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Praise for Hedgewitch:

‘Magical in every sense of the word. So magical that I suspect Skye McKenna might actually be a fairy.’ Eoin Colfer

‘An enchanting contemporary classic. The writing is as magical as the story – a total treat.’ Piers Torday

‘There are only two sorts of fantasy story: the ones that feel fake and the ones that feel real. It’s hard to explain the difference but you know the real ones when you read them and Hedgewitch is one of them.’ Philip Reeve

‘A richly inventive story.’ Gillian Cross

‘So full of magic and adventure – I wish I’d written it myself!’ Linda Chapman

‘Oozes magic from every page. The start of a cosy, compelling series for anyone who’s ever wanted to be a witch.’ Aisha Bushby

‘The writing sparkles with magic while the plot bubbles with danger. There are friends to be made and an opinionated cat to win over. Hedgewitch sang to my inner witch and should NOT be missed.’ Julie Sykes

‘From the very first page, the story sweeps you into an utterly believable magical world, one filled with warmth, wonder, mystery and just the right amount of danger to thrill young readers.’ Aisling Fowler

‘Fantasy lovers should not miss Hedgewitch.’ Daily Telegraph

‘Vivid and thoroughly assured, Hedgewitch may well stand alongside the works of Murphy and Rowling in years to come.’ Literary Review

‘A twisty tale that brings together nature and folklore.’ iWeekend

‘Thoroughly magical and compelling...’ New Statesman

‘This transformative story about hope and standing by one’s convictions is recommended for readers brave-of-heart…’ Readings Magazine

‘A magical story of adventure and friendship involving a cast of remarkable characters.’ The School Librarian

‘Packed full of mystery and imagination.’ BookTrust

‘Charming magical quest.’ LoveReading4Kids

‘This magical story feels like it will be an instant classic.’ The Week Junior

‘The start of an entrancing new series whose characters will quickly charm their way into the hearts of its readers, and encourage them to embrace the magic of the wild.’ librarygirlandbookboy.com

‘This feels like slipping on your pjs, and is a gentle read with just enough darkness to set your hairs on edge.’ misscleavelandsreading.com

‘For those with magic in their soul, Hedgewitch is a pure delight.’ lilyandthefae.wordpress.com

‘With echoes of Diana Wynne Jones and Alan Garner, Hedgewitch feels like a future classic.’ picturebooksnob.com

‘A spell-binding read full of evil magical folk and good witches.’ Toppsta Reviewer, aged 9

‘A great book full of magic, friends and fun.’ Toppsta Reviewer, aged 12

‘I really, really love this book. I couldn’t stop reading.’ Toppsta Reviewer, aged 8
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Chapter One

A Trail of Biscuit Crumbs


Cassandra Morgan was hunting for a book. She had been chasing it for the better part of the afternoon and had managed to track it down to the Cookery section, where it had taken refuge amongst goblin recipes for toenail pie and pondweed soup, and faery syllabubs of moonshine and may blossom. With a candlestick in one hand and a butterfly net in the other, she stalked between the shelves, peering over the dusty spines of the volumes that sat in ordered rows and were, for the most part, behaving themselves.

A flutter of pages on one of the higher shelves caught her attention and Cassie scrambled up a wobbly stack of books to get a closer look.

‘Cassandra, would you come down from there before you break your neck?’ called a voice from below her. ‘It’s giving me vertigo just looking at you.’

‘You’re a cat, Montague, you’re meant to be good at climbing. Perhaps you could lift a paw to help me catch it?’

‘I’m a familiar, not a common mouser, thank you very much,’ said the grey cat, licking a spot on his shoulder. ‘If you wish to endanger your life looking for the . . . what was it again?’

‘Skald’s Glossary of Faery Poetry,’ said Cassie, teetering on the pile of books and steadying herself against the dusty shelf. There, in the shadows, she glimpsed a fat yellow spine. With her face pressed against a row of books, she stretched her arm towards it. Her fingers brushed the book’s cover just as it was whisked away from her, vanishing down the back of the shelf.

‘Cabbages and codfish!’ Cassie swore, borrowing a favourite expression of Mrs Briggs’s, the Hartwood housekeeper. She was beginning to wonder if the book was cursed – enchanted somehow to evade her. Then again, it wasn’t the first book that had given her trouble lately. In fact, every book she had wanted that week had gone missing, even those she’d seen just hours before.

Widdershin’s Bookshop was chaotic at the best of times. There were far more books than could fit on the shelves and many were heaped on desks and chairs, arranged in haphazard rows, or stacked in towers and piles like the one Cassie was currently teetering on top of. This made finding the book you wanted something of a challenge under ordinary circumstances, but Cassie had been visiting the bookshop and browsing these shelves for over a year now, ever since she’d arrived in the village of Hedgely. It was her favourite shop on Loft Street, and she had recently begun working there part-time, helping Widdershin with deliveries of new books after school and coming in on Saturdays to catalogue the stock. She was saving every penny she earned to buy a set of the Encyclopaedia Enchantia from Mercator’s Magical Mail Order catalogue. These volumes promised to concisely cover every subject a young witch needed to know, all alphabetically arranged and carefully indexed. Cassie was sure that it would help speed up her training – there were still so many things she had to learn to get her Sapling and Sterling pins and prepare for the Witch’s Licence examination. But it wasn’t just about passing tests and earning badges, Cassie needed to become a fully trained witch so that she could find her parents.

