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Praise for

Michelle Harrison

‘An eerie adventure sure to enchant readers.’

Sophie Anderson, author of The House with Chicken Legs, on A Sprinkle of Sorcery

‘A huge bravo! Your fans are going to love it.

This one definitely did.’

Emma Carroll, author of Letters from the Lighthouse, on A Sprinkle of Sorcery

‘A sparkling treasure box of delight and wonder.’

Claire Barker, author of Picklewitch and Jack, on A Sprinkle of Sorcery

‘This delightful tale fizzes with magic.

It completely charmed my socks off!’

Alex Bell, author of The Polar Bear Explorers’ Club, on A Pinch of Magic

‘The wry enchantment of an E. Nesbit classic.’

The Guardian on A Pinch of Magic

‘Wonderful, edge-of-your-seat excitement.’

Daily Mail on A Pinch of Magic

[image: image]



	
	
Dear Reader,
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Once, when I was about eleven years old, I ran away from home after an argument. I carried my little suitcase to my aunt and uncle’s house two streets away and said I wasn’t going back. After listening to my woes and making some tea my aunt said, ‘I think it’s time we phoned Mum to let her know where you are, don’t you?’ And a little while later, Mum turned up to collect me.

I look back on that now and smile, but it got me thinking: what would happen to someone who’s running away without knowing exactly where they’re going? Someone who can’t go back, because it’s too dangerous? When a stranger turns up at the Poacher’s Pocket, the Widdershins sisters, Betty, Fliss and Charlie, are thrown headlong into a magical adventure. One involving a mysterious map, a cursed shipwreck and an old legend which may hold more than a grain of truth . . .

Prepare to accompany the sisters as they journey away from Crowstone and into the unknown, armed with only a sprinkle of sorcery. Beware – there may be pirates!


Wishing you a swashbuckling read.

Michelle Harrison
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In loving memory of

Fred Clifford

1950-2017

A natural-born athlete.
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Prologue

THERE WAS ONCE A POWERFUL witch who lived on the edge of a marsh. She lived alone except for her familiar: a large black raven.

Every day, people would come to her, seeking help, and every day the witch would assist them in return for some small token or favour. Her magic could cure many things: from warts to worries; from broken fingers to broken hearts.

One day she had a visitor – the lord of the land – who had come in disguise. He was a cruel man who had heard stories of the witch’s magic, and he couldn’t bear to think that anyone was wealthier or more powerful than him. While he was quickly satisfied that the witch was far from rich, he unexpectedly began to fall in love with her. But the witch did not return his feelings, even when he threw off his disguise and revealed who he truly was.

Unable to forget her, the lord returned to visit her again. He couldn’t understand why the witch did not love him back, and he flew into a rage and ordered for her to be blinded. ‘If you will not look at me and love me, you will not look at anyone,’ he declared. But the lord’s men took pity on the witch, and left her with one good eye.

‘You can take my eye,’ she told him, ‘but I will always see you clearly.’ And she enchanted an old stone with a hole through the middle to act as a magical eye for the one she had lost.

When the lord returned a third time, and the witch’s feelings towards him had still not changed, he lost his temper again. This time he demanded that her voice be taken.

‘If you will not say you love me,’ he said, ‘then you will not speak at all.’ And he ordered his men to cut out her tongue and throw it into the marshes. But, after the lord left, the witch’s raven croaked in a harsh, rasping voice: ‘You may have taken my tongue, but you will never silence me.’

On the lord’s final visit, he saw what he had done to the witch, and he could not bear to look at her. ‘See how ugly and strange she is!’ he cried. ‘See how she speaks through her raven, a messenger of death! Get rid of her!’

Conjuring a marsh mist, the witch escaped in a little wooden boat with only her cauldron, her raven and her magical hagstone, and rowed far out over the marshes and into the sea. There she found a tiny scrap of land, surrounded by water for as far as she could see, and she and the raven made it their home.

For a while, the witch and the raven lived simply and happily, and were bothered by no one. She was older now, and had no concern for the petty requests of others.

Then one day she was spotted by a group of fishermen who had been swept near to her island by a wayward tide. Taking pity on them, she blew into a large seashell and summoned a wind that set them safely back on the path home. Once there, they shared stories of the strange woman who had helped them so magically. Before long, these stories reached the ears of the wicked lord. He was married now, and had forgotten about the witch long ago, but the tale awakened his curiosity and he found he could not sleep easy with the thought that the witch was still alive.

Taking a boat, he rowed out to sea until he found the craggy rock where the witch lived with her raven. At first he barely recognised her, for she was old and crooked and grey, battered by a thousand sea storms. But when the raven spoke he knew it was her, and she remembered him, too.

‘I have come to beg your forgiveness,’ he said. ‘I wronged you and I am sorry.’

The witch considered his request. Despite her bubbling resentment towards him, there was still good in her heart and so she decided to offer him a chance to redeem himself.

Filling her cauldron with seawater, she threw in a feather from the raven and some items that had been washed up: an old boot, a torn fishing net, a button, a butter knife and a horseshoe. Into the mixture she added the hagstone that she used as her magical eye.

When the pot had boiled dry, all the items had been transformed in some way. The raven’s feather was now a golden egg. The boot had transformed into a beautiful new pair of shoes, stitched from the finest leather. The horseshoe had become a lucky rabbit’s foot, the button a cape of softest velvet, the butter knife a jewelled dagger and the fishing net a ball of strong yarn. Only the hagstone remained unchanged. The witch plucked it from the cauldron and cast it far off into the sea.

