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Ferdinand fell out of the sky on the hottest day of the year, while Celeste and Esmerelda Barden were on the front porch eating ice-cream.


The landing was spectacular – no warning, not even a ‘good afternoon’. One second there was a speck in the sky, the next a splat on the ground, and then a great tangle of arms and legs sprawled out across the top of a luxurious velveteen robe.


Esmerelda, shocked, shot up from the step. Her ice-cream knocked against her nose and fell on the ground, where it melted into a milky muck in a matter of seconds. Celeste looked from the ice-cream puddle to her cousin – who still hadn’t moved – and then to Esmerelda, who began to cry.


‘Come on, Esme, don’t have a sook.’ Celeste used the hem of her sleeve to wipe her sister’s nose, then inched towards her cousin. ‘Ferd? Are you alright?’ Slicks of sweat ran down the back of her legs. It was so hot it hurt to breathe, but not as much as it seemed to hurt Ferdinand, who remained in the furry burgundy embrace of their robe, staring up at the thick blue sky.


‘Ferd?’ Celeste tried again. ‘Are you hurt?’


Esme sniffled pathetically. ‘Looks pretty dead to me.’


‘That isn’t helping,’ said Celeste.


‘But it was Ferd’s fault I dropped my ice-cream.’


‘Have mine.’ Celeste shoved the cone into Esme’s hand and went to crouch by their cousin.


‘But you’ve already eaten half!’


Celeste sighed; she knew her little sister had an epic pout coming on.


‘And it’s vanilla!’ Esme’s voice rose higher and higher. Soon she’d have all the dogs in the neighbourhood chiming in.


‘Keep it down.’ Celeste clapped her hands in front of Ferd’s unblinking eyes and tried to feel for a pulse. Nothing.


‘Only boring people eat vanilla,’ Esme insisted. She flung the ice-cream back at Celeste, but her aim was never very good at the best of times, and especially not on the hottest day of the year. The glob of vanilla ice-cream whooshed through the air and hit Ferdinand on the face.


‘Esme!’ said Celeste. ‘Ferd might be hurt. An ice-cream to the face isn’t a recommended form of first aid.’


Celeste knew it was very unlikely that Ferdinand was hurt. Of course, that might seem preposterous, seeing as their cousin had just fallen out of the sky.


But Ferdinand was not an ordinary cousin.


In any case, Ferd also had a bit of a sweet tooth, because as soon as the ice-cream hit, their cousin’s long nose began to twitch and all the fingers of their right hand began to flutter. Finally, out snaked a very red tongue to claim the ice-cream as its own.


Ferdinand sat up.


‘Well then!’ they said, looking around brightly. ‘Celeste! Esmerelda! Hello! Hot one, isn’t it? Lovely day for ice-cream.’


‘It was,’ Esme said sullenly. She wiped her mouth and looked shyly at her cousin. ‘Hello, Ferdy. I’m glad you’re here. Mum and Dad are away again and they made Celeste my babysitter but they couldn’t have picked anyone more boring. I’ve never had less fun in all my life.’


‘Not possible!’ said Ferd, standing up in a big elegant rush of arms and legs and dusting off their attire – the burgundy robe, but also a very smart-looking navy-blue suit under it. Dislodged dirt, dead grass and a piece of orange peel fell onto the top of Celeste’s tennis shoes. ‘Celeste just isn’t the boring type. When you get whacked with an imagination like hers, fun starts chasing after you.’ Ferd leaned closer to Celeste and grinned, a smile full of charmingly uneven and perfectly white teeth. Sunlight sparkled off the star-shaped stud in their left ear and the iridescent hues of colour in their hair. It was rather hard not to be totally dazzled.


‘Hello, then. Hot one, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, you’ve said that,’ said Celeste, very patiently. With cousins like Ferdinand, it sometimes took a while before they started making sense.


‘Did I?’ Ferd scratched their head. ‘Sorry. Fall from the sky, brain gets a bit addled, you know how it is. Give us a hug, then.’


Their cousin had the most delicious scent – cinnamon and orange, with a touch of peppermint – and Celeste let herself be engulfed. It was the sort of smell that promised just a little bit of magic, and on a stinking hot day like today, magic was more welcome than a bath full of ice.


‘Ah! Little Emma!’ Ferd whisked out a pair of glasses from some inner pocket of the robe and balanced the spectacles on the end of their nose, peering down at Esme’s face.


‘You know what my name is,’ said Esme. ‘You said it before.’ She giggled, though, because it was one of her and Ferd’s games. Celeste always refused to take part.


‘Yes, yes, of course, Ebony.’ Ferd pushed the glasses up to the bridge of their nose and pretended to consider Esme in great detail. ‘Three point five centimetres,’ Ferd said, taking a slow walk around Esme. ‘Three point five-seven,’ their cousin adjusted. ‘Fee fi fo fum, we’ve got a beanstalk on our hands.’ Another glorious smile, full of dazzling teeth. ‘Must be all that ice-cream.’


‘Soon I’ll be taller than Celeste!’ Esme stood on tiptoes and stretched, like her bones were growing as she spoke.


Celeste rolled her eyes. ‘Big deal.’


‘It will be when I’m bigger than you and you can’t boss me around!’


‘Why did you fall from the sky this time?’ Celeste asked Ferd, purposely ignoring her little sister.


‘Were you trying to fly?’ Esme added, pushing in front of Celeste.


‘Physics continue to defy me,’ said Ferd, swinging arms around both Esme and Celeste and gathering them in close. ‘But in a manner of speaking, yes, I was flying. There I was, just giving Bonnie a bit of a rev – blowing off some steam, to be honest – when it struck me that I hadn’t seen my two favourite cousins in months. Well, high time I paid them a visit!’ Ferd sniffed and absent-mindedly played with a tuft of Celeste’s fair hair. ‘Easy to get carried away, up in the sky. Got all excited about the acrobatics, a few too many loop-the-loops. The grand old dame’s getting on a touch, now. She doesn’t like that fancy sort of work. Doesn’t sit right in her engine, so she threw me out.’ Another sniff, and then Ferd looked up at the sky. ‘Any minute now,’ Ferd said. ‘Any minute now …’


In fact, it took less than a minute. Ten seconds later, Bonnie appeared out of the blue – a magnificent old bus, painted like a patchwork quilt. Her wheels were made up of thousands of enchanted feathers that quivered and flickered, generating enough energy to keep her afloat. Even from the ground, Celeste could see the shadows of all the junk inside, pushing and jostling for space and the best view out the window. As the bus came in for landing, a cedar armoire lifted one of its doors, and all the coats and dresses within gave an enthusiastic wave.


‘There’s my girl,’ said Ferd, lifting an arm from around Celeste to blow the bus a kiss. ‘Knew she’d come back for me. Acts tough, but she’s a softie really.’


The bus rumbled and grumbled as it came in closer, as if to say, well, you’ve got to get home somehow.


