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Upon a snowy winter’s night, in an old Northern town called Sorrow-by-the-Moor, a door appeared where it had not been before.


Most doors have the courtesy to attach themselves to a house, or a school, or a museum, but this door was not nearly so well-mannered. It floated a few inches above the cobblestones, as if held there by strings, its wood coloured the warm brown of very strong tea.


The door slowly creaked open. A lady stepped out, wreathed in the aromas of cinnamon and gingerbread. She wore a dress like woven candyfloss. Her butterscotch-blonde hair tumbled from beneath a pointed hat around her rosy-pink cheeks. Her eyes were the colour of lavender. Upon her shoulder was a raven with sugar-white feathers.


‘Over to you,’ said the lady, hands on hips as she cast her gaze around the town square. The raven flapped on to a streetlamp. ‘The shop needs me like a kitchen needs a kettle, and I’ve been away for long enough as it is.’


‘This is all stuff and nonsense, Miss Dumpling,’ said the raven, anxiously preening his feathers. ‘Are you quite sure about this . . . project of yours?’


Miss Dumpling plucked a pink teacup from thin air, plumes of steam drifting from the amber liquid inside. ‘It is a truth universally acknowledged that a witch in possession of great magic must be in want of an apprentice.’


While the raven muttered something under his breath, Miss Dumpling knelt upon a snow-covered flowerbed. She plunged her hand into the earth below, bringing up a pinch of soil. After sprinkling the soil into her tea, she drank it down in one go. For a moment, she blinked very rapidly. Then she smiled, feeling the magic at work. Her tongue had turned honey-gold in colour.


First, Miss Dumpling spoke to a sycamore tree (she was usually only fluent in oak and willow). Sadly, it was very old, and it no longer paid attention to the business of humans.


Second, she addressed the wind, but it was far too excitable and did not give her a straight answer.


Third, she consulted with a statue outside the church. It raised its stone top hat to her, and then pointed towards some circus tents on the edge of town.


Miss Dumpling beamed and thanked the statue. ‘You’re all set up with directions,’ she said to the bird. ‘Now, shall you do as I have asked, or must I find a new familiar who will ?’


After a pause, the raven let out a prim sigh. ‘I’ve never failed you before, and I don’t plan to start today.’ With a wink, Miss Dumpling disappeared through the tea-coloured door, and left the raven grumbling and groaning as he set off towards the circus tents.


Meanwhile, curious little creatures were watching from the shadows. They nervously peered out from alleys and sewers, behind dustbins and under motorcars, all fur and feathers and horns and claws. They were whispering breathlessly amongst themselves.


‘By Oberon, don’t you know who that was?’


‘Of course I do! Does it mean what I think it means?’

‘Oh, yes! It means Dwimmerly End is on its way. Dwimmerly End is coming to town!’
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There was once a girl named Yesterday Crumb, and that was not even the most peculiar thing about her. For one, she lived and worked in a travelling circus, even though she was only twelve years old. For another, her hair was the colour of pumpkins, fiercer than any shade of ginger you have ever seen before, while her skin was so pale it was almost silver.


Oddest of all, instead of ordinary human ears, she had the pointed ears of a fox, reddish-brown and tipped at the end with the black of burnt toast. They poked out from her tangle of hair, and even though they were fairly small, any vixen worth her claws would tell you they promised to be marvellous in the future.


She spent her days curled in the corner of her iron cage, gawked at by circus patrons who paid good money to see the girl with the fox ears. She slept there, on a bed of straw; she ate there; she lived and played and dreamed there, with no friends save for the donkey who pulled her cage whenever the circus travelled to a new town.


‘Would you look at those ears!’ said a young lady in the crowd, tapping on her husband’s shoulder.


Yesterday was bathed in the yellow light of a sign which read, Yesterday Crumb, the Amazing Fox Girl! Snow was starting to fall, but she was clad in a simple white dress. And, although it was against the rules, she had wrapped herself in a tattered brown blanket.


‘You don’t suppose they’re real, do you?’ the lady continued. ‘Surely they’re glued on or some such.’


