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Full fathom five thy father lies;


Of his bones are coral made;


Those are pearls that were his eyes;


Nothing of him that doth fade,


But doth suffer a sea-change


Into something rich and strange.


Sea-nymphs hourly ring his knell:


Ding-dong.


Hark! now I hear them — Ding-dong, bell.


from The Tempest by William Shakespeare
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Chapter 1


It was a day like a freshly peeled orange: bright and zesty and sweet.


The smell of spring was in the air at Mallowmarsh, and Daisy Thistledown was feeling hopeful. All over the gardens, Botanists were hard at work, tending giant palm trees in the Great Glasshouse, harvesting football-sized plums from the orchards, and planting new lightning seeds in the Mallow Woods. Wild violets were blooming beneath the ancient yews, and the sky was filled with parakeets swooping from tree to tree, delivering the post and screeching joyfully.


A couple of apprentices waved at Daisy as they walked past, and she waved back, grinning. After three long weeks of waiting, the expedition to the Amazon rainforest would finally be setting off tomorrow, and Daisy felt the thrill of it racing through her veins like electricity.


She was standing at her usual spot on the edge of the lake, watching the Mallowmarsh shipbuilders put the finishing touches to their work. It had taken a team of trained Botanists two full weeks to lay the living beams and grow the mast from a seedling – but at last the ship was almost ready: proud and high on the water, with a hull of polished oak wood, a great white sail furled tight as a bud, and an elaborate system of rigging that used living green vines instead of rope. The ship strained at its moorings, as if eager to be on its way.


Daisy had observed the final preparations with mounting impatience and excitement: the deliveries of mosquito netting from Moonmarket and biscuit barrels from the Mallowmarsh kitchens; the piling up of no-glare marsh lamps and crates of phosphorescent mangoes on the shores of the lake. She had tried to help (and been waved away) as Botanists went staggering up the gangplank with heavy jars of healing chamomillion cream, packets of extra-sticky binding vine, and anything else that could possibly be needed for a voyage to the Amazon.


Of course, children weren’t technically allowed on the dock, but she had so far managed to ignore this instruction.


‘Back again?’ asked Madame Gallitrop, who was supervising the loading of a caged Venus flytrap onto the deck of the ship. Her voice was resigned.


‘I thought,’ said Daisy, ‘I’d come and see if you needed help.’


Madame Gallitrop, the head of the Intemperate House, was a plump and cheerful Frenchwoman with merry dark eyes and thick black hair swept back into an enormous bun. ‘I see,’ she said dryly. ‘Well, ma chère, the ship is stocked, the provisions are loaded, and we are nearly ready to set off for Moonmarket tomorrow night.’


Daisy felt her fingers tingle, and she summoned a small vine from the shore to curl around her ankles. She could feel anticipation rise up in her like sap through a stem as she gazed at the floating ship. It looked very fine, with its portholes gleaming, flags fluttering, and its mast – a living oak tree – growing straight from the smooth wooden deck.


The ship was where Daisy felt closest to her mother.


This was partly because its jaunty pennants reminded her of Ma’s own devil-may-care brand of confidence, and partly because the ship was Daisy’s ticket to finding the person she cared about most in the world. Her mother was imprisoned somewhere in the heart of the Peruvian rainforest, and this was the rescue mission that was going to save her.


‘Isn’t there anything I can do?’ she asked for the hundredth time. ‘Perhaps I could polish the railings? Or dust the capstan?’ The vine she’d summoned coiled eagerly over her left foot.


‘No,’ said Madame Gallitrop, shaking her head. ‘We have everything under control, ma chère. You know you’re not supposed to be here. Leave the preparations to the experts.’


‘But—’


‘Watch out!’ It was a Botanist from the kitchens, toting a crate of ginger-root beer along the dock. ‘Out of the way! Children aren’t allowed near the ship.’


Daisy felt a wave of annoyance – and suddenly the vine at her ankle surged out of her control. It shot into the air, ballooned to the width of a python, and snapped the landing stage in two with a great splintering crash.


[image: Daisy looks at men going up the gangplank of a ship with crates. The ship is docked by the banks of a river and has a tree on the top deck. A vine creeps around Daisy’s ankle.]


Daisy leapt back onto the bank just in time, but the barrel went flying into the air and lodged in the ship’s mast, showering ginger beer on the Botanists beneath. Madame Gallitrop toppled headfirst into the water with an almighty splash and emerged glowering, a frond of riverweed draped over one ear like an ill-conceived hairpiece.


She spat out a small water beetle. ‘Enough,’ she said, her voice unusually frosty. ‘Kindly help me out of the lake, Daisy, and then make yourself useful somewhere else. You must learn to control your magic.’


Daisy Thistledown was a Botanist too – one who had only just discovered that she had green magic. As it turned out, using magic was one thing; keeping it in check was another.


‘But,’ she said, bracing herself against the bank to heave Madame Gallitrop out of the water, ‘I want to do something. I want to help!’ She heaved again, and the Frenchwoman collapsed onto the remaining half of the landing stage. She righted herself with dignity, straightening her sopping overalls.