‘Love of my life, fire of my soul,’ Ferd warbled to the bus, and Bonnie gave a toot as she came to a stop, hovering just a few centimetres off the ground. Celeste and Esme could hear the murmur of tiny feathered voices, calling out advice from the wheels.


‘Gently, now.’


‘Not so sharp on the left!’


‘Careful of that dog poo!’


The wheels touched down on the dirt, and a raucous cheer went up. A strong smell of wild lilacs leached from the exhaust as the dust from the Bardens’ driveway settled around the bus. 


‘Hello, old girl,’ said Ferd. ‘Sorry to put you out. All is forgiven, can we say? From now on it’s a steady pace all the way and I will refrain from riding the clutch.’


Bonnie rumbled once in a very grudging way and the engine thrummed into amicable silence.


‘You take what you can get,’ shrugged Ferd, and took out a handkerchief from yet another pocket in the robe to waft a bit of dust from Celeste’s collar and a sprinkling of dirt from Esme’s nose. ‘What do we say, my parched raisins? My worst fear has been confirmed and all the ice-cream is gone, but I do believe I have an emergency supply back at Wherewi––’


‘Yes, please!’ shouted Esme. ‘Can we go to your house? Can we?’


‘Don’t yell,’ snapped Celeste. ‘We can’t go galloping off to a magic house that isn’t even on Earth. You’re not the one who’s going to get in trouble when things go wrong.’


‘We wouldn’t be galloping, we’d be flying,’ said Esme, quite logically.


‘Maybe another time.’


‘But there’s nothing to do here! If we go with Ferd we can have an adventure.’ Esme smiled winningly, although the effect was somewhat ruined by the dried ice-cream smeared around her mouth.


‘Oh yes,’ said Ferd. ‘Got some new residents since your last visit. Adventure is going to personally greet you at the front door. Wearing a bonnet, I daresay. Very fancy.’


Celeste looked longingly at the bus. The truth was, she wanted an adventure as much as anybody – probably more – but she was the older sister, and older sisters were in charge. Especially when the grown-ups that should have been in charge were off volunteering for the summer in some far-flung part of the world. And especially given what her parents had told her before they’d left, that now – with her teen years not far off – was the time for her to start thinking about responsibility. Hooray! She would be able to practise by helping Gran run the house and looking after her sister and making sensible and mature adult decisions. It had practically been rammed down her throat how much fun that would be.


Celeste thought it sounded very un-fun; in fact, it sounded like the last thing on Earth she wanted to do. If it was the only thing to do on Mars, she still wouldn’t choose it. But when it came to – you know, her life – it seemed she still wasn’t grown-up enough to get much of a say.


Celeste surveyed their front yard – dry, and mostly dead after such a long, hot summer (and from her sometimes forgetting to turn on the sprinklers). She struggled to get control of her face, which she knew must be reflecting the feelings she’d been fighting with for months – anger, frustration, rapidly dwindling patience. When she looked up, Ferd was also pondering the barren state of the front yard, but her cousin was sneakily watching her, too.


‘What’s the grey matter saying?’ Ferd asked. Esme was pulling on the sleeve of Ferd’s robe, trying to drag both of them towards the bus, but Ferd patted her congenially on the head and raised an eyebrow at Celeste.


‘Well, it’s just, we’re meant to stay away from your house. Mum even made a point of saying, before her and Dad left, “Don’t go running off with your cousin. Absolutely not! Danger! Stay away! Poison: do not enter!” You know. That sort of thing.’


‘Sounds serious,’ said Ferd.


‘They’re not here, stupid,’ said Esme. ‘They never are. So they won’t find out.’


‘What about Gran?’ said Celeste.


‘Lovely woman, shame about the foot odour,’ said Ferd.


‘What about her?’ said Esme. ‘She’s having one of her naps. She’ll never know.’


‘You just have the answers to everything, don’t you,’ Celeste snapped. ‘What if she wakes up and finds us gone? She’d be worried out of her mind.’


‘We’ll leave her a note,’ said Ferd.


Celeste folded her arms across her chest, but that felt too defensive, so she changed to hands on hips. That wasn’t much better, but it was too late now and she had to commit. ‘Of course I want to come,’ she told her cousin. ‘I love the house. I’ve been wanting you to visit for ages. But I’m supposed to be “exercising good judgement and acting mature”.’


‘How old are you now, Celeste?’ asked Ferd.


‘Eleven,’ said Celeste.


Ferd turned to Esme. ‘What do you think about eleven-year-olds exercising good judgement and acting mature?’


‘I think they’re the most boring things in the world,’ said Esme.


‘Hmm,’ mused Ferd. ‘What an unfortunate burden. To be the most boring thing in the world.’ 


Esme tugged on both of their hands. ‘Come on. I want to go to the house. Who are the new guests? What Realm do they come from?’ She grinned wickedly at Celeste. ‘Besides, I know why you should go. Because you might see …’ Esme gave an exaggerated shimmy of her shoulders, ‘… Loooo-gan.’


Celeste flushed and tried to look cool and not fussed at the mention of Ferd’s young assistant. She crossed her arms again, this time with more purpose. ‘Mum and Dad said no.’


‘Boring,’ said Esme.


Celeste looked down at the dirt and bit her tongue. 


‘Where are your parents this time?’ Ferd asked.


‘Some island in the Atlantic Ocean,’ Celeste sighed. ‘Documenting the erosion of coastal grasses and rehabilitating the native flora.’


Ferd pretended to fall asleep and woke up with a snort.


‘Fascinating! Very important work! You just never know when grass is going to up and leave, do you?’ Ferd looked down at Esme and grinned. ‘I stuck down every single blade of grass to make a lawn once,’ their cousin revealed. ‘By hand.’ There was no more explanation, like this sort of event was too commonplace to even bat an eyelash over.


‘Superglue or craft?’ asked Esme, her eyes big and full of adoration.


‘Sticky tape,’ said Ferd. ‘Except for the last half-metre on the left side. That was Blu Tack. Under my nails for weeks.’ Ferd waggled fingers at Esme like the Blu Tack might still be there, and Esme giggled and grabbed the hand in question, studying it for any remaining offenders.


‘Here’s something I prepared earlier,’ said Ferd, loping over to the front door, Esme still attached, and pinning something over the ‘Welcome’ plate.


‘What is it?’ asked Celeste.


‘Note for Gran,’ said Ferd, turning their brilliant smile back on Celeste. ‘Says I’ll have you back by teatime. Give or take an hour. Hmm.’ Ferd consulted an imaginary watch, head tipped to the side. ‘Or two. Time can get a bit mischievous when you’re doing the old hop, skip and jump through portals. All that energy scattering, different worlds trying to align …’


‘Or just have us back never!’ exclaimed Esme, latching on to her cousin’s arm and hugging it to her chest. ‘That would be better! We’ll come and stay with you forever.’


‘We can’t leave Gran behind, silly,’ said Celeste. ‘Who would eat all her mushroom soup?’


