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‘Three are the Watchers within the wood


The trees have ears so you’d better be good.


One is wicked and one is wild


And one has big teeth to eat the slowest child!’


Hedgely schoolyard game
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Chapter One


Fledgling Witch


Cassandra Morgan was brewing potions in the potting shed. Bent over a softly simmering cauldron, she measured out an ounce of powdered peppermint, a drachm of dried rosemary and thirteen drops of tincture of ginger. She’d been there for hours – so long, in fact, that Montague had given up chasing woodlice and was taking a nap amidst the cabbage seedlings. Now and then, the cat opened one golden eye to check on her progress and make helpful comments like, ‘You’ve miscounted, that’s fourteen peppercorns,’ or, ‘I’d grate the lemon peel finer, if I were you.’


Cassie was working in the potting shed because she had been forbidden by Mrs Briggs, the housekeeper, from using her camping cauldron indoors after accidentally setting fire to the moss-green rug in her bedroom. It was only slightly singed, but, as Mrs Briggs explained, there was a lot of wood in Hartwood Hall and a lot of antique furniture. Cassie had complained that she couldn’t possibly work out of doors because she was trying to brew an enlivening elixir which required very steady temperature control – and it had been blowing a gale all week.


Brogan, the gardener, had taken pity on her and let her use his shed. So, there she was, amidst towers of terracotta pots and salmon-coloured geraniums, carefully feeding tinder grass to the fire beneath her small copper cauldron.


‘It’s supposed to be turning a shade of warm apricot,’ said Cassie, checking her Witch’s Handbook once more.


‘It would, if only you would give it sufficient time and keep stirring,’ said the grey cat. Montague was Cassie’s familiar; he could do a little magic of his own, but mostly he was there to provide annoyingly practical advice at every opportunity.


‘I haven’t got time,’ said Cassie, glancing at the clock on the potting shed wall. ‘I need to get to coven after this.’


Cassie was determined to arrive with a bottle of perfectly brewed elixir and complete the tasks required to earn her white Potioner badge.


‘You have ample time. You’re only thirteen and the witch’s craft takes years of hard work to master. Humans aren’t like cats,’ said Montague, grooming his whiskers. ‘We are born with agility and grace whereas you must develop your skills through constant and persistent practice. There will be plenty more badges to earn and tests to pass after this one.’


But that was just the problem. As a matter of fact, Cassie had three problems.


The first was that she had started behind compared to the rest of the young witches in her coven. They had all grown up in the village of Hedgely, or in witching families elsewhere in the country, and had known about the world of Faerie and its dangers since they could walk. Cassie, on the other hand, had spent half her life in a boarding school in London. Her teachers had told her there was no such thing as faeries – but her teachers had been wrong, and when it came to the dangerous and deceptive faery folk she had a lot of catching up to do.


Cassie’s second problem was that her mother, Rose Morgan, was still missing. It had been seven and a half years since Cassie had last seen her, but now she at least knew where her mother had gone. Cassie had seen a letter in which Rose explained that she planned to travel to Faerie, to find something precious she had lost, and that a friend had offered to help her do so. Cassie didn’t know what her mother had been searching for, or who had helped her cross the border, but she was sure Rose had intended to return home.


Cassie’s final, and most insurmountable problem, was her aunt. Miranda Morgan was Cassie’s guardian, the Coven Mistress and the Hedgewitch; the warden who guarded the Hedge, the great tract of forest that formed the border between England and Faerie. She was the only person who could help Cassie follow her mother to Faerie, but Miranda had forbidden her from going – that is, until Cassie had earned her licence and was a fully qualified witch.


And so, Cassie needed to earn this badge, and all the others that stood between her and that final test. She had to prove that she had all the skills necessary to travel across the border, to survive Faerie and return safely home again.


‘Cassandra…’ said Montague softly.


She had to learn and learn fast if she wanted to prove herself to her aunt. There was no time for mucking about on broomsticks with the other girls or playing silly games like Blinkers. She had read the Witch’s Handbook cover to cover, and she was determined that she would master every rune, every spell, every potion in it.


‘CASSANDRA!’ Montague hissed.


‘What is it?’ asked Cassie, drawn from her thoughts back to the potting shed and the geraniums and the orange flames that were licking up the sides of her cauldron.