‘Non!’ she said, reverting to her native French. ‘That was the fourth accident this week. You can go and “help” elsewhere!’


‘Oi! Get that child OFF the landing stage,’ roared one of the shipbuilders, a grizzled man who was persuading the nearest mizzenmast to grow high enough to take a sail. ‘What have I said about untrained children using magic near the ship?’


Madame Gallitrop, now standing on the shore and dripping from every inch of her hair and overalls, shot Daisy a pointed look.


Daisy slunk away, her cheeks hot. But she was still close enough to hear the shipbuilder’s words as he surveyed the damage she’d done to the dock.


‘That girl,’ he said, ‘is a lost cause.’
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Chapter 2


Max Brightly was a lost cause. That’s what the midwife had said approximately two minutes after he was born, taking one look at his furious pinched mouth and the way his small, angry fists punched the air. And people had gone on saying it all his life: ‘That boy,’ they said, ‘is a lost cause.’


His mother’s friends had said it wryly, flinching at his outraged infant roars. His teachers had said it despairingly, lifting their hands in defeat each time Max picked a fight or used a word so rude it made them feel faint. And so, finally, had the doctors – lots of them, after Max became sick and even breathing began to hurt. The tone was hushed now, but not so quiet that he couldn’t hear the words from his hospital bed, where he lay with his skin very white – so pale that his birthmark stood out like a smashed strawberry beneath his right eye – and his hands resting on top of the starched cotton sheets. ‘That boy is a lost cause.’


In fact, the only person who had never said it was his mother. ‘There’s nothing lost about you,’ she told him fiercely. And she glared at anyone who dared to suggest otherwise.


Max’s mother wasn’t an angel, or a saint, which was what most people who knew her liked to say. After all, Max thought, angels didn’t wink at you slyly when someone told a bad joke, and saints didn’t wear blue jeans with silver boots or turn heads in the street with their golden hair and loud laughter.


Max turned heads too, but for other reasons. He hated the way people always seemed to glance between him and his mother, wondering how she could be related to the boy with sticking-up black hair and the unrepentant scowl. The only things he’d inherited from her were his grey eyes and the deep dimple that appeared in his left cheek when he smiled, which wasn’t very often. He was as spiky and awkward as a conker shell, and other people often made him feel itchy, like the feeling you get from wearing a prickly jumper that has shrunk in the wash.


There was one other thing he’d inherited from Marigold Brightly, but it wasn’t something you could see from the outside. It was a sort of bone-deep, bone-headed resolve. When Max decided to do something, he did it.


Which was why, when he found himself, at the age of twelve and three-quarters, kidnapped and imprisoned in a damp cellar, Max decided he was going to escape.


It was very cold inside the cellar and Max could hear the sound of water dripping somewhere above his head. It was, he thought, the loneliest sound in the world. He had been here for a long time now – he wasn’t sure how long – and hunger was blocking out his thoughts like white noise.


What he knew was this: he had been taken from the London hotel he’d been staying at with his mother (‘Just for a few nights,’ she had said, when they’d arrived from New York). They had been in the middle of an argument – the usual one, about Max not being well enough to start school – when a noise had sounded from the corridor. There had been a moment, stretched out in Max’s memory, just long enough for them to look at each other, eyes wide.


Then the door had splintered and fallen inwards with a scream of wood, and suddenly the room was full of two men – big and tall and masked. Max’s mother had shouted and then the taller of the two men had crossed the room in three steps and backhanded her across the face so that she fell to the ground and lay still. Her eyes were closed, and Max couldn’t see if her chest was moving.


He roared and scrambled towards her; he tried to fling himself on the man – and then a sack was tossed over his head, and everything went dark. He felt himself being lifted bodily over the other man’s shoulder. ‘No,’ he heard himself shout. ‘Mom! No, please!’ He flailed out wildly with his arms, straining to get free, and felt his fist strike something hard: the man’s nose. Max’s captor grunted, and then he knocked Max’s head against something hard, and his brain became a firework that flared and then went dark.
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Chapter 3


The shipbuilder’s words echoed in Daisy’s ears as she walked away. A lost cause. He was right, she thought miserably. She lost control of her magic every time she used it – but most of all, she was lost without Ma. Her hand sought out the daisy-shaped pendant she always wore around her neck. It had belonged to Ma, and though it usually calmed her, now she felt only a sharp, twisting worry.


Ever since the letter from her mother had arrived on the night of the Great Mallowmarsh garden party, Daisy had been waiting for nothing else but for the rescue mission to set off. Instead, she had been asked to wait, and wait, and wait some more.


Over the last few weeks, the Greenwild had been swept with attack after attack by a shadowy organization called the Grim Reapers. Daisy shivered at the name. The Reapers were driven by greed above all else – and, as Artemis said, the Greenwild was a treasure chest of priceless plants and animals that could make an unscrupulous person very rich indeed. Artemis White, the Commander of Mallowmarsh, had been working overtime, keeping track of the Reapers’ movements and organizing defence measures.