‘She can come and live with the Giant at the House,’ said Esme. ‘He seems lonely. And like he wouldn’t mind smelly feet.’


‘Hugin bathes three times a day,’ said Ferd. ‘One full bar of soap per wash. Terribly expensive.’


‘Maybe he can lick himself clean like a cat,’ said Esme.


‘Oh no,’ said Ferd. ‘We’ve got a cat who could do that for him.’


Esme giggled again and hid herself in the voluminous folds of Ferd’s robe. ‘Yuck.’


Ferd scooped her up. ‘Yuck indeed.’ Then Esme was tipped upside down and tickled, while she laughed and squirmed in delight.


‘I can see your undies,’ Celeste said.


Ferd put Esme down and pulled out a pair of underpants from yet another pocket in the robe, and then proceeded to wear them proudly. As a hat.


‘And now you can see mine, too.’


‘That’s extremely embarrassing,’ said Celeste, but she hid a smile. ‘Gran would chase you out of the front garden with her soup ladle if she saw how you were carrying on. What would the neighbours think?’


‘I’ll tell you what they’d think,’ said Ferd, chasing Esme around the front yard. ‘They would think, those two are having such lovely fun, I think I’ll wear my brassiere on my head, too.’


‘Come and join the undies club!’ Esme sang out. ‘No boring people allowed!’


‘I’m NOT BORING!’ Celeste shouted.


‘You’re a rotten, stinking, no-good, boring old bore!’ laughed Esme, putting on a posh accent and ducking away from Ferd. ‘What a big old boring nothing you are! All those books you’re always reading about kids having adventures, and then you’re too boring to even go on one yourself!’


‘I’ll tell you what I’m bored of!’ Celeste protested. ‘Looking after you for this whole stinking summer! Eating mushroom soup every night! Hearing you complain about everything! And you know what? I am bored of being sensible and doing everything I’m told! And most of all, I’m BORED OF BEING TOLD I’M A BORE, BECAUSE IT’S NOT TRUE!’


‘That’s the spirit!’ said Ferd. ‘Let it out! Think about the what-ifs, the could-have-beens, the magic missed! There’s lots going on at the house right now; I might be preoccupied for a long time!’


Esme clapped her hands and made a beeline for the bus.


‘Don’t you dare, Esme!’ Celeste called to her back. ‘Come back. Right now!’


‘What? I can’t hear you!’ Esme squealed as the armoire flung open its drawers and various undergarments started beckoning her on board.


The bus doors opened by themselves as Bonnie’s engine roared to life.


‘That’s my cue!’ said Ferd. ‘Better not keep BonBon waiting!’


Celeste clenched her fists and pushed back her exasperation, the same way she’d pushed it back all summer. Even when she felt ready to burst from it, even though all her insides felt all ragged and scraped from trying to swallow down every responsibility and chore she’d been given.


She tried one more time. ‘Esme! You better not get on that bus!’


Esme got on the bus.


Celeste took off after her sister. Their cousin leapt into the driver’s seat as Bonnie began to inch off the ground. ‘You better hurry if you’re coming!’ Ferd called. ‘It’s time for Bon’s afternoon nap, and trust me, you don’t want to keep her waiting!’


‘We’re not coming!’ Celeste shouted back. ‘Esme, get off the bus!’ She leapt up the steps to drag her sister off, but Bonnie had other plans. The bus let out a cheeky vrooom and the door slammed shut behind Celeste. The very next second they were in the air, zooming towards the house called Seven Wherewithal Way.


Kidnapped by a bus. What a way to start an adventure.
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Travels with Bonnie
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Inside the bus there was more of the magic smell: a dash of cinnamon, orange and peppermint, a smattering of polished wood and a sprinkling of sweet dust.


Celeste took a long, deep, big breath. The cool interior hit her skin like a snowman’s kiss.


‘Welcome, travellers! Welcome, dreamers! Welcome, all those who are lost and wander! And most of all, welcome back, my dear Bonnie, you beautiful bag of delights.’


Ferd patted Bonnie’s steering wheel and eased their long legs into the driver’s seat. Esme went giggling and carrying on right into the heart of the bus, where she was immediately lost behind a mishmash of junk: old suitcases, umbrellas, dictionaries, dressers, costumes, potted plants, misshapen statues with various extremities missing. None of it ever stayed the same, and what started off as a toy car could change in an instant to a bicycle.


Everything that lived on the bus had a knack for being surprising, or resourceful, or not-quite. The arm of a coat would move when there was no air; an old doll could shift its gaze when you weren’t directly looking at it. If you were just thinking about how thirsty you were, a tea set might jostle up from behind a cushion. Maybe the bus would grow five metres when you were in the middle of complaining that everything was getting a bit cramped.


Celeste had found all this out the very first time she set foot on the bus. Exactly like Esme now, she’d torn off down the length of it, taking in all the wonders, expecting any moment to reach the end. But the bus just kept going, with more and more things to pick up and look at and discover. Celeste also had the distinct feeling that whatever she passed – furniture, clothes, knick-knacks – would rearrange itself in her wake, tucking back into some hidden nook so that another object might take its place.


‘Be careful,’ Celeste shouted after Esme now. ‘Don’t break anything!’ She peered down the length of the bus, past the dusty bands of light coming in through the windows. ‘Esme! Did you hear me?’


‘Let her be,’ said Ferd. ‘Bonnie will do the babysitting now. Come sit up here with me. Relax. Put your feet up. Not on the seat, though, Bon gets a bit touchy about the leather.’


Celeste clambered into the front seat and threw her body back with a sigh.


‘I’m here under protest, so you know.’


‘Sure, sure,’ smiled Ferd. ‘See that door next to you? Any time you want, you just get on out.’


Celeste didn’t get out.


Her cousin took something out of a robe pocket and fed it into the spot where a key would usually go. The something looked suspiciously like a miniature cookies and cream cupcake. Ferd saw Celeste looking, licked a finger and shrugged. ‘Petrol, oil, they’re so last week.’ While Celeste was puzzling out where the cupcake could even go, Ferd reached over and clicked her seatbelt on. ‘Buckle up, if you’re staying.’ Her cousin twisted around in the front seat and bellowed theatrically through hands cupped like a megaphone: ‘Calling one Miss Esme Barden. Esme Barden, are you there?’


‘I’m here!’ came Esme’s gleeful voice from somewhere down the bus. 


‘We are set for take-off,’ shouted Ferd. ‘I repeat, we will soon be defying gravity, and all worldly dimensions. Are you secure?’


There was a shuffling sound and then Esme called back, ‘I think so!’


‘Keep a hand on that armoire!’ said Ferd. ‘It’s got a grip like a magnet.’


‘I think it just burped,’ squealed Esme. ‘Can arm-roars burp?’


‘Only on certain diets,’ said Ferd, before easing off the handbrake, which looked like an upside-down rabbit’s leg. Bonnie gave a jolt and a shudder. Then they were sweeping away, and the jabber of voices floated up from the wheels:


‘Move left!’


