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  The Visitor




  “MR. EVANS!”




  No answer.




  “Mr. Evans!”




  Belladonna sneaked a look over her shoulder to the back of the classroom where Steve and his friends usually clustered. He was far away, gazing out of the window and down at the football field

  below. The cloud-cloaked sun was low in the sky, throwing the trees at the end of the field into stark relief and making the frost on the grass sparkle.




  “Am I talking to myself?” Madame Huggins suddenly had that dangerous sarcasm in her voice, the tone that generally went before a detention, or worse—a trip to Miss

  Parker’s office. Not that Steve was a stranger to either penalty.




  Silence settled on the classroom like a heavy blanket, but still Steve was oblivious.




  Jimmy Wright shoved a bony elbow into his ribs and Steve jumped back to life, first shooting an angry stare at Jimmy, then gradually becoming aware of the silence in the classroom. He slowly

  turned his head to look at Madame Huggins. She had drawn herself to her full height, a difficult feat for someone so resoundingly round.




  “Good morning,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.




  Titters from the rest of the class.




  “Did you have a good rest?”




  Steve just stared at her, sullen indifference writ large on his face.




  “Now, give me an example of a genitive charge.”




  Steve stared and then cocked his head to one side and shifted in his seat.




  “In Latin?” he said finally.




  “No, in Greek. Of course in Latin! This is a Latin class, you stupid boy!”




  Madame Huggins’s face had turned entirely red, except for the very tip of her nose, which was as white as snow. Belladonna began to suspect that she might explode, but instead she took a

  deep breath.




  “Look,” she said, her voice strangely calm, “you don’t know how lucky you are. Most schools dropped Latin from the curriculum years ago. But it’s a great

  foundation, it really is.”




  Belladonna bit her lip: Dr. Ashe had said the same thing the first time they’d seen him on the Other Side and that hadn’t ended well at all, what with the Hound, poisonous Night

  Ravens, and the imprisonment of all the ghosts. She glanced back at Steve again to see if he registered the same memory, but he was busy staring at Madame Huggins, his face a mask of obstinacy.




  “Alright,” said Madame Huggins finally, “let’s see if you have even managed to grasp the basics. A genitive charge—in English.”




  “He nearly died of boredom.”




  Madame Huggins opened her mouth to pour scorn and then stopped. A barely suppressed giggle ran around the classroom.




  “Um . . . yes,” she said, clearly amazed. “Yes, that’s right. But if you know that, then why didn’t—”




  But she was destined never to know what made Steve Evans so impossible in class when he was clearly one of the brightest students in it. The bell rang for the end of the lesson and the end of

  the day. Steve scooped up his backpack and was out of the door in a flash and on his way down to football practice with the rest of his cronies.




  Belladonna packed up her Latin grammar, her exercise book, and her pencils. She glanced at Madame Huggins as she stuffed them into her pink backpack. The old lady had slumped into her chair

  behind the desk, exhausted by the sheer effort involved in trying to get a bunch of twelve-year-olds to take any interest in Latin. Belladonna smiled as she passed by, but Madame Huggins

  didn’t notice; she just stared toward the back wall of the class.




  Belladonna walked through the empty corridors of Dullworth’s, her steps echoing on the old wooden floors and the crisp tile of the entrance hall. It was amazing how quickly several hundred

  students could vacate a building when they were really motivated. Of course, not everyone had gone—there were always the after-hours classes. Tonight it was orchestra practice, and the sound

  of chairs being dragged across the parquet floor of the assembly room was soon followed by the whining, huffing cacophony of twenty erstwhile musicians attempting to tune up. Belladonna winced as

  she hurriedly retrieved her coat from the cloakroom, stepped out into the late afternoon gloom, and headed home.




  She hadn’t gone very far before it was completely dark. She kicked at a stone lying in her path and pondered the misery that was February. It may be the shortest month of the year, but it

  always felt like the longest. By February she always felt as if winter would never end, days would always be short, and the sun would never shine again. It didn’t get light until close to

  nine in the morning and by three it started to fade, all without the actual sun putting in a single appearance, just the endless lowering, lead-gray sky.




  At which point in her reverie, the skies opened and a freezing rain began to descend.




  “Oh, great,” muttered Belladonna, pulling her hood up, “that’s just great.”




  By the time she got home, her fingers and nose were almost blue with the cold, her feet were soaked, and her black hair was hanging in dripping strings down the sides of her face.




  “I’m home,” she said, hanging her coat up on its hook in the hall.




  “Oh, my heavens!” said her mother, materializing near the sitting-room door. “You’re soaked to the skin! Get those wet shoes off and get in front of the fire. Dinner will

  be in five minutes.”




  Belladonna pulled her shoes off and left them at the bottom of the stairs before wandering into the sitting room, where her father was sitting, or more accurately hovering, an inch or so above

  his easy chair, watching the television. He took one look at her and let go with a single guffaw.




  “Ha!” he said. “You look like a drowned rat!”




  Belladonna glared at him and sat on the floor in front of the gas fire. The news was on, of course, but it wasn’t very interesting. She looked up at her father, who was watching

  attentively, and wondered why he was so fascinated. It wasn’t as if any of it affected him—he’d been dead for nearly two years.




