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WARNING: The book you are about to read is bursting with mummies, pyramids, and lots of creatures! That’s because I wrote The Wand Keepers series to celebrate all the creatures that bring their wild wisdom and even wilder adventures into our lives.

I’ve been fortunate to be around nature and lots of different animals ever since I was a kid. So I want to dedicate this book to the critters and creatures, past and present, who have always reminded me to never stop believing in magic—not to mention mummies!

To my mummified cats (who I promise are not really mummified, but do love mummies) Fable, Egypt, Dresden, Dovey, Aunt Fedelia, and Music Box.

To my pyramid lizards (who are not really lizards, but do love pyramids) Little Friend, Deputy Dog, Gruff, Cheddar, and Cinderblock John.

And I can’t forget my Tomb Tarantulas (who are also not actual tarantulas, except on Sundays) Sir Purrington, Lady Victoria, Grinch, and Tansy Velvetfoot.





AUTHOR’S NOTE: Every single one of my books is conceived, written, and completed entirely by me. No artificial intelligence, machine learning, or automated generation tools of any kind are ever used in the creation of any of my books at any stage. I never once thought we would be living in a time when I would have to put such a note in my books. But as AI-generated content becomes increasingly common, I think it’s important to distinguish human-created books from machine-created ones. I will never use AI in my writing. I believe that not only do books and stories matter, but the way they are created matters, too. Stories should be shaped in the fires of human imagination, not in mimicry by a machine.





[image: A mummy-like figure with a tall, wrapped headdress, wearing jewelry and holding a quill pen.]

NOTE: The excerpts included herein are taken from Madam Millith Muddles’ Marvelous Manuscript of Mummy Methods, Magic, and Mythology. Madam Muddles, herself a mummy who was wrapped over thirteen thousand years ago, wrote this handbook for those looking for a guide on how to face the challenges and celebrate the joys of living wrapped in linen. Her marvelous manuscript offers practical advice, mummy-keeping secrets, and pyramid parables taken from millenniums of research and firsthand knowledge. It’s also a handy guide of the most common curses mummies will face.

Madam Muddles is a Master Mummy of the International League of Mummies, a founding mum-ber of the Order of Cleopatra, Keeper of Jackals in the Alliance of Anubis of the King Tutters, and Head Mummy of MUMP, the Mummified Union of Mummies and the Preserved, a union that advocates for fair opportunities for all mummies and preserved persons and animals everywhere.

[image: A sequence of Egyptian hieroglyphs featuring various symbols, including lines, shapes, and figures, arranged horizontally.]

She is celebrated for discovering self-wrapping linen and is the winner of the Pyramid Prize for her vast knowledge of advanced embalming practices, having developed eleven of the thirteen bestselling embalming solutions of all time, including the famous Tomb Tonic. She has served as the Imperial Embalmer to the throne for nine different pharaohs and is currently the grand curator at the Great Mummy Museum. She resides by the Far Fairies’ River with her three mummified dogs, thirteen alligators, and generations of tomb tarantulas.

[image: A sequence of Egyptian hieroglyphs featuring various symbols, including wavy lines, birds, and geometric shapes.]






Excerpt from

Madam Millith Muddles’ Marvelous Manuscript of Mummy Methods, Magic, and Mythology

[image: A mummy-like figure with a tall, wrapped headdress, wearing jewelry and holding a quill pen.]

Being a mummy is wonderful, or as I like to say, mummy-derful! After all, we get to shuffle across the ancient sands and talk about the old days when we ate the brains of the grave robbers who raided our pyramid tombs. We mummies have been alive for so long, it also means we have millenniums of memories in our dusty, dented skulls, which is why it can be difficult to remember everything, like the three thousand different ways there are to build a pyramid to avoid the curse of the pharaohs. I don’t know about you, but that’s a lot to remember. I’d lose my own head if it wasn’t wrapped to my body! Speaking of wrapping, it’s easy to forget the best way to do it. Even if we have been wrapping for thousands of years, it’s always nice to have a simple step-by-step guide to refer to. I call mine “Bandaging for Beginners, Mastering the Basic Mummy Wrap.”

Step 1. Select your linen. Narrow bandages may be used for intermediate and advanced wrapping, but wide bandages are easiest for beginners. Remember to make sure your linen does not have the STIFF-LEGGED CURSE on it. I once wrapped both my legs in cursed linen, and I was walking around stiff-legged for half a century. I can’t even tell you how many times I stubbed my toes. Not to mention the rhyme they made up about me.

Millith the mummy is always late.

Her legs are as stiff as an old, rusty gate.

I heard that one for fifty years.

Step 2. Wrap the bandages tightly, but be sure to leave space equal to a mummy millimeter as decreed by the Grand Ruler of Ideal Mummy Measurements (GRIMM), which is the only acceptable unit of measurement when wrapping linen.

Step 3. Always start wrapping at your toes. For those of you who do not have toes, start at your tentacles, claws, talons, or whatever you may have. The goal should always be to work from the bottom up, and be sure to overlap the edges by half a mummy millimeter and no more. There’s nothing worse, in my humble mummy opinion, than an overly wrapped mummy.

Step 4. When wrapping your face, leave gaps and holes for your eyes, nose, and mouth. I once knew a mummy who wrapped his whole face, without any holes to see out of.

Last anyone saw of him he was walking right toward the edge of a cliff.

Step 5. Once you get to the top of your head, be sure to knot the ends of the linen tightly. You don’t want to risk an embarrassing unraveling. I like to hide the knot with a rather lovely scarab beetle brooch or a dead-finger barrette. I always prefer to leave my hair unwrapped in a very classic beehive style, with just the right amount of bat drool mousse to keep all the curls in place.




MUMMY TIP #49

When using a dead finger as a barrette, remember to clean the cemetery dirt out from under the fingernail first. Cemetery dirt is full of magical properties, and if gotten wet, the dirt will grow tentacles within five seconds flat. You have been WARNED.