‘We survived our attack,’ Artemis had said. ‘And so far, the Reapers haven’t been able to penetrate any of the other pockets. Even so . . .’


‘What?’ asked Daisy. She knew that only people with green magic could enter the Greenwild – which meant that the Grim Reapers couldn’t get in; or at least not without help. They belonged to the outer world, or ‘the Greyside’, as Botanists called it.


‘Even so,’ said Artemis, ‘there are people with green magic who support the Reapers. Botanists gone bad, if you like.’


Daisy nodded, and Artemis sighed, pushing her long silver hair away from her face. The fine lines around her blue eyes looked shadowed and creased. As the commander of Mallowmarsh, Artemis was responsible for every soul within it. She was also Daisy’s grandmother, a discovery that both of them were still getting used to.


‘My theory,’ said Artemis, ‘is that Botanists who misuse their power – who turn it against living things – poison the magic inside themselves and so lose access to the magical world. But it’s only a matter of time before the Reapers find a way in.’ She rubbed a hand over her eyes. ‘And in the meantime, the Greyside is no longer safe. We have to assume that every port, airport and city in the outer world is being watched. It will be safer to travel to the Amazon via Moonmarket, instead of through the Greyside. And that way, we can convene with Botanists from other pockets – the ones brave enough to go against the Bureau.’


The Bureau of Botanical Business governed the many pockets of the magical world, and it had forbidden any rescue missions to the Amazon. Artemis was almost certain it had been infiltrated by Reapers. ‘So, we’ll have to be careful,’ she said. ‘The French are joining the search alongside us, along with Botanists from Italy, Japan and India. We meet at Moonmarket.’


Moonmarket, Daisy knew, was a vast crossing-place between all the pockets of the Botanical world, and it was open for just one night a month. Travellers going through Moonmarket could hitch a ride on boats heading all over the world, which meant that you could start the night in Melbourne and end it in Mumbai, or travel from Cape Town to Cannes in a heartbeat. It was by far the best means of international travel – as long as you didn’t mind waiting for the full moon, of course.


Tomorrow, thought Daisy, with a skip to her heart. The ship would be sailing for Amazeria, the biggest pocket in the Peruvian Greenwild – and the one nearest to where the missing Botanists were imprisoned. She pulled Ma’s letter out from her pocket and read the words she had read so many times that she knew them by heart:




My rascal. I’m alive.





That was all; but they were words to make hope burn like a candle inside her. Ma had vanished on an expedition to the Amazon rainforest when her plane had crashed back in December, and she had been reported missing, presumed dead. Now it was early March, and Daisy knew that Ma was alive, but imprisoned by Grim Reapers.


Daisy stood on the shore of the lake, remembering it all. How Ma had set off for Peru in pursuit of a dangerous news story. How Daisy had been left behind at a boarding school called Wykhurst – and how she had decided to escape and search for Ma when she’d gone missing. In the process, she had found a hidden silver door in the depths of the Palm House at Kew Gardens in London – and behind it, she had discovered a world where plant magic was real. A world that held the answers to the mystery of Ma’s disappearance.


The Greenwild, thought Daisy. Her blood still thrilled at the name. It was a great hidden world: a place where all manner of things were possible. A place she hadn’t known about until she’d stumbled across it by accident that day in Kew Gardens. Except, of course, that it hadn’t really been an accident. Ma had given her a glowing silver paperweight (Daisy knew now that it was called a dandelight) and it had cast its beam of light like a compass needle, leading her to the hidden door. It was sitting in her pocket now, heavy and cool, with a dandelion puff trapped inside the glass like a silver firework – ready to light up when it was needed.


She felt an indignant movement from inside her other pocket and glanced down to see Napoleon looking back up at her, one feline eyebrow raised, white whiskers quivering.


‘All right, I know,’ she told the tiny cat as he leapt onto her shoulder. His fur was black and white, and his teeth were tiny and fierce and pointed. ‘You got me here too.’


Napoleon was a kitten with fine whiskers and an even finer sense of his own importance. He had adopted Daisy soon after Ma had vanished, and it was true: she would never have reached Mallowmarsh without his help.


Daisy fingered Ma’s letter, tracing it for clues. Ma was a journalist, a writer by trade, which made it even more frustrating that the note was so short.


There had been nothing strange about Ma deciding to go to Peru, since she often travelled to research stories. What had been different was Ma deciding to leave Daisy behind. Until then, they had gone everywhere together, and Daisy had spent most of her life moving from place to place, as Ma chased one breaking news story and then another. Daisy had celebrated her third birthday in Berlin, her fourth in Cairo, and her fifth in Mogadishu. She remembered her sixth birthday in Bolivia: a perfect summer day when Ma had bought a single rose from a street vendor and tossed it on the floor of their hotel room. Seconds later, the entire suite had been twined with roses up to the rafters, growing out of the overstuffed armchair, bursting through the shiny mahogany headboard, and rustling foot-deep around the walls. Daisy had been young enough to convince herself, later, that she had made the whole thing up. But arriving at Mallowmarsh – a place of lily-pad boats and magical glasshouses – had taught her that birthday roses were the least of the marvels green magic could achieve.