  After dinner, she went up to her room to do her homework, but her heart wasn’t in it. She just couldn’t bring herself to care about the establishment of the monasteries. Her thoughts

  kept going back, instead, to Dr. Ashe and his efforts to open a doorway to the Dark Spaces. Sometimes, at night, when everything was at its most silent, she would still wake up, her heart racing

  with the awful sensation of the thrumming, pounding power that had changed the Dream Door to a door of nightmares. She remembered the smooth, cold surface of the second Nomial, the honey-colored

  Silex Aequoreus, as she had raised it above her head. And most of all, she remembered the way the Words had made her feel as she defeated the dark emissary of the Empress of the Dark Spaces and

  reclaimed the Dream Door for the ghosts and for the living. It had seemed like such a great victory, but the uneasy feeling she’d had since then just wouldn’t seem to go away.




  She shook her head and tried to make herself concentrate. She carefully traced the outlines of a typical medieval monastery and started labeling the various buildings. Then she stopped and

  glanced out of the window. The rain was beating against the glass like impatient fingers and she could just make out the trees on the road, bending and lashing about in the wind.




  She watched it for a while and the reason for her mood slowly dawned on her.




  It was because everything was back the way it was. She walked to and from school alone and was still the “weird girl,” the one no one really wanted to talk to. Sophie Warren and her

  friends still lay in wait and poured scorn on her every chance they got. She was still only an average student and she wasn’t showing any signs of “blossoming,” as her mother had

  promised. And to cap it all off, Steve, the only person who knew her as anything other than the girl whose parents had died, had apparently stopped speaking to her.




  Which, of course, was the way things had been before they’d found the door to the Other Side.




  She chewed on the end of her pen and looked at the diagram of the abbey. Things must have been so simple then. You just became a monk or a nun and spent the rest of your life reading books and

  copying them out. And praying. There was a lot of praying, and an unreasonable amount of it seemed to take place in the early hours of the morning. That wouldn’t be so great. But still . . .

  they didn’t have to worry about exams, and some of them got to work on the farm. Although perhaps that wouldn’t be so great either, seeing as there wasn’t any farm machinery.




  Belladonna sighed. She still didn’t know what the Spellbinder really was, even though she was it. There had been others before her, she knew that much. Had they been left in the dark as

  well? Or had they known exactly what to do and when? It seemed that all she had done was react to something that had happened, and that really didn’t strike her as the best way to go about

  things. It was like her dad with their old car—every time something went wrong, he would get it fixed, but he never did any maintenance (unlike Peter Davis’s dad, who spent so much time

  under their family car that Belladonna suspected Peter didn’t even know what his own father looked like). The result was that the Johnson family car slowly fell apart. More slowly than

  if he’d done nothing at all, of course, but it fell apart all the same.




  It all gave her the feeling that something was missing, that there really ought to be someone who could explain what she should do. Or perhaps it really would just come to her—maybe

  she’d sort of ripen, like an apple in a brown paper bag. Though, if that was the plan, it was a very haphazard one. She sighed again. Everything seemed so complicated and yet dull at the same

  time. She filled in the names of the kitchen, the dormitory, and the chapter house. But perhaps it was always like that, no matter what time you were born in. The past always seemed simple, the

  present was always slightly disappointing, and the future was always just a little bit scary.




  The next day it was still raining, so she pulled on her boots, at her mother’s insistence, shoved her shoes into her grubby pink backpack, and trudged off to school for

  another dismal day. She hung up her coat and was just taking off her boots when Lucy Fisher suddenly appeared at her elbow. Lucy was probably the only girl in school who was even more shy than

  Belladonna. She was tiny for her age, and pale as a charnel sprite, with a tangled mop of blond hair surrounding an ethereal face.




  “Hey,” she said, “did you hear?”




  “What?”




  “Mr. Watson’s taking us on a field trip to some old monastery next Tuesday. It’s an all-day thing, so you know what that means!”




  Belladonna looked at her blankly. Lucy glanced around to make sure no one was listening, then leaned in.




  “No Latin,” she whispered, grinning lopsidedly. “Isn’t that great?”




  Before Belladonna could answer, Lucy was gone, off to spread the good news in her endless, futile efforts to be accepted. Belladonna sighed and hoped against hope that she didn’t give the

  same impression.




  Sure enough, when History rolled around, Mr. Watson handed out permission letters to be signed by parents and informed everyone that they had to be at the school by seven in the morning the

  following Tuesday and to bring sandwiches for lunch because they would be gone all day.




  Belladonna shoved the note into her bag.




  As soon as school was over, she walked to her grandmother’s house on Yarrow Street. Approvals, permissions, and sick notes all had to be signed, and seeing as her parents were currently

  residing (so far as anyone else was concerned) in a shared grave in the churchyard, their signatures didn’t carry much weight. Everything of that sort had to be handled by Grandma Johnson,

  who took her responsibilities very seriously.




  Belladonna rang the front doorbell and saw the familiar twitch of the curtains in the séance room, shortly followed by the sound of the latch and the sight of Grandma Johnson flinging the

  door wide.




  “Well, Belladonna!” she said, beaming. “What a surprise! Come in, dear, come in. Get your wet things off and go into the back room. I’ve got a client. Won’t be a

  mo.”




  Belladonna nodded, relieved that it was just an ordinary séance. Ever since she’d discovered that her grandmother was a senior member of the Eidolon Council, she was never quite

  sure how many people she’d find in the house. The Council were supposed to work with their opposite number in the Land of the Dead, the Conclave of Shadows, on things that affected both

  worlds, but Belladonna was still not entirely convinced that they really achieved anything much at all.