‘Oh no… no, no, NO!’ she cried, blowing on the fire, but this only made the flames rise higher. The purplish-brown liquid inside was bubbling to a rolling boil, rising over the rim of the cauldron and pouring out, hissing as it reached the flames and letting off clouds of rosemary-scented steam.


‘The watering can. Quickly!’ said the cat.


Cassie grabbed the watering can and emptied its contents over the potting shed table, dousing the flames and flooding the workbench. The geraniums had been splashed with the diluted elixir and, one by one, they lifted their pink petals and began to sing. A wordless tune filled the potting shed as the plants formed a chorus, nodding their blooms to the strange melody.


Cassie sank down on her stool and sighed. In one careless moment she’d lost hours of meticulous work and the potion wasn’t the only thing she’d ruined – her Witch’s Handbook was soaked through, its pages dyed with clouds of aubergine.


‘You’d better tidy this up before Brogan sees it,’ said Montague, batting a paw at one of the singing geraniums which was rather off-key, ‘or you’ll be brewing potions outdoors all through the winter.’
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By the time Cassie had mopped up the potting shed, raced upstairs to change into her pointed hat and witch’s cloak and back down to the kitchen to hang her sopping handbook by the fire to dry, she was already running late.


‘Here now, hold your kelpies!’ called Mrs Briggs, turning from the bread she was kneading to pull a tray from the oven. ‘I’ve baked hazelnut rolls; you can take them along to the coven hall for afternoon tea. Oh my, whatever happened to this?’ She peeled away the cover of Cassie’s handbook to inspect its sodden contents.


‘I had a little accident in the potting shed.’


‘Another?’ said Mrs Briggs. ‘Well, it will dry, but you can’t go along without a handbook. Wait here a moment.’


‘But I’m going to be late!’ called Cassie, as the housekeeper disappeared through the scullery and up the back stairs.


Mrs Briggs returned a moment later with a small black book and passed it to Cassie. It was a Witch’s Handbook, just like her own, with the swirling silver triskele on the front cover, only it was older, its pages dog-eared and yellowing.


‘It was your mother’s copy – found it last time I was in the attic and put it aside, just in case. All right, straighten that hat and don’t forget the rolls!’


[image: common]


Cassie’s broomstick, which was named Tantivy, thoroughly enjoyed the break-neck flight down the hill from Hartwood, over the river Nix, through the village of Hedgely and up to the coven hall. Buffeted by the wind, Cassie could barely control Tantivy’s eagerness, but just now she was grateful for its speed as she and Montague skidded to a halt outside the hall. Normally, she would come to coven straight from school on a Friday afternoon, but today was the last day of the summer holidays and their first coven meeting since July.


The coven hall was a low, round building of yellow stone, situated on the outskirts of the village between the last row of houses and the looming shadow of the Hedge. It had a pointed slate roof, like a witch’s hat, and was surrounded by a garden of flowering herbs. Just now there were poppies, pennyroyal and purple loosestrife, but Cassie did not have time to stop and admire them. She could already hear singing coming from inside the hall.




‘The sky is clear as we fly on,


Beneath the dazzling stars.


We know their names and stories,


Their wisdom, it is ours.’





A dozen voices were raised together in the coven song; the meeting had already begun. Leaving her broom outside in the September sunshine, Cassie crept up the stone steps and slowly pushed the door ajar.
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Chapter Two


The Whispering Woods




‘The cauldron boils and bubbles,


A sweet and healing brew.


We gather herbs and flowers


To make our potions true.’





Twelve girls stood in a circle around the central hearth, along with a tall woman dressed head to toe in black – Cassandra’s aunt, the Hedgewitch. Across the circle, a girl with dark, corkscrew curls and freckles spotted Cassie and grinned. Rue Whitby was Cassie’s patrol leader, and one of her two best friends. She would not give Cassie away.




‘The night is calm and peaceful,


The lamb bleats in his stall.


We guard the village and the home


From dangers great and small.’





The girls sang on. One voice rose confidently above the rest. It belonged to Ivy Harrington, the best witch in the coven, by her own estimation, and a thorn in Cassie’s side since she’d arrived. Ivy stood tall and proud, her brass pins gleaming with polish and row upon row of badges on her ink-black cloak. She too had spotted Cassie and the smug smile she wore suggested she couldn’t wait for the Hedgewitch to scold her niece for tardiness.




‘For we are witches, one and all,


And we are not afraid


Of goblins, grigs and gwyllions,


Our wards and charms are laid.’