Her mother, Rose Morgan, had gone missing eight years ago. Cassie now knew that Rose had travelled through the Hedge, the vast enchanted forest that marked the border between Britain and the land of Faerie. She also knew why Rose had gone – she’d been searching for Cassie’s father, a man called Toby Harper, whom Cassie had never met. Cassie had no idea what had happened to her parents in that enchanted land, whether they were still alive, trapped and unable to get back to her, but she was determined to find out. To do so meant crossing the border herself, and for that she needed to master the practical arts of witchcraft and prove herself capable of facing the dangers of Faerie.

This was the first time that Cassie had been left in charge of Widdershin’s shop on her own. It was the May half-term and Widdershin had gone to Rutland to attend the estate sale of a rather famous witch who had died, leaving behind a collection of rare and valuable grimoires which the hob shopkeeper was eager to get his hands on. Cassie wanted to show him that she could be trusted to manage the shop while he was away, and that meant catching this annoying book and figuring out who or what was behind its disappearing act.

‘Can you smell anything, Montague?’ called Cassie. 

‘While my senses may be far more acute than your paltry human ones, that does not mean I can detect one book among thousands,’ said the cat. ‘They all smell the same, anyway, of dust and mouldering paper.’

‘This book is new,’ said Cassie, peering down the back of the shelf where the book had disappeared. ‘It still smells of printer’s ink and binder’s glue and—’

‘There, behind you!’ called Montague.

Turning carefully on the spot, the pile of books wobbling beneath her, Cassie scanned the shelves. ‘Where did you see it?’

‘Over there, on the shelf across from you, amongst the history books.’

Cassie raised her candle, the light glittering on three fat volumes about the Spriggan Revolt and a biography of Queen Mab. There, on the top shelf, facing out – bold as brass – was Skald’s Glossary.

Cassie frowned. It was just out of reach. If only she had her broom! Clutching the Cookery bookcase for balance, she leaned out into the aisle, reaching towards the history books and trying to angle her butterfly net just-so. It hovered above the yellow glossary when there was an ominous creaking sound.

A second later, Cassie found herself hanging in mid-air as the pile of books collapsed beneath her. A dark shadow loomed over her and the bookcase she’d been clinging to fell towards her, raining recipes. Before she could cry out, she was buried under a pile of books.

‘Are you all right?’ asked a voice, as Cassie pushed aside a heavy cookbook and pulled herself out from beneath the bookcase, which had, thankfully, come to rest against its neighbour, saving Cassie from being squashed completely flat.

‘Yes, no thanks to you, Montague, you could have warned—’ she broke off mid-sentence as she saw it was not her cat familiar who had spoken, but a boy. She did not recognise him. He was a little shorter than Cassie, with curling wisps of brown hair that stuck up at the back, and dark, serious eyes. He had not offered her a hand but seemed rather to be hiding something behind his back. A book, she guessed. Something he didn’t want her to know he was reading.

Well, he was still a customer, Cassie reminded herself, scrambling to her feet and dusting her clothes. ‘I’m sorry about this, I’ll be with you in just a moment.’

She raised her net and saw, with a sense of triumph, that she had managed to catch the glossary after all.

‘You’ve got a bogle in here, you know,’ said the boy. 

‘Pardon?’

‘A bogle. I saw a trail of biscuit crumbs when I came in – that’s always a clue. We had one in my tad’s office last year, it used to steal chocolate digestives and change the dates on the desk calendars to confuse everyone. They like to play tricks – hide things you’re looking for. I suspect this one is having a good laugh about this.’ He gestured to the avalanche of books from which Cassie had emerged.

‘I know what a bogle is,’ said Cassie, although to be fair, she had not noticed the biscuit crumbs. She would have to make some faery traps and try to catch it before Widdershin got back. ‘Were you looking for something?’ she asked, changing the subject.

The boy flushed, and the colour went all the way to his ears. ‘I was . . . that is . . . Have you got anything on ancient witches?’

Cassie turned to the mixed mountain of history and cookery books with dismay. ‘Yes, but it might take me a while to dig it out.’
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‘Never mind,’ said the boy. ‘What’s that you’re reading?’ He pointed to the yellow book Cassie was clutching.

‘It’s a glossary. You don’t read it exactly, you use it to look things up.’

‘What sort of things?’

‘Here, I’ll show you.’ Cassie led the boy around the collapsed bookshelves to Widdershin’s desk, an item of furniture which was perpetually buried under open books, scrolls, receipts, letters, broken pens, pots of ink and assorted papers. Cassie picked up a little green chapbook titled The Wanderers. She handed it to him.

The boy tucked whatever he was hiding into the back of his belt, freeing his hands to take the book.

‘Poems?’ he said, thumbing through the pages.