CHAPTER 1 A FOREST FULL OF FROBBY BEASTS


[image: Tolden and Spella face each other, crossing their wands inside a leafy frame.]

THE HERD OF UNICORNS WITH blue horns ran in a thundering gallop through Hungry Snout Forest, past the softly rippling stream where fairies were washing their swords and wings. Dragons with purple bellies flew like geese in the shape of a V above the trees, their fiery breath blowing out just enough to scorch the edges of the clouds in the bright green sky. The Enchanted Woggles brushed their tangled beards as they crooned from the mountaintops, and the tree wart trolls collected roozle wart and twizzle stems covered with the morning dew for their breakfast tea. This was summer in Hungry Snout Forest, and as me and Aunt Cauldroneyes walked through it, she collected polka-dotted leaves and barking twigs to drop into her pockets.

She picked up a twig that barked so loud, it sounded like a whole pack of hounds.

“I love early mornings in the forest,” she said, her large eyes twinkling. “Don’t you, Spella?”

She turned to me as I said, “I love it like a sky full of dragons, Aunt Cauldroneyes!”

We stopped as a pudgy creature with purple fur came rolling toward us out of the bushes. He bowled past her bare feet, while I got smacked in the face with his long furry tail, which had black and orange stripes.

“Oh, I always love a Frobby Beast1 * sighting.” Aunt Cauldroneyes clapped as the creature flipped upright and faced her.

The Frobby Beast chewed the air until his cheeks puffed. Then he spit his old tongue out loosely onto the ground. It looked like a piece of bright taffy. Grinning, he rolled away, his newly grown tongue flapping in his mouth.

Aunt Cauldroneyes quickly picked up the old tongue. It swirled in shades of purples and greens.

“A fresh Frobby Beast tongue. Oo-voo!” Aunt Cauldroneyes shook with excitement as the slobbery tongue flopped in her old hands. “It will make a marvelous bow.”

She started quickly toward the round hatbox that was tinkling with small bells. We had set the box down on a pile of leaves on the ground.

“Actually, this tongue is better than marvelous.” Aunt Cauldroneyes turned to me. “It’s so amazing, it’s toadfire. What do you say, Spella?”

“It’s definitely toadfire!” I smiled back at her.

Aunt Cauldroneyes was at least one thousand five hundred years old. The wind through the keyholes whispered that she was older than that. Under her shaggy cloak she wore long dresses she made herself. They were printed with things like blue thunderbolts or bright green snakes, which matched her green skin.

“When I was a little bubble,” she had told me, “I made a pickle potion that exploded all over me. I’ve had green skin ever since, but I don’t mind. Having green skin has allowed me to be an enrolled member of the Order of the Whaddy Wiggles.”2 *

Aunt Cauldroneyes would always toss her two braids up when she said this. Her braids were colored like salt and pepper and were so long, the ends fell to the ground and bunched at her bare feet. Whenever she brushed her hair, cobwebs collected in the brush’s bristles because of the silver Star Spider who lived in the braids. The spider was the last of her kind. Aunt Cauldroneyes had rescued her after the other Star Spiders had been hunted to extinction.

I loved Aunt Cauldroneyes and how her voice always made me think of a pot full of bubbling soup in the winter. She had large eyes, which helped her spot things in the deepest of cauldrons. She was always looking into cauldrons and had found all kinds of things, including cackling dust, broken wands, and even a jar of vampire fangs one time.

Sometimes she would put the fangs on at dinnertime and pretend her glass of loopy woopy berry juice was the vampire’s delight.

Aunt Cauldroneyes always said that out of everything she had ever found, I was her favorite. I was just a baby when she discovered me in the bottom of a purple cauldron. It was during a thunderstorm, and she wore the hood of her cloak up to keep her face out of the rain.

“I heard the cauldron before I saw it,” she’d said when she had told me the story. “I heard the rain drumming against its iron, heard the thunder captured in its bowl, heard the whispers of the wind passing through its legs. When I looked inside that purple cauldron, I thought the lightning had struck you. Then I realized it hadn’t struck you at all. You had captured the lightning. Captured it in your bright blue freckles, all lit up like a sky full of stars.”

It wasn’t always easy being a girl with blue freckles. Meaner folk called them pumpkin pox or cauldron pimples. Some even started a rumor that I was a moon hag. But Aunt Cauldroneyes said that anyone who said those hurtful things turned into werewolves during a full moon.

“Then we’ll see who’s the moon hag,” she would say with a howl.

After Aunt Cauldroneyes found me in the cauldron, she named me Spella De-broom Cauldroneyes and raised me in a cozy stone cottage in Hungry Snout Forest. It was from her that I learned all about my shadow, and why it wasn’t like hers. Mine was shaped like an egg and had tiny bolts of lightning flickering through it.

“Because you’re a Wand Keeper,” she’d told me in one of her many lessons. “Every Wand Keeper has a shadow of an egg. When you turn ten years old, the egg will crack, and out will hatch your creature shadow. The shadow will be different for everyone. Some may have the shadow of a mighty dragon with large wings. Another may have the shadow of a unicorn who gallops as if in a vast herd. But what is true of every shadow is that, when called to a Wand Keeper’s hand, the shadow will transform into one of the greatest instruments of magic ever known. A wand. That is why the creature is not only your shadow, but is the shadow of the wand itself.”

By the time I was eight years old, Aunt Cauldroneyes had taught me about more than the lightning and mystery in my shadow. She had taught me how to make magical hats. She never had to carry spools of thread in her pockets, and she never had to polish a silver sewing needle. Her thread lived inside her hands, unraveling from the lines of her palms in whatever color she wanted. The thread could be as green as a path in the forest, or as blue as the eye of the all-knowing troll. It could shine like the scales on a dragon’s back, or smell like the cinnamon in the kitchen.

Best of all, when she clacked her tongue three times, her nails became the sewing needles that stitched the hats that would make her the most renowned magical hatmaker in all the world.