‘No, you move left.’


‘Uh, I think I’ve got a cramp.’


At first it seemed they would just roll out over the road, as if it was a regular old outing to the shops. But then, from the wheels, came a sound like washing flapping on a windy day. The front bumper moved left and right, as if tasting the air. Bonnie gave a big heaving sigh, and suddenly they were even further off the ground, and then they were in the sky proper.


‘Perception Mode … activated,’ Ferd told Celeste, pressing some symbols imprinted into the dashboard. ‘We are now no longer visible to anyone on Earth. Don’t want to set off the friendly neighbourhood dogs.’


‘I’d be more worried about their owners,’ said Celeste.


‘Can I let go now, Ferdy?’ Esme called from down the bus.


‘Hands-free,’ her cousin confirmed. Esme whooped and pattered off deeper into the bus.


Ferd rolled down the window and rested an elbow on the sill.


‘Go on back and have a look,’ Ferd said to Celeste. ‘It’s not just for little sisters.’


‘That’s okay,’ said Celeste. ‘I’ve seen it. I’m happy here.’ She looked out her window and gave a start to see a cloud roll by underneath her, doing a very leisurely backstroke.


‘Um,’ she said, pointing out the cloud to Ferd, but her cousin only waved away her concern.


‘It’s Bonnie,’ Ferd said. ‘All those magic fumes can have an effect on human reality. It’s the two worlds calling out to each other.’


‘I wish they would call more often,’ sighed Celeste, her wistfulness interrupted by a chorus of feathery voices cheering on the cloud’s efforts.


‘Lovely technique!’


‘Ooh yes, look at those billowing arms.’


‘Will make the Sky Sport Championships for sure!’


Celeste watched the cloud until they overtook it, whereupon it waved her a graceful goodbye. She sat back then, in Ferd’s comfortable, jovial silence, and tried to – for once – relax. ‘It’s been a long summer, Ferd,’ she said. ‘You have no idea.’


‘Perhaps I do,’ Ferd said cheerfully. ‘Perhaps that’s why I’m here. There are no secrets between friends, so they say.’ A joyful toot of the horn. ‘Only things I haven’t told you yet.’


‘I bet there’s heaps you haven’t told us,’ Celeste said. ‘Although if I told my friends at school that over summer I took a trip on a flying bus to a magic house with portals that go to other worlds, what do you think they’d say?’


‘They wouldn’t believe you, of course,’ said Ferd. ‘And that’s the secret to my success. That’s why I get away with it.’


Ferd was right. Even Celeste and Esme’s parents didn’t fully grasp what a trip to Seven Wherewithal Way meant. To Celeste’s knowledge, they had never been, and Ferd was more or less just an extremely friendly but slightly peculiar cousin who showed up at their door every now and then and took the girls for a fun day out, leaving them with strange stories and even stranger ideas. ‘Off with the faeries,’ they said about Ferd – if only they knew how true that was! If not for Gran’s wholehearted endorsement of their very odd relative, they might not have let Celeste and Esme go with Ferd at all.


‘Hey Ferd,’ said Celeste.


‘That’s me,’ said Ferd.


‘Are you really our cousin?’


‘I can one hundred per cent confirm we are related,’ said Ferd.


‘Hmm,’ said Celeste. ‘And human? One hundred per cent?’


Ferd steered around a family of birds on their afternoon outing. ‘Why do you ask?’


‘Well,’ said Celeste. ‘You’re taking us to your house, which isn’t even on Earth. It exists in its own dimension. And in that house are portals to other Realms, which, uh, monsters use to travel about. You’re like the Gatekeeper to Magical Realms. It’s not exactly normal, is it?’


‘I see your point,’ said Ferd. ‘First, though, they’re creatures, not monsters, remember? Monstrous is something that can exist within you, it’s not how you look. And it might not be normal for you, but it’s very normal for me. For me, sitting on a porch step, in a street full of houses that look the same to yours, eating melting ice-cream and waiting for an adventure to happen, is definitely not normal. That would be very odd at Wherewithal.’


Celeste scowled. ‘I wasn’t waiting. I was going to go and do something exciting, just as soon as it cooled down.’


‘Oh, no doubt, no doubt,’ agreed Ferd, rolling up the sleeves of the robe. ‘But to answer your question, yes, I am human. But it wouldn’t bother me if I wasn’t.’


Celeste tried not to feel a little disappointed. If Ferd wasn’t all-human, then that might mean she had a dash of not-human too, which seemed infinitely more interesting than being a boring big sister. All her favourite books featured girls who were half-something, or at least born into destinies that promised greatness.


‘Honestly,’ she sighed to Ferd. ‘I know I was a bit grumpy, but I am glad you came. Why couldn’t Mum and Dad take us with them? Whatever happened to family holidays? Camping. Bonding time?’ Celeste drummed her fingers on the window frame. ‘You’re not in any trouble, are you?’ she said suddenly. ‘I mean, it’s just that whenever you drop in to see us, it’s usually to escape something going on at Wherewithal …’


‘It’s not escape, just a quick time-out,’ said Ferd. ‘Besides, trouble is just adventure disguised. Write that down if you want. One of my favourites.’


Bonnie flew over into a dry-looking field with a few scraggly trees. Ferd had a quick peek out the window and then leaned in close to the air-conditioning vent. ‘To the left, Bon, we’ll sneak in on the northerly.’


‘Why do we have to sneak?’ asked Celeste. ‘You are in trouble, aren’t you?’


‘Not at all’ said Ferd. ‘But there’s a bit of extra attention on the portals at the moment. They’ve been playing up. Creatures trying to sneak in without going through the application process. A few little attacks.’


‘Attacks?’ said Celeste. ‘You’re inviting us to your home when it’s being attacked?’


‘Exciting, isn’t it?’ said Ferd, rather too blithely, in Celeste’s opinion. ‘And, welllll, I’m not exactly in The Order’s good books at the moment.’


‘Who’s The Order?’ asked Esme, her head popping up over the front seat.


‘Eavesdropper,’ Celeste muttered. ‘The Order of the Golden Quills, dummy.’ She huffed out a big breath. ‘Ferd told us all this last time. It’s like the government who watches over all the Realms. Where you have to apply if you want to use Wherewithal to travel to another of the six Realms. Remember? Ferd’s boss.’


‘Ahem,’ said Ferd. ‘I wouldn’t go that far. Nothin’ but a big ole council makin’ a bunch of rules. All I do is pretend to listen.’


‘Oh yeah,’ said Esme. ‘Those big old bores with all the paperwork.’ She gave a little piggy snort and dashed off behind the armoire, sing-songing as she went, ‘Celeste should go get a job there; she’d fit right in.’


Celeste looked around for something to throw at her little sister, but in stark contrast to the rest of the bus, the front seat was immaculate.