‘You have a choice,’ croaked the raven. ‘Whatever you decide will lead you to what you deserve. The stone is now an island. If you truly want forgiveness, find the island and bring back the first living thing you encounter there. If you do, you’ll be forgiven. Take an object from the cauldron, but be warned: only one of these things will be of use to you, for it is enchanted. The others will bring great misfortune.’

The lord’s eyes shifted craftily. ‘What else is on the island?’

‘At its heart there are riches that will last forever,’ the raven replied. ‘But you need not concern yourself with those. You are already wealthy.’

Without hesitation, the lord reached into the cauldron, picking over the strange items before finally deciding on the dagger. He set off, thinking about the mysterious island, but vowed he would do as the witch asked and return with the first living thing he saw. But, by the time he neared the island, his mind was full of thoughts about what might lie at its heart.

I am rich, he thought, but there are men far wealthier and I would like to be among their number. And before long his eyes glinted as brightly as the jewels in his imagination.

‘I will grab the first living thing I see,’ he said to himself, ‘before going on to find the riches. Then I can give it to the witch on my return and she will never know.’

As he moored his boat, he noticed a small, twisted root that grew in the cracked rocks at the island’s edge. He plucked it out and pushed it into his pocket, then clambered on to the rocks. At the same time, a clap of thunder rolled across the sky. The lord’s foot slipped, becoming wedged into a deep crack that had opened up from nowhere. Try as he might, he could not free himself, even with the dagger, for its blade buckled and bent like a reed in the wind . . .

He was never seen again.

And, while this was the end for him, it was also the beginning of a story that would be passed down for generations: the tale of a one-eyed witch who set out to trick the greedy and reward the worthy. Over time, the story changed, as stories often will, but the island remained, along with the witch and the raven and the strange items that sometimes altered, depending on the retelling. For years on end, the story would die out, but every so often it resurfaced to reach the ears of the needy, the ambitious and the greedy. For stories, like magic, can outlive the people who tell them.

And magic, like stories, will always, always leave a trace.
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Chapter One

The Poacher’s Pocket

THE PRISON BELL STARTED CLANGING just after teatime.

It was a low, monotonous dong . . . dong . . . like the bell was taking a breath in between short bursts of gossip.’

Inside the Poacher’s Pocket inn, the gossip began blazing as brightly as the fires.

Betty Widdershins stopped sweeping and glanced up in alarm as murmurs rippled through the pub. Her older sister, Felicity – whom everyone knew as Fliss – looked up from the spilled beer she’d been wiping up on the bar and caught Betty’s eye. The bell was a warning: keep off the streets. Stay inside. Lock your doors. Fliss set down her cloth and began serving the regulars who were flocking to top up their drinks. Wagging tongues made customers thirsty.

‘Someone’s escaped, haven’t they?’ asked a scowling Charlie, the youngest Widdershins girl. She was sitting at the bar, poking unenthusiastically at a lacy ruffle on the dress she was wearing.

‘Yes,’ Betty replied. She cast her mind back, thinking of other times when the bell had rung. Living so near to the prison just across the marshes was one of the worst things about Crowstone. And, while escapes were rare, they still happened, and sent the place into turmoil every time.

‘It’s a right racket!’ Charlie complained, sticking her fingers in her ears.

‘That it is!’ The girls’ granny, Bunny Widdershins, banged down a pint of Speckled Pig bad-temperedly, slopping beer over a grizzle-haired customer’s hands. ‘This is the last thing we need today of all days!’ She gave the customer a withering look. ‘And I thought I told you to smarten up, Fingerty? It’s bad enough that we’re surrounded by riff-raff on the outside, let alone having our customers looking like scruff-bags, too!’

‘I did!’ Fingerty protested with an injured look, but even so he pulled a comb from his top pocket and began tugging it through his straggly hair as Bunny stomped off, probably for a crafty puff of her pipe.

Fliss slid a nip of port next to Fingerty’s glass with a small smile. ‘On the house,’ she said. ‘Don’t tell Granny.’ Fingerty smacked his lips, his grumpy expression softening.

Betty leaned the broomstick against the nearest fireplace and looked around, trying to imagine the pub through a stranger’s eyes. It was difficult, for the Widdershins not only worked at the Poacher’s Pocket, they lived there, too. Betty was so used to its shabbiness that half the time she barely noticed the threadbare carpets and peeling wallpaper. But today the tired interior stuck out like a robin among crows.

She brushed a hand across her damp forehead. It was rather too warm for all the fires to be lit, but Granny had insisted on it to make the place feel cosier. Betty and her sisters had been hard at work all day, topping up firewood, sweeping the floors and polishing the brassware until it gleamed. Fliss had even baked in order to fill the place with a homely smell. So far so good . . . except for Granny’s mood souring the atmosphere.

Betty approached Charlie, who was now hovering by the steamed-up window for the third time in ten minutes.

‘Granny shouldn’t talk to customers like that,’ Charlie said. ‘Or we’ll have none left!’

Betty snorted. ‘You reckon? The Snooty Fox is nearly two miles away, and their beer’s double the price!’ She leaned closer to the glass, wiping a clear patch to peer through.

‘They should’ve been here by now.’

‘Wish they’d hurry up so I can take off this rotten dress!’ Charlie muttered, fidgeting furiously. ‘Posh clothes are so ITCHY!’

‘At least it makes a change from nits,’ said Betty.

Charlie grinned, her freckled nose crinkling. For once, she looked presentable, with her brown hair neatly brushed and in two glossy pigtails tied with ribbons. Betty knew it wouldn’t last.

‘Ain’t had nits for ages,’ Charlie answered proudly, sticking her tongue out through the gap where her front teeth were missing. ‘Six whole weeks!’