Even so, Daisy missed her mother so much that it was like having a constant stomach-ache. She missed Ma’s bright brown eyes, crinkled with laughter at the edges. She missed the way that Ma took her out dancing, and sailing, and out for tea to eat giant cream puffs (‘life is too short not to eat cream puffs,’ she said), and stayed up half the night with her reading The Voyage of the Dawn Treader. She missed Ma’s stories of growing up in Iran, and the way she spoke to Daisy in Farsi, the language of her childhood. She missed Ma’s scent of ink and jasmine, and the way she made her feel that anything in the world was possible.


Ma had been her ally, her best friend, and they had told each other everything. That’s how it had always been: ever since the death of Daisy’s father when she was only three years old. Pa had been an English Botanist called Henry White – and he had been killed by Grim Reapers. Now, the Reapers had taken Ma too, and Daisy would do anything – anything – to make sure that she didn’t lose her in the same way.


She turned back to the words in Ma’s letter: words that made her want to shout, ‘Hurry up!’ to every Botanist who passed.


I’m alive, Ma had said. But for how much longer?


Napoleon meowed, and Daisy looked at him. ‘Yes,’ she agreed as they turned their back on the lake. ‘Not long now. We’ll be on that boat tomorrow. Come on,’ she said, glancing at her watch. ‘It’s almost five o’clock.’
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Chapter 4


When he woke, Max was very cold, and his blood felt slow and sluggish inside his veins. He was in a large, dark, damp room with no windows – a cellar, he guessed.


That was the start of the worst of it: the days passing with no way to mark them. Without his medicine he quickly became ill and feverish. The old pain came back, and it was so overwhelming that he vomited onto the floor. The larger of the two men came twice a day to leave a plate of bread and a cup of water. He was tall and thick with muscle, and his nose – thanks to Max’s efforts – was broken. He was also, Max noticed with satisfaction, missing a tooth.


‘I’ll get you for this, boy,’ he had said that first day, half spitting the words. ‘Not now, but soon.’ And he shoved the plate of stale bread towards Max with a violence that made his jaw feel loose with fear.


Max tried his best to force down the food, but after the third day he became too sick to eat. At first, he was infuriated to discover how much he’d relied on the medicine; how much his mother had been right. Then he became too exhausted for fury, and instead his brain fixed on the image of her lying on the hotel room floor, her arms flung out, eyes closed. Was she alive? That was all he wanted to know.


Max lay in the dark room, breathing heavily. The ground seemed to rock beneath him like the deck of a ship. He lost unknown chunks of time to unconsciousness and pain; great waves of pain that seemed to come from deep inside his bones and rise through his skin to shimmer around him in a haze of agony.


Days passed.


He wasn’t sure when the first envelope arrived. He only knew that it was lying there next to his plate of stale bread, white and crossed with handwriting that made his heart stutter in his chest. Max, said the inscription in his mother’s round, familiar script, with a row of three kisses beneath. It was the best thing he had ever seen.


In seconds the envelope was open, and its contents lay scattered on the floor: ten snow-white flowers that seemed to glow with their own silver light, and a single sheet of paper scrawled with this message:




Max, my lovely boy – I’m going to get you out. Soon.


Until then, eat these. Promise me, Max. Every single one.





Trembling slightly with weakness, wondering if he was dreaming still, Max took the first flower and put it in his mouth. It sat on his tongue and then dissolved in a rush of sweetness that left a bitter aftertaste in his mouth – like a marshmallow, he thought, with a centre made of ash. For a moment he grimaced. Then he looked back at the note, and he ate another flower, and another, until they were all gone.


[image: Max holds a letter and an envelope, crouches on the floor and picks a glowing flower from the floor.]


After that, Max fell asleep and didn’t wake up for twenty-four hours. When he opened his eyes, he felt at once that the pain had begun to ebb – as if warm sunlight was coursing through his bones, chasing the agony away. He was still weak, but he suddenly became aware that he was very, very hungry – hungrier than he could remember being in his whole life. He crawled over to the bread and ate it in three gulps. It was stale and looked rat-nibbled around its edges, but it tasted like the most delicious thing in the world.


For the first time since he’d been captured, Max felt he could breathe properly. He didn’t know how she had found him, or why she couldn’t come right away, but he knew his mother was alive, and she was coming to rescue him.


So, when another envelope arrived three days later, and another a few days after that, Max ate the flowers without question. Each time, he slept for a day, and woke up feeling different, more himself. The changes were slow. His body was weak from two years of hospitals and medicines and night sweats, his muscles were easily tired, and his breath was short. But even so, being without pain felt better than being a king, or a millionaire. It was as if he’d been carrying an elephant on his back for two years, and now it had dropped away, leaving him suddenly weightless.