‘In through the nose, out through the mouth,’ Ferd encouraged. ‘Calming breaths. That’s the way.’


When Celeste felt sufficiently calm, she transferred her side-eye to her cousin.


‘Why is The Order cross with you?’


‘Well, where’s my list?’ Ferd said breezily. ‘First, Headquarters sends about twenty quills a day. How goes the portal defences? Have I done a sweep for rogue travellers? Have I noticed anything else unusual? Energy shifts? Bad sorts behind the bureau? Can I sign off on this new ridiculous and pompostuous rule? What are my thoughts on Realm citizenship? Should I take sugar or honey in my tea?’


‘Honey,’ said Celeste. ‘Obviously. Is pompostuous a word?’


‘Well, I told them where they could take all their fussing and faffing,’ Ferd chattered on. ‘My team at Wherewithal is the best there is. We’ve got every kind of magic keeping that old house and all its portals wrapped up tight. Honey too, by the way. Absolutely agree. Also leave it to Ferdinand to drop a few home truths: all these strict new rules and extravagant monitoring is what’s fuelling all this would-be rebellion against Wherewithal. An Order? Pfft. They can’t even order their thoughts enough to connect a few measly dots.’


Celeste opened her mouth to ask if there had been signs of rebellion outside the attacks on Wherewithal, but Ferd, oblivious, barged on.


‘Where The Order should be focusing their attention is on all the poor creatures getting caught up in this uprising. Just last week, out for a meander in the Realm of Forests, I learned that some angry mob has driven one of my dear friends, the Leshy – a gentle old soul, mind you, wouldn’t hurt a fungal spore – from his home, and now he’s in hiding. Worth investigating, you would think? Nope. Send another quill about adding a fifth step to the application process. Leave it to Ferdinand to make enquiries about why a creature – the ancient Guardian of the Forest – has suddenly become a target. Leave it to Ferdinand to clean up another mess.’


Ferd paused to draw breath. A blotchy little pattern of red had appeared on the side of their face, and Celeste was quite nonplussed. She had never seen her cousin so indignant before.


‘In through the nose and out through the mouth,’ she encouraged.


‘Wowsers!’ Ferd ripped a hanky out of another robe pocket and rapidly fanned some air towards both their faces. ‘How’s that for a bit of the old fire in the belly!’


‘I’d say an inferno,’ said Celeste.


Ferd tucked the hanky away into the furry burgundy depths of the robe. ‘Phewf. Love a long answer, don’t you? Any other questions? Comments? Thoughts? Feelings?’


‘Yes, actually,’ said Celeste, whose brain was trying to neatly file away all this wondrous new information like it was nothing more than the weekly shopping list. ‘I get that The Order have the portals on high alert, but why should that bother you? I mean, aren’t you, like, the Boss? Of Wherewithal, at least. Doesn’t that mean you have permission to go through them whenever you want?’


‘Ah yes, well, the human portal is a secret,’ Ferd said.


‘A secret?’ Celeste repeated.


‘Yes.’ Ferd fiddled with the star stud in their ear. ‘A bit of hush-hush between myself and myself. I created it – using the Wherewithal resources available to me – to keep in touch with my human relatives. But I didn’t, uh, get permission. Human portals are a no-no. The Realms have been there. Done that. Didn’t work. Catastrophic, actually. So, Secret Agent mode it is, eh?’ Ferd nudged Celeste in the side. ‘Definitely not boring.’


Celeste’s eyes were wide. ‘You mean all this time Esme and I have been coming here illegally?’


‘Pfft,’ said Ferd. ‘I made Wherewithal, and I make the rules. Who needs a big fat tick every time I want to go see my family?’


Celeste tried to be very serious and disapproving, but the truth was, it did thrill her, a little bit, to know she had broken the rules. Even if it was done by accident.


‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Just don’t get us into trouble. Esme attracts enough of that as it is.’ She pulled at a stitch on the leather seat.


‘Don’t do that,’ warned Ferd. ‘Bonnie’s awfully ticklish.’


Celeste obediently put her hands in her lap.


‘You know, ever since I fell – ahem, landed very gracefully – out of the sky, I couldn’t help but notice there’s a big old storm cloud hanging over your head. Perhaps it’s really you that’s in trouble?’ Ferd fussed about with the robe and pretended to be paying attention to what Esme was doing in the back of the bus, but Celeste knew her cousin was listening very closely to her answer.


‘Only if you don’t get me home before teatime,’ Celeste said.


Ferd shrugged. ‘It’s not up to me, it’s up to the portal. If all that energy’s a bit topsy-turvy, it might get you home before you’d even left! But that would be very unlucky. Backtracking on time – never a good idea.’


‘I’ve always wondered what I look like from the back,’ said Celeste.


Her cousin grimaced. ‘It’s worse than you expect.’ Ferd looked out the window again and whistled Bonnie towards a large ring of stones at the top of a gently sloping hill. ‘So you’re not in trouble, then?’


‘Depends what you mean by trouble. Am I in trouble of dying from boredom? Yes. Am I in trouble for wanting to strangle my little sister? Definitely. Here’s my trouble: I feel like I’ve wasted the whole summer.’


‘Ooh, the Summer of Trouble, how’s that for catchy!’ enthused Ferd. ‘I think I know the gist. Feeling a little untethered? Looking for something, but you don’t know what that something is? The utter exhaustion of nothing happening, of waiting?’


Celeste tucked her arms into her chest. ‘Why are my parents having more fun than me?’ she asked in a small voice. ‘I can’t decide if it’s because they’re crazy or if I am just boring.’


A cupcake appeared in front of her nose – red velvet with cream cheese icing. Celeste smiled and took it from Ferd’s outstretched palm.


‘There’s also salted caramel or vanilla bean with berry compote, if you like,’ said Ferd. ‘Just not cookies and cream. They’re Bonnie’s favourite.’


‘Thanks,’ said Celeste. ‘This is fine. Save one for Esme, though. She’ll kick up a stink if she misses out. Especially after the ice-cream.’


‘Cupcakes fix most things,’ said her cousin. ‘Pair them with a cup of tea … phwoar! Ready to take on the world.’ Ferd tossed one back and chewed happily, looking sideways at Celeste. ‘And enough about this boring business. You’re not boring. Just lacking opportunity. Which I’m about to give you, because there’s plenty to occupy yourself with at Wherewithal. Right in the heart of the hoopla! A little tickle of trouble! Something slyly afoot. A shadow waiting to pounce. A beastie lurking in the wings. A little shiver at the nape of your neck. A—’


‘I get the idea,’ interrupted Celeste. She put the last bit of cupcake in her mouth.


‘Remember, no crumbs,’ her cousin warned. ‘Down we go, Bonnie. Oh, hello!’ A big, dark bird appeared flying next to the bus and Ferd threw it some cupcake crumbs. The bird snapped them up mid-flight. ‘Lovely!’ said Ferd. ‘Clever thing.’