The gentleman leaned in and studied her ears, as if Yesterday were a specimen in a museum gallery and not a girl with thoughts and feelings and a heart that could ache. ‘Hm. Look pretty real to me.’


‘What an odd little thing she is,’ said the lady, barely suppressing a shudder.


I can hear you, you know! thought Yesterday. I’m not called the Amazing Fox Girl for nothing, even if these ears do ruin just about everything else.


She held her tongue, the constellation of bruises on her arm a reminder of what had happened the last time she had insulted a circus patron.


Instead, she tried to ignore the voices, and disappear into her one and only book. It was only small, no bigger than her palm, and was practically falling apart these days. The title on the front cover read The Pocket Book of Faeries and there was a picture of a man with dragonfly wings underneath.


It was a kind of storybook, written like a birdwatcher’s guide, only for made-up creatures rather than real ones. Even so, every time Yesterday read it, she pretended that such creatures really existed. That there were river trolls who lived under bridges and feasted on moss and syrup for their supper. That there were pixies the size of toadstools who were born every time someone fell in love. That there were goblins who travelled the world with their markets, trading their wares in exchange for your earliest memories or the last years of your life.


Yesterday flipped open the cover, lingering briefly on the torn fragment of paper that should have been the book’s first page. All that was left of it was a little scrap in the corner, on which her name, Yesterday, was written, and nothing more.


The book had been found by Yesterday’s side, her only possession, when the ringmaster had discovered her as a baby outside his tent twelve years earlier. Yesterday often wondered who had left her the book and had written her name in it, and if it was the same person who had left her all alone at the circus, but finding out the answers to such questions was not a luxury afforded to the Amazing Fox Girl.


Yesterday sat and read all evening until finally a grumpy-looking man in a top hat and a dirty crimson jacket came over and slotted his key into the cage’s lock.


‘Grubs up, Crumb,’ grunted Ringmaster Skelm, who was not well-known for his friendly manner.


Crumb was the surname he had given to Yesterday since, in Skelm’s opinion, she was so small and obviously unwanted by whoever had left her behind.


‘I’m not hungry,’ said Yesterday, refusing to look up from her book.


‘You’ll do as you’re told, girl,’ the ringmaster said, baring his teeth. ‘Or you’ll have no dinner for three nights. Do you understand? Are you listening to me?’


Yesterday was not, in fact, listening in the slightest. She was completely lost in her book, as ever. Besides, she was sick of the same boring old turnip soup he fed them every day. It was hardly worth standing up for.


‘Will you get your nose out of that thing for once!’ Skelm bellowed.


‘It’s called a book, Ringmaster Skelm.’ Yesterday sighed, turning a page. ‘You might try reading one someday.’


Skelm’s expression twisted into a sneer. ‘You and that book. Forget your dreams and stories,’ he said to her. ‘Girls like you don’t go on adventures. You don’t end up with happily-ever-afters. You’re no elegant princess, winning the heart of a prince . . .’


Yesterday tapped her chin thoughtfully. ‘Fine by me. What would I do with the heart of a prince, anyway? Wear it on a necklace? If that’s your idea of a happily-ever-after, you can keep it. Besides, this isn’t that kind of book.’


Skelm gritted his teeth. ‘I don’t care what kind of book it is. You belong to this circus, and a circus attraction is all you’ll ever be.’


Yesterday fixed him with one of her fiercest glares. ‘And the ringmaster of a tacky circus, who picks on little girls just to feel important, is all you’ll ever be. Now, would you mind disappearing?’ she said airily, eyes returning to her book. ‘You’re eating into my reading time.’


There was a moment of agonising silence as Skelm’s face contorted into a snarl. ‘See what your attitude gets you, you little horror,’ he growled at last. ‘Nothing, that’s what.’


And with that, he locked the door again and put the key in his pocket before storming off.


Yesterday gave another sigh, a prisoner once more. She looked out at the world beyond her cage. Paper lanterns twinkled among the circus tents, lanterns which she liked to imagine were jewels in a dragon’s hoard. She watched as the remaining circus patrons lingered around the closing tents, snapping up their last toffee apples, marvelling at the acrobats’ final performance, begging for their fortunes to be told by a yawning Madame Zufarru.


