his heels and Jack’s small legs pumping desperately to keep up. Molly hoped this house wasn’t rented out to tourists – they wouldn’t know what to do, and they’d have to look somewhere else, and time would run out, and—

				It didn’t look like a holiday house, though, she realised, panting for breath. Wind-and-weather-beaten, the little cottage’s whitewashed walls were crumbly and its garden was strewn with jetsam from the sea. For a horrible moment Molly thought it might be abandoned, but when Arthur hammered frantically with the squid-shaped door knocker, the door opened almost immediately.

				‘What on earth?’ The young woman in the doorway had short, wild brown hair and her green eyes were startled. ‘Come inside, you’ll—’

				‘No!’ Molly panted for breath. ‘There’s a boat – out there! In trouble!’

				‘Can you phone Sergeant Garland?’ begged Arthur. ‘Is there a coastguard? Please!’

				The young woman didn’t panic at all; her face grew grim. ‘I can do better than that.’

				She turned away, and for an instant Molly feared she was going to slam the door on them and the lashing rain. But instead she grabbed a waterproof jacket from a coat rack behind her, threw a neatly wrapped orange canvas bundle to Molly, and ran out ahead of them, down the path.

				‘The jetty!’ she called over her shoulder, the rain already plastering her brown hair to her head. ‘I have a launch. Best chance – and the quickest!’

				They pounded after her down Kelp Street, this time following her around to the right instead of jumping down onto the beach. In front of them there was a ramp and a little jetty, its boards wet and alarmingly slippery, but the young woman raced confidently ahead. A motorboat was moored to it, and she jumped down into its open cabin, wasting no time in gunning the engine into life.

				Molly and Arthur, much more cautious with Jack in tow, reached the boat as the woman stowed its mooring ropes and it began to draw away from the jetty. They stared down anxiously at her, Jack held firmly between them, and she grinned up and winked.

				‘Don’t worry,’ she yelled. ‘And I’m Charley, by the way!’

				And then Charley and the little boat were slewing away from the jetty in a wake of white foam, curving out across the water and cutting through the waves.

				‘Where’s the other boat?’ cried Molly, desperately scanning the wildly choppy sea. ‘Is it still there? Art, it’s gone.’

				‘No – there!’ Arthur gasped. As the swell rose and subsided, they could see the dinghy once more; at least, they could see its white keel. It had capsized already, a few hundred metres from shore, and two figures in bright lifejackets clung desperately to its hull. The waves crashed across them again, and one of the figures almost lost their grip – until the second reached out and dragged them back.

				‘Come on, Charley, whoever you are,’ muttered Molly. ‘You’ve got to save them.’

				Charley was taking great care, though; she’d throttled back the engine and the motorboat was bobbing like a toy in the waves as she very cautiously let it drift towards the lee of the upturned yacht. She tossed a lifebelt towards the pair of stranded sailors; the stronger one grabbed it awkwardly, and then Charley was hauling on the rope.

				‘Let go of the boat!’ they heard her yell over the noise of the storm. ‘I’ll pull you in. Let go, it’s safe!’

				Molly held her breath. She didn’t think she’d want to leave the safety of that upturned hull, even though it could go under any minute. But the two sailors must have trusted the authority in Charley’s voice. The first – the stronger one – released their hold, and the second had to go with them. For long painful minutes they were tossed helplessly in the swell, waves crashing over their heads, but slowly and surely Charley was hauling them in. She’d looped the end of the rope around a cleat on the gunwale, so that even when she had to let go briefly to get a better grip, the sailors were not washed away more than a few feet.

				Molly felt Arthur’s fingers tight on her arm, and she realised that her cousin was as anxious as she was. But at last the floundering bodies washed closer to Charley’s boat, and she dragged them closer still; in seconds they were right against the hull of her little boat. Leaning down, Charley grabbed each in turn beneath the armpits and helped them scramble up a ladder and over the gunwale. When both sailors had slumped to safety on board, Molly couldn’t help but jump up and down, cheering.

				‘Yay!’ screamed Jack, beside himself with the thrill of it all. ‘Yay, Charley! She rescued them!’

				Arthur looked more shakily relieved than overjoyed, but he was grinning and bouncing on his heels. Charley gave them a cheerful wave and yelled something as the motorboat surged back through the churning sea towards them.

				Above the howl of the wind and the roar of the engine through the waves, Molly made out the words, ‘Guys! Get ready!’ She was mystified only a moment, until she remembered the pack Charley had thrown her.

				‘Let’s get this open.’ She yanked the straps loose and unrolled the pack, and Arthur helped her draw out two flimsy silver-foil blankets, folded into neat squares.

				Arthur shook one out. ‘Emergency blankets. Charley’s kind of well-prepared, isn’t she?’

				Molly nodded, curious, but by now Charley was steering the boat against the jetty, where it bumped against a line of old tyres. Her half-drowned passengers were a balding man and a shocked-looking woman with a bedraggled ponytail.

				When she flung a rope towards them, Arthur grabbed it and looped it round a bollard while Molly guided the two drenched sailors ashore. Even Jack helped wrap the silver blankets around them both, his face serious for once – and a little self-important, thought Molly with an inward smile.

				Charley climbed out of the boat and patted Jack’s shoulder proudly. ‘Good man!’

				‘Absolutely.’ The woman sailor’s teeth were chattering, but she managed to smile at them all. ‘Thank you. Thank you so much.’