‘Just one poem, actually. There’s a verse on each page but I’m pretty sure they all go together.’

‘What’s it about?’

‘That’s what I’m trying to find out. See this verse here…’ She took the book back and flipped to the first page, reading aloud:



‘Seven rode over the starlit hills, 

From the land of youth they came,

Bearing each their grammarye 

From the halls of fair Elfhame.’



‘Grammarye means magic,’ Cassie explained. ‘It’s related to grimoire – that’s what we witches call our spell books. And I think Elfhame is another name for the land of Faerie, but I wanted to be sure.’ She handed The Wanderers back to him and picked up Skald’s Glossary to check.

The boy flipped through a couple of pages and read out another verse:



‘The Healer of the gentle heart 

raised aloft the wishing cup,

From whose brim the waters flowed 

that every dying soul would sup.’



He frowned. ‘Each verse seems to describe an item… a treasure.’

‘Yes, ancient faery treasures. I found it in the library at Hartwood Hall, where I live with my aunt. I think my father was reading it, researching the treasures, before he… left.’ Cassie wasn’t quite ready to explain her family history to this stranger. ‘The first two – the key and the spear – I’ve already seen, but there’s more: a cup, a ring—’

‘—but who are the Wanderers?’

Cassie shrugged. ‘That’s the mystery. I haven’t been able to find anything else about them.’

‘Except there’s obviously seven,’ said the boy. ‘And each is associated with one of these treasures.’

‘I’m still trying to decipher all the archaic words,’ said Cassie.

A grandfather clock sounded from the depths of the shop, breaking their conversation with five deep chimes. It was closing time.

‘I have to go,’ said the boy.

‘All right, well if you come back tomorrow afternoon I should have excavated the history section by then…’

But the boy shook his head. ‘I’m only visiting for the day.’ He gave The Wanderers back to Cassie and rushed away between the bookcases, heading for the door without so much as a ‘goodbye’. Just before he left, he stopped and placed something on a little table.

‘No manners at all,’ said Montague, leaving his place by the pot-bellied stove. ‘Not so much as a by-your-leave, why, a young gentleman should…’

But Cassie wasn’t listening to the cat. She went straight to the little table and picked up the book the boy had left. It was a slim black volume with a swirling silver triskele on the cover. She knew it immediately because she’d bought her own copy on her first visit to Widdershin’s. It was The Witch’s Handbook.
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Chapter Two

The Beldame of the Witches’ Assembly


‘Blessed bullfrogs!’ cried Mrs Briggs as Cassie entered the Hartwood Hall kitchen. ‘Would you look at that? My best jam pan and the copper kettle – ruined! I’ve had that kettle sixty-two years, it was a present from your great-grandmother, Sylvia Morgan, and now it looks as though it were left out in a hailstorm!’

‘Whatever happened?’ asked Cassie, picking up the dimpled pot.

‘Morpeth happened!’ said the housekeeper. ‘And he’s happened to the silverware too – tried to clean it with butter, of all things. He beats the pots, polishes the rugs, dusts the dirty dishes and hangs the lampshades out to dry!’

‘I’m sure he means well,’ said Cassie, feeling a little guilty. Morpeth was a brollachan – a formless faery creature whom Cassie had given a home to at Christmas, inviting him to take the place of the Hartwood brownie. A brownie was meant to protect the house and help with domestic duties, but it was clear that Morpeth was struggling a little with the latter.

‘He can mean whatever he likes,’ said the housekeeper. ‘It’s what he does as concerns me, and what he does is break things and create more work.’

‘He found the lost library,’ said Cassie. ‘And the electricity works now, at least some of the time. And he fixed the plumbing when that thrummy-cap got into the cistern in Aunt Miranda’s bathroom—’

Cassie was interrupted as a tall, thin woman dressed head-to-toe in black swept into the kitchen. Miranda Morgan put her pointed hat on the table beside the battered pots and pans.

‘Morpeth again?’ she asked, her voice weary.

‘Who else?’ said Mrs Briggs, filling her second-best kettle with water for tea. ‘I won’t put up with this for much longer. I’ll hand in my notice if this keeps up! Six centuries of working for Hedgewitches and their families, and I’ve never seen the like of it!’

But Miranda was staring into the fire with a faraway look in her eyes. Cassie knew that her aunt didn’t have the time or energy to deal with Morpeth.

Miranda was the current Hedgewitch and that meant it was her job not only to train the young witches of Cassie’s coven, but to protect the village of Hedgely and the rest of England from the greater faery threats that lurked within the Hedge. She had bigger problems than dented pots to deal with.

‘I’ll talk to Morpeth,’ offered Cassie. ‘I’m sure he just needs a bit more guidance.’ She turned to the Hedgewitch. ‘Aunt Miranda, I’ve been practising my runes and my potions all winter. And I’ve got three skill badges now, including the Woodwitch badge. I really think I’m ready for my Sapling test.’

Cassie was currently a Fledgling witch, which meant she’d proved her basic proficiency at broomstick flying and the skills of warding and mending, but she was eager to earn her Sapling pin and progress to the next stage in her training. She’d been nagging her aunt about this for months, but Miranda kept putting her off and promising that Cassie would get her chance to prove herself in the summer.