Soon they would return to their normal lives in the town of Sorrow-by-the-Moor. They’d go back to their normal homes and families, their hot dinners and warm, comfortable beds.


The light illuminating her cage was extinguished, making it difficult to read comfortably. Yesterday slumped back against the cage’s bars. She glanced at The Pocket Book of Faeries. ‘Maybe I would have had a normal life too,’ she said to no one in particular, ‘if I hadn’t been born with these ridiculous ears.’


‘Why do young people always think being normal would solve all their problems?’ said a voice.


Yesterday sat bolt upright in her cage. She looked all around her, trying to work out where the voice was coming from.


‘Then, the next minute, they’re desperate to be special!’ the voice went on. ‘Being contradictory is a pitiful way to live one’s life, if you ask me.’


Yesterday looked up. Perched on top of her cage was a raven, his white feathers shimmering in the moonlight.


‘Don’t you know it’s polite to reply when one is spoken to?’ the raven chided. ‘Standards are slipping these days. They really are!’


Yesterday stared at the bird. I must have fallen asleep at some point, she thought. I must be dreaming. ‘I beg your pardon,’ she said, playing along with the dream, ‘but I think you just talked.’


‘What incredible powers of observation you command!’ the raven squawked. ‘I wonder what great discovery you’ll make next. Perhaps you shall tell me that rain is wet, or that sphinxes riddle? Stand up straight, now, and remember your manners.’


Yesterday grudgingly got to her feet. ‘Make out that I’m stupid all you like. But it’s not exactly every day you meet a talking raven!’


‘A raven, indeed!’ the bird snapped. ‘I may have been born a raven – we all have a past – but I am so much more than that now. I am a familiar and I must insist that you respect my title. I had to achieve all sorts of qualifications from the Royal College to get it. And I have a name, you know – a very fine one at that. It is Madrigal.’


‘Oh, right. Well, I’m sorry, but there really was no way of me knowing,’ Yesterday pointed out. She added, ‘My name is Yesterday Crumb.’


Madrigal looked her up and down. ‘Yesterday?’ he echoed. ‘How preposterous. A foolish name, if you want my opinion. A foolish name for a fool girl.’


Yesterday folded her arms. She was rapidly abandoning any desire to be civil. ‘If you want my opinion—’ She stopped abruptly. Her heart skittered as a thought came to her. ‘Wait a minute, did you say you were a . . . familiar?’



She fumbled for The Pocket Book of Faeries. She had definitely seen that word before.


As she flipped frantically through the pages, Madrigal went on. ‘Why of course I am a familiar! Anyone with a slightest bit of sense could have told you that. I am so very different from any ordinary raven that you might as well call me a not-raven, much as a “cat” familiar is a not-cat, and a “toad” familiar is a not-toad. There are conventions to these things, you see.’


Yesterday reached the right page of The Pocket Book of Faeries. ‘Entry Sixty-Three: Familiar,’ she read out loud, squinting to read in the darkness. ‘Animals who spend a great deal of time in the company of faeries often develop magical powers of their own, including speech and low-level bewitchments, making them excellent companions for witches . . .’


She looked up at Madrigal, wide-eyed. ‘You’re a familiar,’ she said. ‘You’re talking to me . . .’ She glanced down at her book again, then back up at Madrigal. ‘That’s impossible. This is impossible. Completely and totally impossible!’


She truly hoped that he would prove her wrong. ‘What a small mind you have,’ squawked the not-raven, ‘throwing around words like impossible as if they mean anything at all. Look at me, fool-girl, and listen. I am talking. I am a familiar. I am, you will agree, not simply possible – I am real.’


‘If you were a familiar,’ Yesterday argued, feeling as though her whole world was being turned inside out, ‘that would make you a faerie, wouldn’t it? Which would mean faeries exist. But faeries can’t exist! Everyone knows that! This has to be a dream. It has to be.’


Madrigal tutted at her. ‘This certainly isn’t a dream, and faeries certainly exist. Who do you think ensures the seasons change when they should? Who do you think put the moon in the sky? Queen Victoria?’


