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The Long Wait
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It was day three hundred and fifteen, and there was still no sign of Ferd.


Celeste Barden thought she had done all the right things.


She kept an overnight bag packed in her wardrobe, just in case.


(‘Why do you need five pairs of clean undies?’ Esme asked when Celeste found her snooping.)


She’d spent so many hours researching folklore and the supernatural at the local library that the librarian had given her a star on the ‘Reading Wall of Fame’.


(‘What a suck-up!’ Esme said.)


She’d joined the school athletics and gymnastics clubs, so the next time she found herself having to defend her life in a strange, faraway Realm, she’d at least have a few new tricks.


(‘Who cares?’ Esme, again. ‘I’m doing mixed martial arts, so next time something tries to eat me I’ll be able to knock it out with one kick!’)


She daydreamed in class and read her library books. She pestered Gran about her time at Seven Wherewithal Way, Ferd’s magical house that existed in its own dimension and housed six portals to other Realms. She looked after Esme and sat through Mum and Dad raving about their own escapades all over the world. She held imaginary conversations with Ferd and pined and longed and waited.


Almost a whole year had passed since her cousin had fallen out of the sky and they’d all gone through the portal into the Realm of Forests to save the Leshy and the hagstone. A whole year since they’d been chased through forests and swamps and wheat fields by Baba Yaga and her minions. A whole year, and Ferd STILL had not shown up at the front door to whisk her away for more adventures.


Rude.


Celeste couldn’t wait to get on with it. In her heart, she felt that Wherewithal was her true home, and all the time in between was just waiting. There were still so many puzzles to solve – like who was the mysterious creature trying to secure the six hagstones for their own nefarious purposes? And the uprising against The Order of the Golden Quills – had the protest against the power they wielded across the Realm gotten any worse?


Last year the victory had been Wherewithal’s, but it was clear the real danger had only just begun. Her cousin had promised that whether it took one week, three months, or six months – Celeste would be there when the adventure continued. But day after day, waiting for that knock on the door, Celeste couldn’t help but feel she’d been forgotten.


‘Grass is looking a bit dead,’ said Celeste’s dad, snapping Celeste out of her daydream. He got out of the driver’s side of the car and did an elaborate stretch that had more than a few shades of Esme.


‘That’s because Celeste always forgets to put the sprinklers on.’ Esme kicked her sister in the leg and then got out of the car, too. ‘Do you think Gran has any ice-cream?’


‘Gallons of the stuff,’ said Dad, coming round to open the door for Celeste and then Celeste’s mum. She beamed up at him like it was twenty years ago and they were still dating.


‘Thank you, good sir,’ she said, dropping him a curtsey which made Esme smirk and Celeste avert her eyes in embarrassment.


‘Anytime, milady,’ he continued with the whole embarrassing farce, offering his wife his arm. Esme raced around the car and immediately latched onto it instead.


‘Got to be quick around here,’ said Mum, her eyes twinkling at Celeste as she made her own way out of the car and came to help Celeste get the bags out of the boot.


‘You get to spend the next six weeks with him,’ Esme told her mother. ‘I only have, like, ten more minutes before you rush off on another old-people adventure and I have to spend all that time stuck with Celeste.’ She gave Celeste an over-the-top, not-obvious-at-all look. ‘Although, who knows, we might have our own adventures.’


Celeste gave Esme a far more discreet warning glare and dumped her little sister’s two bags, plus her favourite emoji pillow – the poo, of course – in the gravel driveway.


‘Take your own bags in.’


‘I’m constantly amazed and so very proud at the enormous amount of love and respect present in the manner you two speak to each other,’ their dad declared. ‘Truly heartwarming isn’t it, Lizzie?’


‘If ever I’m lost in the bowels of Mount Everest I know what will keep me warm,’ Mum said.


‘Sarcasm is the lowest form of humour,’ Celeste said. ‘They’re your own words, by the way.’


‘What’s sarcasm?’ their Dad said sarcastically. He nudged Esme’s bags with his toe and looked at her. ‘Well, muscles?’


Esme frowned. ‘Suddenly my arms hurt.’ She picked up the poo emoji pillow. ‘I think I can manage this, though.’


‘Don’t push yourself,’ said Dad, at the exact moment the front door of the house swung open and Gran pottered out in her favourite rude apron.


‘Well, that bickering could only belong to one family,’ she declared, flapping a towel at them. ‘Waiting for a red carpet, are you? Sorry, it’s at the dry cleaners. You’ll have to use the normal pathway instead.’


Mum looked from the rude apron to the poo emoji pillow and nudged Celeste playfully. ‘Lucky we bring a bit of class to proceedings, hey?’


‘Come on, hurry up.’ Gran waved them all inside impatiently, although she was grinning. ‘I’ve got theatre rehearsals in half and I know what you two are like with missing flights.’


The next ten minutes were a flurry of hellos and goodbyes, last-minute checks for passports, requests for ‘cool souvenirs this time’ (Esme), and hurried warnings to be good for Gran. Mum and Dad were soon off on their next adventure – elephant rehabilitation in Thailand – and Gran was out the door trailing half-stapled scripts.


Which left Celeste and Esme, alone, in the living room.


Esme declared her boredom straight away. But Celeste was on her feet almost immediately.


‘Stay here and don’t do anything that would get yourself – or me – into trouble,’ she said, flinging a cushion at her sister’s head.


‘Ow!’ cried Esme, even though the cushion had barely clipped her ear.


‘It’s a cushion, Esme,’ Celeste said as she walked out the door. ‘It’s literally full of soft stuffing.’


‘Where are you going?’ Esme asked. It took her about a second to run after Celeste and invade her personal space.


Celeste pushed her little sister out of the way. ‘Nowhere.’


‘Liar,’ said Esme. ‘I know you’re up to something. I can tell.’


Celeste pressed her thumb into the scar on her palm – her only evidence of last year’s epic adventures. A selfish shiver of desire ran through her. She was fed up with waiting. If Ferd wasn’t going to come and collect her, she would have to find a way to Wherewithal herself. And now that Mum and Dad were out of the way, now was the perfect time.


‘I just want some time away from you,’ Celeste said, collecting a calico bag and heading out the back door. ‘Go and make yourself something to eat.’


‘It’s something to do with Wherewithal, isn’t it?’ Esme, the master of trickery and deceit herself, could always sniff out a secret. ‘You can’t get there, you know. You need a magic bus and a portal and you need to find those standing stones, and we never found them once on all those boring walks you made me go on. They aren’t even on any maps. And you don’t know the spell that activates the portal, anyway.’


It was true. Celeste didn’t have a magic bus, or standing stones, or a handy portal. But what she did have was a backpack full of library books on ancient Druid rituals. And crystals and dried herbs from Hedgewitch Emporium in the mall.


Most importantly, she had a scar. A small, smooth mark in her palm, made when her hand had got between a powerful hagstone, able to open portals, and the equally powerful pestle of Baba Yaga. For a brief instant she had felt the molasses-thick lure of the hagstone’s power, fizzling on her skin. And although nothing magical had happened with the scar since then, Celeste thought surely she could use it to ground a spell that might open a gateway to Wherewithal.