With this feeling came more hunger, not to be satisfied by the meagre daily lumps of bread. And with hunger something else returned: his fury. Fury at the men who had attacked his mother and brought him here. Fury at the two years he had lost to illness. It was a feeling so electrifying that not a second of it could be wasted. Yes, thought Max. No matter how weak he remained; no matter how long or short this reprieve, he was going to seize it with both hands.


He was going to escape.
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Chapter 5


It started raining in big damp gusts as Daisy walked across the Great Lawn, and she was soaking by the time she ducked through the door of the Five O’Clock shed.


‘Avast there, matey,’ said Indigo. He was the only other person who’d arrived so far, and he looked her up and down as she came in, dripping water all over the floor. ‘Did you fall in the lake?’


‘No,’ said Daisy, shaking herself off and deciding not to mention what had happened to Madame Gallitrop. ‘Just the rain.’ It was drumming on the roof so that it felt cosy inside, with the stove glowing and the lamps lit so that the stained-glass panels of the tiny glasshouse shone out like magic lanterns.


Indigo grinned and stroked the parakeet on his shoulder, as Daisy hung up her sopping coat and dropped into one of the squashy chairs around the table with a relieved sigh. Indigo had come to Mallowmarsh when he was five, when his parents had moved from one of the largest pockets in the South American Greenwild. He was about the same age as Daisy – nearly twelve – and he was one of the four members of the Five O’Clock Club, so called because they met at five each afternoon to exchange news and snacks. Besides Daisy and Indigo, the club included Acorn, who was nine, and the Prof, who was twelve: both of them had lived at Mallowmarsh all their lives. When Daisy had first arrived, they had welcomed her into the gang and helped her solve the mystery of Craven: the man who had chased her across Kew Gardens.


Together, they had discovered that Craven was a Botanist who had been stripped of his magic – an unthinkably terrible punishment – for the crime of murdering a fellow explorer. In revenge, he had joined the ranks of the Grim Reapers, who were hunting down Botanists around the world. They were the ones behind Ma’s disappearance, and the disappearance of many others.


Indigo pulled a handful of seeds from his pocket to feed Jethro, his parakeet. Then he extracted an eyedropper to feed the baby hedge-piglet that was curled on his lap. It was hot pink and about the size of a teacup. ‘Found it in the bushes,’ he said, answering Daisy’s glance. ‘It’s the runt of the litter.’ Despite the rain, Indigo looked, as always, like he’d been dipped in a vat of sunshine. His skin and eyes were the same gold-brown colour, like raw amber when you hold it up to the light. His brown curls sprang up in all directions, and he was wearing a pair of mud-spattered yellow overalls.


There was noise from the doorway and Daisy looked around to see the Prof staggering through the door, soaked from head to toe. ‘Ugh,’ she said, peering into her bag. ‘I think the rain got onto my books.’ She took out a stack of thick volumes and placed them tenderly in front of the stove to dry. Then she took off her jacket and hung it by the door, revealing a pair of overalls with holes in the elbows. Her halo of dark hair was pulled back from her warm brown cheeks with an old green headband. She looked like an off-duty dancer, too elegant to care how she looked.


Just as the Prof was warming her hands in front of the fire, the final Club member staggered in, even wetter than the rest of them. ‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said, her voice slightly squeaky. ‘Ivy barged in front of me, and I had to wait ages for a lilypaddle!’


Acorn Sparkler was younger than the others and very excitable, with bright red hair pulled back in two pigtails and a sweet pale face flecked with hundreds of fawn-coloured freckles, thick as the stars of the Milky Way. She bounced into a chair and began peeling off her socks.


Daisy put the kettle on.


The Prof turned to Daisy as the shed began to fill up with a pleasant warmth. ‘I heard something on my way over about a shattered landing stage? Your name – er – might have been mentioned.’


‘What happened?’ asked Indigo, leaning forward and looking far too interested.


‘Nothing,’ said Daisy shortly.


Indigo and the Prof exchanged a significant look, and Acorn patted Daisy’s hand sympathetically. The three of them knew better than anyone how she had struggled to control her magic over the last three weeks. Daisy had thought, for a long time after her arrival in the Greenwild, that she had no magic. She had also thought that her problems would be solved if only it showed up. She had been wrong on both counts.


‘So, is the ship ready?’ said Acorn, taking a sip of tea and tactfully changing the subject.


‘Yep,’ said Daisy. ‘All set for tomorrow night.’


Indigo’s eyes sparkled. ‘And then we’ll be on our way.’


‘I wonder if I should pack my travelling library,’ mused the Prof. ‘It’s only three suitcases, after all, plus a small handbag for the index.’


‘Er . . . I’m not sure,’ said Daisy, reaching for the teapot.