The familiar chortled to himself, though Yesterday wasn’t sure she got the joke. She wanted to tell him how peculiar he sounded. Then again, she was holding a conversation with a talking bird, so it was a little late to start calling things peculiar now.


Madrigal glanced around the circus and cawed disapprovingly. ‘What a dismal place the world would be if it belonged only to humans. You know, it was humans who hunted down their most magical people and drove them into the realms of faeries all those years ago.’


‘Our most magical?’ Yesterday flicked through her book again, landing on a page with a picture of a man with horns sprouting from his head and a broomstick in his hand. ‘You mean . . . witches?’


Madrigal peered at her book. ‘Of course I mean witches! After they ran away from your ugly human cities and into the faerie kingdoms, witches soon became more faerie than human. Lucky them. Quite the improvement, I’d say. But why am I telling you all this? You should know it by heart. Every young witch learns this story in their crib . . .’


Yesterday blinked. ‘What did you say?’


‘I said, all young witches learn this in . . . wait. Surely you know you’re a witch at least, don’t you?’ Yesterday said nothing. She just stared. Madrigal groaned. ‘For Oberon’s sake,’ he said. ‘You have ears like that, and you couldn’t figure it out? You even have The Pocket Book of Faeries! What does that volume say about witches, fool-girl?’


With trembling hands, Yesterday glanced down at the page. Her voice was shaking as she read out loud. ‘After witches were forced out of human society, they reconnected with the magic of the wild. This soon evolved into a physical manifestation of certain animal features, like hooves, horns, pointed ears, snouts . . .’


Madrigal cocked his head at her. ‘You read that and never linked it to your own ears? A fool-girl, and how!’


Yesterday reached for her fox ears, touching their furry tips tentatively. ‘I always thought my ears were only good for getting me the wrong sort of attention,’ she muttered. ‘If faeries are real, how come I’ve never seen one before? And how come I can’t do magic? If I were a witch with magical powers, I would have broken out of this cage, for a start.’


‘Everyone knows what happens if you spend too long in the human world, away from magic,’ Madrigal said. ‘Well, everyone except you, it seems. You lose it. You become a strangeling.’


‘A . . . a what?’ Yesterday asked. That word certainly wasn’t in her book.


‘I am not a librarian whom you can pester for answers to every little question,’ said Madrigal. ‘You want to know more? Ask Miss Dumpling yourself. We must hurry now.’


‘Who’s Miss Dumpling?’ asked Yesterday.


Madrigal ignored the question. Instead, he swooped down and waved a weary wing over the padlock on Yesterday’s cage. A second later, it melted. The metal trickled down the bars and on to the ground. It had been turned into golden honey, as one might drizzle into tea.


‘Impossibler and impossibler,’ said Yesterday, so startled that she forgot proper grammar.


Madrigal was already spreading his wings. ‘Follow closely, little fool-girl. Madrigal the familiar waits for no one!’


With a flourish of his white feathers, the not-raven flapped up into the air, and soared off towards the forest that grew beyond the circus’s boundaries.


Carefully, Yesterday pushed open the cage door. Her heart was thundering against her ribs. She fetched her satchel from the corner and stowed her book inside. Then, slinging it over her shoulder and pulling her blanket more tightly around her like a cape, she took a deep, deep breath.


And she stepped out of her cage.


Yesterday felt electric as her first taste of freedom coursed through her veins. Quite without meaning to, she began to laugh.


But it was too early to celebrate her escape. She darted away from the cage, creeping between the tents as she headed towards the forest, keeping an eye out for Ringmaster Skelm.


At the edge of the circus grounds was a wrought-iron fence separating her from the forest beyond. As she placed a foot on to the first rung, she heard shouting. She peered back over her shoulder.


‘Yesterday!’ Skelm roared, charging after her, his voice bellowing through the whole circus. ‘Yesterday Crumb, come back here now, you wandering good-for-nothing!’