If only she could get rid of her little sister first.


‘I’m sticking with you until you tell me your plan,’ Esme insisted. ‘You have to include me. You have to.’


Celeste ignored her. She kept ignoring her as she dug around in the tree-lined meadow at the end of the playground, Gran’s letter-opener in one hand.


‘What are you picking those for?’ persisted Esme, poking around in Celeste’s calico bag. ‘What do you want with stinky old weeds?’


‘They’re not weeds.’ Celeste snatched the bag back and started heading for Gran’s house. ‘It’s mustard and clover and wild garlic. It helps with—’


‘Exactly,’ said Esme. ‘Ingredients for a spell. It stinks like when Taura smears those herbs near the portals. If you’re trying to open a portal to Wherewithal, I’m not getting left behind!’


‘What a load of rubbish,’ said Celeste, walking faster. ‘Go away.’


But Esme walked faster, too. All the way home she tagged along so closely behind Celeste that it was like growing an extra shadow.


‘Stop. Following. Me.’ Celeste checked the calico bag to make sure she had everything she needed, then tried to close the bathroom door. Esme wedged a foot in it.


‘Can’t you at least make me something to eat before you try to be all witchy?’ asked Esme. ‘I’m starving.’


‘Have a banana,’ said Celeste.


‘Boring,’ said Esme, her foot still in the door.


‘Leave me alone! I need to go to the bathroom.’


Esme wedged her foot in the door further.


‘Esme,’ said Celeste, ‘You’re not watching me while I use the toilet.’


‘I am,’ said Esme. ‘Behind closed doors you’ll definitely try something sneaky.’


‘It’s a number two,’ said Celeste.


Esme wrinkled her nose but kept standing there.


‘Go back to the lounge,’ said Celeste.


‘Nope,’ Esme refused, crossing her arms.


Celeste gave a big sigh and made to go towards the kitchen. Esme relaxed and went to follow, but Celeste abruptly dashed back to the bathroom. A gasping Esme made a heroic lunge … but it was to the bathroom door slamming shut in her face, followed by the sound of a lock.


Esme banged on the door with her fists. ‘That wasn’t fair!’ she shouted. ‘Celeste! You sneak!’


‘I told you, you’re not watching me while I’m in the bathroom.’


‘Fine,’ said Esme. ‘Then I’ll stand outside the door.’


‘You know I can’t pee when someone’s listening.’


‘Too bad,’ said Esme. ‘If I hear any spells, I’ll break in through the window.’


Celeste made an extremely ugly face and more than a few rude gestures at the closed door before giving it a hard whump with her hand.


‘Fine,’ she said. ‘But I hope I’ve got diarrhoea and you have to listen to it for hours.’


Esme snickered, but when Celeste didn’t say anything more she banged on the door.


‘Celeste? Are you still there?’


Celeste sighed and sank down on the toilet.


‘CELESTE?’ yelled Esme dramatically. ‘ARE YOU STILL THERE?’


Celeste got up to turn on the shower so she wouldn’t have to listen to Esme.


‘You better not be escaping down the plughole!’ she heard her sister’s muffled cry.


Celeste rolled her eyes and began to get everything out of her bag. Herbs, plants, powders, crystals, a Druid book.


‘Cel-eeeste,’ whined Esme. ‘Why don’t you want me to come with you?’


‘Because I don’t want you around if I mess everything up and make it worse,’ Celeste said to herself, quietly. Eventually she heard Esme shuffle off down the hallway towards the kitchen. She turned her attention to the mess laid out on the bath mat and wondered if it would be easier to just go out in the woods and keep walking until she found some crack in a cliff or a hollowed-out tree. Ferd had said that sometimes, in ancient natural places, people ‘fell through the cracks’.


Esme was banging about in the kitchen, no doubt causing a minor catastrophe. Celeste straightened her posture, tried to focus, and looked at the book. The first step, apparently, was to light some sage, sit, empty your head of external noise and then fill it with ‘intention’. That was extremely hard to do with Esme making up rude songs about her just down the hall, but Celeste tried nevertheless. She closed her eyes and visualised Wherewithal, the faces she loved there, the smells, the crackle of energy …


And heard it.


A sound she’d been dreaming about for months.


One rumbly, bossy, flying bus, and the flutter of the thousands of tiny feathered creatures that kept it afloat.


Celeste’s eyes flew open. Could it really be that easy? She tiptoed to the window and cracked it open the tiniest bit.


‘Flying a bus without a captain – that’s not going to end well.’


‘Stop your nattering, you’re making the whole bus tilt.’


‘Watch the swingset, this aluminium’s new.’


Celeste dashed across the room, scattering garlic and crystals left, right, and centre. She threw open the door.


‘Celeste!’ Esme almost fell through from the other side. She was wearing Gran’s apron and covered in flour. ‘Bonnie’s in the backyard!’


Celeste tumbled into Esme, speeding down the hallway and bumping into the walls. Heart racing, she burst through the back door and skidded to a stop.


At the same time Gran came careening through the front door, her arms laden with velvet capes, papier-mâché busts and a stack of dog-eared scripts.


‘Girls?’ she called, racing down the passageway after them, scripts falling from the pile. ‘What’s happening? I just saw a bus appear out of the sky!’


‘It’s Bonnie, it’s Bonnie!’ Esme screamed, barging past Celeste into the backyard, where Bonnie sat half on the grass and half in the vegetable patch.


‘Tsk,’ said Gran, dumping the scripts and busts and capes onto the hallway table. ‘I only put those tomatoes in last week.’


‘Hello! Hello!’ Esme waved at the hatstand, fluffy coat, and giant fern, who were all hanging out the windows waving right back. ‘You made it!’


‘Well that just has to be that cousin of yours, doesn’t it?’ said Gran. ‘Perhaps they’ll stay for dinner.’


Celeste peered into the front seat of the bus, then past all the furniture, clothing and odd bods in the back. ‘I don’t think Ferd’s in there.’


‘What’s that?’ said Gran. ‘’Course they are.’ She barged over to the passenger seat so officiously that there could be no doubt Esme was her granddaughter. ‘Yoohoo!’ she called. ‘Ferdinand? Your rear end’s squashing my tomatoes.’


‘No need for jibes about the weight,’ snapped a feathery voice.


‘Tomatoes? Shove over. They upset my guts.’


‘Citric acid? Try raspberries. So sweet this time of year.’


‘We’re going to Wherewithal!’ Esme screamed, sliding open the back door of the bus.


‘Esme!’ said Celeste. ‘You can’t just invite yourself on!’


But it was too late. The door was open and Esme could be heard inside, squealing and calling every object some embarrassingly familiar nickname.


Sighing, Celeste followed her onto the bus, then reached out a hand to help Gran.


‘Oh, stop.’ Gran batted her hand away. ‘I’m not that old.’ She then proceeded to trip on the end of the cape she was still wearing. ‘Not a peep,’ she told her granddaughter’s smirk.