  She took off her coat, hung it on the end of the banister, and squeezed past all the assorted junk in the hallway to the back sitting room. Grandma Johnson smoothed Belladonna’s dark hair

  with her hand as she passed, then winked and returned to her séance room, resuming a session that involved rather more than the usual amounts of hooting, table thumping, and moans, while

  Belladonna tried to find something to watch on the television.




  Grandma Johnson was the only person Belladonna knew who still had an indoor aerial. Her parents had been dead for two years, but at least they had satellite. She pushed the wires of the

  rabbit-ear antennae from side to side, up and across, until she managed a configuration that brought in a grainy picture that she thought might be a cooking show. Or something about cars. No . . .

  interior design.




  She sat in a hard wingback chair and squinted at the screen as the rain stopped outside and silence settled over the house. Except for the moaning next door, of course. Belladonna

  smiled—whoever the client was, they were getting the full four-star treatment, though she knew that the witch bottles hidden under the front and back steps meant that there wasn’t a

  ghost anywhere in the building.




  After about fifteen minutes, she heard the front door click shut, and her grandmother bustled into the sitting room.




  “Right!” she said, rubbing her hands together. “What about some cake?”




  “Yes, please,” said Belladonna. “I’m starved!”




  She followed her grandmother into the ridiculously small kitchen at the back of the house, and watched as she took a box out of the fridge and unpacked a small sponge sandwich cake. Grandma

  Johnson never cooked. If you couldn’t get it pre-made at the local supermarket, then she wouldn’t have it. Belladonna had a feeling that her dad had never had a home-cooked meal until

  he married her mum.




  Grandma Johnson cut two huge slices, made them each a cup of tea, and herded Belladonna back into the warm sitting room.




  “Now,” she said, once they had each had a few bites of cake, “what brings you here? Does something need signing?”




  “Yes,” said Belladonna a little sheepishly, aware that she hadn’t been seeing her grandmother as often as she should. “There’s a trip to Fenchurch Abbey next

  Tuesday.”




  “Ah,” said her grandmother. “Establishment of the monasteries, eh? Or is it dissolution? I can’t remember where you’re up to.”




  “Establishment,” said Belladonna, pulling the permission slip out of her bag.




  Her grandmother took it and then spent about ten minutes looking around for her glasses, which turned out to be inside a particularly ugly pottery vase in the shape of a yellow-eyed cat.




  “Let’s see . . . hmm . . . sandwiches, eh?”




  “It’s an all-day trip,” explained Belladonna.




  “I can see that,” said her grandmother, peering at her over the top of her glasses. “Well, it all sounds alright. Though I can’t imagine why they have to have these trips

  in the middle of winter. You’re going to absolutely freeze up there. Make sure you wear two extra pairs of socks.”




  Belladonna shuddered at the thought of anyone seeing her bundled up like a four-year-old. She’d be suggesting mittens on a string next.




  “And mittens,” said her grandmother, right on cue. “They’re so much warmer than gloves.”




  Belladonna smiled and took another bite of cake.




  “Now,” said her grandmother, leaning forward, “how are things going at school?”




  “It’s boring,” said Belladonna.




  “Boring? How can it be boring?”




  “It just is,” said Belladonna.




  “Nonsense,” said her grandmother, handing her the signed permission slip. “These are the best years of your life. You’ll see. It’ll get better.”




  Belladonna finished her cake and wondered if her grandmother had ever been to school and if it had been different then. Maybe things really were interesting in the olden days. Maybe everyone had

  been nice and played hockey and had midnight feasts and ripping adventures, but Belladonna doubted it. Something told her that once people left school, a sort of selective memory kicked in and all

  the bad stuff, all the teasing and humiliation, all the tedious classes and endless mounds of homework, were forgotten in favor of half-recalled sunny summer afternoons filled with laughter,

  tennis, and surprise picnics.




  “I’d better get going,” she said.




  “Goodness, is that the time?” said her grandmother, leaping to her feet and nearly knocking over a nearby occasional table crowded with china figurines. “I’ve got a new

  client coming at five! Off you go. Say hello to your mum and dad.”




  She hustled Belladonna out of the sitting room, helped her into her coat, and practically shoved her out the front door. Belladonna sighed and zipped up her coat. The rain might have stopped,

  but the wind was still icy cold and cut to the bone. She hoisted her backpack onto her shoulder and walked down the front steps just as the new client arrived.




  It was a woman. Belladonna could tell that from the shoes, but almost nothing else was visible behind the capacious black coat with its high collar and the wide plaid scarf that encircled her

  neck and the lower part of her face. The woman swept past Belladonna, and for a moment, as the fabric of the coat brushed against her hand, she shuddered, her feeling of February gloom somehow

  magnified. She glanced back and saw the woman reach up and ring the doorbell with a long leather-gloved hand. Grandma Johnson opened the door and ushered her in, all smiles and happy conversation,

  but Belladonna noticed that as she did so, something fell from beneath the woman’s coat and landed on the top step.




  She waited until the door had clicked shut and the orange “séance light” had come on in the front room, then she quickly scrambled up the steps to see what the mysterious new

  client had lost.




  It was still there, gleaming slightly in the sickly glow from the old streetlamps. Belladonna hesitated for a moment, then reached down and picked it up, a knot forming in her stomach.