Miranda sighed. ‘Very well, but the Sapling test is not an examination like the Fledgling Test. It is a task set by the coven mistress, at her discretion. A service to others within your coven or community. Are you sure you’re ready to take on such a responsibility?’

‘Yes!’ said Cassie, leaning forward over the table. ‘And I won’t be doing it alone. Tabitha and I will be working together – she’s ready to earn her Sapling pin, too. What will our task be?’

Miranda frowned and tapped her cheek with a finger, then nodded. ‘You and Tabitha must train a new witch. When that witch passes the Fledgling Test, you two will become Saplings.’

Cassie groaned. ‘But there aren’t any to train! No new girls have joined the coven since Anika and I last summer. Couldn’t you give us some other task instead?’

‘There is no better way to learn than to teach,’ said the Hedgewitch. ‘You will simply have to be patient. Now, help Mrs Briggs set the table for tea. Oh, and lay an extra place, we have a guest joining us.’

‘Who is it?’ asked Cassie, distracted by this unexpected announcement. People from the village were always coming to Hartwood, asking the Hedgewitch to help them find items stolen by imps or livestock spooked by wisps, but it was unusual that someone was invited to the house for social reasons. Miranda rarely had time to sit and chat.

‘An old friend – Penelope Kendrick. Penelope is a Beldame of the Witches’ Assembly, so I advise you to treat her with respect.’

The Witches’ Assembly was located in Wales. Miranda had gone there last autumn to attend a trial. Cassie knew very little about it, beyond the fact that they decided the fate of any witch who broke her oath. The thought of meeting such a senior witch filled her head with questions and she was just about to quiz her aunt further when the doorbell rang.

‘I’ll get it!’ she cried, rushing through to the entrance hall where the Hartwood tree fluttered its leaves at her as she passed.

The woman waiting on the other side of the great oak door did not look pleased to see her. Her lined face was drawn into a stern frown. Despite the May sunshine she was wrapped in a tweed cloak and her white curls were pinned up under a pointed tweed hat with a bunch of feathers in it. A magpie was perched on her shoulder and Cassie recognised it as Spica, the familiar who’d delivered a message to her aunt the previous autumn. Penelope Kendrick raised an eyebrow.

‘You must be Rose’s girl, I suppose,’ she said.

‘Yes. Did you know my mother?’ asked Cassie. She was used to meeting people who had known Rose Morgan by now. Her mother had been well liked in the village and many of the shopkeepers and farmers spoke fondly of her.

‘Indeed,’ said Penelope. ‘And from what I have heard, you take after her. Have care that you don’t take the comparison too far.’

The senior witch brushed past Cassie, her shoes clicking on the parquet floor as she made her way to the kitchen. Cassie stood for a moment, bewildered, and then hurried after her.

‘You’ve heard about Joanna Carter, I assume?’ Penelope asked Miranda, as she unpinned her hat and removed her gloves, one finger at a time.

Miranda frowned. ‘She trained in the Knaresborough Coven, didn’t she? With Thomasina Prothero.’

Penelope nodded, accepting a steaming cup of dandelion tea from Cassie. ‘A promising young witch by all accounts. But it’s the best and brightest the Erl King looks for, turns their heads with promises of power. She was stealing secrets – records from the archive there.’

A warlock, thought Cassie. Joanna was a witch who had switched sides, who’d broken her oaths to protect the people of Britain and begun working for the Erl King. 

Penelope put the teacup down and looked at her empty hands, a frown creasing her brow. ‘Bronwen was the one who noticed. She decided to track Joanna, follow her every move. Joanna was meeting a goblin contact in Richmond Park. Flying her broom out there each night to hand over the stolen documents. One night, Joanna realised she was being followed. There was a chase, Bronwen fell, or was knocked from her broom, it’s hard to tell. Our only witness was her familiar, Sanya, and she was badly wounded – the bird can’t remember clearly.’

‘And Bronwen?’ asked Miranda, her eyes narrowed.

‘She did not make it.’

‘I am so sorry.’

Penelope blinked fiercely, staring at her teacup. ‘Bronwen was doing her duty, we must not forget that.’

They were all silent for a moment. Cassie was thinking about the witch who had fallen from her broom while chasing a warlock. The Hedgewitch was forever telling them that witchcraft was dangerous work, but until now Cassie had never heard of a witch who’d died in the service.

‘But what did the Erl King want with the records?’ asked Cassie.

Penelope met her gaze. ‘They were records of the War of the Two Queens, from the sixteenth century – the last time Faerie invaded Britain.’

‘But we won that war,’ said Cassie. ‘The Queen of Faerie signed the Treaty of Rosehill, giving up her claim to Britain.’

‘But the goblins did not sign,’ Miranda reminded her. ‘Which was not a problem so long as they remained leaderless and disorganised. They might steal a baby here and there, but there were always enough witches to deal with them. That is, until the Erl King appeared.’