‘Goodbye, Ringmaster Skelm,’ said Yesterday defiantly. And without a second thought, she climbed over the fence and disappeared into the forest.
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‘Madrigal?’ Yesterday cried as she hurried deeper and deeper into the woods, her blanket billowing around her. If Skelm was trying to pursue her, she had long since lost him in the darkness. Shafts of moonlight speared through gaps in the trees and glistened upon fresh snow. Leafless branches gnarled overhead like spider legs, veiling the snow with deep blue shadows.


‘Hurry up, fool-girl,’ came the familiar’s voice from somewhere up ahead, echoing through the trees. ‘I have responsibilities to attend to. Important duties!’ 


‘You have wings, I have legs – this isn’t exactly fair,’ said Yesterday, lumbering through ankle-deep snowfall. It was hard to work out exactly which direction his voice was coming from. ‘Madrigal, slow down! This isn’t funny!’ she called into the forest. ‘Madrigal, are you there?’


It seemed colder out here in the woods than it had done before. She buried her hands in her armpits to warm them up as she picked her way amongst the tangled, knotting roots.


Her blanket caught on a bramble bush and was ripped from her shoulders. ‘Oh, great,’ she mumbled, holding up the blanket, now torn in two clean pieces. She looked around at the crooked tree branches. Madrigal had almost certainly abandoned her. Now, she was going to freeze out here, lost and alone in the woods.


The frost gnawed at her arms and legs. ‘I shouldn’t have ever trusted that raven,’ she said to herself, shivering. ‘Or not-raven or whatever the right word is! How could I have been so gullible? Of course my fox ears don’t make me a witch. He just thought he’d play a trick on me, didn’t he?’ She sighed and touched her ears. ‘How long will it be until you two get me into trouble again ?’


A sound crooned softly in the distance. Her skin bristled with goosebumps. A few steps closer and it grew louder: heartachingly beautiful music, coming from deep within the woodland. Yesterday paused for a moment, listening, her fox ears twitching, urging her towards it. With careful footsteps, she followed the sound of the melody.


Through branches waving in the breeze, she could make out a figure sitting on a tree stump, playing a white violin with purple-black strings. As she drew closer, the figure suddenly looked up, and she saw eyes of cold silver, like the edge of a dagger’s blade.


Terror seized at her chest and she turned to retreat in the opposite direction.


Words came from behind. Her fox ears tingled.


‘Going so soon?’


The music grew louder. Her legs seemed not to be obeying her any more. Her feet swivelled around and carried her back to the violin player, back to those eyes of glinting silver.


‘Little cub, we must get you out of this frightful cold,’ said the violin player, as he fixed his steely eyes on her. ‘You might catch a deathly chill.’


The gentleman’s long hair was as silver as his eyes and skin, glittering in the moon’s pale glow. Framed by the lapels of his ghost-grey suit, a large iron key swung from a chain around his neck.


‘Excuse me?’ said Yesterday, with a frown. ‘Who exactly are you?’


‘I am Mr Weep,’ the man said, inclining his head. ‘A humble man of business. A man of contracts and deals and bringing wishful souls their heart’s desires.’ He smiled, and put down his violin. ‘Perhaps there is something I can do for you?’


‘Um, no, thanks,’ said Yesterday, carefully hiding her ears beneath her hair. ‘I’m actually looking for a white bird, have you seen him?’


‘You mean the familiar? They are an ever-so quarrelsome bunch,’ said Mr Weep. He tutted under his breath. ‘Always full of mischief, like tricking lonely girls into thinking their fox ears make them special, just so they can leave them in the woods for a spot of fun.’ 


Yesterday winced. Had he heard her talking, just a moment ago? ‘Everyone always makes fun of my ears,’ she said. ‘It was ridiculous of me to think he was any different.’


The silver-haired man’s smile grew. ‘You know,’ said Mr Weep, ‘a dear friend of mine had ears just like yours and I must say I find them quite remarkable.’


Yesterday blinked at him, then looked down at the ground. ‘I’m not sure remarkable is the word I’d use.’


One of Mr Weep’s eyebrows rose and curled like a serpent. ‘Well, I am sorry to hear that. I know a place where ears like that are considered the height of fashion! You could come with me there, if you like.’


Yesterday felt a flicker of temptation. ‘Really?’