  It was a large black feather.
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  The Black Feather




  THE WEEKEND SEEMED to go on forever. Belladonna kept the feather in her backpack at first, but on Saturday evening she decided to show it to her

  parents. Their response was not quite what she expected. Her mother just thought it was dirty and that she might catch something from it, while her father thought it was probably from a crow. When

  Belladonna pointed out that it was far too big to have come from a crow, he just shrugged and suggested that it might be from a raven.




  “A raven?” she said, images of dive-bombing Night Ravens leaping into her mind. She remembered them swooping out of the night sky in the Land of the Dead, minions of Dr. Ashe.




  “Yes,” said her dad calmly, “a raven. Like they have at the Tower of London. Those things are huge.”




  Belladonna stared at him. Was it really possible that he had forgotten about the Night Ravens? But her dad just turned his attention back to the television.




  “Have you seen this?” he said. “They’ve decided to widen Ellsmore Road.”




  “What’s wrong with that?” asked her mother. “It’s needed it for years. I mean, it’s all very well having motorways and bypasses, but if you can’t even

  get to the things without a half-hour wait in traffic, what on earth is the point?”




  “Yes, but now?” interrupted her father. “In the middle of winter? The days are so short, it’s going to take forever. And cars’ll be sitting there in rush hour, not

  moving, with their heaters on and—”




  Mrs. Johnson smiled indulgently as the ghost of her husband turned a peculiar shade of red.




  “You don’t have to do it anymore, dear,” she pointed out gently.




  “That’s not the point,” he said. “Someone does.”




  Belladonna sighed and slowly twirled the feather, watching the glossy black surface shimmer from blue-black to ebony in the flickering light of the television.




  “Really, Belladonna,” said her mother, looking concerned, “throw it away. It’s probably got vermin.”




  Belladonna nodded and walked into the kitchen. She flipped open the top of the trash bin and was about to drop it inside when something stopped her. She had no idea what it was, but she just

  knew that this was important and it shouldn’t be consigned to a collection of potato peelings, crushed frozen-food containers, and yesterday’s tea leaves. She glanced back toward the

  living room. She could hear her parents talking softly, followed by the theme tune for Staunchly Springs. They wouldn’t be out for at least forty-five minutes once the saga of

  betrayal, death, and scandal set in a street of reasonably priced homes picked up where Thursday’s episode had left off—with Mrs. Carpenter bundling what she thought was her

  husband’s dead body into the deep freeze, except that (as her mother had pointed out) he almost certainly wasn’t actually dead.




  Belladonna crept down the hall and slipped the feather back into her backpack. She waited for a moment by the door in the chilly hall, listening to the sounds of home, and couldn’t help

  but wonder why she felt the way she did. When she was in the Land of the Dead, all she could think about was getting home and returning to a normal life, but now that she was back and everything

  had returned to the way it was before she had found the door marked seventy-three, she couldn’t shake a sense of apprehension and the feeling that something, somewhere wasn’t right.




  The next morning she raced through breakfast and told her parents that she was going to the park for a walk.




  “Wear your boots,” said her mother in that matter-of-fact tone that only people who don’t actually have to go outside on freezing cold days use.




  Belladonna pulled on her wellies and picked up her backpack.




  “Scarf!” yelled her mother from the kitchen.




  Belladonna sighed and looped the scarf around her neck. She hated the scarf. It was a kind of a dull greenish plaid and was far too long, but once she was outside, she was glad she had it. The

  morning air cut like a knife through all her careful preparations and she hadn’t gone two meters before her toes felt numb and her fingers tingled. She pulled the scarf up over her freezing

  nose and headed off down Lychgate Lane toward the town center.




  It was another typical February day, freezing and grim with a low gray sky that constantly threatened rain and would almost certainly deliver it before the day was out. Belladonna shoved her

  hands in her pockets and wished she’d remembered her gloves.




  The Christmas lights were still up in the High Street, but now that the holidays were over, they seemed more sad than cheerful, with grubby-looking snowflakes and reindeer that were missing more

  than a few lights and had clearly suffered in last week’s storms. They swayed slightly in the icy wind, still grinning above the street, but the shoppers were all oblivious. Life had moved

  on, Christmas was over, and the endless gloom of February was making everyone feel that spring would never come and the sun would never shine again.




  Belladonna shivered on the wet pavement and darted into Gimball’s to warm up. Gimball’s was a rather old-fashioned department store, with a giant circular staircase where most shops

  had escalators. It still had long counters where gloves were sold even in the summer, and the ladies’ toilets had a sitting room with couches and elegant occasional tables. Belladonna drifted

  among the glass-topped counters until the feeling returned to her fingers, then made her way back outside and up the street.




  Evans Electronics was at the far end. Her mother always referred to it as the “shabby end” with a sort of sneer in her voice that Belladonna suspected had more to do with her failed

  efforts to save the old theatre than anything else. Though, as she walked up the street on this cold February day, Belladonna did have to admit that the further she went, the more dismal things

  got. The fresh, bright windows of the shops near Gimball’s gave way to grubby panes of glass shielding displays that hadn’t changed since the summer. Sad travel agents showed peeling

  posters of faded Spanish beaches and washed-out cruise ships on barely blue oceans; shoe shops crowded their windows with rank upon rank of high-heeled shoes, near enough to the fashionable styles

  to make people pause and look, but not enough to make anyone actually go inside; while small boutiques promoting perpetual sales crowded against grubby newsagents and the sort of small would-be

  department stores that always seemed to be announcing that “Everything must go!”