There was a contented silence as the four of them munched on teacakes and the Prof turned the pages of the Greening Standard, the biggest newspaper in the Greenwild. Then she paused, frowning. ‘Listen to this.’ She shook the paper and read from an article on the second page. ‘“An unknown Botanist died minutes after being found alone in the Brazilian Greyside yesterday. The victim displayed no visible signs of injury except a round burn mark on her throat, and a bleaching to the irises of her eyes. ‘Like white ice crystals,’ said a local man. ‘No colour left at all.’ The unknown woman’s last word was reportedly ‘mortal’: a tragic reflection of her fate.


‘“This is the third such body found in the area in the last two weeks, following the discovery of the remains of French Botanist Eugene Tulipe and Australian Alberta Wattle, both with the same bleached eyes. Local Greenwild authorities are investigating the deaths, but have so far found no significant leads.”’


The Prof looked up at the others. ‘It’s odd, isn’t it? Three deaths with no apparent cause. And in Brazil too – in the rainforest.’


‘Yes,’ said Daisy slowly. ‘It is.’ Botanists had been vanishing for months, but none had turned up dead – until now. She shivered, thinking of Ma, and felt fear scuttle up her throat like a spider.


‘Maybe Artemis will know something about it,’ said Indigo.


Artemis had left Mallowmarsh three days ago on a tour of the European pockets, gathering Botanists to join their rescue mission (‘Germany will be crucial,’ she had said, ‘we’ll want their support.’). She wasn’t due back until late that evening, and Daisy felt her fingers itch with impatience and dread.


People were dying. There was no more time to waste.
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Chapter 6


Escaping, Max soon discovered, was easier said than done.


He continued to grow a little stronger with each delivery of the magical white flowers, but it was slow. His legs were about as tough as noodles, and even crossing the cellar left him breathless. He began to train himself, walking from one end of the room to the other until he could do it five times in a row, then ten, then twenty. He tried not to think about whether he was ‘cured’. Instead, he focused on getting stronger; a little more every day.


Sooner or later, he thought, the guards would make a mistake – and he needed to be ready. The moment his fever had lifted, Max had begun marking the passing days by scratching the brick wall of his cellar with a stray nail. By this reckoning, it was exactly two weeks after he first started feeling better that he finally had his chance.


Max loved two things: listening to music and picking locks. He had lost his heart to music in his cradle, and whenever he had gone missing as a small child, he had usually been found hiding near the concert hall in Bolderdash, or sitting underneath the gramophone in his neighbour’s house, his face pale and ecstatic as he listened to reams of Beethoven and Bach.


The lock-picking was something he had acquired later, when he had needed to keep his hands busy in hospital. The days there seemed to last for centuries, and he had persuaded his mother to bring him a steady supply of different locks, picks and combinations. By the end of two years, there was very little he couldn’t open. Like music, lock-picking required a sort of perfect pitch – a sense of flair and timing. Opening locks became a thing that could be mastered; something he could control when everything else was spinning away from him.


Anyway, Max hadn’t been able to pick the lock on his cell because the nail he’d found was too thick for the job. But that morning, the broken-nosed guard (Max had heard the others calling him Jarndyce) had been careless. He had clattered down Max’s morning bread ration with an unlovely smile, and hadn’t noticed the badge falling from his cloak. It was black with a symbol of a scythe on it, and it had a long needle-like pin at the back. There was a second guard – a less terrifying one – posted outside his door at all times, so Max had to work quietly. A few hours later, he was ready.


As the second guard approached the door to deliver his evening ration, Max sprang forward with the nail in his hand and raked the man across the cheek. The guard gave a cry and fell backwards as Max leapt past him and away up the stairs. His legs were already burning with the effort, his lungs heaving for air. Somehow, he made it to the top and caught a blur of kitchen counters and clanging pans as he rushed through, sending a whistling kettle toppling in his wake. The guard chasing him cried out as boiling water splashed his arm, and he fell back cursing. Then Max spotted Jarndyce, who yelled and leapt to his feet. Max gasped and put on a burst of speed. Then he was in a dim corridor with a door at the end of it, and – yes! – it was open, and he was out on the street, beneath the orange glow of the streetlamps, taking in great gulps of fresh air for the first time in almost a month. It tasted like iced water, pure as the moonlight pouring down around him.


Max glanced wildly to both sides. Jarndyce and the other guard were already coming after him through the door. Max staggered down the street, reeled around the corner, and tripped over a grate in the middle of the road. It wasn’t quite closed. Max glanced over his shoulder. The two men were gaining fast. His muscles were exhausted, and he knew he couldn’t run any further. He pushed the grate aside, took a deep breath, and dropped down into the darkness.


He landed hard on the floor of a sewer tunnel. Jarndyce peered down through the grate and Max shrank back. ‘Come back, boy.’ His voice was a low snarl. ‘Or you’ll regret it.’ He tried to squeeze his shoulders through the hole in the pavement, but it was too small. In almost any other circumstance, this might have been funny, but Max didn’t wait to see if he’d manage it. Instead, he lurched on, down the long, black tunnel and into darkness.