‘Oh, yes!’ he said, standing and moving towards her. ‘You could attend the most fabulous parties and brush shoulders with kings and gods and things greater than gods. You could have a dozen ladies-in-waiting, to braid ivy into your hair and bring you all the latest gossip; you could have two dozen hounds, to perform tricks for your amusement and gobble up your enemies; you could have three dozen knights, to defend your name and compose fine operas in your honour.’ 


Sounds a bit nicer than a cage, Yesterday thought. 


Mr Weep’s smile was only growing and growing, yet somehow it never reached his eyes.


Yesterday came to herself. ‘I can’t,’ she said firmly. ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but strange men who hang around in dark forests at night are probably top of the list of people you’re not meant to wander off with.’


Mr Weep laughed, took a step back, and bowed. ‘Of course,’ he said softly. He plucked a couple of strings on his violin. Yesterday suddenly felt dazed and drowsy. ‘I understand entirely. But before you go off on your marvellous adventure, let me make another offer. While I find those ears of yours charming, it seems you find them bothersome. I could remove them very easily, if you’d like.’


Hope blossomed in Yesterday’s soul, in spite of herself. If she had ordinary ears, it wouldn’t matter that the not-raven had abandoned her. She could go and build a new life for herself anywhere she liked, free of people pointing and calling her names, full of possibility and promise.


‘Could you really do that?’ she found herself asking.


‘Naturally. I am Mr Weep,’ he said, checking his fingernails for dirt. ‘I am capable of extraordinary things. Would you like to see?’


Mr Weep clapped his hands, and the bare branches of the forest bloomed in an eruption of flowers and leaves. Yesterday gasped as butterflies swirled around her and the air became fragrant with the scent of meadows in summer.


Then Mr Weep clapped again. The flowers crumpled and the butterflies struck the ground, wings shattering like glass. The leaves browned and fell to the earth. Tendrils of ice spread across the branches like frozen cobwebs.


Yesterday was speechless. Madrigal had turned her padlock to honey, but this man could play with the seasons as effortlessly as he played his violin. Maybe he really could take away my ears, she thought excitedly. Then, fear tangled with her excitement and turned it hollow.


‘And what exactly do you want in exchange?’ she asked.


Mr Weep looked thoughtful. ‘In exchange? Oh, nothing much. Those pesky ears, first and foremost. Shall we put things in writing, to ease any concerns?’ 


He unfurled a roll of paper from nowhere, then handed her a quill.


‘I really should read the terms before I sign,’ Yesterday said, feeling very sensible. ‘I, Yesterday Crumb, do hereby grant Mr Weep permission to remove the fox ears I find so very loathsome . . .’


She started reading through the rest, although it was long and full of complicated legal words, and she struggled to make sense of it. She could hear Mr Weep tapping his foot impatiently next to her.


A moment later, he swiped the paper from her hands. ‘Look, now, if you are going to waste my time by reading every single little detail, I think I should find someone more willing to take advantage of my generosity!’


‘No, please,’ said Yesterday, her stomach sinking. ‘I’m more than happy to sign.’


‘Hm, I suppose you can have another chance,’ he said, presenting her with the contract once more. ‘But I don’t have all day, you know.’


She signed her name quickly before he could change his mind again and the quill disappeared from her hand, along with the paper.


Mr Weep’s smile twisted into a smirk. ‘Very good, dear little Yesterday. Very good, indeed.’


A sudden pain stabbed at Yesterday’s heart. She shrieked in agony and stumbled backwards, clutching her chest. ‘What did you just do to me?’ she gasped.


Mr Weep’s voice echoed all around her. ‘A curse,’ he said languidly. ‘To be precise, I have placed a splinter of ice in your heart. In one month’s time, when the sun sets on the winter solstice, the longest night of the season, it will freeze your heart entirely, and you will die.’


‘I’ll what ?’ shouted Yesterday. ‘But that isn’t what we agreed! You were supposed to take my ears away!’ 


‘And I will!’ insisted Mr Weep. ‘The Land of the Dead, as you will soon discover, is a place without difference. All those who live there lose what made them unique in life. Their features become blurred, their faces blank, their hair dull and grey. And you, dear Yesterday, shall lose your fox ears and finally look just like everyone else.’