Creeping in as quietly as she could, with Montague slinking like a shadow at her side, Cassie joined the circle between Rue and Tabitha Blight, the third member of Oak Patrol and her other best friend. Tabitha gave Cassie a dimpled smile and made space for her, squeezing her hand as Cassie joined in with the final verses of the song.




‘For we are witches, one and all,


A coven of the best.


Good friends who stand together


Through any threat or test.







For we are witches, one and all,


We know, protect and heal,


With noble hearts, loyal and kind,


And courage true as steel.’





The ring of young witches fell silent as the Hedgewitch addressed them. ‘Today we return to our work after the long summer break, although some among us’ – Miranda frowned at Cassie – ‘appear to have forgotten the hour at which our meetings begin. I hope you have all spent the holidays practising your potions and wards and I look forward to seeing the progress you have made on your individual badge work, but now, a new season has begun. Autumn is the busiest time in the witch’s calendar, with the great celebration of Hallowe’en ahead of us. Today we will be working on your Forager badges, collecting nuts and berries from the outskirts of the Hedge. Foraging not only provides us with ingredients for potion-making but is also an essential survival skill for any witch who finds herself lost in the wild. I remind you that witches never take more than we need and strive to leave no trace of our passing; there are faery folk within the woods who take offence at violence to their homes and are quick to punish the reckless forager. Now, if the patrol leaders would collect the baskets, we will gather outside.’


‘You got off pretty light there, Cass,’ said Rue, handing Cassie a wicker basket and hoisting her own over her shoulder. ‘I thought she was going to roast you for sure! Late on the very first day back? “That’s hardly befitting the Morgan reputation”.’


Cassie sighed. ‘I was trying to finish the enlivening elixir, only I botched it again. I’m never going to earn my Potioner badge at this rate.’


Fortunately, Montague had opted for a nap at the coven hall while they went foraging, so he couldn’t tell Rue and Tabitha just how much of a disaster this attempt had been.


‘Did you try adding the peppercorns one at a time, like I said?’ asked Tabitha. ‘I can help you next time if you’d like.’


Tabitha was easily the best potion-brewer in the coven and Cassie was sorely tempted. ‘My aunt would know you’d helped me – I’m not sure how, but she would. It’s all right, I’ll get it eventually, I just have to keep trying and—’ She stopped.


Blocking their path up to the woods was Ivy Harrington, flanked by Susan and Phyllis Drake.


‘Here comes Oaf Patrol,’ said Ivy. The Drake sisters sniggered. ‘Sensible of the Hedgewitch, really, to put the three worst witches in the coven together. Saves us the bother of having to train you.’


Rue stepped forward. ‘I know it’s difficult for you, Ivy, but try to think for a moment and you might remember who it was that rescued you from the goblins at Midsummer. I’ll give you a clue – it was the three witches standing before you wearing Argent Stars for their bravery!’


Ivy shrugged. ‘You got lucky, that’s all. Real witchcraft is more than reckless rule-breaking, and a real patrol like Thorn will beat you three hopeless daydreamers at any task.’


‘We are a real patrol!’ said Rue, fuming.


Tabitha grabbed her arm. ‘Oh, drop it, Rue. She’s just messing with you and we have work to do. Come on.’


They pushed past Ivy, Susan and Phyllis and made their way up the hill.


It was a glorious, sunny afternoon, but all around them were the first signs of autumn. Horse chestnuts littered the ground with glossy mahogany conkers and the wild crab-apples bore clusters of pink and yellow fruit. The grassy meadow that ran up to the Hedge had gone to seed and was starting to fade from purple to bleached gold. It rippled in undulating waves under the breeze.


The Hedge was the largest forest in England, and the oldest. A dense wildwood full of dark and tangled thickets, it had frightened and fascinated Cassie since she’d first arrived in the village. Within, she had encountered wisps and goblin nabbers, and the shape-shifting faery phooka. Yet Cassie knew she’d barely begun to uncover its secrets; that older and stranger things lived in its shadowy depths.


Rue and Tabitha spotted a line of hazels and hurried over to look for nuts, while Cassie wandered along the edge of the wood, gazing into the receding lines of trees. Although the sun was still warm on her back, a shiver ran down her spine. She always felt like this when she came near the Hedge – a curious mix of fear and longing, as though something within the woods was calling to her, beckoning her further in.