And then the three Bardens were on the bus.


Cinnamon and orange and peppermint – that delicious, promise-of-magic scent. Bonnie was obviously feeling healthy and rested, because the bus stretched away far longer than its outwards appearance suggested, and everything was sparkling clean and orderly. There were even some new pot plants, including an apple tree in the far corner. Esme was currently in a friendly embrace with the fern.


‘Hi, Bonnie,’ Celeste said. ‘It’s lovely to see you. Is Ferd around?’


In response Bonnie’s back door slid shut with a bang and the whole bus lurched forward. Something crunched under the back wheels.


‘Better not be my radishes,’ said Gran, sticking her head over the front seat. The rest of her body just about followed as Bonnie swooped up into the sky.


‘My goodness,’ Gran said. ‘What’s that Ferdinand up to now? No one’s up here!’


‘But who’s driving?’ asked Celeste. Bonnie gave a boisterous, bossy toot.


Celeste stumbled over to the door and tried to wrench it open. It stayed firmly shut.


‘Bonnie, are you kidnapping us?’ Celeste tried to steady herself against a statue of an imp. It kindly obliged by extending a stony claw and holding onto her sweater.


‘Kidnapping? More like seek-and-destroy.’


‘Not destroy, you idiot, this is a rescue mission.’


‘Try intervention, dumbo.’


Celeste stuck her head out the window and listened as the feathery voices proclaimed Ferd to variously be a ‘hermit’, ‘living off caffeine – Realm of Jungle beans, too, extra potent’, ‘a crazy workaholic’, ‘under self-imposed house arrest’, and ‘losing their human marbles’.


Gran joined Celeste and tutted at her rapidly receding house. ‘Esme, was the oven off? I would have put the curlers in if I knew we were going out.’


‘We’re going to Wherewithal!’ was Esme’s response as she jumped about on Ferd’s bed, which she’d obviously decided to use as a trampoline. The roof seemed to grow a bit on every upwards bounce so that she didn’t knock herself out (which, in Celeste’s opinion, wouldn’t have been such a bad thing). Celeste pulled Gran back from the window. ‘Esme, sit down and stop jumping!’


‘Look out,’ Esme sang to a wide-brimmed straw hat. ‘Here comes the Big Old Bore, Back in Business!’


‘Bonnie, let me get this straight,’ Celeste said, clinging to Gran as Bonnie dashed left to right like she’d hit unexpected turbulence. ‘Somehow you drove – uh, flew – yourself here so we could come and rescue Ferd from … working too hard?’


‘You know what they’re like,’ Gran butted in, sinking into a cushion that emerged out of an old sock. ‘If that cousin of yours is on some sort of mission to save the hagstones and protect their precious Wherewithal, they’ll be re-con this, and mastermind that, and hardly even lift their head for a cup of tea.’


‘At least Ferd hasn’t been stolen by straw people this time.’ Esme finally plopped down onto the bed. The straw hat half-covered her face. ‘No offence,’ she told it.


Bonnie plummeted abruptly and then shakily rose again. All the drawers on the bus opened and shut, tipping out boiled lollies and hankies and lint rollers. Bonnie tooted apologetically.


‘Never mind,’ Celeste said. ‘It must be hard without Ferd doing the navigating. I wonder why Logan didn’t just come and get us?’


‘Probably couldn’t handle you mooning all over him,’ Esme said.


‘Oh, don’t start, girls,’ sighed Gran.


‘I hope invisibility mode has been activated,’ Celeste fretted. The houses and front yards gradually gave way to fields and trees. ‘I think it’s one of those buttons up near the wheel.’


‘Let’s test!’ Esme barged up to the front of the bus and tried to climb onto the front seat. Celeste pushed her back. Not to be deterred, Esme then shoved open a window and stuck her head out. She looked down for the closest people, who happened to be an elderly couple walking their dog. ‘Hello!’ she hollered. ‘Can you see us?’


Neither of them looked up, although the dog started barking and running around in excited circles.


‘Good job, Bonnie,’ said Celeste, ignoring Esme’s theatrics. ‘Maybe you don’t need Ferd after all?’


In answer Bonnie was suddenly buffeted by a gust of wind that Ferd no doubt would have steered around. Then she had to dip to avoid a raven flying above a cemetery.


‘Oh,’ it sighed. ‘You again. Knocking me out the first time wasn’t enough?’


In answer there was a sound from under the bus like a million feathery voices blowing raspberries, which quickly turned to shrieks as Bonnie swerved again to avoid a family of pigeons, who seemed to be following the raven.


‘Oh, my high cholesterol,’ Gran commented from underneath a pile of cushions. The bus radio immediately crackled to life and began playing the soothing sounds of a waterfall. ‘Not to worry,’ Gran said kindly, patting the sideboard. ‘A few speed bumps. I’m sure it will only get better from here.’


The driverless ride did not get better. Celeste could only compare it to her one time on a rollercoaster, where every time she opened her mouth she didn’t know if it was to scream with joy or throw up her breakfast.


Eventually Celeste dared a look out the window and saw that they were passing over a stream, and then familiar-looking fields, and then a gently sloping hill. Finally she saw a most welcome sight: the ring of stones.


She shook a groaning Esme by the shoulder. ‘Esme! We’re about to go through the stones! Gran, look up. You don’t want to miss this.’


‘Yes, thank you, dear,’ Gran said. ‘I can see them. My stomach, too.’


Celeste’s stomach also felt a bit topsy-turvy, and her nose was all fizzy, matching the sloppy, popping feeling in her ear. She saw two of the stones looming up through the front windscreen, and then there was a sharp crack and a blazing streak of light that momentarily made Celeste go blind.


‘Ugh.’ Celeste rubbed her eyes as her sight dot-to-dotted its way back.


‘That bit was new,’ Esme said.


‘I don’t think it was on purpose.’ Celeste turned to check on Gran, only to find her grandmother right as rain, the imp statue grandiosely holding her arm while she peered out the window.


The rear grounds of Seven Wherewithal Way were now sweeping away under them. Celeste felt every molecule and atom of her body inflate with the familiar thrall of being outside of Earth. Here. At Wherewithal. Almost a year of waiting, but she’d got there in the end.


A sensation like pins and needles suddenly tingled through Celeste’s scar.


But there was no time to fully appreciate what that might mean because poor Bonnie had lost the plot. Her exhaust started belching and she began to spin around in circles, her sense of direction completely gone. The bruised and battered feathery creatures tried to call out advice, but the bus just kept hurtling through the air. Celeste had time to see a blurry haze of knolls and orchards, and the gardeners, Churnmilk Peg and Ghillie Dhu, look up from where they were enjoying a pipe over by the vegetable patch.


‘Esme, hold on!’ Celeste shouted, but she wasn’t even sure that was a good idea because they looked set to make contact with the third storey of Wherewithal, the gables and brick and wood of the attic rushing towards them unnaturally fast.


‘Higher! screamed a feathery voice.


Higher!’ wailed a second.


‘HIGHER!’ said a chorus.