  A cold misty rain began to fall as Belladonna approached the electronics shop in the old theatre. She heard it before she saw it, of course: the raucous clatter and clang of DVD players,

  stereos, and televisions spewing out of the shop and across the pavement like a barbarian army. The window was circled with flashing colored Christmas lights, and little arcs of white had been

  painted in the corners in a vain imitation of snow.




  She stepped inside and blinked for a moment in the bright fluorescent glare. Mr. Evans was helping a customer and smiled thinly at her as she walked toward him. He had always been skinny, but

  since his wife had left him, he seemed to have almost faded away. His face was gaunt, with shadows under the eyes, and his body seemed to strain against some unseen weight.




  Mrs. Evans had taken off soon after she and Steve had returned from the Other Side, leaving only the briefest of notes on the kitchen table. When she’d first heard about it, Belladonna had

  wanted to tell Steve that his mother had seemed to know more than she really ought to when she’d tried to stop them going through to the Other Side, but somehow the moment never seemed

  right.




  Steve’s dad was devastated and initially spent his days standing at the front of his shop staring into space. After a few weeks of that, he pulled himself together and decided that Steve

  would have to take up the slack in the family business, which meant that apart from school and football practice, Steve had to spend every spare moment helping in the shop.




  “He’s in the back, love,” he said as she approached. “He’s supposed to be bringing up some of them new MP-whatsits, but he’s been gone long enough to make the

  things by hand.”




  Belladonna smiled and made her way past the crowded ranks of screaming machinery to a small door at the back of what had once been the town’s only theatre. She pushed it open and stepped

  into the cool semidarkness. Around her, where the seats had been, ranks of boxed electronics were stacked like the hedges in a maze. Other than the boxes, the theatre was frozen in time—even

  the gilded cupids on the front of the dress balcony looked like they were waiting for the evening performance. Belladonna glanced up at the stage. The old scenery was piled at the back where she

  and Steve had left it, and the doorway “flat” that had been their first entry into the Land of the Dead lay on the stage where it had fallen when Belladonna had struggled with

  Steve’s mother. She could still make out the marks on the dusty stage floor where they had fought, though since October, new dust had settled over them like a drift of fresh snow. Soon any

  sign of their skirmish would be gone.




  Belladonna turned away from the stage, pushed her hair behind her ears, and walked slowly past the rows of boxes, peering down each narrow canyon, looking for Steve.




  All was silent.




  She strained to hear anything that would indicate someone was in here looking for something, which was, after all, what he was supposed to be doing.




  Nothing. She took another step forward and something cracked under her foot. It was only an old piece of plastic packing, but in the empty theatre, it sounded like a gunshot. Steve’s head

  shot up like a meerkat on the savannah.




  “I’m just getting them!” he said. “Oh, it’s you.”




  He disappeared once more behind the bastion of boxes. Belladonna sighed and made her way between the narrow rows to where Steve sat surrounded by the garish colors and detailed specs of DVD

  boxes and televisions, reading a comic and eating a packet of chips. He barely glanced up.




  “What do you want?” he said grimly.




  “What are you doing back here?” said Belladonna, ignoring his surly tone. “It’s freezing.”




  “Taking a break,” he muttered.




  “Your Dad said you were supposed to be bringing some stuff up to the shop.”




  Steve looked up darkly and Belladonna decided against pursuing the subject. This wasn’t going at all as she’d imagined, and it seemed like the best option was to forget about what

  Steve’s dad wanted or had said or anything to do with the shop. She let her hair drop down from behind her ears, curtaining off her face until all that was visible were her dark eyes.




  “I found something,” she said finally. “Mum and Dad said it wasn’t anything, but . . .”




  Her voice trailed off. She suddenly felt really stupid standing there among all the boxes, talking about feathers.




  “Never mind,” she muttered. “Sorry.”




  She turned on her heel and started making her way back down the narrow canyon of boxes.




  “Wait!” said Steve.




  Belladonna ignored him. She wished she’d never come. She should have thrown the feather away like her mother said. She squeezed past some particularly large projection TV boxes and was

  just about to step out into what had been the theatre aisle when her way was suddenly blocked.




  “I’m . . . I’m sorry, okay?” said Steve, shoving his hands into his pockets. “It’s just . . .”




  They stared at each other for a moment, then Belladonna swung her backpack to the ground.




  “I found something,” she said, and proceeded to tell him about her grandmother’s new client and the mysterious feather.




  Steve seemed about to make some smart remark about people who went to séances in general and her grandmother’s clients in particular, but his expression changed when she got to the

  part about the feather. Belladonna thought he blanched slightly and she definitely saw a muscle in his jaw tighten.




  For her, much of last October’s adventure had been about discovering why Dr. Ashe had captured all the ghosts, trying to prevent the long-dead necromancer from opening a door to the Dark

  Spaces for the Empress to return, and realizing that she, Belladonna Johnson, really was the Spellbinder. But she knew that for Steve the most vivid memory was of the Night Raven’s poison

  scorching through his veins, and she suspected that he still woke up in the night with his heart pounding at the memory of hovering near death with the evil Dr. Ashe administering just enough

  antidote to keep him alive, but never enough to make him well.




  “No,” she said hastily, “I don’t think it’s a Night Raven. It’s too big.”