‘Goodness!’ Betty murmured absent-mindedly, still staring out of the window. Daylight was fading fast over Nestynook Green, but a few bright spring flowers could still be seen nodding in the breeze that ruffled the grass and set the sign fixed to the wall of the Poacher’s Pocket creaking. Betty eyed it, the two bold words swinging back and forth like a hand waving to attract attention: FOR SALE.

‘They’ll be here,’ she said, but with each passing minute she felt less sure. The sign creaked again, like something chuckling nastily at them. A black crow had perched on top of it and, as it watched Betty with eyes like bright beads, it was joined by a second and then a third. An old crow superstition of Granny’s popped into her head:


One for marsh mist,

Two for sorrow,

Three, you’ll journey far tomorrow . . .



Betty watched as the third crow took flight, leaving only two. She didn’t believe in all that nonsense so why was she feeling so jittery?

‘The pub will be sold by spring, you’ll see,’ Father had told them, after he’d fixed the sign up in the first week of the new year. But it wasn’t. The weeks had stretched into months, and now it was almost May. Granny hadn’t even wanted to put the Poacher’s Pocket up for sale at first. It had been Betty’s idea, and it had taken a lot of persuasion to make Granny see that it was time to spread their wings and leave Crowstone.

‘We could go anywhere!’ Betty had coaxed. ‘Just think! Perhaps open a little tea shop by the sea, or even an ice-cream parlour . . . Something more cheerful for us all.’

Naturally, the mention of ice cream had been enough to convince Charlie, and the idea had taken root.

But leaving wasn’t as easy as Betty had thought it would be. While the Poacher’s Pocket wasn’t as shabby as it had once been, it was far from grand. Not a week went by without a tile coming loose or a window shutter being in need of repair. Even now, their father was upstairs, mending something.

‘It’s a fixer-upper,’ Granny had said brightly to the only two people who had come to look at the place since the FOR SALE sign had gone up. ‘Been in the Widdershins family for years!’

However, the real problem, as they all knew, wasn’t the pub. It was the location. Set upon bleak, drizzly marshes and overlooked by a vast prison, Crowstone wasn’t a place people came to unless they had to. It was the largest of a cluster of four islands known as the Sorrow Isles. Many of those living on Crowstone had relatives in the prison that they wanted to be near to. And the prison held a lot of inmates from all over the islands.

Dangerous ones, Betty thought, with a shudder. Fraudsters, thieves and even murderers . . . all locked up just a ferry ride away on the island of Repent. Beyond this was the smaller island of Lament, where Crowstone’s dead were buried. The final island was called Torment, the only one of the islands Betty and her sisters had never been to. For this was where banished people were sent, and it was out of bounds to everyone else.

Betty glanced at Fingerty, still slumped on his bar stool. A nerve in his wrinkled forehead was twitching in time to the clanging bell.

Everyone knew of his past, first as a prison warder, then later as a crook himself. He alone knew more about Torment than anyone else in the Poacher’s Pocket, because he had once helped to smuggle people who were desperate to escape off the island.

‘Of all the rotten timing,’ Fliss said. ‘We’ve made everything so lovely and cheerful, and now that horrible din out there is spoiling it all!’

‘It’s not spoiling anything,’ Granny said, emerging from the door that led upstairs. ‘Telling the truth, that’s what it’s doing!’ She gestured helplessly around, glowering at the lit fires as fiercely as the flames. ‘Who did we think we were kidding? Trying to make out this place is anything but a drinking hole for the . . . the dregs of society!’

‘Granny!’ Fliss exclaimed. ‘That’s a dreadful thing to say.’

‘It’s true!’ snapped Granny, grabbing a glass and helping herself to a nip of whiskey. ‘We can scrub this place up all we want, but it won’t make any difference. I said it all along: you can’t make a silk purse out of a pig’s ear!’

Charlie looked affronted. ‘Yuck! Why would anyone want to do that?’

‘It doesn’t really mean that,’ Fliss explained. ‘What Granny’s saying is that it’s no good trying to pretend this place is something that it’s not.’

‘Does that mean I can take off this dress?’ asked Charlie immediately.

‘Not yet,’ said Betty. ‘They might still come.’

‘They’re already fifteen minutes late,’ Granny said darkly.

‘Maybe . . .’ Fliss looked hesitant. ‘I mean . . . would it be so bad to stay here?’

‘What?’ Charlie looked outraged. ‘Why would we do that when we could open an ice-cream parlour?’ Her green eyes grew round and greedy. ‘Think of the flavours . . . the bumbleberry sauce . . .’

‘Not to mention sharing a room with you two is driving me barmy,’ Betty put in.

‘I like sharing a room!’ Charlie protested.

‘So do I, but we’re running out of space,’ said Betty. ‘What with all your creatures, and Fliss’s mountain of love letters—’

‘Hardly a mountain,’ Fliss muttered, flushing scarlet. ‘The point is, this is home.’

Betty felt a bubble of frustration rise up. Trust Fliss to be sentimental!

‘I know.’ Granny sighed, her voice softening. ‘But the thought that we can’t leave . . . Well, it makes it feel less like home, and more like . . . like a prison.’

The girls fell silent, exchanging glances. They knew better than anyone how it felt to be trapped. Until Betty’s thirteenth birthday, the Widdershins had lived under a curse preventing them from leaving Crowstone. But together Betty and her sisters had broken the curse . . . with the help of a little family magic. It was a secret only the three of them shared. And the Widdershins sisters were good at keeping secrets.

‘Fliss,’ Charlie said suddenly, sniffing. ‘What’s that smell?’

‘Jumping jackdaws!’ Fliss cried, rushing away through the door that led upstairs. A couple of minutes later, she returned with a tray of blackened gingerbread shapes and began offering them around.