“I’ve sewn hats for fairies, ghouls, goblins, and plenty of trolls,” she’d say. “I’ve also created hats for unicorns and dragons. Though when I design them for dragons, I have to make them flameproof on account of all the fire the dragons are always breathing out.”

From morning to night all kinds of creatures and magic folk came to our house. Wizards wanted hats shaped like the crescent moon or covered in wild, spotted ivy. Goblin cyclops tended to prefer the wide, flat hats with a hundred eyes that blinked each time the hat was put on, while the midnight monsters favored hats with ribbons made out of screaming buttons.

Together, me and Aunt Cauldroneyes made them all. And we always made them unique for each, like the hats for gnomes that were enchanted to turn to stone anytime the gnomes did. Gnomes always turn to stone in sunlight, in case you didn’t know. I learned that from Aunt Cauldroneyes. She taught me all kinds of things, especially about how to forage for Frobby Beast tongues in Hungry Snout Forest.

I loved Hungry Snout. Summer in the forest was my favorite season of all. I always wore my boots when we foraged. They were full of critters that peeked out from the holes in them. I also made sure to wear my vest. Aunt Cauldroneyes had made it for me out of purple corduroy and shaggy fur she’d collected from the Enchanted Woggles, which shed more than any other animal I knew. The vest was excellent to have while finding bits and baubles in the forest because it had enough pockets to hold everything I collected, like Gobbler Gnarls and sparkledust spores. They were all things I knew would be great to add to the magical hats.

“Aunt Cauldroneyes,” I said as I helped her tie the Frobby Beast tongue onto the hatbox, “I was thinking of weaving a new thread. You know all that illuminated frog slime we collected from the swamp? And the jar of thousand-year-old comet dust? If I weave those together, with crushed sparkledust spores, then the thread will glow like the frog slime, light up like the comet dust, and sparkle like the spores. It will be great thread to use for hats that will be worn by those who like to fly after midnight. Like that old witch who lives next door who said she nearly flew her broom into a mountain after her thousand-year-old lantern went out. But if we use this thread, any hat made with it will shine brightly in the night sky.”

“Oh, Spella.” Aunt Cauldroneyes held both of my cheeks. Her hands smelled like the dragon drool she had jarred that morning. “The night will sparkle the way it used to when the Star Spiders lived in the skies.”

The Star Spider hung down on a strand of her web and swung by Aunt Cauldroneyes’ cheek.

“It will be beautiful thread, little dear,” Aunt Cauldroneyes continued. “I can already imagine all the hats we will sew with it. You are full of such wonder. One day, they will make legends out of you and your hats. I just know it. Speaking of hats, let’s get this one wrapped up nicely.”

Aunt Cauldroneyes was careful not to step on any toadstool fairies as we finished tying the Frobby Beast tongue into a big bow on the hatbox. We always used the tongues as bows.

“Well,” she said, planting her hands on her hips with a sigh, “I suppose this hat is all ready for the woodland unicorn to wear. Would you mind calling her, Spella?”

“I’d love to,” I said, running over to the tall tree the hatbox was sitting by.

After I laid my hands on the moss-covered trunk, the bark started to swirl, and my blue freckles began to shine brightly. I used my fingers to write words on the tree in an ancient language known as Elflock. The words began to glow as the tree’s branches moved on their own.

“I love this part,” Aunt Cauldroneyes said as I ran back into her arms and the Star Spider climbed up her hair to peek out. “You know, Spella, you have a magic not even your old aunt Cauldroneyes has. You can raise the ancient unicorns from out of the earth.”

We watched the tree as it broke up from the ground and started to rise above our heads toward the sky.


	
[image: Two large, gray, elephant-like feet with thick skin and visible wrinkles, each foot having four rounded toes with white nails.] 1 * A FROBBY BEAST GETS TIRED OF HAVING THE SAME TONGUE EVERY DAY, SO THEY SPIT IT OUT AND GROW A NEW ONE. IF YOU’RE HOPING TO FIND ONE OF THE OLD TONGUES, YOU SHOULD KNOW THAT THEY ARE ONLY FOUND IN THE DEEPEST PARTS OF THE FOREST. IT IS WHY YOU MUST MAKE SURE TO TAKE A SPOOL OF TRAVELERS THREAD WITH YOU. THE THREAD WILL UNRAVEL AS YOU WALK, LEAVING BEHIND A PATH THAT GLOWS, SO YOU MAY FIND YOUR WAY BACK OUT OF THE FOREST AND NOT BE CURSED WITH A CASE OF THE LOST-ME WARTS, WHICH TEND TO BE QUITE ITCHY.

	
[image: A pair of legs wrapped in mummy-style bandages with small spiders and cobwebs scattered around.] 2 * THE WHADDY WIGGLES ARE AN ANCIENT CLAN OF GREEN-SKINNED TROLLS WHOSE EXISTENCE PREDATES WRITTEN HISTORY. BECAUSE OF THIS, NO ONE KNOWS EXACTLY HOW THEIR SKIN TURNED GREEN, THOUGH THERE IS A PERSISTENT, IF NOT THOROUGHLY EMBARRASSING, RUMOR THAT INVOLVES A SPINACH LEAF, A VERY CRANKY LEPRECHAUN, AND A POORLY TIMED SNEEZE.








CHAPTER 2 THE UNICORNS WHO LIVE IN THE GROUND
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THE GRASS EXPLODED UP, ROOTS snapped, and mushrooms popped as the tree rose even higher and the ground split open even deeper, causing clouds of dirt and dust that blocked the sunlight. A thunderous rumble filled the air as a large figure began to emerge, climbing up from the newly made hole in the earth. Once the great burst of wind came, it blew the clouds of dust away and revealed the woodland unicorn. Pebbles and larger rocks bounced off her as she broke free from the dirt and stood before us, the tree now serving as the horn upon her head.3 *

Unlike other breeds of unicorn, woodland unicorns did not have fur. They were made of the earth they came from and this one was especially beautiful. Her legs were formed out of knotted twigs and vines. Twinkling bark and bright green moss blanketed her body. Her hooves were large boulders with deep cracks in the rock. Moss and sprays of fern grew in these crevices of time. The fern fronds shook with each step she took as she walked closer to us.