  She flipped open the top of her backpack and rummaged around. Where was it? Why was nothing ever easy? She threw her notebook, six packets of Parma Violets, and two cans of Tizer onto the floor,

  pushed aside the remains of last Wednesday’s sandwiches (some kind of nasty avocado spread), and finally retrieved the long, blue-black feather.




  Steve looked at it, then took it from her and turned it over slowly.




  “D’you think it could be a—”




  “A Kere?” It was the one thing that would be worse than Night Ravens, for the Kere had said she was the bringer of Death itself.




  “Yeah.” He handed it back. “But it couldn’t be. We killed her or sent her back to wherever she’d come from.”




  Belladonna nodded dubiously and bit her lip.




  “What?” said Steve, starting to get annoyed.




  “Don’t you remember what she said? She said she was one of the Keres, bringers of death. One of. What if there are more?”




  “More?”




  He made her feel that it was somehow her fault. She began shoving her belongings back into her backpack.




  “Did she have wings?” asked Steve as Belladonna slid the feather into a side pocket and zipped it closed. “The woman, I mean. The visitor. Could you tell?”




  “She was wearing a big black coat,” said Belladonna. “But . . . no, not that I saw.”




  “Well, she can’t have been a Kere, then, could she? I mean, you’d hardly miss wings that size, would you?”




  Belladonna looked at him. She was almost certain that a creature like a Kere would have no difficulty concealing her wings from mortal eyes, and she was just as certain that Steve knew that. But

  there was a sort of eagerness in his eyes, a desire for things to return to the way they had been before they found the Door. Could he really feel that way? Only a few months ago he’d joined

  her quest to find her parents on the Other Side with almost fearless glee. But perhaps that was the problem—she had found her parents, but he had returned to discover that his mother had

  gone. Just gone. In that ordinary human way that happened every day and that no amount of questing or adventure could fix.




  “No, you’re right,” she said, smiling. “I was just being silly, I suppose. She probably didn’t even drop it.”




  “You said it was nearly dark.”




  Belladonna nodded and swung her bag over her shoulder. Steve walked with her to the front of the shop.




  “See you on Monday, then,” he said.




  “Yeah, see you,” said Belladonna and headed for home.




  A slow drizzle had started and the icy wind clawed at her face and ears. As she trudged up the street, she could hear Steve’s dad asking him where the MP-whatsits were and what on earth

  he’d been doing in the storeroom all that time and didn’t he know that there was a sale on and he couldn’t see to every customer himself and . . .




  The sound of his voice gradually faded into the general babble of voices and sounds, and Belladonna walked quickly home, hoping that Steve was right but knowing that he wasn’t.
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  The Chair




  THE WEEKEND’S DRIZZLE had developed into a full-fledged downpour by Monday morning. Belladonna gazed grimly out of the kitchen window as she ate

  her cereal. Her father was leaning against the doorjamb, watching the steady rivulets of rainwater cascading down the kitchen window.




  “Sorry I can’t take you into school, Belladonna,” he sighed. “You’re going to get soaked through.”




  Belladonna smiled encouragingly. She knew her parents hated the fact that they couldn’t take more part in her life, but given that they were dead, she thought they did a pretty good

  job.




  “It’s okay,” she said. “I’ll just take an umbrella.”




  The umbrella was purple with two broken spokes and a small tear on one side. It did nothing to belie Belladonna’s image as a fashion disaster, but it did keep some of the rain off as she

  trudged through the gloomy streets to school.




  By the time she got there, she was freezing, her hair hanging down like rats’ tails and her shoes soaked through. She hung her coat and scarf on a hook in the cloakroom and made her way to

  the classroom. Sophie Warren and her friends were already there, of course, warming the backs of their legs on the radiator. Sophie’s Dad drove her to school every day, so she always looked

  flawless, though she was the kind of girl who never seemed to get ruffled at all. Netball, lacrosse, tennis, Sophie came through it all with the sleek aplomb of a supermodel. On days when outdoor

  sports combined with pouring rain and slicing wind, and every other girl in class ended up looking like they’d been dragged through a hedge backward, there was still hardly a hair out of

  place on Sophie’s blond head. Though Belladonna suspected that, given the opportunity, the Wild Hunt would easily take her down in a chase to the death. She smiled a little at the thought of

  Sophie running for her life, pursued by a howling mythological horde, horses and riders thundering out of the sky, their huge dogs baying beside them, but she was soon brought back to earth by the

  sound of barely suppressed giggles.




  She glanced up. By the way they were all looking at her, Belladonna guessed that Sophie had just said something terribly funny about her sodden appearance.




  She dumped her bag by the side of her desk and sat down with a thump.




  The day pretty much went downhill from there, and by the time lunch rolled around, Belladonna was feeling gloomy and frustrated, and the cheese and onion pie on offer in the school cafeteria

  didn’t help at all.




  She put her coat on and wandered outside, avoiding the main areas of the grounds and walking instead along the side of one of the Victorian houses that made up the school buildings. It was a

  little dark and considerably colder than the rest of the playground, but there was a small bench nestled beneath some leggy, overgrown bushes, where she knew no one would bother her.




  At least that was what she thought.




  “Belladonna!” The familiar voice sounded more than usually excited.




  Belladonna sighed and looked up. Elsie was leaning out of a window near the back door. The window was closed, but that was neither here nor there for Elsie, given that she’d been dead for

  nearly a hundred years.




  “What?” said Belladonna, a note of irritation creeping into her voice.




  “It’s Sophie,” said Elsie, “that odious Warren girl.”