‘About twenty years ago, the goblins began to behave differently,’ said Penelope. ‘They had become organised, working together to cause mischief on a grander scale. It was around the same time we first heard rumours from the imps and hobs of a faery lord who dressed in black and masked his face with the skull of a stag.’

‘I should very much like to know what he is hiding beneath that mask,’ said Miranda. ‘Most of the lords and ladies of Faerie are too vain to hide their beautiful faces, he must have a reason for it.’

Penelope nodded. ‘But more importantly – what does he want? First there were the stolen children – we’ve been able to stop the goblins from taking them through the Hedge, but he’s found another way of getting them to Faerie, I’m sure of it.’

Cassie frowned. She’d nearly been kidnapped by goblins herself and had helped to rescue a dozen children from their clutches last summer. She often wondered about the fate of those children they hadn’t been able to save.

‘And last year, his attempts to destroy the Watchers and wreak havoc in Hedgely,’ Miranda added.

‘Don’t forget the faery treasures,’ said Cassie. ‘That’s what he was really after, and I think they’re connected somehow. You see, they’re both in this book. Toby Harper, my father, was researching them. I’m sure it’s important.’ She took the little green book out of her satchel and slid it across the table to her aunt.

Penelope Kendrick snatched it up and glanced at the cover. ‘The Wanderers? Why, it’s just an old poem, little more than a nursery rhyme.’

‘Yes, but it mentions both the key and the spear.’ Cassie took a deep breath and recited the second and third verses of the poem from memory:



‘The Keeper sought the threefold way,

 forged of living gold, a key 

that lights the roads between the worlds 

and breaks the bounds of land and sea.



The Warrior, bright in silver mail, 

bore aloft the trembling spear 

that brings the long and peerless sleep 

and binds men to the earth in fear.’



‘There are seven in all,’ Cassie explained. ‘Seven wanderers and seven treasures.’

‘The key and the spear are secure now, I take it?’ asked Penelope.

Miranda nodded. ‘The spear is under protection in the vaults of Wayland Yard, and the key is in my keeping.’

‘And you believe the Erl King is seeking more of these treasures?’

Cassie flushed. In truth, she had no idea what the Erl King was planning, but she was sure that her father had been on to something before he went missing.

‘I will bring it up at the assembly,’ said Penelope, putting her gloves back on. ‘Although between sniffing out warlocks and recovering stolen children we’ve enough to deal with without starting a treasure hunt. Now, I must be off to find my other grandchild, we’ll take the train back to Wales this evening. You will keep us informed of anything peculiar going on in the Hedge?’

‘Of course,’ said the Hedgewitch, rising to see her out. ‘Although the Hedge has been unusually quiet of late.’
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Chapter Three

The Riddle-Race


‘The last remains of fire in me, the taste of tears or raging sea,’ Tabitha read the rhyme from a small paper scroll and looked up in confusion.

Rue groaned. ‘That doesn’t make any more sense than the last one.’

‘Oh, but that was easy,’ said Cassie. ‘I ring a note both clear and true, my wool curls yet I am no ewe. It was obviously Bellwether’s farm.’

‘You’re just smug because you knew what a wether was,’ said Rue. ‘I thought all male sheep were rams.’

The three young witches were perched on a bale of hay in one of Farmer Bellwether’s barns. They were halfway through a riddle-race set by the Hedgewitch that was designed to test their knowledge of Hedgely and its surrounds. A witch, Miranda said, must know every inch of her land: every field, stream and tree, and the animals and people she lived alongside. Only then could she hope to help them: to protect them from faery mischief and find lost and stolen things; to know where the best herbs grew and grigs and hinkypunks lurked.

They’d spent the previous week’s coven meeting drawing maps of Hedgely and marking out the magical places they knew, but the riddle-race had been harder than expected and it had taken Rue’s intimate knowledge of the village, Tabitha’s excellent memory for trees and herbs, and Cassie’s knack for words and rhymes to get this far. The Hedgewitch had offered a prize, but more importantly, they were keen to prove that their patrol was just as capable as the older and more experienced girls in the coven.

‘We just have to break the clue down,’ said Cassie. ‘Look at the first part: the last remains of fire in me – what’s left after a fire goes out?’

‘Coals?’ suggested Tabitha.

‘Ash,’ said Rue. ‘Could it be hidden in a fireplace?’ 

But Cassie shook her head. ‘You’re thinking too literally. It’s like the last clue: we need to get both parts right. What do tears and the sea taste of?’

‘Salt!’ said Rue and Tabitha together.

‘Saltash’s Apothecary!’ cried all three girls at once, grabbing their broomsticks.

It was the first Friday in June and the high sun beat down on the dusty roads. The hedgerows were full of dog roses, honeysuckle and foxgloves, and the air was sweet with the smell of cut hay. The girls were hot in their black cloaks, but they were flying fast enough to enjoy a breeze, taking a shortcut across the River Nix and over the village green towards Loft Street. They waved at Susan and Phyllis Drake, who were standing by the duck pond. The two young witches were puzzling over another scroll.

‘They’re still on the third clue!’ said Rue with a laugh. ‘We’re miles ahead of them.’