That had been two days ago. Two days of hunger so consuming that it seemed to be eating him from the inside, until he was all air and nerves stretched tight as piano wires. Even the terrible, wretched smell – like being stuck inside a toilet bend with no way out – didn’t seem to dampen his appetite. He’d spent the first day underground completely lost, shivering and cold. He’d spent the second day equally freezing, but he had managed to locate a second grate. There was a ladder bolted to the wall, and he’d climbed it, looking out for Jarndyce – and when he’d seen that the coast was clear, he pushed up at the grate with his aching shoulders and emerged into the air of London. It seemed to glitter around him with frost, each breath deliriously clean and sweet after the smell of the sewers. It was night again and the sparkle of city lights shimmered against the million cold fractals of the air.


Food. He needed food.


Glancing several times each way, Max took a deep breath and set off down the street.
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Chapter 7


Daisy was quiet and distracted when they got back to the Roost, and accidentally put a teaspoon of salt into the mug of tea that Miss Tufton set in front of her.


‘What’s wrong?’ asked the old housekeeper as Daisy spluttered and set down her mug. ‘You look like you’ve had a bad shock.’


The kitchen was as cosy and warm as ever, the surfaces piled with chipped plates, flowerpots, wooden spoons and creased books, and the ancient roof beams hung with copper pots and fragrant bushels of rosemary and thyme. There was a gnarled old tree growing directly out of one of the wooden kitchen counters, half its branches covered with cherries, and the other half with ripe apples. It was called a larder tree, because it could produce any fruit you could imagine (as long as you asked nicely).


Daisy explained about the article as Miss Tufton set down a fresh cup of tea in front of her. The piece had been accompanied by a photograph of the dead woman: her open eyes as white as ice crystals.


‘So you saw that, did you?’ Miss Tufton tutted and picked up her rolling pin. ‘We don’t know who’s behind it.’


‘But the bleached eyes – it seems so . . .’


Miss Tufton began rolling out pastry. ‘It’s not like anything I’ve heard of before – and not like any poison or curse that I’ve come across either. It’s unnatural, like . . .’ She paused and shook her head.


‘Like what?’


‘Nothing.’ Miss Tufton stomped across to the stove, the knitting needles in her hair bristling.


Daisy took a deep breath. ‘This changes things. People aren’t just disappearing. They’re dying.’


‘I know,’ said the housekeeper, looking suddenly very tired. She sat down in the rocking chair next to the stove and took off her slippers to rub wearily at her bunions.


‘Ma’s out there,’ said Daisy. ‘Every day she could be—’ She stopped, unable to finish the thought. Instead, she said, ‘But we’re setting off soon. Tomorrow I’ll be on that boat, on the way to the Amazon. Ma needs me.’


Miss Tufton looked up at her, surprised. ‘But children are no longer coming on the expedition. Oh Daisy, did no one tell you . . . ?’


‘What? Tell me what?’ Daisy’s forehead began to throb dangerously.


‘Well,’ said Tuffy carefully. ‘The rescue mission is going to be dangerous and difficult. And with the Grim Reapers getting stronger, and this news of people turning up dead . . . well, the council has decided that it’s not safe for underage Botanists. This is a job for trained adults, Daisy; not eleven-year-old girls.’


‘But I can be useful!’ she cried. ‘I’ve proved that, haven’t I?’ Ever since Daisy had defeated Craven and saved Mallowmarsh from being burned to the ground, people had looked at her a little differently, nodding at her as they ate lunch in the Orangery or calling out greetings as they hurried past on their way to the Seed Bank. Gulliver Wildish, the Head of the Great Glasshouse, had been extra patient as her newly discovered magic backfired on her day after day. Madame Gallitrop (though admittedly this was before today’s disaster) had presented her with a beautifully illustrated book on the palm trees of Amazeria. And the terrifying head chef, Mr McGuffin, a Scot with a large, ginger moustache and a set of knuckle tattoos, had slipped her an extra slice of apple tart at teatime the previous day – an act so astonishing that Indigo had stared in disbelief.


But now, Miss Tufton shook her head slowly. ‘I don’t think the commander will see it like that,’ she said.


‘See it like what?’ came a voice from the doorway. It was Artemis herself, looking tired. The lines around her eyes were deeper than usual, and her overalls looked crumpled. ‘The Germans are on board,’ she said. ‘And I think I’ve persuaded the Albanian pockets too, but the others were more of a chal—’


‘Artemis! You’re back!’ Daisy leapt up, spilling her tea. ‘I can come with you on the ship, can’t I? I need to be there, I can help, I can—’


But Artemis, unwinding a scarf from around her neck, was already shaking her head. ‘No, Daisy. I’m sorry, but things have changed. This isn’t an expedition for children.’


‘But . . .’ Daisy trailed off. She could see from Artemis’s expression that it was no use arguing. It was just like when Ma had set out for the Amazon. She was being left behind all over again.


Daisy stayed silent as Artemis and Miss Tufton talked, but her mind was working furiously. Her worry about Ma felt like a giant hand pressing down on top of her head, impossible to ignore.