Bonnie pulled it together enough to straighten her course and halt the dizzying spin, surging above the attic’s glass-domed roof. With a final belch of lilac-scented smoke, Bonnie turned dramatically on her side and the back door of the bus was flung open. This was followed by the statue of the imp smashing through the glass, taking Gran’s cape with it. Next came a giant marshmallow-y airbag, inflating as it went. Finally Gran, Esme and Celeste tumbled out of the door in a wildly spiralling display of arms and legs.


The three of them fell down through the sky, the giant hole of broken glass, and into the attic until – whoof – they landed on the airbag and were then bounced, rolled and flung into various parts of the room The statue of the imp had, miraculously, landed intact on Ferd’s napping couch.


Celeste rolled off a shag rug and behind another couch before coming to a stop in a particularly dusty spot of the room.


‘Uuuugh,’ she groaned, too shocked to move. She watched as a now keyring-size Bonnie bounced off the airbag and somersaulted almost merrily to a stop by Celeste’s nose.


‘Cheep!’ said the bus. Celeste tried to affectionately tell Bonnie she really needed to work on her landings, but she couldn’t quite make her jaw move.


‘Uuuugh,’ she said again instead, tucking Bonnie into her cardigan pocket and slowly heaving herself to her hands and knees. ‘Gran? Esme?’


There was a soft, shivery movement, and then the tang of rich, deep oakmoss. A shadow fell across Celeste’s face.


‘No,’ said a familiar, honey-laced voice. ‘Pan. Hello again, Me Myself.’
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News from Wherewithal
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Those cool, assessing eyes. That shrewd, sly smirk. That powerful body still encased in bronze but with the horrific, accordion-like neck.


Celeste felt like a bug under a magnifying glass.


She drew breath to speak, but the dust from her little romp along the floor got sucked into her nose and she sneezed instead.


‘Goodness gracious,’ Pan said, recoiling to normal neck size. ‘Germs, Me Myself. We have standards up here in the attic.’


‘That’d be right,’ Celeste groaned. ‘I finally get to Wherewithal and the first thing I see is you.’


Pan tsked. ‘Didn’t absence make the heart grow fonder?’


‘Absence made me forget you existed at all,’ wheezed Celeste, which wasn’t entirely true, and really, when it came down to it, not a very good comeback. But considering she’d just crashed through the roof of an attic, it was about all her brain could cobble together. ‘Gran? Esme? Are you okay?’


‘I’m okay, darling,’ called Gran from somewhere in the room. ‘I did gymnastics in my younger years. I know how to tumble.’


‘Behind the futon,’ Pan said in a bored tone. ‘And the mini-me landed somewhere among all that junk.’


‘I am not Celeste’s mini-me.’ Esme’s mass of chestnut curls burst from underneath a pile of crumpled cardboard boxes. She struggled and kicked and hit her way out and then huffed over to the statue while Celeste helped Gran onto the futon. Esme peered suspiciously at the statue. ‘Since when can you speak?’


‘Since hundreds of years ago, when I was born,’ Pan said, eyeing her down the length of his long, fine nose.


Esme snorted. ‘Show-off.’


‘Happy to, any time,’ the faun drawled, brandishing his pipes. ‘Perhaps you’d like a song? I have a—’


‘NO songs,’ Celeste interrupted, plumping a pillow behind Gran. She whirled back around. ‘And what is with all the talking? I thought you only did that to creep people out in the middle of the night.’


‘How things change when we don’t see you for a year, Me Myself,’ purred Pan, pulling a mournful expression.


‘Who’ve we got here?’ Gran said from the futon. ‘Sounds like butter wouldn’t melt.’


‘You can call me Pan, gorgeous.’ Pan flashed his most charming smile. ‘I don’t believe we’ve really got acquainted before now. And to answer your question, Me Myself, it’s no longer a secret around here that every now and then I simply have to stretch my legs. That’s why I’m in the attic. Everyone got sick of the lovely things I whispered to them as they walked past. And the tricks I played on them: ‘Did his tail move?’, ‘Did that hoof twitch?’ There was even one complaint that I had greedy eyes. Imagine!’


‘Your eyes are very handsome, dear, but your attitude needs some work,’ Gran said.


Pan smirked at her before continuing. ‘Anyhow, it seems I wore out my welcome, and now it’s out of sight for me. Not out of mind, though. Every few hours someone’s in here checking on me. I even have a babysitter – that big, hairy brown thing who’s supposed to be invisible. I must say, though, he does have a way with the duster.’


‘His name is Puddlefoot,’ Celeste said through gritted teeth.


Pan dismissed this with a lazy wave of his hand, the nails long, lustrous spirals. ‘So there’s no secret anymore, my pets. I like to think of it as more of a game. Little Miss Salty tries to conjure up some new enchantment to keep me all statuesque, and I try to wiggle out of it. I’ve got to have some kind of cranial stimulation. Recommend it for aging minds, gorgeous,’ he added to Gran.


‘Oh that’s lovely, dear,’ Gran said, with a glittery look in her eyes. ‘If you’re hundreds of years old you probably need a bit of help, don’t you?’


Pan laughed throatily. ‘I so adore a bit of Barden banter.’


‘I liked you better when you didn’t speak,’ Esme said bluntly. ‘Not that I ever really liked you at all.’


‘Enemies to friends, Curly Sue,’ Pan said. ‘It’s a tried and true plot device.’


‘Ferd should have you sent to gaol with Baba Yaga,’ Celeste said. ‘I don’t know why you’re not there already.’


‘Good luck getting Ferdinand’s attention for more than thirty seconds.’ Pan yawned and leisurely stretched out his shoulders. ‘No one’s heard a peep from our dearly beloved in weeks. First it was maniacal dashing in and out of the portals on the merest puff of rumour about where some hagstone or Guardian is. Now they’re locked up in the study drooling over information. Meanwhile I’ve got some hairy beast spying on me and fishlips up here zipping me looks that could freeze the burning core of the Realm of Jungle’s sun.’ Pan gave a dramatic sigh and pretended to swoon. ‘What’s a faun got to do for some personal space and private time? I’m about done with it all, Me Myself, let me tell you.’


‘Good,’ said Esme. ‘Everyone’s been done with you for ages.’


‘But oh me, oh my, my Curly Sue,’ sang Pan. ‘I will never be done with you.’


‘You’ll be done away with if you keep threatening my granddaughters,’ warned Gran.


Pan’s eyes shone terrifically, and it looked like he had a particularly tasty brand of sugar-laced venom for Gran. But then his bronzed horns twitched and his eyes flickered over to the attic doorway, where the stairs led down to the second floor.


‘Well, the calvary’s coming,’ he said dryly. ‘You’ll excuse me if I zone out from this social situation. I much prefer one-on-one. Come see me later, won’t you, Me Myself? We’ve got so much to catch up on.’


Pan retreated back into his statuesque bronze casing just as Celeste heard a commotion from downstairs. It seemed news of their spontaneous crash through the roof had finally reached the rest of Wherewithal.