They shot past the post office and Marchpane’s bakery, nearly knocking PC Griffiths from his bicycle.

‘Sorry!’ called Tabitha, as they landed on the doorstep of SALTASH & SON, APOTHECARY – est. 1582. They were catching their breath when the door opened and two girls stepped out.

‘Oh, you’ve figured it out at last I see,’ said Ivy Harrington. She stroked the lithe brown stoat that lay draped over her shoulders.

Ever since Cassie had joined the 1st Hedgely Coven, Ivy had hated her. She was determined to prove herself the best at everything and saw Cassie as unwelcome competition. However, things had only got worse since Christmas, when Ivy’s mother had been taken away to the witches’ hospital in Devon. Ivy’s mother was sick, struck down by a faery curse. In a misguided attempt to save her, Ivy had stolen a magical flute and nearly summoned the Erl King into their world, but Cassie had stopped her just in time. Ivy had yet to forgive her for this.

‘I’m still surprised the Hedgewitch let you back in the coven,’ said Rue, ‘after what you did at Hallowe’en. I’d focus on keeping my own nose clean, if I were you, Ivy.’ 

Ivy scowled. She’d been suspended for four months and made to complete one hundred hours of witching service. This had largely involved cleaning out imp nests from people’s chimneys and polishing rusty cauldrons, the sort of tasks Ivy considered far beneath her.

‘Come on, Anika,’ she said. ‘We might as well take a leisurely walk back to the coven hall. The next clue is rather difficult – this lot will be at it for ages.’

She brushed past them, dragging the younger witch along with her.
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Inside, the apothecary’s shop was dim and pleasantly cool. Cassie’s eyes roved over the shelves and cabinets, stuffed full of rare herbs and spices. She was familiar with a good many herbs now that she’d been training in witchcraft for a whole year, but some still remained a mystery to her. She knew angelica could be made into a sleeping potion, but what was tormentil used for? Or polypody, or carline thistle? Every time she visited the apothecary she was reminded how much she still had to learn. It was a daunting prospect.

The looming presence of Silas Saltash didn’t help. The tall, gaunt shopkeeper glared at them as they approached the counter.

‘Shall I be permitted to get any work done this afternoon, or must I be constantly interrupted by the demands of children?’ he asked.

‘We’ve come about the clue,’ said Tabitha. ‘For the riddle-race. Do you have it?’

‘I don’t know anything about these riddles. If you’re not here to make a purchase, please move along and make room for genuine customers.’

‘But Ivy and Anika were just here!’ said Cassie.

Saltash sniffed. ‘Those two were poking about over there, by the soaps and lotions. No doubt they’ve thoroughly messed up my display.’

Cassie, Rue and Tabitha ran to the back of the shop, where a table was piled with bars of scented soap wrapped in wax paper and pots of herbal ointments with pictures of smiling women and chubby babies on them.

‘I’m closing in five minutes!’ called Saltash.

‘It’s got to be here somewhere,’ said Rue, sticking her hand in a jar of cotton wool buds.

‘I don’t think Aunt Miranda would have hidden it,’ said Cassie. ‘All the other clues have been easy enough to find once we guessed the right place.’

‘What’s this?’ said Tabitha. She held up the stub of a pencil, around which was rolled a scrap of yellow paper, quite different from the creamy parchment of the riddle-scrolls.

Cassie took it and unfurled the note. She read aloud, ‘The early bird gets the wyrm, they say, and duffers are easily led astray.’

‘That’s not the Hedgewitch’s handwriting,’ Tabitha pointed out.

‘No, it’s Ivy’s,’ said Rue. ‘The rotter! She’s taken the final clue.’
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The coven hall, a round, single-storey building with a pointed roof like a witch’s hat, stood to the north-west of the village of Hedgely. It was surrounded by the coven garden, where viburnum, valerian and betony were blooming, and a small cloud of bees and butterflies had gathered to feast on the sweet nectar. Behind the hall, a slope of uncut meadow ran up to meet the looming shadow of the Hedge – the great wildwood that marked the border between England and Faerie, where Oak Patrol had encountered wisps and wood wives, wyrms and tree hags, and the forest’s ancient guardian.

They hardly spared the trees a glance, however, as they stood on the steps of the hall, discussing the problem that lay before them.

‘Why shouldn’t we tell the Hedgewitch about Ivy and show her the fake clue?’ asked Tabitha.

Rue shook her head. ‘That’s what she’s hoping we’ll do; we’d look like snitches and sore losers to boot.’

‘If only we could get a look at the real clue,’ said Cassie. ‘Then we’d still stand a chance at figuring it out. Ivy and Anika might not even know the answer themselves.’

‘Maybe that’s why they took it,’ said Tabitha. ‘They’re still trying to work it out.’

‘I’m pretty sure they took it to spite us,’ said Rue. ‘Ivy couldn’t bear to see Oak Patrol win.’

‘Well, either way, if we can get it off her, we’ll still have a chance,’ said Cassie. ‘Tabitha, do you think you can distract Anika?’

‘I did want to ask her about that concentration potion Thorn Patrol are brewing.’