“If I were a unicorn,” Aunt Cauldroneyes said, “I’d want to have a tree for my horn, too.”

I looked up at the tree on top of the unicorn’s head. The branches swayed with her movements, and on occasion a leaf would drop down and land on her forehead, which was marked with the tree’s roots. The roots softly fell down her back and became her mane.

“Good morning, tree speaker.” The unicorn bowed to me as birds flocked to land on the branches of her tree horn.

The woodland unicorns always called me “tree speaker” because they said I was the last of the ones who knew the ancient Elflock language that could bring them up from deep in the earth.

“Good morning, magical hatmaker.” The unicorn next bowed to Aunt Cauldroneyes.

“We have your hat made,” I said.

I was so excited to get to the hatbox, I nearly tripped. The unicorn smiled as I held the box up toward her.

“Stitch and sew, feathers and thread, now put this magical hat on your head!” I sang out the rhyme I’d come up with.

The unicorn used her large snout to gently nudge the lid off the hatbox. Then she stared inside it before quickly looking up at us.

“I don’t mean to be rude,” she said, “but I don’t see a hat. I only see a pile of soil and leaves.” She looked back down at the dark brown dirt piled in the box.

“That was Spella’s idea,” Aunt Cauldroneyes said as the Star Spider crawled across her forehead from one braid to the other. “You see, we were trying to think about how to make a hat large enough to also fit around your beautiful horn.” Aunt Cauldroneyes gestured up to the giant tree. “That’s when Spella said we shouldn’t make a hat to fit around your horn, but rather we should make a hat that would grow around your horn.”

“It might look like a pile of dirt at first,” I added, “but it’s full of enchantments. There are dream whorls in there, wild warts, and even a whole jar’s worth of mist. I collected that myself. And once the hat grows out of the dirt, it will have lots of great bits and baubles on it.”

“And don’t forget the wonderful milliner moths4 *, little dear.” Aunt Cauldroneyes giggled.

“Oh, yes,” I said, looking up at the unicorn. “I remember when you put in the hat order that you said you were worried the hat would get torn on rocks, or snag on roots while you’re galloping under the ground. But you don’t have to worry about that with the milliner moths, because they’ll repair any tears you get.”

“The moths were Spella’s idea, too,” Aunt Cauldroneyes said with an even bigger smile.

“Sounds like the perfect hat.” The unicorn grinned and showed her teeth, which were rocks. Each was round and flat and old enough to be cracked.

“How do I put the hat on?” she asked. She was missing two of her front teeth, which gave her the most delightful smile.

“We’ll help you,” I said.

Me and Aunt Cauldroneyes took handfuls of the dirt out of the hatbox and started to toss it up onto the unicorn’s head. As soon as the dirt touched her, it changed color and texture, billowing out into bright blue fabric and transforming into a wide-brimmed hat that grew around the tree horn. The towering, twisting hat looked as if it had sprouted from the forest itself. Leaves fell continuously from its peak, and winding around the weathered fabric were ropey vines covered in moss. To touch the hat was to feel the rough texture of bark, the furling of a leaf, and warm air passing through fairy windows, which is what we called the star-shaped holes that sparkling dust rained down from.
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The hat’s sturdy seams were stitched by a thread we had woven out of nine different roots, while buttons made out of bark and heartwood suddenly sprang to life.

Lastly, a veil of mist trailed down over the unicorn’s mane and over the fringe of thimbles clacking along the brim of the hat. It was from these thimbles that the milliner moths emerged to fly around the unicorn.

“I love it!” She neighed as she kicked up her front legs. “The whole herd is going to want a hat of their own. I can’t wait to show it to them.”

The unicorn raised her tail and turned to run back into the earth, but stopped long enough to say, “Thank you, magical hatmakers.”

We waved her off, and she galloped back underground. The soil and rock fell in after her, until the tree horn was pulled down to its place in the forest.

“I think we’re going to have more hat orders from woodland unicorns,” Aunt Cauldroneyes said, picking the hatbox up. “We can reuse this for another one.”

Just then I saw something moving under Aunt Cauldroneyes’ shaggy cloak. Before I could tell her, a small pink tail popped out by her collar.

“You silly little mouse.” Aunt Cauldroneyes giggled as she grabbed the pink tail gently and lifted the tiny magical hat out.

He was made out of woolly fabric and had small round ears like a mouse.

“Shouldn’t you be back at the house having your breakfast?” I asked him.

The mouse hat squeaked and twitched his whiskers before Aunt Cauldroneyes let him scurry up her arm, pulling the sleeve back and revealing the lightning bolts tattooed around her wrist like a charm bracelet.

All the members of the Sisterhood of the W.O.L.V.E.S. had the tattoos. Aunt Cauldroneyes was a founding member of the secret group. “W.O.L.V.E.S.” stood for “Witches’ Oath to Love and Value the Environment for Spellwork.”

Aunt Cauldroneyes and the other members in the group protested the use of magical creatures in magic. She and the sisterhood got together for secret meetings held in places like in the giant knot of a gnarled root or in caves with entrances hidden by rocks.

I was the youngest member of the sisterhood. Being only eight years old meant I wasn’t yet old enough for the lightning bolt tattoos, but I would sometimes draw them on my wrist in berry juice or disappearing pumpkin ink.

“You silly little hat, you.” Aunt Cauldroneyes giggled some more at the mouse hat as he scampered across her back. “We’d best get you home.”

Along the way we came across a familiar fallen log in the path.

“Look, Aunt Cauldroneyes.” I pointed at the flattened pieces of mushroom around the log. “Someone has smashed the elf cups.” Elf cups were mushrooms shaped like small cups. The members of the sisterhood would leave messages for each other scribbled on them.