Celeste’s heart shivered with a fizzy concoction of excitement and trepidation as she busily tried to smooth her hair and straighten her dusty cardigan. Esme, hearing the approaching party, too, leapt away from Pan. Far, far too late Celeste clocked that Esme was still wearing Gran’s rude apron.


‘Take that off,’ Celeste snapped as she heard footsteps on the stairs.


Gran took a proper look at her granddaughter’s attire and pealed with laughter.


As usual, when being told to do something, Esme stubbornly stuck out her chin. She resolutely tightened the apron strings. ‘I like it.’ Her eyes took on a bright, conniving sheen that even Pan would have been impressed by. ‘Hey, do you think we got here in time for dinner? Or maybe Beanie baked a cake? I was kidnapped by a bus and fell through a roof. I’m starving.’


Before Celeste could remind Esme to keep her manners in check when it came to being a guest in someone’s else house, the hubbub on the stairs got louder.


‘Would you please not push, this stairway is already claustrophobic.’


‘Watch the tail, fishface, and stop the yowlin’ while yer at it.’


‘Oh, the two tiny cherubs, Peg said, didn’t they so? My two poor poppets all a-tumble through the roof.’


And then Logan, Ferd’s apprentice, ducked through the doorway. He really did have to duck, for it seemed like he had grown another five inches. He was closely followed by the motley crew of Wherewithal’s permanent residents: the housekeeper, Bean, her dove-like hands fluttering in concern; the military adviser, Lutalo, who also had to duck, on account of his height but also his four extra arms; the cook, Wags, still wielding his favourite stirring spoon as he charged through everyone’s legs; the spell-master, Taura, making a face as she waited for everyone to move out of the doorway; and then the gardeners, Ghillie and Peg, who slunk past the others to go and stand against the wall, still holding the vegetables they’d been pulling up when Bonnie made her grand entrance.


‘Esme!’ Logan stuttered, almost falling over the bunched-up rug. ‘Celeste!’


Celeste pretended not to be bothered that Logan had mentioned Esme first. ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘Surprise! Sorry about the roof.’


‘I don’t have a spell to fix that,’ Taura sniffed.


‘Oh, my. All those splinters and all that glass, so many ways for your poor precious heads to hurt themselves,’ Bean fussed, fluttering over to Esme to inspect one of the poor precious heads in question.


‘Nice of you to drop in!’ Logan said. ‘Literally!’


Esme snorted her disgust at this, while Celeste laughed awkwardly and seemed to have forgotten how to stand. Seeing Logan after a while always made her feel stupidly tongue-tied and twitchy. She might have saved a whole Realm from an assortment of deadly creatures, but a silly crush on a teenage boy was obviously still a problem.


‘Nothing to fuss about, lass,’ Peg said, shuffling past the glass and wood chips to tweak a dust ball off Esme’s shoulder and then offer Celeste a carrot. ‘Ghillie and I will sort it.’ From out of their hair Peg took a pipe, lit it, and offered it to Celeste. ‘For your nerves.’


‘Um, no thanks,’ said Celeste.


‘I wouldn’t say no,’ Gran said, and Peg chuckled as they hobbled over to offer the pipe to Gran.


‘Good one, that,’ Ghillie said approvingly. ‘Good dark leaf, rich soil, long curing. Goes down smooth.’


‘I wouldn’t mind trying,’ Esme piped up.


‘Oh, the cheek on the little saucepot,’ Bean cooed.


‘Absolutely not,’ said Celeste. ‘Besides, I thought you were hungry?’


‘Oh, yeah,’ said Esme, turning to Wags, who was also eyeing the pipe with interest. ‘Hey, Wags, got anything good cooking? Celeste didn’t make me dinner.’


‘Demands already, is it?’ Wags crankily tugged his cap over his eyes. ‘Here ten seconds and expects a faerie feast.’


‘I thought that was bad for humans,’ Esme said.


‘Just an expression, I’m sure,’ Logan said, catching Celeste’s eye and giving her an awkward wave and then almost stumbling over a shard of roof glass. He righted himself with a ‘no problems here!’ shoulder adjustment.


‘Hehheh,’ chuckled Ghillie. ‘Like a jittery little grasshopper.’ Which of course only made Logan turn his particular shade of tomato-red and start stammering.


‘Does Ferd know you’re coming? Er, arrived? They’re locked away in their study, I’m afraid. Got a lead on Olmec.’


‘Olmec?’ said Celeste.


‘Uh, the Realm of Jungle’s Leshy equivalent. The hagstone Guardian.’


‘Oh, right,’ said Celeste. ‘Sure. Of course.’


‘Were-jaguar,’ interjected Lutalo, with an appreciative gleam in his warm, brown eyes. ‘A beautiful beast.’


‘But not doing so well now,’ Logan hurried on. ‘No one’s seen her in over a year. One of the creatures we’ve snuck into Wherewithal said there were rumours she’s trapped in a temple in the Realm of Jungle. But The Order won’t respond to Ferd’s quills.’


‘So naturally they had a breakdown and locked themself in their study and will now only communicate with Hugin through the door,’ Taura said.


‘Hugin!’ Esme squealed, forgetting all about her close-to-death starvation. ‘Where is he?’


‘Didn’t you hear me?’ Taura sighed. ‘Hovering outside Ferd’s door, trying to coax them out.’


‘I’m going to find him!’ Esme shouted, tearing towards the door and giving Logan a good look at the rude apron. He blushed profusely, while Peg chuckled appreciatively through a mouthful of smoke and Wags just looked confused.


‘Not so fast, my feather, not so hasty,’ said Bean. ‘We must protect all your fragile little bones.’


‘Watch the hair,’ Taura said as Esme barged past her. ‘I’ve just spent two hours singing a de-tangling spell into it.’


‘It looks fantastic,’ Logan said.


‘Hugin!’ hollered Esme into the depths of the house. ‘It’s me, Esme! I’m here!’ She crashed down the stairs like a destructive boulder, while Bean raced after her, cautioning the need for footsteps ‘as light as a butterfly’s kiss’.


‘Ungrateful,’ huffed Wags. ‘Begs for food and then goes for the giant.’ He rapped his spoon against the floor, sharply. ‘You hungry?’


‘Me?’ asked Celeste.


‘No, the hole in the roof yer fell through.’


‘Right,’ said Celeste. ‘Um. Yes?’ It didn’t seem like a high priority right now, but she’d felt the sting of that spoon on her shins before.


Wags nodded approvingly. ‘Got a honey cake heatin’. Stuffed tomatoes and fried ‘taters. Fresh bread, chestnut and parsley crumb. Mushroom pancakes, batter all mixed. Thirty minutes. Tops.’


‘Sounds delicious,’ Celeste said, realising she actually was very hungry.


‘I will bring the honey wine,’ Lutalo grinned, swinging one of his arms around Celeste. ‘It must be celebrated, the arrival of two young warriors.’


‘And one old one,’ Gran said, pushing through the cloud of pipe smoke. ‘Did you say mushroom pancakes?’


Wags grunted, eyeing her suspiciously.