‘Can’t eat that,’ Fingerty exclaimed, inspecting a singed piece. ‘I’ll break me teeth!’

‘It’s only burnt at the edges,’ Fliss said, offended. She pushed her dark fringe out of her eyes, blinking hard.

Betty reached for the least charred piece she could see, trying not to cough as smoke went down her throat. ‘Mmm,’ she mumbled unconvincingly.

Before Fliss could retort, Charlie helped herself to two large pieces. ‘One for me, one for Hoppit.’

‘Are you on about that rat again?’ Granny asked, placing her hands stoutly on her hips. ‘Oh, Charlie. If you must have an imaginary pet, why can’t you have a nice one?’

‘Rats are nice,’ said Charlie, crunching determinedly. ‘And don’t worry, Granny. He’s safe in my pocket.’

‘Well, make sure he stays there,’ Granny muttered.

Betty left Charlie and Granny to their imaginary rats. Once out of Fliss’s sight, she threw the burnt gingerbread on the nearest fire. Heading to the window again, she stared past a sprig of dried rowan berries, and Granny’s other lucky charms, into the twilight. An evening mist was creeping in from the marshes, and the bad feeling Betty had felt before deepened. She’d always scoffed at Granny’s superstitions, but no one would deny that the Widdershins had had more than their fair share of bad luck. Perhaps it was something they couldn’t escape easily . . . like Crowstone itself.

Through the wispy grey, a figure came into view. A warder was prowling the street across the green, knocking on doors. There would be more of them, Betty knew. Searching for whoever had dared to escape. The warders wouldn’t stop until the prisoner had been found. Soon they’d cross the green and arrive at the Poacher’s Pocket, sniffing around and bringing questions and suspicion.

A movement under the vast oak tree on the green caught Betty’s attention. Two figures were standing in the shadows under the branches, staring towards the Poacher’s Pocket. It was hard to tell, but they looked like men. Betty’s heartbeat quickened. These had to be the people they were expecting, the potential buyers . . . brothers, Granny had said. From their movements, Betty could tell they were having a disagreement.

One of them gestured impatiently, taking a step towards the inn. The other shook his head, pointing first at the inn, then at the warder going from door to door. Betty watched, heart sinking, as they turned in the direction of the ferry, their footsteps in time with the clanging prison bell. She could imagine the conversation: Not worth the bother . . . What kind of place is this? We can find something better . . .

Her eyes smarting with smoke and disappointment, she stepped back from the window. Granny was right, Betty thought. They wouldn’t be selling this place any time soon.

But Granny wasn’t right about everything. The Widdershins would be getting visitors before the night was out . . . just not the ones they were expecting.
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Chapter Two

The Sign of the Crow

‘CHARLIE!’ FLISS EXCLAIMED. ‘WHY ARE there crumbs all over my bed?’

‘Cos I couldn’t sit on mine.’ Charlie cuffed butter off her chin and gestured to the bed she shared with Betty. ‘She’s taking up all the room. As usual.’

Fliss wafted into the bedroom, towelling off her short dark hair. Steamy, rose-petal-scented air followed her. She brushed the crumbs off her pillow and then stood at the looking glass, combing out her wet hair and sighing happily.

Betty glanced up from the maps she had spread all over the bed. ‘At least one of us is pleased about Granny’s new two-baths-a-week rule,’ she said.

It was evening now. Darkness pressed in against the draughty windows, and below them murmured voices could be heard as Granny prepared to close up the Poacher’s Pocket for the night.

Earlier, when the warders had arrived, rapping their batons and barking their questions, a hush had spread throughout the place, making the bell outside seem even louder. ‘Two runaways,’ they’d said, sending whispers scurrying round the pub once more. ‘One washed up, half drowned, not expected to survive the night. The other still at large . . .’ Then, about an hour after the warders had cleared out, the bell had finally stopped.

Betty had expected to feel relief – they must have found whoever they were looking for – but she was still unable to shake the feeling of unease. She tried to tell herself it was just the menacing presence of the warders. The last time they’d appeared in the Poacher’s Pocket like that was a couple of months back, to investigate two warders who’d vanished without a trace – and they’d put everyone on edge then, too.

‘Can’t wait till we sell this place,’ Charlie said now, jolting Betty back to the present. She stuffed another piece of toast into her mouth. ‘Then we can stop all this dressing up and washing. One bath a week is bad enough.’

‘Soap dodger,’ Betty muttered, even though she secretly agreed. Not that she minded baths, but they were just one of several things that made her hair so annoyingly frizzy.

‘What you looking at this time?’ Charlie asked, perching on the edge of the bed.

‘Places,’ said Betty. For a moment, the nagging worry she had been feeling eased and she felt a sudden rush of excitement, the way she always did when she was studying maps. So many places to explore! There was a whole world waiting for them away from Crowstone. Where would they end up?

‘What about this: Great Snodbury. That sounds exciting. There’s a forest, and a castle ruin—’

Fliss snorted. ‘You can’t tell what a place is like just by the sound of it!’

‘You can with Crowstone,’ Betty retorted. ‘It sounds gloomy and it is.’

‘What about there?’ Charlie asked, pointing a sticky finger dangerously close to Betty’s precious maps. ‘That’s near a beach. Beg . . . Beg . . .’

‘Beggars’ Roost,’ Betty finished. ‘Sounds about right. Beggars can’t be choosers – that’s what Granny always says. And that’s us.’ She swiped Charlie’s hand away. ‘Have you been hogging the lavender jam again, you greedy beast?’

‘Yep.’ Charlie hopped off the bed, licking her fingers. She wandered over to the chest of drawers and picked up a set of painted wooden nesting dolls, fiddling with them craftily.