‘Why would you do something like that?’ she demanded.


‘The best games have the most dangerous stakes,’ said Mr Weep calmly. ‘You could always try to break the curse, of course. I do so like a challenge.’ He chuckled viciously. ‘What do you say, Yesterday? Are you up for my wicked old game?’


‘Fool-girl! What are you doing?’ a voice squawked. Madrigal swooped over to her, flapping in mid-air. ‘Don’t you know who you are speaking to? This man is a wicked, wretched crook! Get away from him right now!’ 


‘Madrigal! Please, you have to help me,’ said Yesterday. ‘He tricked me and put a splinter of ice in my heart!’


The not-raven’s eyes widened. ‘You scoundrel!’ he said to Mr Weep. ‘Do you have no respect for the ancient laws? You have no right in this world, none at all – this girl is meant for Miss Dumpling, not for you!’


Mr Weep simply waved a hand dismissively. ‘Take her, for all I care,’ he said, smugness dripping from his words. ‘I’ve made my gambit and the game is mine.’ 


‘Be gone, demon!’ Madrigal squawked, diving towards Mr Weep with his claws extended, but they found only air and falling snow.


Mr Weep had vanished, the sound of his laughter dancing amongst the trees.


Yesterday held her chest and winced hard. The pain seemed to be dying down a little, yet the shock was still immense.


‘Come quickly, fool-girl,’ said Madrigal, gesturing with his wing for her to follow him onwards. ‘There’s no time to waste. Miss Dumpling will know what to do with you. Oh, if only she hadn’t wasted her last witching key . . .’


Yesterday froze. Could she trust him again? What choice did she have? She hurried after the not-raven, the shadows of the forest much darker now. Thistles pricked her ankles and branches blocked her path.


‘Through here,’ said Madrigal, disappearing into a gap between two trees.


Something glimmered up ahead. Yesterday hurried towards it, until she found herself in an open glade.


Standing before her was a tall, slender, somewhat wobbly-looking building.


Yesterday had to blink a few times. She wasn’t sure if her eyes were up to no good.


Because the strange, wobbly building wasn’t just hidden in the middle of the woods. It was also mounted on what looked like a pair of enormous flamingo legs, as if it might run away at any moment.


Buttery light spilled from the windows, promising warmth and life within. It was as if someone had draped a quilt of flowers over the pretty white walls – pink roses, blue hydrangeas, and yellow hyacinths climbed out of flower boxes, almost completely covering the place, getting into every nook and cranny.


Painted in gold upon a lavender, teapot-shaped sign swinging above the door were the words DWIMMERLY END – TEASHOP, EST 1756. MAGIC IS PRICELESS.


‘Come along, now,’ said Madrigal, beating his wings above her. ‘No time to lose!’


He swooped in through an open window, leaving Yesterday outside alone.


For a moment, Yesterday stood, slack-jawed, unable to move.


Then, she stepped carefully towards the teashop.


All sorts of baked marvels were on display in the windows. Her gaze was drawn to an elaborate silver cake topped with flowers made of icing. Dreamcake, said the label in looping letters. Sweet dreams in every slice! Beside it was a small plate of caramel-coloured cubes, with a label that read, Caramels for Courage – candied valour. One bite and you’ll be brave as a bluecap! Next to them were Muffins of Merrymaking – guaranteed joy is but a chocolate chip away!


Above the mouth-watering display of cakes and pastries and bread loaves, Yesterday noticed an old, somewhat faded sign in the window, written in elegant handwriting. It read: Help wanted. Payment offered in cake, lodging, and as much tea as one can drink. It was signed – Miss D.


The teashop’s flamingo legs lowered as if to make it easier for Yesterday to climb the small flight of steps that led up to its front door.


‘Thank you,’ she said uncertainly, as she walked up the steps and went inside.


And, as the door closed shut behind her, the old sign in the window vanished, as if it had been waiting for her for quite some time.
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Yesterday’s nostrils were flooded with the scents of cinnamon, chocolate, and gingerbread as she walked through the teashop’s door. Then, she stood, stock-still, gawping at what met her on the other side.