‘Oh, well I’d better come with you,’ Gran said, hobbling towards the door. ‘We know how you are with cooking mushrooms the wrong way.’


‘God-awful woman, you will not!’ Wags waved the spoon menacingly. ‘Rap on the knuckles for yer menace is what you’ll get.’


‘Nonsense,’ said Gran, sidestepping him. ‘I suppose you fry the potatoes in butter? Let me show you the way Nanny Clem used to do it. Once you’ve tried it you won’t go back.’


‘Keep yer nose out of my kitchen,’ Wags hollered, scampering after her, and their ensuing argument followed Esme’s hollers and Bean’s plaintive pleading into the depths of the house.


Logan grinned shyly at Celeste. ‘Right back into it, huh?’


‘Is there any other way?’ Celeste tucked her fingers into her cardigan and returned his grin.


‘Sorry about the delay,’ Logan said. ‘I know we promised you another adventure, it just seems to have taken its time getting here.’


‘I would have waited forever,’ Celeste said, a little horrified that she had to focus very hard on not bursting into some weird teary concoction of apprehension, relief and overwhelming joy.


‘Ugh,’ Taura said. ‘Everyone falling over themselves – literally, in your case—’


‘Haha, that was my joke before,’ Logan said, only to be silenced with an icy glare.


‘Literally, in your case, to get here,’ Taura continued pointedly. ‘And I’m the only one with enough sense to want to get away.’


Celeste watched her face carefully, though, and wasn’t fooled. Underneath that ice-queen charade, Taura seemed quite content at Wherewithal. This was only confirmed when Taura caught Celeste looking and gave her a thrilling sharp-toothed smile. Then the ningyo tossed her curtain of hair – Celeste caught the whiff of bayberries even from across the room – and headed towards the stairs.


‘Coming, then? Let’s see if you can wake your stupid cousin from their – frankly very annoying – stupor.’


Celeste was bundled down the attic stairs by Lutalo, Taura and Logan. Ghillie and Peg stayed behind to assess the damage to the roof, which everyone knew really meant sitting on the couch to finish off their pipe.


Celeste took a last look at Pan before she passed down the stairs. The sly faun’s eyes shifted minutely, and one corner of that bronzed smile lifted to reveal a flash of teeth.
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‘Why hasn’t Pan been sent to a proper gaol at The Order?’ Celeste asked as they all slowly made their way down the long passage into the second-floor cloisters. Shadows and shapes and magic glinted and sighed through the beams of light. ‘It doesn’t seem like the bronze is having much effect these days. Surely it won’t be long before he causes major trouble.’ 


‘Oh, that,’ said Taura. ‘That’s been back and forth more times than the tide. First Ferd wanted to keep him here, thought maybe he might redeem himself. But there is no redeeming that despicable beast. By the time Ferd accepted that, The Order didn’t want him.’


‘The outpost gaols are full,’ Lutalo explained. ‘Many creatures are being hauled in for suspected troublemaking, should The Order think they are somehow involved in the current rebellion. Security is very high. It is a “take no prisoners” approach.’


‘Except that they are,’ Celeste joked. ‘Taking prisoners.’


Only Logan laughed.


‘They suspect Pan, or at least someone at Wherewithal, is involved with the creature masterminding this plot to find the hagstones. You know, acting like a spy,’ Logan said, rushing in to alleviate the awkward silence. ‘It would be pretty easy to coordinate rebellion efforts from Wherewithal. They’ve questioned all of us. Our backgrounds, potential motives, whereabouts.’


‘Kept me there almost three hours without even a bucket of water,’ Taura huffed. ‘I had to source some dried mollusc husk just to cast a spell to restore my skin elasticity. And that took almost three weeks to arrive. I looked like I had dryscale.’


‘I didn’t notice any difference,’ Logan said.


Taura made a sound like a whale blowing water from its spout.


‘Even Ferd got pulled in for questioning at some point,’ Logan hurried on. ‘And then they were banned from being actively involved in having anything further to do with finding the other hagstones, or helping the Guardians of them. Just quietly, I think that really severed any remaining faith they had in The Order. Oh! Whoops-a-daisy!’ Logan tripped on a loose stone, stumbled, and did a weird jig to avoid crashing into Taura. ‘Sorry about that.’


‘All the grace of a beached whale,’ Taura snapped.


Lutalo and Celeste exchanged an amused glance.


‘Anyway, we’ve got Puddlefoot keeping an eye on Pan,’ Logan said. ‘The whole invisibility thing kind of works when you’re trying to catch out a potential Realm-Destroying Spy. Not that Puddlefoot’s reported anything worse than Pan shaking off the bronze to go look at himself in the mirror.’


Celeste, not wanting to hurt anyone’s feelings, refrained from saying that she doubted an invisible brownie would be an obstacle for Pan. There were many ways to be invisible, and Celeste was sure that if he wished to, the faun could also disappear.


‘Meanwhile attacks continue on the portals, and the Realm of Fae portal is still playing up,’ Lutalo said. ‘Sometimes it does not appear at all.’


‘And it’s made two more hagstone spirits since you were here,’ sighed Taura. ‘I’m at my fin’s end trying to fix it.’


‘And apart from this rumour about Olmec, there’s been no word from any of the other Guardians?’ asked Celeste.


Logan, guiding Celeste down one of the long passageways that would bring them out into the second floor’s main hall, shook his head. ‘It’s like they’ve all disappeared. But we do believe a creature called the Draugr is the one seeking the hagstone in the Realm of Ice.’


‘At the last Ministry for Military Tactics meeting, it was discussed whether all the portals should be temporarily closed,’ said Lutalo. ‘This would be sad, but I think perhaps for the best. There has not been this much unrest since the Rift Wars.’


‘That was all the fighting between humans and the Realms that led to the portals being closed the first time, right?’ asked Celeste.


‘Correct,’ said Lutalo.


They came out of the passageway and into the main hall. Celeste paused for a moment, trying to get things straight in her mind. ‘I’m surprised The Order haven’t moved into Wherewithal,’ she eventually said. ‘It seems such an easy target. After all, there are already hagstones here. Wouldn’t they want to protect it?’


‘I suspect they want Ferdinand to crack under the pressure and relinquish control of Wherewithal,’ said Lutalo. ‘Your cousin has grown too powerful, and their many years of well-intentioned meddling are finally wearing thin. Ferdinand cannot keep saving the day – it shows The Order up.’


‘Wow,’ Celeste said, burrowing into her cardigan. ‘Olmec missing, Ferd gone crazy, portal problems, the Draugr, over-run gaols, a Realms-wide uprising. Anything else I need to know?’ Her fingers, shoved into her pockets, nudged against keyring-size Bonnie. ‘Oh!’ she said, fishing out the bus. ‘I’ve got Bonnie! I’m not sure how she managed to get through the portal and find her way to us, but I’m glad she did!’


‘Maybe Ferd has been tinkering,’ Logan mused.