Whatever Artemis said, Daisy needed to be on that ship. Her palms itched again, and she rubbed them against her shirt.


It was time to take matters into her own hands.
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Chapter 8


Max had never felt so cold in his life. He was still wearing the shorts he’d put on the morning they’d left New York all those weeks ago, and his T-shirt now had a rip in the hem. He realized, in a distant way, that he probably smelled quite bad.


This part of London was very quiet and eerie by night, and the street was empty except for a fox that trotted, stiff-tailed and confident, down the pavement before him. It paused to rummage in a pile of rubbish and extracted a tasty morsel before leaping along a neighbouring wall, eyes glinting in the streetlamps.


It was the fox that gave Max the idea.


He would need bins.


Not the small ones on the street, but the big skips that sometimes sat outside supermarkets, where they dumped leftover food at the end of the day. This meant crossing the long street with its dark trees and sleeping houses, then slipping onto the shuttered high street that lay beyond. It was spooky and deserted here, with the occasional car swishing up and down the road and plastic signs lit up in neon colours that left blue and red shadows across the inside of his eyelids. He darted down a side alley and – ‘Bingo,’ he said, looking at the open skip against the far wall. He could see several sandwiches on top, still in their wrappers, glinting enticingly as treasure. He reached inside and then heard a noise behind him.


Max was behind the skip before he’d had the chance to form a thought. He stood hidden, barely breathing, peering out from beneath lowered lids to stop his pupils catching the light. The man in the alley had thick, muscled shoulders and a shaved head that shone in the dim light. His broken nose was unmistakeable.


Jarndyce.


He held a device up to his mouth and spoke softly into it, his voice only a murmur in the quiet alley. ‘Yes, that’s right,’ he said. ‘He can’t have gone far on so little food. No, well – you tell me.’ He paused. ‘Okay, yes – I’ll let you know when we find him. Yes – at Moonmarket, Wednesday midnight. I’ll bring him with me through the entrance at West India Docks.’ The man passed within a metre of Max’s hiding place and for a moment he seemed to pause and narrow his eyes.


[image: A man with a shaved head, thick, muscled shoulders and a broken nose stands in an alley lined with dustbins and speaks into a device.]


Then a rustle came from the end of the alleyway – the fox! – and the man turned, distracted, and hurried towards it.


Max stood there, shaking so hard that he had to clench his jaws to stop his teeth from chattering. Then he took a breath, ducked around the skip, stuffed three sandwiches into his pockets, and ran as fast as he could.


Max wasn’t sure how long he ran for – but it was long enough for his legs to go weak and begin wobbling beneath him. Long enough for the streets to grow wide and tree-lined, with gracious steps leading up to gleaming front doors, and thick curtains drawn back from windows that shone with warm light. At last, he ducked through a brick archway onto a mews street of romantic little houses with flowers tumbling from their window boxes. The pastel-painted house fronts glowed softly in the streetlamps as he tore the wrapper from his first sandwich. He wolfed it down so fast he barely chewed. After the second sandwich, he paused and swallowed, then ate the third more slowly, savouring each bite. It was only cheese and tomato, but it tasted better than anything he could remember eating in his whole life. There was a fruit tree growing in the front garden of one of the nearby houses, and the owners had put out a box of leftover apples for passers-by to take. Max selected one, rubbed it on his grimy shirt, and bit into it with a giant, satisfying crunch. It had streaky red skin, and it tasted sharp and sweet, like the start of something new.


For a moment, he allowed his thoughts to turn to his mother; to her grey eyes and her unexpected, honking laugh that she saved mostly for him. Then Max remembered that he’d spent most of the last two years fighting with her – over his treatment, his medicines, everything. When he found her, he decided, the first thing he’d do would be to say sorry.


Max was just crunching into his second apple when he heard a noise behind him: a soft movement of leather boot on paving stone. He whirled round and saw a man coming through the archway of the mews. Not Jarndyce, but just as sinister looking. He was very tall, with dark eyes and a shock of bone-white hair swept back from his pale face. He walked with a slight limp, and by his side padded an enormous hound with drool dripping from its fangs. The dog growled and bared its canines. It sounded like a small motorcycle revving up.


‘Max?’ said the man as Max shrank back. ‘Max Brightly. We’ve been looking for you. We—’


But Max had already ducked, turned, and was gone. All that was left was an apple with a single bite taken out of it, spinning on the pavement.
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Chapter 9


‘There’s got to be a way to get on that ship,’ said Daisy.


It was the next day, and she was striding up and down inside the tiny space of the Five O’Clock shed, while the Prof brewed tea on the small camping stove and passed around pieces of lavender shortbread they’d filched from the kitchen at the Roost. Acorn was perched in the corner, where she’d been watering the chocolate tree with fresh milk. It grew small balls of milk chocolate from its branches, each one about the size and shape of a blueberry. The more milk you used to water the tree, the lighter the chocolate became, so you could adjust it to your taste.
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