‘Good,’ said Cassie. ‘Rue, can you have a look around Thorn Patrol corner in case they’ve hidden it somewhere? None of the other teams are back yet, so we’ll have to keep Ivy from noticing you. I’ll talk to her, maybe we can try and have a civil conversation.’

Rue snorted. ‘Good luck with that!’
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In the centre of the coven hall, a large cauldron sat over a fire pit. On three sides of the round room, the green, yellow and purple bunting of Oak, Ash and Thorn patrols fluttered softly, although most of the patrol members had not yet arrived. Ivy and Anika were having a hushed conferenced over by the broom rack.

Cassie nodded to Rue, who sauntered casually towards the Thorn Patrol corner, while Cassie and Tabitha approached the other two witches.

‘You took your time,’ said Ivy, smirking. ‘Did you have any trouble finding the scroll?’

Anika flushed at this and Cassie felt sorry for the young witch. Being the newest witch in Thorn Patrol meant having to go along with Ivy’s schemes, whatever she felt personally.

‘Oh, that was easy enough,’ said Cassie, twisting the truth. ‘It’s got us stumped though, much harder than the other clues.’

Ivy’s mouth hung open and Cassie could see she was baffled.

‘We went back for another look, that’s when we ran into you two, but by then it was gone.’ Cassie explained. ‘It must have fallen down somewhere behind the table, but since we already knew what it said we decided to come back to the hall. I suppose you’ve figured it out then?’

‘I… we… yes, of course we’ve figured it out,’ stammered Ivy. ‘It was simple really. Perhaps if you tell me how far you’ve got with it, I can give you a hint.’

Cassie smiled. That meant that Ivy and Anika hadn’t solved the final clue after all. Cassie glanced over her shoulder at Rue, who was now lounging in the Oak Patrol corner. Rue gave her the witch’s salute.

‘Thanks for the offer, Ivy,’ said Cassie. ‘But I’m sure if we put our heads together we can work it out. It wouldn’t be fair if you helped us.’

She gave Ivy a big smile that served to confuse her further and dragged Tabitha away from her potions chat. 

‘Have you got it?’ whispered Tabitha as they joined Rue beneath the green bunting.

Rue opened her fist to reveal the scroll. ‘They’d stashed it in a clear bottle on their potions shelf – amateurs!’

Cassie opened the scroll and read the riddle. She burst out laughing.

‘What is it?’ asked Tabitha. Cassie passed her the scroll.

‘Oh, it’s so obvious!’
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Chapter Four

Many Happy Returns

The young witches of 1st Hedgely Coven were returning to the hall in twos and threes. None of them looked happy, as it appeared that only Oak Patrol and Ivy’s team had made it to Saltash’s before he closed.

‘The riddle-race was never meant to be easy,’ said the Hedgewitch, entering from the coven garden. ‘Have any among you found all the clues?’

Ivy’s arm shot up in the air, quickly followed by Cassie, Rue and Tabitha’s.

‘Only two teams? The rest of you must study your maps more diligently. Very well. Ivy – do you have the answer to the final riddle?’

‘Yes, I think so,’ said Ivy, but she didn’t look as confident as usual. She took a breath and recited from memory: ‘Though bound I am, I have no edge; few dare to cross, I am…’ Ivy frowned. ‘There’s a blank space at the end for the answer.’

‘And what is the answer, Ivy?’ asked Miranda. 

‘Is it… the River Nix?’

‘That doesn’t even rhyme!’ whispered Rue.

The Hedgewitch shook her head. ‘No, I’m afraid it is not the River Nix. Oak patrol – have you managed to solve it?’

Cassie stepped forward. ‘Though bound I am, I have no edge; few dare to cross, I am the Hedge.’

Miranda nodded. ‘The Hedge is a boundary, but once you are inside the woods are endless. Few dare to cross it to the other side, where the land of Faerie lies. It’s all there in the clue. Well done, Oak Patrol. Come see me later, I have a pocket magnifying glass for you as a prize. Now, I believe Mrs Briggs has made Arctic roll for your afternoon tea.’

There was a mad scuffle as the tired and hungry young witches rushed to fetch plates and pour glasses of mint lemonade, carrying their slices of ice cream cake out into the garden. They were met by a cool breeze wafting down from the Hedge, carrying a lingering scent of silver and spice.

‘Well done, you lot,’ said Harriet Webb, the Ash Patrol leader, coming over to shake hands. ‘That was a tough race – my team were stumped on the sheep one. By the way, have you heard? There’s a new girl going to join the coven.’

‘A new girl from Hedgely?’ asked Rue, ice cream dripping from her spoon.

‘No, she’s coming from Wales. They say she’s from an old witching family, her grandmother’s high up in the Witches’ Assembly.’

‘What’s her name?’ asked Tabitha.

‘Kendrick, Robyn Kendrick, or something like that. We overheard Selena Moor and Mrs Mossley talking about it when we were looking for a clue in the post office.’

‘Kendrick,’ said Cassie. ‘I met a witch called Penelope Kendrick last week. She’s a friend of Aunt Miranda’s, and she’s a Beldame of the Witches’ Assembly. It must be her granddaughter who’s joining us. I wonder why she’s coming all the way here, there must be any number of Welsh covens?’