“Who would destroy them?” I asked.

“I’m not sure.” Aunt Cauldroneyes quickly shuffled over to the log, where she bent down and started to pick up the pieces. “Here’s part of a message,” she said, before adding, “No, wait. It’s just some sleeping ants. But here is a message. Ah, yes, a message from the sisterhood.”

I helped her try to fit the mushroom pieces together. We found the word “stolen” written on one and the word “cauldron” on another. The message was written in a language only the sisterhood could read. Aunt Cauldroneyes had taught it to me.

“A stolen cauldron,” I said, looking up from the mushrooms to Aunt Cauldroneyes. “I wonder whose cauldron it was.”

Aunt Cauldroneyes stared at the sky. “If the message were really important,” she said, “we’d see more of it written in the flight patterns of the birds.” She searched the skies with her eyes. “But I don’t see anything.”

She hitched up the skirt of her dress and started to climb one of the nearby trees to get a closer look at the sky. But I was glancing over my shoulder, toward the crunching sound coming from behind me. All I saw was a stand of silver ferns, their fronds rustling.

Crunch, crunch. The sound grew louder on the other side of them. CRUUUUUUUNCH.

I stepped closer, parting the ferns’ glistening leaves, to find a pile of broken wands on the ground. As soon as I saw the wands, a great chill ran up my back.

“Aunt Cauldroneyes,” I shouted. “It’s Stonescare!”

“Where?” She slid back down the tree’s trunk so fast, she landed with a thud. Her eyes darted in every direction as she ran over and immediately shielded me under her cloak. “I don’t see him. Where is Stonescare?”

“He’s here somewhere,” I said. I could feel my heart pounding. “He has to be.” I pointed a shaking finger toward the pile of wands. “He’s been eating those.”

Aunt Cauldroneyes looked at the pile, then down at me, her face softening. “Oh, little dear,” she said. “Those aren’t wands. That’s nothing but a pile of sticks.” She walked over to them and picked one up to show me. “Probably the discarded knitting needles of a Bumple Beaver.”5 *

“But I heard Stonescare eating them, Aunt Cauldroneyes,” I said. “I heard him crunching on them. I heard the wands breaking against his teeth.”

A lizard popped his head up from the pile. He was chomping the end of one of the sticks.

“See, Spella,” Aunt Cauldroneyes said. “It was only that lizard.”

I took the stick from her and turned it over in my hand, noticing how much it looked like a gnarled wand, broken at the tip. I had been so sure that’s what the pile was. I’d been even surer that the sticks had been gathered by Stonescare.

He was a frightful, mean wizard who I first met last September when he showed up on our doorstep holding a burlap sack that held a growling hat inside. A hat that would kidnap Aunt Cauldroneyes and take me to Dragon’s Knob, a school for wand witchery and magic. Stonescare had once been the headwander of Dragon’s Knob, before he was fired for continuing to use animals in spells after the school had banned such magic.

Even though Stonescare was gone, I hadn’t forgotten him. Not the shaggy red eyebrows that matched the sideburns growing long down his cheeks, nor his eyes that lit up like flames. He wore a dragon’s wing for his cloak and had a wand stabbed through his hand. But the thing that always gave me the biggest shivers was seeing the pieces of broken wands sticking to his teeth. He was the worst type of wizard. He ate magical wands and their shadows.

“You don’t have to worry about him,” Aunt Cauldroneyes said as she wrapped her warm arms around me. “He’s gone, Spella.”

“For now,” I said. I tossed the stick back into the pile and watched it fall to the bottom.

Aunt Cauldroneyes hugged me tighter, and I snuggled my face into her dress, which smelled of the mist in the treetops and the summer in the forest all around us.

“Let’s find our path that leads us back to the house,” she said, “and grab some breakfast before those hats eat it all. How’s that sound, little dear?”

I looked up at her and nodded just as the little mouse hat peaked out from her collar at me and smiled. As we headed down the path that would take us home, I couldn’t help but look back toward the pile of broken sticks and shiver once more.


	
[image: Two animal arms with clawed paws, featuring a band with an Eye of Horus symbol on one arm and a ring on one finger.] 3 * ACCORDING TO THE FAMED ENCYCLOPEDIA, THE FABULOUS FIELD GUIDE TO THE FEARSOME AND FANCIFUL, PENNED BY THE MAD SUBTERRANEAN SCIENTIST DR. DIRTCLOUD, UNICORNS ARE ONLY A FEW OF THE CREATURES WHO LIVE UNDERGROUND. OTHERS INCLUDE THE MELANCHOLIC MURRS, THE EERIE SHRILLS, AND THE GLOBBERING GLOADS, THOUGH THE GLOADS ONLY LIVE IN THE GROUND EVERY OTHER CENTURY. THERE ARE EVEN VERY OLD LEGENDS ABOUT GIANTS SLEEPING IN THE GROUND, WHICH IS WHY IF YOU EVER COME ACROSS A RATHER LARGE TOE STICKING UP FROM THE DIRT, IT IS BEST TO RESIST THE URGE TO TICKLE IT.

	
[image: Decayed, skeletal feet with tattered pants and visible stitches, surrounded by flies.] 4 * MILLINER IS A FANCY NAME FOR HATMAKER, WHICH IS WHY THESE MOTHS ARE BORN FROM THE TOOLS OF THE TRADE. A FORGOTTEN HAT PIN WEDGED IN A FLOOR CRACK MAY SUDDENLY FLUTTER AND SPROUT WINGS AS A MOTH EMERGES. A LOST RIBBON CUT LONG AGO AND STIRRED BY WIND MAY SUDDENLY EXPLODE IN A FLUTTERING OF MOTHS.