‘It was me,’ Taura said bossily, like that should have been obvious. ‘I did a spell. And it was complicated, too – air manipulation, space manipulation, three-part charms of intuition. Keeping the portal open. And I kept the disruption of energy cloaked, so The Order wouldn’t feel the spike. Not to mention the honing magic, so Bonnie could find you. No wonder my webbing has been splitting.’


‘Oh,’ said Celeste. Even though she’d barely started the spell back in Gran’s bathroom, she was slightly disappointed that Bonnie’s miraculous appearance was not the result of her own untapped magical ability.


‘Working together, we made this happen,’ Lutalo explained as they descended the stairs. ‘Puddlefoot borrowed Bonnie from Ferdinand. Hugin found some of the incantations for the spells.’


‘They were old, alright,’ said Taura. ‘Hidden away in the library. I wasn’t going to get all dusty trying to find them.’


‘The idea was mine,’ Lutalo admitted. ‘Sometimes there are nights so dark you begin to lose the edges of yourself. Many leaders have lost their way because there is no spark for them, nothing to illuminate how they may find their way back. Perhaps you can be a light, a tiny bit of hope for Ferd.’


Celeste looked to see what Logan had to say about all this, but he looked as clueless as Celeste felt. More than that, he looked offended and perplexed. There was a flush of red high on his cheeks, and he would not meet anyone’s eye.


‘Any reason I was, uh, not let in on the secret?’ Logan’s voice seemed to be aiming for jolly and lighthearted, but instead came out strangled and strained.


Taura looked at him quickly. ‘And what do you think you could do that we can’t?’


Logan flushed and picked at some of the wood on the walls.


‘Well, I am Ferd’s apprentice.’


‘Exactly,’ said Taura. ‘Their apprentice. That means you’re still learning.’


Celeste opened her mouth to defend Logan, to say that she would have hardly got through last year’s adventures without him, but Esme chose that moment to appear screaming at the bottom of the stairs. Even the living branches on the walls curled and flinched away.


‘Celeste! It’s Hugin! He knows sign language! Come on!’ She dashed up the remaining stairs and grabbed her sister’s hand, so fast that Lutalo had to steady Celeste with one of his arms. Celeste’s eyes strayed to the spot where Pan had once stood in the entrance, almost expecting to see him there. But then she was dragged into the right passageway and almost fell over Hugin, who was sitting in front of Ferd’s study, the door firmly closed.


‘There he is!’ Esme bellowed.


‘Yes I can see, thank you,’ said Celeste pertly. ‘It’s quite hard to miss a giant.’


Hugin’s beaming face lit up when he saw Celeste, and he held out his arms for a hug. Once Celeste was engulfed by his huge, gentle arms, and the great swathes of his yellow hair, and the soft cottony smell of his jerkin, she realised just how much she had missed him. She hugged Hugin for so long that Esme tugged on her cardigan.


‘That’s enough,’ her little sister said, wriggling in so she could steal away some of the hug. ‘I saw him first.’


Celeste extracted herself and stood back. ‘You learned some sign language?’ she asked.


In response Hugin touched his right hand to his forehead and gave her a little salute: ‘Hello!’ 


Celeste responded with a thumbs up hit into her left palm: ‘Fantastic!’ 


Not to be outdone, Esme deemed it ‘Marvellous’, fanning both hands, fingers spread, away from her face.


Hugin made an anxious face and formed a crooked V-shape with his fingers, showing them that he found it very hard, because of his thick fingers and stocky arms. Hugin’s tongue had been cut out by his tribe before he came to Wherewithal, so he was mute, but very expressive. Communicating with Hugin had never been a problem, but Celeste was extremely touched that he’d spent time learning the language both Celeste and Esme knew from school.


‘Why are you sitting outside?’ she asked him. Hugin was the cleverest and smartest creature Celeste knew. He read more books than her! Ferd might have gone a little cuckoo, but it was surprising they weren’t making use of Hugin’s encyclopaedic knowledge of the Realms. If someone was going to find hidden hagstones, it was Hugin.


But Hugin signed that Ferd had become so preoccupied and withdrawn that they hadn’t maintained the enchantments that made all the doors in Wherewithal expand to accommodate Hugin’s considerable height. He mimed himself walking and then made a great pantomime of being bruised and battered by various door frames. Even Taura smiled.


Celeste began to worry very much about what kind of state she would find Ferd in when she opened the study door. Expecting the worst – maelstroms of paper, total disorganised chaos, a raving, half-deranged Ferd – she took hold of the handle and slowly opened the door.


The paper part, at least, was correct. Various parchment scraps, notes, and open books were scattered across every available surface, along with maps, broken quills, and at least seven unfinished cups of tea. There was that familiar, if slightly musty, smell of cinnamon and orange and peppermint.


Ferd was fast asleep.


Their head was tipped over the back of the chair, and an open book lay on their stomach. A map was hanging loosely from the fingers of their left hand. Weak light filtered in through the only gap in the curtains, and Ferd’s soft snores curled peacefully around the disorder of the room.


Celeste looked back at Hugin, whose expression suggested that he knew all along Ferd was asleep, and the only reason he was guarding the door was to make sure Ferd was not disturbed.


Logan poked his head into the room, followed by Taura, then Lutalo.


‘Ah,’ said Lutalo. ‘This is a rest that was much needed, although perhaps Ferd would be far more comfortable in a bed.’


Taura wrinkled her petite nose. ‘I think I see some drool.’


‘Where?’ Esme disentangled herself from Hugin’s beard and rushed to look. ‘Celeste does that sometimes when she falls asleep watching a movie.’


‘Not true,’ Celeste mumbled, snatching a glance at Logan, but he still looked preoccupied and highly unlikely to be bothered on behalf of Celeste’s drool.


‘Haha,’ said Esme, peering at the string of spit that was, indeed, trailing out the side of Ferd’s mouth. ‘Look! It’s fallen on the collar of the robe!’


‘Ugh. That robe,’ Taura said, taking her nose-wrinkling up a notch. The poor robe was quite mangy, its burgundy splendour streaked with stains.


‘Esme! Come away! Leave Ferd alone.’ Celeste went to bustle her little sister away but, as was often the case with Esme, the damage was already done.


Ferd woke with a funny little whumping sound, snapping upright in their chair. The book in their lap fell to the floor. On reflex Ferd’s right hand clasped a nearby cup of tea and brought it towards their lips.


‘Little kip!’ Ferd announced, and then spat out the cold tea – also onto the robe, which at least had the advantage of washing away the drool.


‘Charming,’ said Taura.


‘HELLO!’ Esme boomed. ‘It’s me! I’m back!’


‘So you are!’ Ferd boomed, twice as loud. ‘Enya! It’s been a minute!’


‘Esme, you goose! And it’s been longer than that. You forgot about me!’


‘I would never! I just wanted to cut out the boring bits and bring you in on the action!’ Ferd took in Esme’s apron and grinned appreciatively. ‘Look at that! It’s not quite a patchwork suit, but it’s a fair start!’


‘I can sew some bells on it!’ Esme said.