‘Thanks,’ said the bird, ‘But there’s no thing about it. I’m a raven, alright?’


Ferd saluted. ‘More than alright! Absolutely topnotch to be a raven, I’d say.’


‘Has its moments,’ the raven sniffed.


Celeste tried to throw her cupcake crumbs, too, but hers just hit the raven in the side of its face. ‘Kraa!’ it said. ‘Red velvet! Disgusting!’ 


Celeste went to apologise but the bird had already flown away. She discreetly deposited the remaining crumbs out the window, and heard bickering start up below:


‘Oh, watch out greedy-guts – that was mine!’


‘Ooh, that still had a bit of cream cheese on it.’


‘You got three crumbs and I only got one!’


‘One bird’s trash is another feather’s treasure,’ Ferd said, shifting on the seat and fluffing out the robe. ‘Bit hot, all this velvet. Might go for linen next time. Love all the pockets, though.’


‘It’s very fashionable,’ Celeste said, politely.


The ring of stones loomed closer, the mottled pattern on each coming into focus. Celeste had seen them a few times now, but the excitement that flooded her body never seemed to go away.


‘I love this part,’ she said to Ferd.


‘Charming old beasts, aren’t they?’ said Ferd, feeding what looked like a handful of herbs into Bonnie’s ignition. ‘You don’t want to be here when it gets dark, though. They up and go down to the stream over there for a bit of a midnight paddle.’


‘What?’ said Celeste, but before she had time to tell if Ferd was fibbing, Bonnie passed, very narrowly, between two of the stones.


‘Ooh, that just about clipped my wing tip,’ shouted a voice from the wheels.


‘My life flashed before me,’ sighed one dramatically.


‘Talk about a snooze fest,’ snickered another.


Celeste felt an icky sensation, like a cold tongue of wind in her ear, then her stomach dropped and rolled halfway up her throat.


And then they weren’t inside the stone circle anymore, but bursting out of a narrow cleft in a rocky hill. Bonnie gave a few shakes before gaining height again and beginning to arc around.


‘Home sweet home!’ Ferd declared. ‘And all in one piece!’


‘Was that not guaranteed?’ asked Celeste, trying to settle her stomach back into its correct place.


‘Oooh, you’re going to love it!’ Ferd enthused. ‘There’s a mermaid now, did I say? Lives in the pond. Killer singing voice. Maybe we can have a bit of a variety show. I do a great maraca.’


‘I know a bit of swing dancing,’ Celeste admitted.


‘Brilliant,’ enthused Ferd. ‘You should see Lutalo once he gets in the groove – what grace, even with all those arms!’


‘Hey Ferd,’ said Celeste. ‘It is safe, isn’t it? If something happens to Esme, I’ll never hear the end of it.’


‘Good!’ said Esme, poking her head over the front seat. ‘Because if I die because of you, I’m dobbing, and you’ll be in so much trouble.’ She looked absolutely delighted at the prospect, like dying would almost be worth it. ‘Hey, are we at the house? Because all my guts dropped and I felt like I was gonna—’


‘That’s called oversharing,’ said Celeste, cutting her off. ‘Yes, we’re here.’


‘Yippee!’ Esme clambered over into the front seat and squeezed herself between Ferd and Celeste. ‘I’m ready!’ She was wearing a colourful patchwork suit stitched with tiny bells, accessorised with an elaborate bridal veil that almost reached her shoes. 


‘Did you ask if you could wear that?’ Celeste huffed.


‘Even more brilliant!’ said Ferd. ‘You and Bonnie, the Patchwork Princesses!’


‘I’M SO EXCITED,’ bellowed Esme, clapping her hands. ‘I haven’t seen the house in soooo long. And the Giant! Who else did you say is here, Ferdy? A mermaid? Is Bean still there? Is the tree man?’


Ferd laughed and flicked one of the bells on the patchwork suit; it gave a happy little chink. ‘They’re all here. And they’re waiting for the two most important guests.’


‘Is that me? Is it?’ Esme bounced up and down and reached out for Celeste’s hand. Celeste took it, unable to resist her sister’s excitement, and then arranged the veil more tidily over Esme’s chestnut curls.


‘Cool outfit,’ she told her little sister.


‘Don’t copy it,’ said Esme, jangling the bells, and then the two of them leaned over the dashboard and watched as Bonnie soared around the front of the house and descended into the driveway of Seven Wherewithal Way.
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Tea, Interrupted
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Seven Wherewithal Way was a rambling, haphazardly wonderful, magic mashup of a building. It looked, all at once, like a stately mansion that had seen better days, a sprawling ramshackle cottage, and a perfectly homey large farmhouse. The bones were whitewashed stone and brick, with wooden compartments, rooms, towers and turrets slapped on wherever there was space. There were many gabled roofs painted a deep crimson, and gardens abundant with trees. Behind it all there was an orchard, a pond, various outhouses, and, of course, the rocky, hilly knolls that housed the secret portal to the human world.


What Celeste loved most was the feeling the house had – of ancient magic infused into every shadowy corner and crooked beam. The air would chink and crackle softly at the centre of your ear, like a scratchy old record, and there was a presence about the house that was watchful and intelligent. Celeste thought that if one day someone pierced the house’s heart, Wherewithal would explode not into fragments of glass and wood and stone, but into faces and feelings, and the thick black brushstrokes of all the secrets and stories swallowed up by the walls.


As Celeste stepped off the bus she felt a familiar thrill go through her, every inch of skin tingling with the barely perceptible thrall of magic that enfolded the house. She closed her eyes for a second to hug it all in tight, to—


‘I’m hungry,’ announced Esme.


Celeste opened her eyes to see her little sister picking at the remaining smears of ice-cream around her mouth.


‘Ferd, is Waggy still in the kitchen? Will he cook me something, do you think?’


‘What’s that?’ Ferd swung out an arm to help Esme step off the bus. She did so neatly, landing in a dainty puff of dirt. Celeste was left to tumble out on her own. ‘After that feast of cupcakes?’


‘Bonnie ate most of them,’ said Esme. She looked at the bus, and then leaned in closer to her cousin. ‘She’s a bit of a piggy, I think.’


Bonnie rewarded that show of impudence with a spray of crumbs from out her exhaust.


‘Ferd!’ shrieked Esme, taking shelter under the robe.


‘Now, now, ladies.’ Ferd wiped the crumbs from Esme’s face and lay a soothing hand on Bonnie’s side. ‘You’re a shapely beauty, BonBon, and make no mistake,’ their cousin whispered, and the bus cooed back and fluttered her headlights. ‘See you soon, old girl,’ said Ferd, ‘Have a good sleep.’


From another pocket in the robe, Ferd took out what looked like a normal remote car key. One click and Bonnie instantly downsized: first she was the size of a toy truck, then a matchbox car, and finally she was a keyring, attached to the lock remote. Ferd kissed it and then tucked her securely back into the robe.