‘What’s this?’ asked Nancy Kemp, the Ash Patrol Second. ‘Are you talking about the Kendrick girl? I hope she gets put in Ash Patrol, we’ll need new blood after you leave at the end of the summer, Harriet.’

Harriet was turning sixteen and would soon be able to apply for her witch’s licence.

‘I expect the Hedgewitch will put her in Oak,’ said Harriet. ‘You’re the smallest patrol, although you do well, considering. I’m going for second helpings, coming, Nancy?’

Nancy and Harriet carried their empty plates back inside as Cassie, Rue and Tabitha considered this revelation.

‘I’m not sure I want a new witch in our patrol,’ said Rue. ‘We’re fine as we are, just the three of us. It would only be a bother to have some new girl tagging along.’

‘But we haven’t even met her yet,’ said Tabitha. ‘She might be lovely!’

‘All I’m saying is that we don’t need another patrol member. We may be the smallest, but Oak Patrol are the best – we’ve just proved that, haven’t we? Ash Patrol can have her.’

‘But don’t you see?’ said Cassie. ‘This is the task the Hedgewitch set us: Tabitha and I need to train a new witch to earn our Sapling pins. It might be a whole year – or more – before we get another chance. We absolutely have to have her for Oak Patrol, whoever she is.’

‘It’ll be fun, Rue, introducing a new girl to potions and wards and spells,’ said Tabitha. ‘You can teach her witch knots and tracking.’

But Rue only frowned and went to get another glass of lemonade.
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‘Fourteen, bless my bunions,’ said Mrs Briggs. ‘And look how you’ve grown! Why, you were just a slip of a thing when you first came here, underfed and under-loved at that awful school, pale as a newborn lamb – and now you’re almost as tall as young Rue here!’

It was the afternoon of June 12th, Cassie’s birthday, her second since coming to the village. They were all sitting on a picnic rug in the meadow below the Hedge. Mrs Briggs had prepared a small mountain of food. There was cold roast chicken and scotch eggs, pork pies and sausage rolls, doorstop-sized sandwiches stuffed with roast beef and pickle, and for pudding strawberries and cream and a Battenburg cake topped with candles and Cassie’s name in pink icing.

Rue was making inroads on the pastries, while Tabitha piled her plate high with salad, which she shared with her white rabbit familiar, Wyn.

‘I’m still two years from being able to get my witch’s licence though,’ said Cassie, thinking of Harriet Webb.

‘Ah, you young ones, always in such a hurry to grow up,’ said Mrs Briggs. ‘Mark my words, these are the days you’ll look back on and wish could last forever when you’re old and grey like me! Pass me the mustard pot, would you, Brogan?’

Mrs Briggs removed the lid from the pot and a dark cloud passed over her face. ‘Honey?! He’s filled the pot with honey! That Morpeth! When I get my hands on him…’

Cassie bit her lip. She’d been meaning to have a word with the new Hartwood brownie, but it kept slipping her mind.

‘Here comes the Hedgewitch,’ said Tabitha.

Miranda was coming towards them, through the golden buttercups and purple knapweed, carrying two small packages and a handful of letters. These she deposited at Cassie’s side, before finding a comfortable perch on a log, still managing to look dignified despite the setting.

‘More presents!’ said Rue. ‘Go on then, let’s see what’s inside.’

Cassie flushed. She had already opened her presents from Miranda, Mrs Briggs and Brogan at breakfast that morning, and Rue and Tabitha had gone halves on a new satchel for her, with oak leaves worked into the leather. She felt rather spoiled already.

Wiping her crumby fingers on the picnic rug, Cassie picked up the first package. ‘It’s from Uncle Elliot,’ she said, reading the label. She’d rather hoped her uncle might visit for her birthday as he’d done the previous year, but she supposed he must be busy at work.

The brown paper fell away to reveal a brand new book titled: Ward Weaving: An Advanced Guide. Cassie looked through the contents page, realising quickly that the spells inside were far beyond the level of a Fledgling or even a Sapling witch.

‘Can I see?’ asked Rue. ‘Whoa, this is brilliant! There’s even a chapter on making runic shields.’

‘Your uncle must have high hopes for you going to Wayland Yard when you finish your coven training, Cassie,’ said Tabitha.

Wayland Yard was where the Wardens worked – witches who specialised in protective and defensive magic. Cassie had not really thought about further training or what she might do as a licensed witch. All she wanted was to find her parents, although she supposed knowing a few strong warding spells might be useful there too.

The next gift was from Aoife Early, an Irish witch who had been their assistant coven mistress for a few months the previous year. Cassie read the card first.



Dear Cassie,



Wishing you MANY HAPPY RETURNS.

I have reviewed your astral transits and am sorry to tell you that you should expect a GREAT DISAPPOINTMENT this year. When it happens, have courage, and take heart. Things are rarely as black and white as they seem. Follow your TRUE COURSE above all else. I send you the enclosed gift, which I believe will help when the time comes.
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