  “I’m not interested in her,” sniffed Belladonna. “I’m trying to read.”




  “Oh, right. Fine, then. You can find out the hard way.”




  “Find out what?”




  “Oh . . . nothing.”




  Elsie was clearly miffed. Belladonna stood up and walked over to the building. She couldn’t risk anyone seeing her shouting in the direction of an empty window, and Elsie couldn’t

  leave the school buildings that she had chosen to haunt.




  “Find out what?” repeated Belladonna testily.




  Elsie looked away, toying with one of her luxuriant brown curls. Belladonna sighed loudly and turned to walk away.




  “She and her friends are planning a trick,” said Elsie hastily.




  “What else is new?” muttered Belladonna, turning back.




  “You’re not going to just let them?” Elsie looked at Belladonna in amazement.




  “They’re always doing it,” explained Belladonna. “I’m used to it.”




  “But . . .”




  “It’s just easier,” she explained. “They get their jollies and then redirect their energies onto some other target. It’s okay.”




  “No, it isn’t!” Elsie sounded genuinely shocked. “You can’t let people walk all over you just because they can! That’s not the attitude that won the

  Empire!”




  “Britain doesn’t have an empire anymore.”




  “Aha! Well . . . exactly!”




  Elsie folded her arms triumphantly.




  “No,” said Belladonna. “We didn’t lose the empire because we didn’t . . . Look, fighting doesn’t prove anything.”




  “Yes, it does,” said Elsie with the kind of certainty that made Belladonna a little jealous. “Fighting proves who is strongest. And cleverest. But anyway, I wasn’t

  suggesting fighting. I was thinking more of ‘own’s back.’”




  Belladonna looked at her. There was something undeniably tempting about getting back at Sophie Warren, even if it did mean that her life would be made thoroughly miserable afterward.




  “What is she planning?” she asked finally.




  “She and those friends of hers have been working a chair apart. Loosening the joints. They’ve had it hidden in the caretaker’s closet. They’ve been working on it since

  last week, but I just saw them take it to the classroom. They took your chair away and put the wobbly one in its place.”




  Belladonna sighed. Now that Elsie had told her, she knew she’d have to do something. She reached forward and opened the door into the dark stairwell. Elsie was waiting, practically glowing

  with anticipation.




  “What are you going to do?” she asked, following Belladonna up the stairs, the enormous black taffeta bow bobbing in her hair.




  Belladonna didn’t answer, she just peeked into the room to make sure no one was there before creeping in and walking up to her chair. She laid a hand on it and rocked it

  lightly—everything wobbled and one of the stretchers fell off.




  “Right,” she said, grim determination in her voice.




  She dragged Sophie’s chair away and carefully slid the broken chair into its place, leaving plenty of room between the chair and the desk so that Sophie wouldn’t have to move it to

  sit down.




  “A little more to the right,” said Elsie. “You should try to make it look just the way she left it.”




  “Why do I think you’ve done this before?”




  “It’s a classic,” beamed Elsie. “The collapsing chair. The classics always work.”




  “I’m going to get into so much trouble for this.”




  “No, you won’t. No one except Sophie will know it was you, and she can’t tell on you without revealing that she tried to do it to you first.”




  “I meant Sophie,” said Belladonna, going to the door and admiring her handiwork from afar. “Sophie will make it her life’s work to make my life miserable. Yes, I think

  that’ll work.”




  “I thought she already did that.”




  “Well, yes, but . . .”




  At that moment the bell for the end of lunch blared through the school and across the grounds, and children began to meander indoors, fingers and noses nearly numb from the cold.




  Sophie and her friends walked in and took up their usual positions in the window with their backs against the radiators. Belladonna knew that they were looking at her, but she tried to adopt an

  air of nonchalance and wandered to the opposite window. She stared out across the wintry park as if she were really curious about something. As if a herd of wildebeest had suddenly decided to

  migrate through the middle of the playground while unbeknownst to them a cheetah lurked behind the broken fountain.




  For a few moments it seemed that the whole world and everything in it had stopped. As if time itself had paused. But, inevitably, Mr. Watson eventually strode in, books, folders, and handouts

  under his arm.




  “Right, everybody,” he said, dumping his papers onto his desk, “I’m going to be collecting your permission slips for the abbey in just a moment, but first Miss Parker

  would like a word.”




  At the name of the redoubtable headmistress of Dullworth’s, everyone scuttled to their desks and stood at attention.




  Oh, no! thought Belladonna. No! Not in front of Miss Parker!




  Miss Parker walked into the room. As usual she was wearing a crisp navy blue suit, with a skirt that reached exactly three centimeters below her knees. Her shoes were black and sensible, and

  around her neck was a string of pearls that was neither too small to be worth the bother nor so large as to be ostentatious. Her expertly cropped hair curled into two spikes at her jawline,

  perfectly framing her pale face with its gimlet eyes and pursed red mouth.




  She stopped in front of Mr. Watson’s desk and nodded to him before turning back to the students.




  “I just want a word or two about the responsibilities of Dullworth students when they are out on school trips,” she said. “You may sit down.”




  There was much scraping of chairs on the floor as everyone sat down. Miss Parker had taken to delivering these brief words of warning ever since the Year 11s had visited Fordham Farm on the same

  day as a group from Beeston Secondary and ended up tossing several of them into the pigstys. Belladonna sank into her chair and tried not to look across at Sophie, as if her not looking might

  prevent the inevitable.