She had stepped into a room crowded with tables dressed in tablecloths of every colour and pattern, all with mismatched chairs: velvet-lined armchairs and rickety rocking chairs; chaise longues, couches, and old wooden benches; stools, floor cushions, and even a throne or two. It was as if whoever owned the place had grabbed any old bit of furniture off the street, spruced it up a little, and given it a home in the teashop.


On the left side was a fireplace with flames glittering in every colour of the rainbow, like fiery rubies and emeralds and sapphires. Yesterday’s eyes were drawn to the wallpaper, which depicted scenes of winter: pine tree forests dotted with cottages pumping out swirls of smoke; little ice skaters on frozen lakes, their images actually in motion as they spun and glided across the wallpaper; a blanket of snow, ever drifting from the cloudy sky.


Her eyes followed the scenes on the wallpaper to a chalkboard menu hanging from the opposite wall, behind a glass-fronted counter. It offered Hawthorn of Hopefulness (for souls in need of a guiding star), Oracular Oolong (for glimpsing the mysteries of tomorrow), and Mindful Mint (for freshening dull perspectives).


Something shot past, stealing her attention. She let out a gasp. ‘Was that a . . .’ she began.


And it was.


It was a flying teapot. Yesterday looked up to see all sorts of teapots hovering overhead: pink and yellow teapots; teapots decorated with flowers; teapots shaped like dragons; teapots shaped like boots; and even a teapot shaped like an octopus, each tentacle a spout. Now and again, they would whizz around the room, contents sloshing over the sides, topping up any empty teacups that could be found on the tables.


Yet, for all the action going on, there did not seem to be any customers.


Or at least, if there were any customers, Yesterday couldn’t see them – but she could hear them. Her fox ears stood upright, picking up on snippets of chatter and conversation, laughter and gossip.


‘Where is everyone?’ Yesterday asked out loud. An orange teapot drifted past, floating lazily to a row of shelves at the back, full of other teapots that appeared to be snoring.


‘Strangelings,’ sighed Madrigal from a podium by the front door. ‘Funny how you can have your eyes wide open, and yet see nothing important at all.’ He gestured with his wing to a teacup, which was waiting patiently on a small table beside the podium. ‘Drink up. Miss Dumpling prepared this specially.’


There was that word again, strangeling. Cautious yet curious, Yesterday reached for the teacup and gave the purple-coloured liquid a sniff. It smelt of violets and lavender. The smell was so strong she almost sneezed.


‘How do I know it isn’t poison?’ she said, eyeing him warily.


The not-raven scoffed.


‘Don’t act like it’s a stupid question,’ said Yesterday. ‘The last time I trusted someone with magic, they put a deadly ice splinter in my heart, in case you forgot.’


‘Why would I bother rescuing you from Mr Weep if I was planning on poisoning your tea afterwards?’ said Madrigal. ‘Do whatever you wish. But if you want to live, I advise you to drink the tea.’


Yesterday couldn’t really argue with that logic. She put the cup to her lips and took a sip. It tasted just like it smelt, fresh and floral, and Yesterday instinctively downed the whole cup.


Almost instantly, she felt so dizzy she nearly lost her footing. She steadied herself. ‘What just happened?’ she said, putting down the teacup.


‘You received a gift,’ said Madrigal. ‘See for yourself.’ 


With his beak, he offered her a silver spoon from one of the tables and Yesterday took it from him, gazing upon her reflection in the metal. While her right eye was still its usual pale green, the left had turned a peculiar shade of violet.


She lowered the spoon and gasped. The tearoom had changed.


She could now see that the place was bustling with customers, who must have been there all along. The customers were as varied and mismatched as the décor: some had horns, some had tails. Some had feathers for hair or claws for fingernails.


At one table, four short gentlemen with pig snouts and protruding tusks, dressed in smoking jackets, were sharing treats from a three-tiered cake stand. One popped some fudge into his mouth and said to the table, ‘I hear the Goblin Market is projected to make very healthy profits this year, even if the teardrop has plummeted against the pound,’ while the others nodded sagely.
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