‘Good riddance,’ said Esme sulkily, flicking a crumb from her ringlets.


‘Oh, come on, none of that,’ said Ferd, gesturing grandly at the house. ‘Look where you are. Celeste and Esmerelda Barden, two of only twelve humans to ever set foot across the threshold of Seven Wherewithal Way.’ Then there was a long period of silence where Ferd, lips pursed, also surveyed the house, as if they didn’t inhabit it every single day. ‘What do you think? Notice anything different? Remind this poor concussed brain how many times you’ve been here?’


‘Not enough!’ said Esme.


‘Five,’ said Celeste. ‘The first was on my seventh birthday, almost four and a half years ago. I was wearing a yellow skirt with red boots.’


‘Very fashionable,’ said Ferd.


‘Well, I came here when I was five,’ said Esme. ‘So I beat you.’


‘Only because you threw a tantrum,’ said Celeste.


‘Did not!’ said Esme.


‘You were only five,’ Celeste said. ‘You wouldn’t remember.’


‘Do too!’ said Esme.


‘Whatever,’ said Celeste.


‘The house isn’t just yours!’ Esme shouted.


‘Time-out, my firecrackers,’ said Ferd, and with a long loping stride set off towards the house. ‘Wherewithal is for everyone: animal, vegetable, mineral. They don’t have to be wearing a yellow skirt and red boots, they can wear a pink skirt and blue boots.’ A quick glance down at Esme. ‘A patchwork jumpsuit with a veil! Scales! Fur!’ Another shrug. ‘Nothing! And many do!’


‘Ugh,’ said Esme. ‘Gross.’


‘The important thing to remember,’ said Ferd, ‘is that if you respect the House, the House will respect you. Every creature is welcome if their intentions are honourable.’


‘Don’t use such big words in front of Esme,’ said Celeste. ‘She doesn’t understand.’


‘Does the house know if your in-ten-tions aren’t ‘on-er-able, Ferd?’ asked Esme, making sure to pronounce the words very precisely, and glaring at Celeste as she did so. ‘Does it have a brain?’


‘Oh yes,’ said Ferd. ‘The House has a brain, alright. And eyes, come to think of it. And better yet, a big, boomin’ heart!’ They crunched up the gravel driveway and Celeste peered at the trees that bordered the property: oak, ash and thorn, grouped together in threes and interwoven with a long sash of red ribbon. They were Wherewithal’s daytime border control, often found huddled together, watching over and gossiping about each and every creature that passed in and out of the house (or tried to). She was quite sure they were in the middle of a meeting now. How very much like hands some of their branches looked, and that little hollow there, in the trunk: didn’t that look like a mouth, making judgements behind long twiggy fingers, and if she looked a little closer, wasn’t that—


‘Oof.’ Celeste ran into the back of her cousin’s robe. They were at the front door.


It was an extremely plain and unobtrusive entrance for a supposed magic house: a plain wooden door of thick rowan wood, surrounded by thin windows with panes also made of rowan. In a bright-red pot to the right of the door stood a bay tree. The bay was another of Wherewithal’s security measures. It smelled all visitors as they stood on the threshold, discerning their intentions before giving them a pass or fail. If they were up to no good, the bay’s leaves would shrivel. Super baddies caused leaves to drop off.


Celeste swore that the leaves curled, just a little, when Esme banged on the door. But then it opened and a very wrinkled, wizened face peeped out.


‘There they are, the darlings,’ the face said. ‘There they stand, the melted honeycombs. How do you do, my tiny sugar kisses? Come inside, come inside, or that old bay tree will go snorting and snuffling again. Fancy getting all huffy and puffy over a sweet little dimple like you!’


‘Bean!’ shouted Esme, running inside and smooshing herself into the arms of the little creature.


‘Like an arrow to the heart, your dear voice,’ said Bean, and she held out her free arm to Celeste. ‘And you too, my cool little iceberg, my silent whisper. Come and get a hug from your old Bean as well.’


Celeste wrapped her arms around Wherewithal’s doting faerie housekeeper, swathed in the same old-fashioned rustic clothing she always wore. Bean had been at Wherewithal for as long as it had been standing. She kept everything in order and cared for the creatures that lived there permanently, as well as those who stayed for a short while as they passed through the portals. It was hard to imagine the house without her plump, stooped figure always scurrying and bustling about, unceasingly available with a cup of tea or cake, or to hang up a coat, or tuck toes in at night when they were tingly and cold. 


She wasn’t human, but a Bean-Tighe, a household faerie from the Realm of Fae.


‘A what?’ Esme had asked, on her first trip to Wherewithal.


‘Like this, my sweetness, like this,’ Bean had said, writing it out. ‘A ban-tee.’


‘But that says Bean,’ said Esme, and so Bean it was.


‘Don’t you look like a treasure,’ Bean was saying to Esme now. ‘All done up like a garden in spring, a breath of fresh air with that wee little veil.’ She beamed at Esme, her face a mass of round rosy cheeks and joyful squiggles that made her look happy even when she wasn’t smiling.


‘Beanie, I couldn’t wait to get here!’ said Esme, bouncing around on her toes. ‘This summer stinks, I was waiting forever for Ferdy to visit. When Celeste has to look after me she’s even more boring than usual. I think she’s forgotten how to have fun.’


‘Oh nonsense, nonsense,’ said Bean. ‘That’s what a big sis’us for, to look after the ducklings, keep them out of trouble, the naughties, keep them from getting hurt. Never mind all that, you’re both here now. What a joy it is to my heart, what a comfort. Oh, come in, come in! How about something to eat, my sparrows, something to fill the tum? Mind you clean off your shoes now, Master Puddlefoot don’t need something else to mumble and rumble about.’


Celeste stepped forward into the entrance hall, where it was cool and the sting of sweat at her hairline a distant memory. Clove and peppermint and orange spice again, and a thick red rug under her toes, and dust-moted light coming in from the giant arched windows above the front door. The walls all around her were a living belt of varnished, twisted-together trees, with charms and tied knots threaded through the boughs and branches and the bannister of the rickety wooden staircase that curled up to the second floor. Open doorways led into passageways either side of the entrance, where she could find the sun-stricken atrium on the left, and to the right Ferd’s study, their cousin’s place of retreat.


If Celeste kept walking down the right passageway, she knew she’d find the store cupboard and the stairs to the cellar; the grand old library with its rows and rows of books; and finally the warm, bustling kitchen with its oven-warmed stone. The left passageway led to the wing of guestrooms; and up past the second level was the attic, which took up the whole third floor.


Wherewithal, despite its size, was cosy. It felt alive with the sense of things going on, even if Celeste couldn’t see them. There were dark halls to explore, twisty stairs to climb, and everywhere something to discover: curious artefacts and strange pieces of furniture, and, if her eyes were quick enough, the flash of a tail as it disappeared around a bend.


Right now in the entrance hall there was a row of wooden hooks, upon which rested an assortment of tailcoats, cloaks, shawls and woollen caps. Underneath all that was a pair of dirty mustard-yellow boots.