				The man nodded, squeezing the woman’s shivering body with an arm. ‘Yes, thank you. I feel like an idiot. I’m so sorry. But the weather was perfect, and the forecast—’

				‘That’s Ravenstorm Island for you,’ said Charley kindly. ‘You’re visitors here, aren’t you?’

				‘Yes… But it’s not our first visit. I should have known better… I’m Michael, by the way.’ He held out a dripping, freezing hand. ‘This is my wife, Shona…’

				Charley laughed. ‘Oh please, don’t worry about formal introductions. But I’m Charley. And don’t worry about misjudging the weather, either. It’s so changeable around the island, and we have our own little microclimate. I’m afraid even the best forecasts can be wrong.’

				‘Even so. I thought we had everything covered, but—’

				‘That ship.’ His wife shuddered. ‘It happened just when that ship appeared.’

				‘Shona, we agreed it wasn’t—’

				‘I know. But it’s true! As soon as those sails appeared, the storm blew up. Out of nowhere!’

				Molly and Arthur exchanged a furtive glance. The ship, Molly thought, excitement tingling inside her. The mysterious vanishing ship…

				The man was looking apologetically at Charley, who wore a sceptical expression. ‘I have to say, it was an incredible coincidence. We’d just remarked on how strange it looked – those old sails, and the rigging.’

				‘A pirate ship!’ yelled Jack. ‘We saw it too!’

				At Charley’s expression of surprise, Molly blushed and shrugged slightly. ‘We did. At least, we thought we might have…’

				‘A tall ship, you mean?’ Charley raised an eyebrow. ‘They’re not so unusual, you know. It could well have been a sail training organisation, or historical marine society…’

				‘But the sails were all tattered and torn!’ exclaimed Shona. ‘A training ship wouldn’t go out like that. Not unless it wanted to show the pupils some real trouble!’

				‘And then – well.’ Michael inhaled deeply, as if gathering his nerve. ‘The wind. I know it sounds far-fetched, but the wind came down exactly when that ship appeared.’

				‘Yes, it did.’ Jack nodded fiercely, ignoring Molly’s finger at her lips.

				‘It was as if the ship brought the storm with it! And where did it come from, anyway?’ demanded Shona. ‘We didn’t see it when we sailed out this morning.’ It’s all very odd!

				Charley shook her head firmly. ‘I know all the shipping on these waters, and there aren’t any tall ships moored here; the harbour isn’t big enough. Maybe it sailed from the mainland. But it could just as easily have been a trick of the light, you know. You do get some very strange effects out at sea, and you’ve had a bad shock—’

				‘We didn’t get a shock,’ insisted Jack stubbornly. ‘And we saw it.’

				‘Quiet, Magic Boy,’ whispered Arthur. ‘We could have been seeing things.’

				‘Yes, exactly! That’s what I said! We saw a ship!’

				Arthur laughed. ‘That’s not what I meant—’

				‘No,’ Michael interrupted firmly. ‘It was definitely a rigged ship, like a schooner maybe – and it sailed pretty close to us. Well, if it was a training vessel, I hope the crew’s OK.’

				‘Oh, my goodness,’ exclaimed Shona, slightly shamefaced. ‘I hope it didn’t get into the same trouble as us. You’re right, Charley, of course. It must have been our imagination – about the storm being brought by the ship. You know.’ She blushed, seeming to realise quite suddenly how silly it all sounded. ‘It was a coincidence, that’s all,’ she added with a reassuring smile at Jack.

				Molly thought Jack seemed more disappointed than comforted.

				‘Absolutely.’ Michael nodded and sighed. ‘The sea does do that to you, sometimes. Just a… Well, a trick of the light, as you say.’

				Charley rubbed her hands briskly, dismissing the subject. ‘If you’re feeling a little better, you must come back to my house now – it’s only up the hill. You need hot drinks – and I need to call the coastguard and the police about your dinghy. Best if we get you somewhere warm.’

				They nodded and rose, still full of thanks for their rescue – they seemed to have dismissed the subject of the mysterious ship.

				Molly caught the meaningful glance Arthur shot her. Her cousin looked as if he was just managing to contain his excitement. Michael and Shona’s story hadn’t seemed nearly so bizarre to the two of them as it had to Charley.

				Molly grinned at Arthur. We’re going to have a lot to discuss later…

				Her hand went unthinkingly to the pendant at her throat. The smooth white stone hung on a leather cord, just as Arthur and Jack wore theirs – because Mason the butler, who had given them the stones in the first place, had insisted they wear them around their necks from now on. It wouldn’t do, he said, for any of the stones to go missing, or be left behind at the hall by mistake. After all, look what had happened last time…

				Well, quite, thought Molly. Jack had carelessly thrown his stone away, and Arthur had left his behind in the human world on the orders of the Shadowsprye – and without those charms to protect them, they’d both been turned into bewitched statues. It had been up to Molly, still protected by her own spellstone, to break the enchantment.

				Molly found she was shivering a little as she took Jack’s hand and led him back up the slope towards Charley’s cottage. With her free hand she turned the stone pendant in her fingers, rubbing her thumb across its weird but elegant engraving of a raven. The curls and whorls were beautifully carved and inlaid with black enamel, and something about the shape felt comforting and secure. She certainly wouldn’t want to be without it if there were ghost ships in the bay.

				If some new magic was stirring on Ravenstorm Island, she could only hope the stones would keep them safe…
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