Betty, seeing what Charlie was up to, mouthed, ‘Don’t!’ – but it was too late. In one movement, Charlie had twisted the halves of the outermost doll a full turn counter-clockwise, her eyes trained on Fliss in impish expectation.

Fliss, who’d been dabbing home-made scent on her wrists, suddenly shrieked as a three-legged brown rat appeared before her, seemingly out of nowhere.

‘Charlie!’ she exploded. The perfume bottle slipped from her fingers and landed on the floor, leaking its contents. ‘You and that blasted rat! Stop doing that!’

Charlie scooped up the rat, erupting in giggles. ‘Oh, Hoppit,’ she whispered gleefully. ‘We got her good, didn’t we?’

Fliss pursed her lips. ‘Those dolls aren’t toys, you know.’

‘Fliss is right.’ Betty said, rolling up her maps and putting them away before plucking the nesting dolls from her little sister and giving Charlie’s pigtail a gentle tug. ‘They’re not some magic trick you can use whenever you feel like it.’ Betty stroked the smooth wood fondly. ‘They’re a secret . . . and they’re special. The most valuable thing we possess.’

She had received the dolls on her thirteenth birthday, a gift that had been passed down through generations of Widdershins girls. But these were no ordinary dolls.

‘I call it a pinch of magic,’ Granny had said. And Betty had watched, utterly thrilled and disbelieving, as she’d learned of the dolls’ strange power. For, by placing something small of her own inside the second largest doll, Betty could make herself vanish. And, by hiding something belonging to someone else in the third doll, that person would disappear, too. In both instances, the dolls had to be placed one inside the other, exactly aligned. At the moment the halves of the outermost doll were perfectly matched up, the intended person – or people – would vanish. To reverse the magic and become visible, the top of the outer doll had to be twisted a full turn counter-clockwise.

As Betty opened up the dolls, she shook her head. There, in the centre of the third doll was a long, thin rat’s whisker.

‘Only you would think to hide a rat with them,’ Betty said, a smile tugging at her lips as she ruffled Charlie’s already messy hair.

Charlie tapped her little upturned nose and grinned. ‘Got to keep him hidden from Granny somehow.’

‘Wish you’d keep him hidden from me, too,’ Fliss grouched.

‘Keep who hidden?’ a voice boomed, making all three of them jump.

Instinctively, Betty closed the dolls, lining up the outer halves so Hoppit vanished in Charlie’s arms. She whipped the dolls behind her back as their father popped his head around the doorway.

‘No one!’ the girls chorused.

Barney Widdershins grinned, his cheeks round and ruddy like Granny’s and his hair as much of a bird’s nest as Charlie’s. ‘For a moment there, I thought Fliss was hiding another boyfriend,’ he joked.

Fliss blushed and swatted him with her towel.

‘Going somewhere?’ Betty asked, noticing that Father had his coat on.

He nodded, scratching his bristly chin. ‘Catching the last ferry to Marshfoot. There’s a pub being auctioned in the morning, but I figured I might be able to interest someone there in this place. I should be back by teatime tomorrow.’ He tweaked Charlie’s nose. ‘That’s if you haven’t eaten it all!’

Their father’s easy words smoothed away more of Betty’s niggles. If anyone could sweet-talk a buyer for the Poacher’s Pocket, it was Barney Widdershins. He possessed a knack for charming people, something Fliss had inherited (along with a tendency to blab things that were better left unsaid).

After whiskery kisses for them all, he creaked down the stairs. Betty watched from the window as he vanished across Nestynook Green into an ever-thickening fog, carrying their hopes with them.

•  •  •

Sometime later, Betty woke up with a jolt as the windowpane rattled, sending a damp draught scuttling over her pillow. With sleep tugging at her, she burrowed further down under her covers. Then something made her open her eyes.

The room was quiet. Too quiet. Betty turned over and squinted blearily. Charlie was a noisy sleeper, and normally the silence was punctuated by snuffles and snores. But now Betty heard nothing except the sound of her own breathing. She blinked the last of her sleepiness away.

Charlie’s side of the bed was a rumple of sheets. And Charlie wasn’t in it.

Betty sat up, listening. Could her little sister be raiding the larder as she sometimes did in the night? Charlie had been told enough times not to pilfer, but her bottomless tummy always got the better of her. Last time, she’d eaten her way through half a loaf of bread meant for breakfast. Granny had been properly cranky and threatened to make her clean out the creepy cupboard on the landing.

Well, Granny can deal with it in the morning, Betty thought with a yawn. But still she sat, listening and waiting for some telltale rattle or clink from the kitchen to betray her sister’s whereabouts. None came. With growing curiosity, Betty slid out of bed and stuffed her feet into her boots.

On the far side of the room, Fliss slumbered soundlessly. She looked like a pixie, Betty thought, with her short dark hair sticking up in tufts round her oval face. Even in sleep, her older sister was far too prim to do anything as unattractive as snore.

Pulling a shawl round her shoulders, Betty crept to the door and paused. Rumbling snores came from Granny’s room. She glanced in the direction of the kitchen. It was silent and dark.

She stepped out into the hallway and headed for the stairs. The smell of beer and Granny’s pipe smoke deepened as she reached the bottom. Slowly, she pushed the door, then froze. Granny’s lucky horseshoe above the door frame was upside down. How had that happened? Everyone knew how finicky Granny was about it being the right way up so the luck wouldn’t trickle out. Quickly, Betty straightened it and silently scolded herself. Horseshoes, crows . . . she was getting as bad as Granny! And yet . . . that niggling, uneasy feeling was back.