A rustling sound drew Cassie’s attention to the branches above her. The leaves of the birches and wild cherries were just beginning to turn yellow and, as Cassie looked up into the golden foliage, she spotted a small horned head peering down at her. The head was attached to a serpentine body the length of a pencil case and covered in gleaming scales that faded from grass-green at its nose to sunset-red at the tip of its tail. As she watched, the wyrm spread its limbs, exposing patterned membranes, which it stretched out like wings. Cassie gasped as it fell from the tree and glided in a graceful circle, like a sycamore seed, until it reached the forest floor and scurried away under a pile of dead leaves.


‘Daydreaming again, Cassandra?’ asked Ivy, who was picking blackberries from the thorny brambles to add to her basket. It was already half-full of rose hips and haws, beech nuts, sloes and green acorns. ‘It’s only a leaf wyrm, they’re everywhere at this time of year.’


‘They’re beautiful!’ said Cassie, as another wyrm, this one pale lemon in colour, glided by.


Ivy sniffed. ‘I suppose, but we’re here to forage, not gawp at the wildlife. These,’ she said, holding up a fistful of white berries, ‘are snow-rowan berries, the rarest kind. I can’t wait to show the Hedgewitch. What have you found?’


Cassie glanced at her empty basket.


Ivy laughed. ‘I suppose it’s to be expected, you’re still only a fledgling witch, after all. You’ve an awful lot to learn before you make sapling witch, like me.’ Ivy tapped the leaf-shaped pin on her collar.


Trying her best to ignore Ivy, Cassie scanned the leafy boughs and spiky shrubs before her, determined to find something just as impressive as the snow-rowan berries.


A breeze stirred the leaves and lifted Cassie’s red hair, bringing with it the scent of dank leaf mould. Ahead of her, a beam of sunlight drew her attention to a solitary tree. It was a small, twisted thing, short and stunted beneath the taller oaks and ash trees, its spindly branches grey under yellowing leaves. She couldn’t see any fruit or berries, but it might be worth a closer look. Brushing hair from her face, Cassie made her way around the tree, peering into the foliage until at last she glimpsed a cluster of tiny silver nuts, three of them growing off the same thin branch. She reached for them, but a hand snatched them away, snapping off the twig they were hanging from with a crack.


‘I saw them first,’ said Ivy.


‘No, you didn’t, you followed me!’ Cassie protested.


‘You don’t even know what they are,’ said Ivy. ‘These are silver seernuts – do you have any idea how rare they are? They’re supposed to tell your fortune if you crack one open… ouch!’


‘What is it?’


‘Something pricked me—’


But Ivy’s complaint was cut off by a rustling sound above her. Both girls looked up. The broken branch was still moving, waving back and forth as if writhing in pain. The branches around it had begun to move too, whispering and rattling together.


‘It’s just the wind,’ said Ivy.


But Cassie could feel no breeze on her cheek now.


The disturbance passed from tree to tree, until the whole grove was full of the susurration of sighing leaves. Beneath the rustling they could hear something else – a murmuring of strange words, like a crowd of people whispering together in an unfamiliar language.


‘Where is it coming from? I can’t see anyone,’ said Ivy. ‘If this is Ash Patrol playing a trick on us I’ll…’


Cassie was aware of just how far they had strayed from the rest of the coven. They had stepped into the Hedge and could no longer see the others – and they weren’t human voices, of that she was sure. Suddenly, Cassie remembered the singing geraniums.


‘I think…’ She hesitated to say it. ‘I think it’s coming from the trees.’


The voices of the trees grew louder, the soft rustle of leaves punctuated by the creak of branches, the snap of thrashing twigs.


Ivy’s eyes went wide. ‘What is it? What are they saying?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Cassie, but if she listened very hard, she thought she could make out just one word, repeated over and over again: ‘daw-ter’ they said. Daughter.


‘Here, you can have them,’ said Ivy, throwing the seernuts at Cassie’s feet. ‘I’m going back.’


As Ivy crashed away through the bushes towards the sunshine and the rest of the coven, the whispering voices ceased and Cassie crouched down to look at the nuts. One of them was cracked and a tiny golden spider crawled out of it and disappeared into the leaf-litter.