	
[image: Two large, gray, elephant-like feet with thick skin and visible wrinkles, each foot having four rounded toes with white nails.] 5 * BUMPLE BEAVERS ARE THE MOST RENOWNED KNITTERS IN ANY FOREST. THEY’RE ALWAYS LOOKING FOR THE VERY BEST STICKS TO USE FOR KNITTING NEEDLES. BUT NOT JUST ORDINARY STICKS. THEY SEARCH FOR THE ONES THAT HAVE BEEN STRUCK BY LIGHTNING, OR A BRANCH THAT A UNICORN HAS BRUSHED AGAINST WHILE RUNNING IN THE HERD. BEST OF ALL ARE THE STICKS A PHOENIX HAS LANDED ON, BECAUSE THOSE WILL KNIT A SWEATER THAT WILL NEVER BURN. VERY IMPORTANT FOR BUMPLE BEAVERS, AS THEY TEND TO LOVE A GOOD FIRESIDE NAP.






CHAPTER 3 FLOATING PANCAKES AND FLYING JUICE


[image: Tolden and Spella face each other, crossing their wands inside a leafy frame.]

AS WE WALKED UP THE moss-covered path, I looked at the tall stone house at the end of it. There was a front-back-headed crow6 * perched on top of the wooden sign nailed to the porch. The sign read MATHILDA THE MAGICAL MILLINER. “Mathilda” was Aunt Cauldroneyes’ first name, and she had made the sign herself, just as she had built the house herself. The large front porch was made out of wild wood that always steamed like a potion after the rain, and the polka-dotted roof had nine chimneys shaped as geese heads. Birds came from all over to build on top of the chimneys. The twigs in their nests looked like shaggy hair on top of each goose head.

I loved the big stone house and the way it trapped lightning in its window glass during a storm, and how all the doors inside were enchanted to smell like chocolate. They tasted like chocolate, too, which is why the hats loved to chew on them.

The fairy hats preferred to nibble on the kitchen door because it tasted like milk chocolate, while the owl hats loved to peck at the attic door, savoring the dark chocolate flavor. Sometimes they pecked holes up and down and all around the doorknob, but that was okay, because the doors were enchanted to build themselves back every time a hat took a bite.

We had tons of magical hats living in the house with us, but that’s what happens when you’re a magical hatmaker. Some hats had warts that squeaked. Other hats had noses that constantly sneezed. There were hats with crystal eyes and hats that grew polka-dotted toadstools. I loved them all, because the magical hats were my family, and I knew, since it was early in the morning, that they would all be in the kitchen having their breakfast.

As me and Aunt Cauldroneyes walked up onto the porch, the mouse hat hidden under her cloak jumped out and ran inside the house through the small mouse hole cut by the front door. Me and Aunt Cauldroneyes had made the mouse door together, using a very tiny thimble as its doorknob.

“You can go on in, too, Spella,” Aunt Cauldroneyes said as she started to walk over to the flowerpots collected around the porch. “I’ll just check on my mist to make sure it doesn’t need any watering.”

Though Aunt Cauldroneyes grew regular plants like Elf Bramble Mint, Snuggle Snouts, and Twisting Trootles in the summer months, she also grew mist that she planted in the early mornings. The mist grew in pots without dirt, and would bloom like roses, or grow long like ivy, depending on what type of mist it was. I watched her as she lifted up one of the vines, checking the edges of its leaves, which rolled in a fine layer of pale green mist. The Star Spider crawled to the very end of her nose to stare at the vine herself.

“Aunt Cauldroneyes?” I asked. “Who do you think smashed the elf cups?”

She looked up from the mist and met my eyes. “I know you think it’s Stonescare,” she said, “but I’m sure it was only a wayward unicorn who galloped on them by chance, or even a troll who accidentally sat down without looking. Don’t worry, Spella. Go on in and have some breakfast.”

I nodded and said, “Don’t be too long, Aunt Cauldroneyes. You’ll miss the best burpjacks.”

As soon as I stepped into the house, I could hear the clatter of dishes, the scraping of forks, and the laughter coming from the bustling kitchen. I couldn’t wait to join the hats at breakfast. I ran past the living room, through the crooked hall, and back to the kitchen. The morning sunlight was streaming through the stained-glass windows, which had images of baking bowls, loaves of bread, fruit, and a cake frosted with bright red cherries.

Morning in the kitchen was one of the most delightful times. There were bowls stirred by enchanted wooden spoons while a gnarled tree branch rolled out dough on its own for more biscuits. Cartons of juice flew in and out of the hollow tree stump that was our refrigerator. Our oven was a large jack-o’-lantern pumpkin. It was fired up, baking fresh batches of muffins, the flames inside glowing from the jack’s eyes and grin. And then there were all the hats!

Something you should know about magical hats is that they are very much alive, and just as much of a creature as any of the ones that live deep in the forest. There were hats that could howl like a wolf. Hats that could hop like frogs. And hats that climbed up the walls on spindly spider legs. Some of the hats could even fly, like the ones that had feathers and hooted like owls. The smaller ones with webbed wings and tiny fangs were our bat hats. They were part vampire and slept in tiny coffins.

“Hi, everybody!” I said as I stepped into the warmth of the kitchen.

The giant hat we called Grandma’s Boot was sitting at the breakfast table. He had his feet up and crossed at the ankles on a wooden stool, while he read the newspaper called the Daily Cackle.7 * Each time he flipped a page, a bite of pancake flew out from the paper and floated into his mouth. He chomped on it, pushing the small gold-rimmed eyeglasses back up on his nose as he read the news aloud to anyone who would listen.





[image: A magical breakfast scene featuring enchanted objects, including a spider wearing a witch hat, a floating carton, and a boot reading a newspaper.]



“There’s a flying broom recall on the Cloud Chaser,” he announced, and tsk-tsked. “Apparently, it has a backward-facing bristle that causes the rider to suddenly fly in reverse at the most inopportune times. It reminds me of the Great Broomstick Recall when brooms were flying on their own to join migrating geese. Ah, and here’s an article about two wizards whose cauldron has been overflowing for nine days and turning neighbors into newts. Oh my!”