Celeste groaned, and Ferd swivelled around in the chair, almost hitting Esme with the map they were still holding. Celeste, Taura, Lutalo and Logan stood hovering in the doorway, joined by Hugin’s face and the top part of his shoulder, which was all that would fit.


‘Well then,’ said Ferd, folding their hands in their lap. ‘And what can I do for you all?’


‘A hot shower and a steam cleaning for that robe,’ Taura said flatly.


‘A hearty meal and a tickle of honey wine!’ Lutalo said, eyeing Ferd’s lanky frame, which did, if possible, look even lankier.


‘More sunshine and less “mad scholar locked away in a dungeon”,’ Logan said, glancing around the room. ‘Seriously, this is the first time I’ve seen you in weeks.’


‘A decent sleep,’ signed Hugin, and they all peered at the puffy dark circles under Ferd’s eyes.


Taura shrugged. ‘I’ve got a kelp poultice for that.’


‘Um,’ said Celeste. ‘Hello?’


‘Celeste!’ Ferd sprang out of the chair. ‘Well I’ve been meaning to … I haven’t … it’s fantastic …’ they trailed off, looking around themself. ‘Hmm.’ Ferd lifted up some maps, peered into one of the empty teacups. ‘Yes. Well. Little bit of hermit mode going on. Nothing to worry about.’ They fluffed out the robe and then grimaced at the smell that wafted up. ‘Brilliant to see you. How’d you come about, then?’


‘Bonnie came to get us,’ Celeste said. ‘Gran’s here, too.’


‘Annoying Wags in the kitchen,’ Esme said proudly.


‘Good good, lovely stuff,’ Ferd said. ‘Bonnie’s been sneaking around without me, you say? And here I was thinking it was all till death do us apart … parted … part …’


Celeste fumbled around in her pocket and then placed keyring-Bonnie gently in Ferd’s hand. The bus gave a reprimanding little toot and hit Ferd with a puff of lilac dust from her miniature exhaust.


‘Matches the purple under your eyes,’ Taura said as Ferd coughed and then patted Bonnie fondly and tucked her into the robe.


‘They organised it,’ Logan said, a little sulkily. ‘Lutalo and Hugin and Taura. And Puddlefoot stole Bonnie. They decided you needed a distraction. Because the past couple of months you’ve gone a bit, er …’


‘Feral,’ said Taura.


‘Enter Celeste and Esmerelda Barden to save the day!’ Ferd enthused. ‘Excellent choice. My top picks, saved the Realms once or twice, extremely fast runners, topnotch banter and know how to wear the bejeezus out of a cardigan and a patchwork suit.’ Ferd appraised Esme. ‘Or a rude novelty apron. Not that I needed an intervention, mind. I do the intervening, after all. Swoop in and intervene. That’s me.’


‘It is a very honourable thing to want to protect Wherewithal and help your friends, the Guardians of the hagstones,’ said Lutalo. ‘But you will be no good to any creature if in the quest to do so you make yourself sick.’


‘Ooh, but I’m on the brink of multiple discoveries!’ Ferd swerved madly around the room, picking up handfuls of paper. ‘I have the Must-Do of all Must-Do Lists!’


‘That doesn’t even make sense,’ sighed Taura.


‘There are snakes!’ babbled Ferd. ‘Two of ‘em! In the Realm of Jungle. I think they’re the ones after the hagstone. Got to find that Olmec. Were-panther, did you hear? Hardly uses the human side, though. Draugr’s gonna be hard to stop. I mean, terrific strength, not to mention the smell …’


‘Speaking of smells,’ Taura said pointedly.


‘And as for the big bad wolf behind it all – not actually a wolf, disclaimer – well, Babs said it’s someone I have history with, yes? So I’ve drawn up a list of everyone who might hate me. It’s a bit long – we all know humans aren’t popular and I have a sticky finger … stick-on nose … stickybeak … but I’ve got Hugin here tracking down all their whereabouts. Absolute champion on the finer details.’


‘But what are you doing for Hugin?’ asked Esme.


‘What’s that?’ Ferd spun around to look at her.


‘What are you doing for Hugin?’ Esme repeated. ‘Everyone here is worried about you and doing things for you, and you can’t even remember to enchant a few stupid doors so Hugin doesn’t bump his head every time he wants to go somewhere.’


‘Oh,’ said Ferd. Their face fell. ‘Right.’


Hugin tried to sign that he was fine, but Celeste wasn’t having any of that, either.


‘If The Order are all about protecting themselves, and you’re on some self-consuming, destructive path to save your old friends, then who’s going to look after your family, here at Wherewithal? You know, the creatures who you made it your personal mission to save and protect, before you got some brand-new, more heroic mission?’


‘And also you forgot about us,’ Esme said. ‘Like, last year we saved a whole Realm and you didn’t even send a box of chocolates to say thank you.’


Ferd looked at Esme and Celeste, and then at everyone else in the doorway. They gazed around the dim, fusty study, and at a map of the Realms that was falling off the wall.


‘Understandable,’ Ferd finally said. ‘I’d be sore about the chocolates, too.’


Esme pressed herself to her cousin’s side. ‘It’s okay, Ferd,’ she said. ‘We still love you a lot. It’s just that you’re being annoying.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘And smelly.’


Ferd laughed uneasily, half-heartedly tidying up some papers. ‘Bit of a bath, you reckon? It’s actually perfect timing for an intervention because if my nose tells me correctly, Wags is cooking up some sort of delicious feast. So how about I jump in the bath, give myself a spritz, and then we’ll all sit down and have a big old family dinner, whereupon after apologising for my mad scientist phase, I won’t mention hagstones or Guardians or anything remotely heroic like saving a Realm, and you can all bring me up to speed with the daily Wherewithal newsfeed, and – Celeste and Esme I’m looking at you – the whens and whys of the human world?’


‘All Celeste has been doing is sitting around pining for Wherewithal,’ Esme said. ‘So that won’t be very interesting. But I’m nine now! Next year I’m in Grade Four!’


‘Grade Four!’ said Ferd as they walked towards the door. ‘But you’re nine! Shouldn’t you be in Grade Nine?’


‘No, silly, it doesn’t work like that,’ Esme giggled, bouncing around and latching on to one of Lutalo’s hands.


‘You must tell me,’ Lutalo said. ‘Do they teach you to fight at this school? It is a very important part of education.’


‘No, they teach you to fight with words,’ said Esme. ‘It’s very boring. But I started doing ju-jitsu and karate! Hey, come on, Hugin! Gran’s making mushroom pancakes! Maybe if we’re lucky she’ll let us lick the bowl!’


Hugin followed Esme and Lutalo out the door, with Taura close behind, their voices trailing down the passage.


Celeste looked from Logan to Ferd and wanted to hug them both, she was so giddily happy to be back.


Logan scratched his cheek and gave her an awkward pat on the shoulder.


‘Well,’ he said. ‘Did I say it’s the bee’s knees to see you again?’


‘I’ll second that,’ Ferd said, slinging an arm around both of them. ‘Not that bees have knees. Just like old times, eh?’


‘Just like old times,’ Celeste said. ‘Now all we need is an adventure.’
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