With one last glance at the now-silent treetops, Cassie went to find Rue and Tabitha.
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Chapter Three


The Copper Beech


The witches of 1st Hedgely Coven returned to their hall with overflowing baskets of hips, haws, nuts and berries to process. The nuts would be candied for Hallowe’en treats and the berries made into hedgeberry jam, with help from Mrs Briggs, or into syrups and oxymels for winter chills. The last of the summer herbs – yarrow, goldenrod and hops – would be dried for later use in potions and wards.


After the meeting had officially ended, Cassie, Rue and Tabitha made their way towards the copper beech.


The beech tree grew on the grassy sward that led up to the Hedge, not far from the cottage where Tabitha lived with her grandmother. Rue had played beneath its shade with her brothers when she was younger, so when Oak Patrol decided they needed a den, she’d thought of it immediately. Of course, they had their patrol corner, but it was inside the hall they shared with Ash and Thorn Patrols, and anyone might overhear their conversations. No, what they needed was somewhere with a bit more privacy; where they could plan secret patrol business, or discuss important things, and the beech provided just that.


Properly, it should have been an oak tree, Cassie supposed, but she rather liked the copper beech with its spreading boughs of deep purple leaves and smooth grey bark into which generations of Hedgely’s lovebirds had scored their initials. It was a mature specimen, some fifty feet tall, with its lowest branches well above their heads, making it nearly impossible to climb. But that was not a problem for the witches, as they arrived by broom. Once up amongst the canopy, they were all but invisible from below and they could see out across the village, over the river Nix to the hills beyond.


Oak Patrol had spent the summer holidays constructing a platform from bits of spare wood Brogan had given them. Tabitha had brought an old carpet from her grandmother’s and Rue had managed to secure some cushions her mum was throwing out, so they had the beginnings of a proper den. They even had a biscuit tin hidden in one of the upper branches in which they stored puck-mints, hobstoppers, liquorice bats and other such sweets, should sustenance be required. The girls had great ambitions for their den, including a roof of some sort so they could meet there even in the rain. But the days were still mild and nothing was lovelier than to lie back on the old rug, hands folded behind their heads, looking up at the boughs of the tree shifting in the wind and enjoying the mottled sunshine on their faces.


Tabitha and Rue were doing just that, Rue’s toad familiar, Natter, squatted on her shoulder and Tabitha’s Wyn, a soft white rabbit, stretched out beside her. They were still very much in summer-holiday mode, and it was only Cassie who sat up, perched next to Montague on a thick tree limb that hung over the platform and made for an improvised bench.


‘I want to go for my Sapling test,’ she said, looking up the details in her mother’s handbook. She’d only just earned her Fledgling pin in the summer and was eager to progress to the next level of her training.


‘You can’t,’ said Rue, rolling onto her front and looking up at Cassie. ‘You need three skill badges first and you’ve only got one and a half.’


‘I’ll finish the Potioner badge this week,’ said Cassie.


Montague sniffed. ‘Provided you do not set fire to some other part of Hartwood Hall.’


‘That still leaves one more,’ said Tabitha.


‘I suppose I could try for Highflyer,’ said Cassie. She had failed the flying part of her fledgling test, but after a summer spent practising on Tantivy she was keen to prove that she wasn’t entirely hopeless on the broom.


‘I don’t see why you’re in such a fuss over this, Cass,’ said Rue. ‘You’re starting to sound like Ivy. Witchcraft is meant to be fun, you know.’


Cassie frowned. ‘You wouldn’t find it so much fun if your mother was missing.’


‘I think what Rue is trying to say is that you don’t have to do everything on your own,’ said Tabitha. ‘We can help you, that’s what patrols are for. Perhaps we ought to go for a badge together?’


Rue scrunched up her nose. ‘We’re already working on Forager with the rest of the coven. It’d be a lot of extra work.’


‘But it would show everyone what Oak Patrol is capable of,’ said Tabitha.


‘I suppose so,’ said Rue, pulling herself up.


‘What about Star Gazer or Herb Grower?’ Tabitha suggested, looking at the list in her handbook.


‘Sounds dull,’ said Rue. ‘It ought to be something impressive, like Ward Weaver, or Curse Breaker!’


Tabitha frowned. ‘I really think after the summer we’ve had we should stick to something a little safer – herbs and charms, some chanting…’


Rue yawned dramatically.


‘How about this,’ said Cassie, climbing down to join them and bringing her handbook with her. ‘The Woodwitch badge – it’s got some tracking tasks and healing too… a bit of everything in fact.’ The badge description had caught Cassie’s eye because there was a date next to it and a big tick, suggesting it was one of those her mother had completed when she was a young witch in Elm Patrol.