‘The giant, the giant, the giant!’ yelled Esme, letting go of Bean and rushing to the foot of the stairs. ‘Where is he?’


Celeste glanced at the towering statue of a faun that stood next to the staircase. The faun, who Ferd called Pan, had only been around since their last visit: an extremely detailed and realistic bronze representation of a half-man and half-goat, holding a set of pipes to his lips. ‘Not you, stickybeak,’ Esme scowled at him.


For a moment Pan did nothing, but then – noticed only by Celeste – his face rippled under its smooth bronze coating. He peered at Esme over the top of his pipes and viciously poked out his tongue. One blink and he was a statue again, still and silent, but his eyes remained alive with a sly silver sheen. Celeste shivered from her toenails right up to her earlobes. She didn’t trust him at all. Trouble was engraved into his smile, and it had nothing to do with the sculptor’s design.


‘Come along then, slowpokes, come along,’ urged Bean, taking Celeste’s arm and shuffling her along. ‘Giants to see and cakes to eat.’ Celeste stumbled after her, unwilling to turn her back on Pan, but they were soon down the passageway and out of his sight. 


‘Now,’ said Ferd, finally taking off the robe and draping it from a hook in the wall. ‘Esme! I hear there’s a giant you want to see? At least, I think that’s what I heard you say?’


‘Yes, yes, yes, yes!’ yelled Esme, barrelling after the others and very nearly bowling Bean over.


‘You don’t want to meet Taura? She’s our mermaid, from the Realm of Mountains. Half the house is in love with her. Very, very beautiful … hair.’


‘The giant! The giant!’ Esme insisted, and then they were at the door to the library. It was closed, and Ferd stood before it.


‘Or there’s a Thrummy Cap in the clothes chest of one of the upstairs rooms? Terrific chatterer. Will talk your ear off, quite literally.’


‘The GIANT,’ bellowed Esme, clapping her hands, her green eyes darting all over the closed door like the giant might be hiding somewhere in the paintwork.


‘Ohhhhh, the GIANT,’ said Ferd. ‘Ah yes, I get it now. The big fellow. He’s just in here, I believe, enjoying a nice cup of tea.’


‘AHHHHH!’ Esme screamed, and threw herself at the door, which Celeste thought was embarrassing but Bean seemed to find delightful. She chuckled to herself and held her hands to her cheeks.


‘Oh, my heart; the precious bumblebee, so full of energy, so buzzing with life.’ She nodded to herself and then gave a squeal and a jump. ‘And here’s old Bean forgetting the refreshments, in all that excitement she’s forgotten the cakes.’ She nodded at Ferd. ‘Some tea and some cake, that’s what we need, and proper cakes you hear, none of that nonsense you feed the bus.’ She looked sternly at Ferd. It wasn’t even remotely frightening. ‘And here’s just the thing, I made some this morning. That Wags hovering next to me the whole dram time, grumbling about proper cooking, nattering about meats and soups and who knows what, “real food” he says, “not fluff”. Well, old Bean has a cheeky little think to herself, it’s not “real food” that’s making his nose all rosy-red, that’s the tipple is what that is.’ She gave a girlish gurgle and hurried off in the direction of the kitchen. ‘Be right back my darlings, just a jiffy, just a tick.’


‘Well,’ said Ferd, hand on the doorknob. ‘Can’t stand around chinwagging, not when there’s a GIANT waiting for us inside.’ Their cousin pushed the door open and Esme tore in, the bells on her patchwork suit jingling madly.


‘HUGIN!’ she screamed, and there was, indeed, a giant sitting in the library.


He was quite enormous, but Celeste knew he was actually considered small for his race. In fact, that was partly the reason why Hugin the Giant lived at Wherewithal – he’d been kicked out of his tribe and exiled from the Realm of Ice because he was a little smaller than all the rest. And unlike the other giants, who thought nothing of a casual brawl every other day, Hugin preferred to read, and think, and learn.


Fortunately, big brains were prized at Wherewithal.


Esme threw herself on the very sturdy chair Hugin was sitting on, then clambered up onto his knee and began tugging at the ends of his long moustache. Underneath the wiry yellow hair was a wide brown face and two startling blue eyes that squinched out from beneath bushy yellow eyebrows. Every time Esme tugged on the ends of Hugin’s moustache, the giant squeezed his face into comical expressions, while Esme laughed and squirmed and almost knocked his mug of tea onto the floor. Then she tried to steal the woollen cap that covered the bald spot on the top of his head, and when he managed to wrestle it out of her hands, she grabbed great hunks of his abundant yellow hair and began plaiting them.


Celeste heaved a big sigh and felt tired on Hugin’s behalf. Ferd gave her a friendly pat on the head.


‘Simple handshakes are overrated anyway,’ her cousin said.


‘Are you sure Esme isn’t one of those feral creatures who have snuck in through the portals?’ Celeste asked Ferd, going over to sit on the plush red couch next to Hugin.


The giant saw her and raised his free hand in a cheerful hello. He couldn’t speak. That was an extra parting punishment from his tribe – see you later, and oh yeah, we’ll cut out your tongue while we’re at it. Last time Celeste was at Wherewithal she’d tried to show him some sign language, but Esme had kept interrupting them to come and play hide and seek (which Celeste thought her little sister had chosen because she knew she would win – after all, where was a Giant supposed to hide?).


‘Hello, Hugin,’ said Celeste, nodding at his teacup. ‘I’d kill for one of those.’


Hugin made a comically fearful face and cradled his teacup protectively.


‘You’ve been well, I hope,’ said Celeste, laughing politely, and Hugin patted his belly and gave her the thumbs up, which was a trick Esme had taught him.


While Esme tried to have a thumb war with the giant (again, not one of her brighter ideas), Celeste relaxed into the couch cushions. The couches and seats were arranged around a rug in the central library, and in the middle of the rug sat a yew wood table. An intricate faerie feast tableau was etched into the surface.


Behind all this was another sitting area, a space stuffed with loudly coloured chairs and beanbags, in front of a fake fireplace that swung around and down into a cave-like room. Celeste had never been into it, but knew Hugin used it as his private study. Floating behind that were two staircases, joining up at a balcony that housed rows and rows of books.


Gazing around in wonder, Celeste couldn’t contain a shiver of delight. ‘All these books,’ she said to Hugin. ‘And so many cosy spaces to read them. Not to mention high ceilings. I bet this is your favourite place in the house.’


Hugin beamed, picked up a nearby book, kissed it, and motioned excitedly at all the books surrounding him. Then he pointed towards the rest of the house and pantomimed bumping his head and getting stuck in doors. That was just for show; Ferd had enchanted all the doors so they stretched to accommodate him. At the end of his performance, Hugin pretended to drop Esme, but caught her in one huge palm at the last minute. He transferred her to his shoulder, where she tangled her hands in his hair.
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