Betty glanced past the empty tables and chairs, the air still faintly warm from the glowing embers in the fireplaces. Still no Charlie.

Her pulse quickened. Stay calm, she told herself. Six-year-old girls don’t just vanish. Especially not ones as rambunctious as Charlie Widdershins.

Could she have had bad dreams and crept into bed with Granny? It was worth checking. Betty turned to go back upstairs, and tripped over something warm and hissing at her feet.

‘Oi!’ Betty hissed back (partly because she was annoyed, and partly because this was, in fact, the ‘something’s’ name). The cat shot her a filthy look and skulked to the back door. He raked his claws down the wood with a low, demanding meow.

‘I am not your servant!’ Betty whispered, but, as Oi fixed her with a poisonous yellow glare, she knew that actually she was. The price for not letting the cat out was both unpleasant and stinky, and it was usually Betty who had to mop it up the next day.

‘Darn cat,’ she grumbled, reaching for the key to the door. To her surprise, she found it was already unlocked. ‘Surely not . . .’

A chilly gust of wind whistled round her ankles as Betty pushed the door open. She stepped out into the courtyard, with Oi zipping past her feet. The moon was a hazy smudge in the sky and the air was filled with the salty smell of the marshes. Betty strained to see through the blanket of fog that had enveloped her and which was even thicker than a cloud of Granny’s pipe smoke. The cobblestone yard was full of crates of empty glass bottles and stacked beer barrels, waiting for return to the brewery.

Betty edged round the crates, peering into the shadowy corners of the yard. A faint whispering noise reached her ears, and, for the tiniest moment, local stories flooded back to her. Tales of fishermen and escaped prisoners who’d been lost to the mists and now haunted the local marshes. Then Betty shook herself and remembered she was determined not to believe in that sort of thing.

‘Charlie?’ she whispered into the darkness. ‘You out here?’

Silence. Then another faint whisper, followed by shuffling. A small head with two untidy pigtails emerged from behind a beer barrel. Two wild eyes stared back at her.

‘Meddling magpies, Charlie!’ Betty grumbled, her racing heart slowing as thoughts of ghosts melted away. ‘What are you doing out here in the middle of the night?’ She shivered into her shawl and hurried over to the furthest corner of the yard, where there was a tiny area of boggy grass and a sparse flower bed.

Charlie, too, had dressed in her outdoor clothes, her dark coat melting into the shadows.

At her feet by the flower bed lay a trowel and a matchbox, with something small and feathered inside. It wasn’t moving. Betty’s heart sank. No doubt Oi had been up to his usual tricks.

‘Charlie!’ Betty’s pity turned into exasperation. Now she knew why her animal-mad little sister had sneaked off in the night. She gestured to the flower bed, where rows of twigs stuck out, each one marking a tiny grave. ‘You know Granny said no more burying dead creatures!’

She broke off, noticing that Charlie was barely listening.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ Betty asked. ‘Why are you being so weird?’

Charlie shifted, pointing with a shaky finger.

Behind her, a small child was wedged into the shadowy space between two crates. Betty stared. She was probably about the same age as Charlie, six or seven, perhaps. Her thin, grimy face was streaked with tears, and the look of poverty hung all about her: from the patched, hand-me-down clothing to the hunger in her eyes.

‘Who . . . who is that?’ Betty breathed.

‘Dunno,’ Charlie whispered. ‘I just sneaked down here to do the bird funeral, and I found her hiding there.’

The child stared back at them, wide-eyed and trembling. Charlie knelt and reached out a small hand.

‘Who are you?’ she whispered. ‘It’s all right. We won’t hurt you.’

The little girl shivered, but didn’t answer. Her untidy hair hung in tendrils, and her clothes clung damply to her skin.

‘How did you get in here?’ Betty asked, her voice sharper than she meant it to be. The girl shrank back into the shadows, but there was a glow about her, Betty noticed. The glass bottles nearby were glittering in places the moonlight couldn’t reach. Did she have a lantern back there . . . ?

‘Look.’ Charlie pointed to the gate. It was locked, but there was a gap where a section of wood had rotted away. ‘She must have squeezed through.’

Betty frowned. Something was prickling at the back of her mind like a needle.

‘Why you hiding?’ Charlie persisted gently, as if to a frightened animal. And then she snatched back her hand with a gasp as a glowing orb emerged from behind the girl’s raggedy dress.

‘A wisp!’ Betty hissed. She grabbed at Charlie, pulling her away as the orb loomed in front of them. ‘A will-o’-the-wisp! She’s come in off the marshes!’

Charlie scrambled backwards, the trowel clattering at her feet. Her small face was pinched with dread. Quickly, she made the sign of the crow, just like Granny had taught them, to ward off evil.

Betty hesitated, then did the same, even though it went against her practical nature to believe in such superstitions. Better safe than sorry, she thought grimly. Granny had always warned them that the will-o’-the-wisps on the marshes were bad news. The people of Crowstone had grown up with stories of the glowing balls of light leading travellers astray in the fog, never to be seen again. Like Granny, many believed them to be ghostly echoes of lives lost crossing the marshes.

The wisp hovered in front of the girl, but didn’t come any closer. Its eerie silvery light cast strange shadows on her thin face, making her appear older suddenly.

‘Charlie,’ Betty whispered. ‘Go inside. And you . . .’ She turned to the girl. ‘You’d better go back to wherever you came from.’

‘I can’t.’

The whispered words were so faint that for a moment Betty wondered if she’d imagined them. But the desperation in the girl’s eyes was plain, and there was something else there, too. Determination.

‘I can’t,’ she repeated, louder this time. ‘And I won’t.’

‘Betty,’ said Charlie, her eyes fixed on the girl. ‘I think she needs our help.’