‘Woodwitch?’ asked Rue. ‘Never heard of it.’


Cassie passed over her handbook and pointed.


Woodwitch Badge


Demonstrate the skills of wood-witchcraft by completing the following tasks:




1. Correctly identify thirteen native trees and know their magical properties


2. Make a poultice for treating imp-bites, cuts and scrapes


3. Lay a trail through the woods using faery runes


4. Make Followfoot powder and use it to track a coven mate


5. Spend one night camping in the woods





‘Spend a night in the woods?’ said Tabitha, reading over Rue’s shoulder. ‘Cassie, where did you get this handbook? It’s an old edition. The Woodwitch badge isn’t in ours.’


Cassie explained about her potions accident and her mother’s book.


‘At least it sounds better than Herb Grower,’ said Rue. ‘And it’s an excuse to spend more time exploring the Hedge.’


‘We can start with the easier tasks,’ said Tabitha. ‘Like identifying different trees – and I’ve made a poultice before, for magical first aid.’ She began copying the list of tasks into her own handbook with the stub of a pencil.


‘Well, should we go for it?’ asked Cassie.


They both looked at Rue – she was the Oak Patrol leader and ought to have the final say.


Rue grinned. ‘If it means more camping, I’m up for it.’


Wyn tugged on Tabitha’s sleeve. ‘Oh, I’d better go, my gran will be wanting her tea and I must start the potatoes and the laundry is piling up…’ Tabitha hurried to pack everything back into her bag. ‘Let’s meet up again tomorrow and go over this list.’


Rue and Cassie watched Tabitha fly down from their den and away towards her grandmother’s cottage. Tabitha’s grandmother, old Mrs Blight, might be from a famous witching family, but as far as they were concerned, she was a terror in fur and tweed. She made Tabitha’s life a misery, treating the girl like her personal maid, forcing her to do all the shopping, cooking and cleaning.


‘She ought to keep the old cave-wyrm waiting sometimes,’ said Rue, chewing on a beech twig. ‘But that’s Tabitha’s problem all round – she’s too nice.’


‘It is nearly teatime,’ croaked Rue’s toad familiar, Natter. ‘And it’s fish and chips tonight, remember?’


‘Dad promised to bring some back from Oswalton. If I’m not there Oliver will scoff all the chips. Catch you later, Cass!’
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Chapter Four


The Cursed Teapot


Loft Street was closing up for the evening, the last few shoppers making their way home with baskets and packages or heading to The Pickled Imp for a drink. Walking home through the village with Montague, her broom tucked under one arm, Cassie had her nose buried in her handbook. Turning the corner, she passed Whitby’s, Rue’s family’s shop, where you could buy anything from tinned beans to fresh chrysanthemums. The shop was shut but the lights were on in the flat above and she could hear laughter and excited chatter through the open window.


Across the street and leaning to the right at an alarming angle was Widdershin’s bookshop. Cassie cast it a longing glance as she passed, thinking of the pocket money she’d been saving all summer. She nearly had enough for Perfect Potions: A Primer.


Then there was Saltash & Son’s apothecary, where they bought the rarer ingredients for spells and potions, those they could not grow or forage themselves, and Marchpane’s, the bakery and sweetshop which was still crowded, although it was nearly closing time. A group of Cassie’s coven mates stood outside swapping boiled sweets from pink-striped paper bags. Alice Wong waved at Cassie, who was lost once more in the pages of her handbook.


‘Cassandra!’ hissed Montague, brushing against her legs to get her attention.


But Cassie was reading about faery runes for marking your path in the forest and did not see Alice, nor did she see the tall, dark figure standing in the street, not until she tripped over a lumpy carpet bag and fell right into her.


‘A witch should always be aware of her surroundings,’ said the Hedgewitch. ‘She should not blunder about with her nose in a book, thoughtlessly tripping over people.’


‘Sorry, Aunt Miranda,’ said Cassie.


‘Well, as you are here now, you can accompany me to Bramble’s,’ said the Hedgewitch. ‘I received an imp from Selena Moor just before coven, requesting assistance, and yet I still managed to arrive at the coven hall on time.’


Cassie winced.


‘And you can carry that,’ said her aunt, pointing to the bulky carpet bag.