The spider hat was using all eight of her legs to pour herself a bowl of Cackle and Crunch cereal, which cackled as it splashed in the milk. Mr. Sea Captain, who was like an octopus, was using half of his purple tentacles to top muffins with thimble butter, while using the other half to hand out the already buttered muffins to a waiting line of hats. The mouse hat had joined the rest of the mice, and they were all head-deep in glasses of Great Guzzle-UP juice, which enchanted them to fly long enough to hover above the kitchen table, before splashing down into bowls of pixie porridge. The owl hats were flying even higher up into the rafters, their talons holding on to the green biscuits we called wart crumblers.

“Excuse me, dear,” a hat said as she crossed in front of me. Her name was Lady Lemongrass. She looked like an old copper teakettle that had been pouring tea for centuries. Dragging behind her on the tabletop was a ribbon of tea bags. The bags wound around the plates on the table as she moved about and poured tea into dainty china cups and saucers for everyone.

“Careful now.” She shuddered as one of the bat hats used his fangs to grab a cup by the handle and fly it up to the rafters. “You’ve already chipped all my finest china!”

“What is your tea called this morning?” I asked Lady Lemongrass as I sat down in my chair at the table, gently nudging one of the fairy hats over so I could share the cushion with her.

The fairy hats looked like miniature pointed witch hats, except they had things like moss and toadstools growing on them. And they were colored in bright fabrics, with pieces of tulle that trailed from their wings.

“This morning’s brew is called Witch Wiggle Wake-Up,” Lady Lemongrass said as she shook with excitement, causing puffs of steam to rise from her spout. “It’s the perfect tea to get that morning burst of wiggles to start your day.”

I took a drink after she poured my cup. It tasted like pixie pollen, honey, and herbs from the deepest part of the forest.

“It’s delicious, Lady Lemongrass,” I said, before I broke out in enough wiggles to push the fairy hat off the chair.

“Sorry about that,” I said as the fairy hat flew up. She shook her pine-needle sword at me before she flew off toward a stack of burpjacks.

“Hey, would you all stop that now?” Grandma’s Boot was trying to swat the bat hats away.

They were flapping about and stealing everyone’s food, when they weren’t dipping their little vampire fangs into the bright red jam and pretending it was blood that they smeared onto the toast. I knew Egypt had made the toast, because linen wrappings were stuck in it. Egypt was a talking cat who just happened to be mummified, which meant she was wrapped in mummy linen from ear to tail. That also meant that anytime she made food, you were likely to eat pieces of mummy linen that dropped off her, not to mention some sand and dust, too.

I looked over at her. She was sitting on the counter by the toaster, which was shaped like a cauldron. She was tapping her nails, waiting impatiently as she stared at the steam rising from the toaster. Suddenly, crispy slices of bread popped up from the slots, followed by bubbles that floated up to the ceiling.

“Perfectly golden brown,” Egypt said as she grabbed the toast and plated them. Egypt’s toast was never square. It was always in the shape of a pyramid, and she always spread it with her homemade jar of mummy marmalade. I watched her layer the toast with the marmalade, using her longest nail to do so, before she licked it and picked up the plate. Carrying it, she jumped from the counter to the table, her black fur sticking through the gaps in her mummy linen.

“I’ve made my famous Purramid Marmalade Toast for you, young one,” she said, her yellow eyes shining like candle flames. She set the plate down in front of me while knocking back one of the bat hats with her other paw.

“Thanks, Egypt. It looks great.” I took a big bite and had to chew around a piece of linen stuck to the crust. “It’s delicious!”

“Thank you, young one,” she said in her deep, raspy voice that always made me think of the ancient pyramids. “I added some ground-up mummy magic to make it extra crunchy.”

“What’s in ground-up mummy magic?” a voice asked.

I turned around in my chair to see a boy with a small dragon sitting on his shoulder.



Excerpt from

Madam Millith Muddles’ Marvelous Manuscript of Mummy Methods, Magic, and Mythology

[image: A mummy-like figure with a tall, wrapped headdress, wearing jewelry and holding a quill pen.]

Vampires can turn into bats. Witches can fly on brooms. Werewolves can howl. But a mummy can shuffle. There is no other creature better at dragging their feet than us mummies. There are several techniques to mastering the best shuffle. For example, you should drag one foot behind you while keeping your arms stiff and stretched out in front of you. If you’re really good at shuffling, you can enter the annual Mummy Shuffle Championships. You’ll compete with other stiffs doing the Pharaoh Slide or the Unsteady Lurch, all for the chance to be crowned the Mummy Shuffle Master.

You will go down in shuffling history with other noteworthy mummies, like Oooog the Unstoppable. He is said to have shuffled for over a thousand years across the sands without sitting down once. By the end of it, he had shuffled off all his toes, but some said that made him an even better shuffler. He loved dragging his feet so much, he created the Mummy Shuffle Association.

In order to be a member, you must pass a crucial and rigorous test. You must shuffle out of a closed room without breaking the door down, all while keeping your arms perfectly stiff. It’s a very difficult test, which is why there are so many mummies still stuck in locked rooms, doomed to an eternity of trying to turn a doorknob with limp hands and stiff arms.




	
[image: Two wrapped mummy legs with spiders, cobwebs, and insects scattered around them.] 6 * A FRONT-BACK-HEADED CROW HAS ONE HEAD BUT TWO FACES. ONE FACE LOOKS FORWARD AND THE OTHER LOOKS BACK, WHICH IS WHY YOU SHOULD ALWAYS MAKE SURE TO HAVE DOUBLE THE BIRDSEED WHEN FEEDING SUCH CROWS.

	
[image: Two large, gray, elephant-like feet with thick skin and visible wrinkles, each foot having four rounded toes with white nails.] 7 * THE MORNING EDITION OF THE DAILY CACKLE IS ENCHANTED WITH PANCAKE BATTER, SO EVERY TIME YOU TURN A PAGE, A BITE OF PANCAKE FLIPS UP FROM THE PAPER AND FLOATS INTO YOUR MOUTH. JUST BE AWARE THAT SOME OF THE PANCAKES ARE PRINTED WITH THE DAILY CROSSWORD PUZZLE, THOUGH THIS WILL NOT AFFECT THE TASTE, UNLESS THE WORD “STALE” HAPPENS TO BE IN THE PUZZLE.