‘Charlie Widdershins!’ Betty hissed. ‘I told you to go inside! We don’t know anything about her, or what she wants, or why she has that . . . that thing with her!’

‘It won’t hurt you,’ the girl began, but stopped as scuffling footsteps sounded on the other side of the walled yard. She shrank back again, looking so young and afraid that Betty couldn’t help feeling a stirring of sympathy. Charlie was right. The girl was clearly in trouble. But why?

A gruff voice spoke. ‘I’m telling you, there was a light. A lantern or something . . .’

The gate rattled as someone shook it. Betty froze as torchlight shone through the gap in the rotten wood, sweeping over the glistening, damp cobbles. She grabbed Charlie and ducked behind a large, empty beer barrel – just in time. The torchlight flickered over the yard and Betty pressed her finger to her lips, motioning to the girl and Charlie to keep quiet. For once, her little sister did as she was told.

Betty bit back a gasp as something – a fist? – hit the gate, sending splinters of wood flying over the cobbles. One strong kick and the gate would crash down. No wonder Granny had been nagging their father to fix it for weeks.

Betty’s heart thumped wildly. What could they want with this scrap of a girl? Could she be one of the people who’d escaped? Surely not . . . The bell had stopped tolling hours ago . . . and, as far as anyone knew, the only prisoners on Crowstone were men. Betty prepared herself for the gate to shatter, but a second voice from the other side of it barked a steely command: ‘No.’

Silence, then a muddle of whispers too low for Betty to catch. Two pairs of heavy footsteps thudded away from the gate. She listened, straining her ears for sounds of movement until she could hear nothing more. Shakily, she beckoned to Charlie. After a moment’s hesitation, she then gestured to the mysterious girl and pointed to the back door, mouthing, ‘Inside, now!’
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Chapter Three

The Black Feather

BETTY CLOSED THE BACK DOOR behind them as quietly as she could, and grappled with the stiff bolt. It shot into place with a loud snap that made all three of them jump. Betty cussed under her breath, her eyes and ears fixed on the stairs. There was no movement from above.

‘In there,’ Betty whispered, with an oof as Oi twisted past her ankles again, making her stumble. ‘Blinkin’ cat!’

She ushered Charlie and the girl into the bar area, where they immediately made a beeline for the nearest fireplace. ‘Keep the lights low,’ Betty warned. ‘And don’t add any more logs to the fire. Fresh smoke from the chimney at this time of night could look suspicious.’

But to whom? she wondered, as she hurriedly checked the windows, making sure all the curtains were drawn to shut out prying eyes. Who was out there – and had they really gone? She tested the front doors, ensuring they were locked. Outside, the FOR SALE sign creaked in the wind.

Once she was satisfied all was locked and bolted, Betty hurried back to the fire just in time to snatch the poker off Charlie, who had set about stirring the embers into life. The little girl had stretched her hands out towards the last of the glowing coals, trying to soak warmth into her frozen-looking fingers. Her skin was deathly white, and she was shivering.

‘Here,’ said Charlie, producing half a sandwich from her pocket. ‘I saved this from munch for my rat.’

‘Lunch,’ Betty muttered. ‘Not munch.’

‘Same thing.’ Charlie shrugged, generously holding out the sandwich towards the girl. ‘You look like you need it more.’

Betty watched the girl – and the wisp – closely. The girl was stuffing the sandwich into her mouth, not appearing to care that it was curled and dry. Thanks to Granny filling their heads with so much superstitious nonsense over the years, it was hard not to think of tales of malevolent imps and fairies turning up on the doorstep and tricking you into feeding them so you could never get rid of them. In the dead of night in the dimly lit room, the stranger’s arrival certainly felt like bad luck. The wisp hovered near the hem of her damp dress. A couple of times it drifted closer to the fire, as if hypnotised by something glowing other than itself, but then it quickly returned to the strange girl’s side.

Goose pimples dotted Betty’s skin. She’d seen wisps on the marshes before but never this close up. A faint flickering came from within it, like a heartbeat of white, glittering embers. It was eerily beautiful, almost bewitching, and easy to see why people followed them . . . With a stab of fear, she blinked, forcing her eyes away.

‘Five minutes,’ Betty said, a little more sharply than was necessary. ‘By the time you’ve eaten that up, the coast should be clear for you to go.’

The girl made no sign that she had heard and simply stared into the flames with lost, haunted eyes.

A pang of sympathy tugged at Betty’s heart. Had it not been for the wisp, she wouldn’t have been so suspicious, but the sight of it floating there was deeply unsettling. Granny would be furious, so furious, if she knew Betty had invited it in. The thought made the back of her neck itch. Part of her wanted to help the girl; the other part wished they had never set eyes on her. Blast Charlie and her creatures!

‘What’s your name?’ Charlie asked, hunkering down next to the fire. From another pocket, she produced a nibbled piece of burnt gingerbread and offered it to the girl.

She crunched on a mouthful, and glanced at the wisp, hesitating. ‘I . . . Willow. Perhaps you should just call me that.’ Her voice had dropped to barely above a whisper that Betty now struggled to catch, and she felt it best not to try. The less they knew the better.

‘How old are you?’ Charlie asked. ‘I’m six, but I’ll be seven next week.’

‘I’m nine,’ said Willow. ‘People say I’m small for my age.’

‘Like a runt?’ Charlie said helpfully.

‘No more questions, Charlie,’ said Betty, uneasy. ‘You need to get back to bed.’ And Willow needs to go before Granny wakes up, she thought silently, refusing to ask the girl any questions of her own, even though she had several. It was safer not to know, especially when there were strangers outside looking for her.