Following Miranda back up Loft Street, Cassie struggled under the weight of the Hedgewitch’s carpet bag. She knew from experience that it contained not only a selection of powders, potions and preparations for any ill, magical or otherwise, but enough wardstones to sink a small boat. There was no easy way to manage it and she shifted the weight from one arm to the other, swapping it with her broom.


‘Aunt Miranda, I’ve learned a lot over the summer,’ Cassie began.


‘I’m encouraged to hear it.’


‘I’m so much better on the broom; I hardly ever fall off. My potions are… improving, and you said yourself my runes are almost legible. The next Crossing Night is only a month away – at Hallowe’en – and I feel I’m ready now, to go across the border, to find my mother.’


The Hedgewitch pressed a palm to her temples. ‘Cassandra, we’ve been over this a dozen times: one does not simply stroll into Faerie – there are far worse things in those woods than wisps and goblins, and the Hedge itself is a labyrinth of twisting ways. Wiser witches than you have lost their mind in the depths of the forest.’


‘But you know the Hedge, if you helped me find my way through—’


Miranda stopped and looked Cassie in the eye. ‘I have a duty here, to this village and its people. That is one of the lessons you have yet to learn, one your mother never did: to value what you have as much as that which you have lost. Come now, we have work to do.’
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The Bramble & Bloom tea room, affectionately known as Bramble’s by the locals of Hedgely, was a small bow-windowed establishment a few doors down from Widdershin’s. It had rather a lot of flowerpots positioned around the doorstep with blossoming clematis clambering up the sun-warmed stone, and was lit from within by a soft glow.


The Hedgewitch rapped on the door sharply. It was opened a moment later by a tiny woman wearing five or six cardigans in shades of violet. She had wispy purple hair held up in a nest of jewelled pins and bright-green eyes.


‘My dears!’ she cried. ‘You have come at last! I have been so awfully worried, so truly, dreadfully afraid lest something worse should happen. I must call the Hedgewitch, I said to Emley this morning over breakfast – it just isn’t my area of expertise but she will know what to do about it. Come in, come in, take a seat over there and I’ll brew you each a pot. I’ve just put the kettles on.’


‘Thank you, Selena, but that is not necessary, and I’m afraid we do not have the time,’ the Hedgewitch said. ‘Your imp mentioned a cursed item you have acquired?’


‘But my dears, there is always time for tea!’ said the woman, bustling around behind a counter where a potbellied stove supported a range of different kettles: fat copper kettles with curling spouts, tiny iron kettles decorated with dragonflies, shining steel kettles and a multi-tiered kettle made of green glass, like a tower of bubbles. Selena Moor caught Cassie looking at them.


‘You are wondering why I should need so many different kinds, my dear?’ she asked. ‘Different teas require different water, at different temperatures.
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Much like any of your potions, the brewing of fine teas is as much an art as a science.’


With a small sigh, the Hedgewitch acquiesced and took a seat at the table Mrs Moor had prepared for them, indicating for Cassie to join her. Cassie was relieved to have an excuse to put down the weighty carpet-bag and better observe her surroundings. It was the first time she’d ventured inside the tea room. Bramble’s was usually crammed with villagers wanting a sit down, a cup of tea and a chat, but now, just past closing time, it was empty.


There were a dozen tables, each covered in a fine lace cloth with an unusual design of butterflies caught in cobwebs. Before them was a vase of purple asters and a small silver sugar bowl with clawed tongs. The walls were papered with a pattern of snakes and roses and there was a tiled fireplace, with two wingback armchairs positioned before it. Cassie thought it looked the perfect spot to read on a rainy day. From the rafters hung bunches of dried leaves and flowers, some Cassie recognised from coven and others that were strange and exotic. There was a bookcase at the back of the shop, but instead of housing books it was lined with hundreds of round tins with pictures on them – tea canisters, Cassie realised. It was a library of tea.


‘Here we are then,’ said Mrs Moor, bustling over with a tray full of teaware. It was only then that Cassie realised the woman had never asked them what they’d like, nor were there any menus on the tables. With practised efficiency, Selena Moor arranged the tea service before them: a pot each, cups and saucers, spoons shaped like flowering twigs and a small jug of cream.


‘Lavender and lime-blossom for the Hedgewitch,’ said Mrs Moor, indicating the purple teapot. ‘And saffron sweetbriar for the young lady. This is your first time trying one of my teas, is it not? Add a little cream and honey, it’ll go down a treat.’