CHAPTER 4 THE BOY WITH THE PURPLE FEET


[image: Tolden and Spella face each other, crossing their wands inside a leafy frame.]

HIS NAME WAS TOLDEN TUTTERS, and he was standing at the bottom of the spiraling wood staircase that led upstairs. He was yawning and rubbing his eyes before putting his black square-framed glasses on. Tolden was eight like me, and I’d met him at Dragon’s Knob, the school for other Wand Keepers like us. He had his loose-fitting pajama pants tied up with an old pirate rope from Mr. Sea Captain. Tolden was also wearing his baggy red cardigan that had been given to him by his grandfather, who he called Grumps.

Tolden wore the cardigan all the time. It had patches on the elbows, and a small dragon that liked to sleep inside its collar. The dragon’s name was Softfang. You’d find her hanging on Tolden’s hair, her bright blue legs resting on top of one of his ears, or hiding down below his collar, with only her pink belly sticking out. She was a chubby little dragon who whispered to Tolden things he might not be able to hear. She was his dragon hearing aid and was currently perched on his shoulder, yawning herself.

“What’s in ground-up mummy magic, you ask?” Egypt grinned. “Oh, you know, the usual. Some scarab beetles, pyramid pus, not to mention a little mummy armpit.”

She quickly scratched at the loose linen under her arms until sand dropped out.

“Oh, yuck.” Tolden made a face before smiling. “I know you’re only joking, Egypt.”

“I’m not being serious about the beetles and the pus,” she said, still grinning. “But I am about the mummy armpit.” She sniffed her fingers with a glint in her eye.

I patted her on the head as I said to Tolden, “You’re late to breakfast.”

Tolden and Softfang were spending the summer with us in Hungry Snout Forest before we went back to Dragon’s Knob in October to start our second year of classes.

Tolden yawned again and stretched both his arms before saying, “I was up all night helping Grandma’s Boot put his jigsaw puzzle together.”

He looked at the giant hat still reading the newspaper and eating the bites of pancake floating from it.

“You should learn to never start a puzzle with him at night,” I said.

The giant hat loved jigsaw puzzles, and his pockets were full of their pieces.

Tolden yawned again, but quickly shut his mouth when one of the bat hats came darting by to throw some berry jam into it. The jam ended up on his glasses and Softfang instead. Tolden took the glasses off to wipe the lens on his shirt, then helped Softfang clean up.

“Good morning, my dears.” Aunt Cauldroneyes came in holding a mist flower in her hand. The smoky petals left hazy trails as she put the flower in a small vase on the windowsill. “How is everyone doing?”

She turned to look at Tolden, then dropped her eyes to his feet. He was wearing one red sock and one blue one.

“Oh my!” Aunt Cauldroneyes started to laugh. “You’re wearing mismatched socks.”

Both Softfang and Tolden looked down to see for themselves. Tolden’s floppy hair fell into his eyes as he said, “Socky keeps eating all my socks. I can’t find any more pairs that match.”

Just then Socky came running into the kitchen. He was a dog who we’d met at Dragon’s Knob, too. He was made out of all the lost socks of students, which is why his tail was a yellow sock and his tongue was a red one. Not only was he made of different-colored socks but he also loved eating them. He was chomping on one then.

“Don’t you know you should never wear a blue sock with a red sock?” Aunt Cauldroneyes said, her cheeks puffing out as she tried to hold back an even larger chuckle.

“What will happen if you wear red and blue socks together?” I asked.

“Your feet will turn purple.” Aunt Cauldroneyes burst out in laughter as Socky started to tug at the toe of Tolden’s red sock. When Socky had pulled it completely off, Tolden gasped as we all stared at his bright purple foot with even brighter purple toenails. Softfang nearly fell off his shoulder when she saw them.

“Oh no, what do I do?” Tolden cried out. He immediately yanked the blue sock off his other foot, only to see that both feet matched. He used the sock to rub his feet as if he could rub the color off. “If I go back to Dragon’s Knob with purple feet,” he said with a groan, “they’ll probably turn it into a class lesson.”

“They won’t be purple by the time we go back,” I said, trying not to laugh with the hats and Egypt. “It’s only July,” I added, “and classes don’t start at Dragon’s Knob until October. You have time to wash the purple off.”

“Yeah,” he said, wiping the sweat that had started to bead across his forehead. “You’re right. Maybe if I just use a lot of soap?” He turned his desperate eyes to Aunt Cauldroneyes, who was shaking her head.

“I’m sorry, dear,” she said. “Not even the Bubble Blast Fizz8 * would wash that off, and it’s the toughest soap on the market.”

“What will I do?” Tolden asked as Softfang stared down at her own feet, checking her blue toes one by one to make sure they weren’t turning purple.

“Not to worry, my dear Tolden.” Aunt Cauldroneyes couldn’t help but keep chuckling. “I know just the de-purpling spell. And you two can use your wandles9 * for it. It’s important for you to practice using those over summer break.”

Me and Tolden had gotten the wandles at Dragon’s Knob. They were given to students as beginner wands. Your wandle was the color of your birthstone, and each had a wandle wart on it to help you know how to correctly place your hands when doing magic.

“What spell do you know, Aunt Cauldroneyes?” Tolden asked.

“It’s an old spell called the Violet Vanquish,” she said, “but it also goes by the names Purple Poof, Fuchsia Fade, and Lavender-Be-Gone, depending on the shade of purple that’s being gotten rid of. It’s a very complicated spell, and you must have the proper experience to undertake it, or you risk making the color even brighter. Or worse, the purple could spread up to your legs, maybe even your whole body.”
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