Charlie paid no attention, clearly enjoying having a guest close in age. ‘Want to stroke my rat?’ she asked. ‘He’s invisible.’

Willow looked up from her gingerbread. ‘You have an imaginary rat?’

Charlie grinned. ‘No, invisible – like I said. Here.’

‘Charlie!’ Betty warned, but it was too late. Charlie had delved into her pocket and after rooting around with a, ‘Come on, Hoppit!’ she withdrew her hand and held it cupped in her lap. Willow stared at it, then at Charlie.

‘Go on,’ said Charlie. ‘He’s right here!’

Willow reached out with a hand even grubbier than Charlie’s, clearly expecting a trick of some kind. Then she gave a small cry.

‘Oh! There is something in your hand! It’s all warm and . . . furry.’

‘Told you,’ said Charlie proudly. ‘I have to keep him invisible because Granny would make me get rid of him if she knew.’

‘But . . . how?’ Willow began to ask.

Betty shot Charlie another warning look, but she needn’t have worried.

‘Nope, I can’t tell you that,’ Charlie said. ‘It’s a secret. Only me and my sisters know.’ She nodded to the wisp, which was drifting closer to Charlie in little bobbing movements, as if uncertain. ‘What about that?’

Willow stared at the wisp thoughtfully. ‘What have you heard about them?’ she asked at last.

‘Lots of things,’ Betty heard herself saying, dimly aware that she was transfixed by the wisp once more. ‘That they’re evil spirits, or imps, or the souls of people who’ve died on the marshes. Some people even say they’re nothing, just marsh gases.’ She stared at the wisp, which was bobbing even closer – more bravely? she thought – to Charlie’s outstretched hand. ‘But, looking at that, I can see it’s not marsh gas. It’s too . . . alive. Too curious.’

‘Alive?’ Willow said hoarsely. ‘Not exactly, but it was once.’

‘Who . . . who was it?’ Charlie asked.

Willow said nothing. She stretched her hands towards the fire once more, wiggling her fingers. As she did so, her sleeve drew back, revealing a small dark mark inked on her wrist.

‘What’s that?’ Charlie asked, leaning closer.

But Betty already knew, and the sight of it filled her with as much fear and dread as the wisp.

‘A crow feather,’ Willow said softly.

‘So you are the one who escaped,’ Betty said, her heart quickening. ‘But . . . but not from the prison. From Torment! You’re one of the banished folk!’

Willow nodded, eyes wide. ‘Please don’t call the warders,’ she begged. ‘I’ll go soon. I just . . . just needed a place to hide, to think for a few minutes. Once I’m gone, you can pretend I was never here, that you never saw me.’

‘But it doesn’t make sense,’ Betty said slowly. ‘Why stop ringing the bell if you hadn’t been found? She thought back to the warders’ words. Two runaways . . . one washed up, half drowned, not expected to survive the night.

‘Who . . . who were you with?’ she asked carefully.

‘My mother,’ Willow croaked. ‘I’m not sure if the warders even knew it was both of us, that I was with her . . . but then something went wrong . . .’ Confusion flashed across her face. ‘I . . . we got separated and everything happened so quickly after that, and then I . . . I couldn’t find her. And then the bell stopped, after what seemed like for ever. So I know now that she’s . . . that they’ve . . .’

‘They’ve catched her,’ Charlie finished, breathing hard.

Betty looked away, troubled. The washed-up body the warders had described had to be Willow’s mother – but Willow appeared to have no idea. Somehow Betty couldn’t bring herself to admit what she knew.

Willow swallowed noisily, nodding. Her eyes shimmered in the dull light. One hand went to her pocket, patting it as if to reassure herself of something inside. The wisp hovered around her, making Betty think of Fliss bobbing round Charlie with a handkerchief every time Charlie scraped her knees.

Charlie reached out and gently took Willow’s hand, studying the feather inked on her skin. ‘Did it hurt?’

Willow’s lip trembled. ‘Yes.’ She calmed a little now, staring into the fire, but not really seeing it. ‘Everyone on the island gets marked. I’m one of the lucky ones – mine’s only small—’

Charlie gawped. ‘You mean some people have to get bigger ones?’

‘Yes. I got a feather, because the crime wasn’t mine,’ Willow explained.

‘Then whose crime was it?’ Betty asked, unable to contain her curiosity. Much was said about life on Torment, but very little was known. What they did know was that there were dangerous people there. Ex-convicts, released from the prison, who had nowhere else to go, as well as others who’d been banished from Crowstone. It was a dumping ground for wrongdoers.

Before Willow could answer, they were interrupted by an indignant squeaking from Charlie’s hand. The wisp was buzzing round her palm, clearly intrigued by the rat it couldn’t see.

‘Calm down, Hoppit,’ Charlie said, tucking her hand into her pocket. Betty watched the fabric moving as the unseen creature burrowed into Charlie’s cosy warmth.

‘They sense life,’ Willow said quietly. ‘They’re drawn to it. That’s why, when people see them on the marshes, they come closer. Most of the time they’re harmless, but others—’

A loud rap on the door made them jump.

‘Open up!’ a voice barked. ‘By the order of Crowstone!’

‘Warders!’ Betty hissed, horrified. They stared at one another, frozen, not daring to move. Upstairs, bedsprings creaked as someone stirred. Then silence.

‘Perhaps if we stay quiet they’ll think we’re asleep and go?’ Charlie whispered, but she had barely finished the sentence when another loud bang shook the door. The latch lifted and rattled.

‘They’re not giving up,’ Betty said, her voice faint.

‘They mustn’t find me here,’ said Willow, trembling. ‘Please! I’ll go out the back, I—’
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