Cassie glanced at her aunt, who had taken a sip of her tea. As she watched, the Hedgewitch visibly relaxed, her shoulders softening and even the sharp set of her brows somehow gentler.


She turned over her own cup and found a small furry ball curled up beneath it. It uncurled and stretched into the shape of a shrew. ‘Do you mind?’ it asked her.


‘Oh, you’ve found Sorex. He likes to take his naps in the crockery sometimes. Here, I’ll fetch you a fresh one,’ said Selena, exchanging the disgruntled shrew for a new cup.


Cassie’s tea came out of the pot yellow as pollen but softened to the colour of good beeswax as she added the cream and honey, pouring some into her saucer for Montague.


Mrs Moor pulled up a seat to join them, watching Cassie intently as she took her first sip.


It tasted of Turkish delight, of the roses that grew in her mother’s garden at Hartwood, of Midsummer’s eve, with a touch of wakefire woodsmoke. Yet there was a depth and sweetness to it, like toasted marshmallows. It reminded her of the spice-scented breezes that blew into her bedroom from across the Hedge on still summer nights. The warmth spread through her heart filled with lightness. All was well. She needn’t worry about badges and tests, she would find her mother, everything would unfold just as it should.


‘Now, Selena, this cursed item…’ said the Hedgewitch, her voice softer than usual.


‘Of course, of course. Just a moment, I’ll fetch it.’ The tiny woman leapt up and retrieved another tray with clean cups and an old china teapot decorated with a daisy chain motif. She filled it with hot water and brought it over, pouring them each a fresh cup.


‘There now, try that and tell me what you think.’


Cassie and Miranda both took the offered cups and sipped. Cassie nearly spat hers out. It tasted like tears.


‘It’s salty!’ she said, pulling a face.


‘Selena, have you mixed up your salt and sugar jars?’ asked the Hedgewitch, raising one eyebrow.


‘Of course not. It’s the pot! Whatever I put into it, chamomile or lapsang souchong, it comes out tasting like the briny sea!’


The Hedgewitch lifted the teapot carefully and inspected it, opening the lid to peer inside. ‘When and where did you acquire it?’


‘Last Tuesday, from Eris Watchet’s shop.’


‘I have often suspected Eris of dealing with goblin traders, but this appears to belong to our world – the design is ordinary enough, a daisy chain, and yet…’ The Hedgewitch looked up at Cassie.


‘Cassandra, what do you make of it?’


Cassie nearly choked on the mouthful of sweet tea she’d taken to wash down the salt. Her aunt was actually asking for her opinion? Her professional opinion, as a witch? There must be some powerful magic in Selena Moor’s tea.


Gingerly, Cassie took the teapot and inspected it, just as the Hedgewitch had. It was still half-full of soaked tea leaves but, as she stared at them, they moved – not naturally with the swish of the water, but as though an invisible finger was pushing them around. Cassie got up and walked towards the window, making use of the last of the day’s light to examine the pot. As she peered within, the leaves rearranged themselves into the shape of a face, a wicked, grinning face. With a sharp twist, the pot leapt from her hands. It shattered as it hit the stone floor, pieces of porcelain spinning in every direction and hot water splashing her cloak.


‘Cassandra!’ shouted her aunt, as both women rushed over. Cassie was unhurt, but the teapot was beyond repair, the daisy-chain pattern broken and the smell of salty tea in the air.


‘Never mind, dear,’ said Selena Moor, fetching a mop. ‘It was of no use to me like that anyhow.’


But the Hedgewitch was frowning. ‘Cassandra will, of course, cover the cost from her pocket money.’


Cassie sighed. Perfect Potions would have to wait.
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Chapter Five


Sebastian Penhallow


As soon as they had left the tea room, Miranda began lecturing Cassie about handling other people’s property – especially when that property was potentially cursed, although she didn’t seem to think the teapot had posed any real threat.


‘But what happened to the teapot to make it pour only salt water?’ asked Cassie, hoping to distract her aunt mid-tirade.


Miranda frowned. ‘Cursed items are created by faery folk, as pranks or punishments for humans who cross them. Faeries have the ability to bring out the worst in things, to twist their very nature – the way you might train a puppy to bite. Of course, they can enchant things too, enhancing their innate virtues. Such treasures are extremely rare, however.’
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