  It didn’t.




  There was a yelp and a crash and the roar of laughter as everyone in the room luxuriated in the most undignified fall of Sophie Warren. Everyone except Belladonna . . . and Miss Parker. Even Mr.

  Watson could barely conceal his delight, and as Belladonna turned slowly to look at Sophie, she had to admit, even in the midst of her foreboding about what would happen next, that seeing her

  nemesis sitting on the floor, surrounded by the constituent parts of her chair, her legs stretched out and her perfectly coiffed hair hanging over her stunned face, was almost worth the amount of

  trouble she was about to be in.




  She turned around and glanced at Steve, confident that he would be impressed with her achievement.




  But he wasn’t. He wasn’t even looking at Sophie. He was looking at Belladonna, and his face was shocked and serious and perhaps a little angry.




  Belladonna turned away. Why was he looking like that? Could it be that he really liked Sophie? He certainly spent plenty of time with her, but Belladonna had always assumed that it was because

  his friend Gareth was her brother.




  “Quiet!” Miss Parker’s voice cut through the giggles and guffaws like a hot knife through butter. “Get up, Miss Warren. There appears to be a spare chair over

  there.”




  Sophie scrambled to her feet and retrieved what had been Belladonna’s chair from the front of the room.




  “Right.” Miss Parker raked the class with a humorless glare. “This is exactly the sort of behavior I do not expect from Dullworth students. Tomorrow you will be out in

  public for an entire day. I am confident that your behavior will be exemplary. Am I correct in feeling so confident?”




  There was a pause, then a mumbled “Yes, Miss” rolled around the room like the distant lowing of cattle.




  “Right. Carry on, Mr. Watson.”




  She raked the class with a final steely stare, then turned and walked out, closing the door behind her with a click. Mr. Watson sighed, then turned to the blackboard and began writing a list of

  the different orders of monks. Benedictine, Cistercian, Dominican . . .




  Belladonna opened her textbook and glanced around. Everyone was copying down the list in their workbooks. Everyone except Sophie Warren. Sophie was chewing on the feather-maned pink velvet pony

  that adorned the end of her pencil and staring at Belladonna with unalloyed hatred in her eyes.




  “Right,” said Mr. Watson, turning around. “Who can tell me the differences between the various orders of monks?”




  Several hands shot into the air, but Belladonna didn’t hear what was said. She turned slowly to see what Steve was doing, but he was gazing out of the window as usual. She turned back and

  began to doodle on her exercise book. The minutes ticked slowly by. She turned to look at Steve again. This time, he was looking at her. His face was grim and as she caught his eye, he shook his

  head slightly and looked away. She looked at the clock above the door. The lesson wasn’t even half over. Why had she done it? She’dbeen managing alright before. Why did she listen to

  Elsie?




  The minutes ticked by. You know, thought Belladonna, I’m probably making this worse than it really is. After all, Sophie played practical jokes on loads of people. She

  probably didn’t think anything of someone doing it back. And it must have happened before, though she had to admit that she couldn’t think of a time when it had. Still, Sophie was just

  an ordinary girl, and Belladonna was the Spellbinder and really ought to stop being so gloomy about everything.




  Belladonna had almost talked herself into feeling alright about the whole thing when there was a loud CRACK to her left.




  Sophie Warren had just bitten the head off her pony.
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  The Last Paladin




  “WHAT ON EARTH were you thinking?”




  “I don’t know. It seemed like a good idea. Like it would serve her right. Elsie said—”




  “Oh, right!” Steve rolled his eyes. “I should’ve known!”




  They were huddled in the library, near the shelves of classics and the hidden entrance to the Sibyl. Belladonna had hurried in there as soon as History ended, on the basis that the library was

  the last place she would expect Sophie to go. Steve had soon joined her, throwing his backpack on the floor and earning a hissed “shh!” from Mrs. Collins, the librarian, as she popped

  in to sharpen a pencil. Mrs. Collins never spent any time in the actual library, which she found claustrophobic, instead preferring to linger in the much larger study hall next door.




  Belladonna and Steve pretended to be looking for books until she’d gone.




  “Anyway,” said Belladonna, starting to get angry, “why is it such a big deal? She does it to other people all the time.”




  “Didn’t you notice that no one ever retaliates?” asked Steve.




  Belladonna shook her head.




  “We were in the same junior school,” he whispered. “One day, Gareth played some joke on her, I can’t remember what. We all thought it was really funny. Anyway, a couple

  of days later, Gareth didn’t come to school. He’d broken his leg.”




  “Broken his leg?”




  “Yeah, they both took riding lessons and she loosened the . . . the thing that holds the saddle on . . .”




  “The girth.”




  “Yeah, the girth. And he fell off and broke his leg. And that was her own brother! And they’re twins—twins are supposed to be really, you know, close.”




  Belladonna sighed, then looked up and tucked her hair behind her ears in what she hoped was a convincingly defiant gesture.




  “Well,” she said, “it’s done now. I’ll just stay out of her way, that’s all.”




  She smiled swiftly and strode out of the library and off to double Geography.




  It was all so stupid. Sophie Warren was just a girl. She wasn’t a Kere or an evil alchemist. She didn’t have magic powers. Still, by the time the school day ground to a close,

  Belladonna was ready for a warm fire and her tea, and she barely felt the rain as she splashed through the streets, straining to hold on to the purple umbrella as the greedy wind tried to snatch it

  from her grasp.
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