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HELLO, SMALL HUMANS.

Back again, are you?

How wonderful… for you, specifically. Less so for me – I’m finding this whole thing quite tedious. I only spoke to you last time because I was threatened with being turned into calamari. Have you ever been threatened with being turned into calamari?

I didn’t think so.

Wait, you have?

Oh, you just like eating calamari.

Could you move back, please? And could some of the other children move forward? Yes, in a sort of barrier formation, that’s right. Thank you.

I’m assuming that you’re here because you want another story. Well, I have some wonderful news for you – I don’t have another story.

INSTEAD, what I have is the truth.

Of course, the truth is just as good as a story! In fact, it’s even better because it’s… well, it’s true.

No. There is no calamari. I do feel I’ve made my position on that very clear. Please listen, will you? And could someone keep an eye on Captain Calamari there? He looks hungry.

Now, where was I? Oh yes, the truth. Last time, I told you a story about witches. I told you a story about evil, power-hungry monsters, whose only goal was the annihilation of all things.

But the true story was never about witches.

The true story is about ONE witch. One single, powerful and determined witch. We must be quick, though. Time is running out. For everyone.

Are you ready, children of Everglade, for the real story?
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‘I THINK WE’VE MADE A mistake,’ said Wren. The gloom of the vast cave seemed to swallow her words whole.

Wren’s back was pressed against the cave wall, and she told herself that the shiver skittering up and down her spine was due to the cold stone and nothing else. A soft glow permeated the darkness, thanks to the bioluminescent fungus growing in huge, flat discs. Long, pointed stalactites hung from the ceiling. Every so often, a drop of water would land with a loud plop! in a distant pool of water.

Blue and Wish, Wren’s best friends, stood beside her. The greenish-yellowish cast to the air made their familiar faces seem strange and distorted.

‘This was your idea. So that means you’ve made a mistake,’ said Blue, blowing a strand of curly red hair off her face.

Blue was head and shoulders taller than Wren, and stocky, with white skin and emerald eyes. She leaned against the wall and crossed her feet at the ankles, looking perfectly at home. The laces of her big, brown boots trailed in the grit on the cave floor. ‘You said I’d get to see a gigantic, terrifying creature.’ Blue waved a hand around. ‘All I see are pointy things, and mushrooms.’

There wasn’t much that bothered Blue, or scared her. Sometimes, Wren wondered if the reason Blue was always looking for adventure was because she was too relaxed. I wonder what that would feel like? thought Wren.

‘There was a pretty big beetle earlier,’ said Wish. ‘Some people might think of a beetle as a gigantic and terrifying creature?’ He tilted his head thoughtfully, his cloud of tight brown ringlets shifting. ‘If they were very small people. Who had previously had a bad experience with beetles.’

Wish approached the world from a different perspective than most, but always with a kind heart. He was lanky and a smidge taller than Blue. But where Blue stomped through the world recklessly, Wish floated above it. Wren did neither. She fell over a lot.

‘Didn’t you say you had a plan?’ said Blue, raising her eyebrows at Wren.

‘I did have a plan,’ said Wren. She busied herself with a red wildflower that was threatening to escape her reddish-brown braid. ‘It just…’ She trailed off, not sure that really, really wanting something to work out constituted an actual plan.

‘… wasn’t a good plan?’ supplied Wish. He craned forward to peer at Wren, his expression open and his blue-grey eyes sincere. The greenish light flickered over his deep brown skin.

‘Nope,’ said Wren. She blinked her hazel eyes and sighed. ‘It wasn’t.’

Wren felt like lately, all of her plans had been not-good. Not a single one had worked out, and she so desperately needed one to. She swallowed down the sour taste of disappointment.

‘I thought he’d be here,’ she admitted, scratching at a mole on her bronze skin. ‘He’s shown up every other time.’

‘To yell at you and tell you to never come back?’ asked Wish.

‘Yeah,’ said Wren. ‘But I didn’t think he meant it. He always shows up.’

There was silence.

Wren stared around at the empty cave. He’s not here, she told herself sadly. Pressure pushed down on Wren’s shoulders, and she hunched forward, as if to take the weight of it.

‘It has to be you, Wren.’ The memory of her mother’s words echoed in her mind.

Sometimes, Wren wondered if the pressure would get too much for her, and she’d end up squashed beneath it; a Wren-shaped pancake, flattened by a force no one else seemed to see or understand.

‘Well,’ said Blue, slapping a palm against her thigh and pushing off the wall. ‘We’d better get back. May said she’d show me the new sword that Brutus made.’

‘No, she didn’t,’ said Wish. ‘I was there. She said, “Blue, stay away from the armoury. The new sword that Brutus made has nothing to do with you.” ’

Blue grinned. ‘I didn’t say it was a direct invitation.’

‘Um,’ said Wren. She dragged a sneaker through the dust. ‘About getting out of here…’ She cleared her throat. ‘It’s not something that’s quick. Or easy.’

More silence.

Wren raised her eyes from her sneakers.

Wish and Blue were both staring at her.

‘It’s just that this is a kind of magical-cave-place, y’know?’ Wren explained in a rush, her words spilling out and butting up against each other. ‘The exit moves around. I never know where to find it. And sometimes it can take a long time. A really long time.’

More staring. More silence.

‘Are we trapped?’ asked Wish. ‘Underground?’ He grabbed his feathers from inside one of his bunny slippers and began shuffling through them. It was what he always did when he was worried about something.

‘No, we’re not trapped,’ said Wren firmly. ‘Well, maybe we are. I’m not sure.’

‘You usually come here on your own. There are three of us this time. I’m sure we can find a way out pretty fast,’ Blue pointed out.

‘Exactly!’ said Wren, latching onto the suggestion like it was the last cookie at a picnic. ‘We’ll find a way out!’ Her voice went higher. ‘It’ll be fine!’

It was in that precise moment that all the light in the cave disappeared. The glow from the fungi vanished as suddenly and completely as if someone had switched them off at the wall.

Wren made a small noise in the back of her throat. She could hear Wish and Blue breathing nearby.

It was dark.

Very dark.

Wren closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them again, finding no difference between the two states. A word floated into her mind: comprehensive.

Wren had learned the term earlier that week, when she, Wish and Blue had looked after the baby squirrels. One of the kits had gotten overexcited and thrown up on the rug. When May had shown up with a mop and bucket, she’d said, eyes watering: ‘Oh my, that smell is comprehensive, isn’t it?’

Which meant, Wren had decided, everywhere, but in a really disturbing way.

‘We seem to be in the dark,’ said Wish, after a few moments.

‘Yep,’ said Blue.

Wren swallowed. ‘That’s okay, though, isn’t it? It’s just the dark! None of us are scared of the dark, right?’ She gave a forced chuckle.

‘Not me.’

‘Or me.’

‘I’m definitely not.’

‘See? We’re fine!’ said Wren. She did some quick addition in her head. ‘… all… four… of us.’

A throaty laugh sounded from behind Wren, somewhere near the roof of the cave.

She turned around and looked up.

A small blue flame hung suspended in the darkness above her.

There was the sound of rushing wind – like something gigantic and terrifying was taking an equally gigantic and terrifying breath in – and the flame flared.

Frantically, Wren reached out to where she thought her friends were and grabbed. Her fingers closed over Wish’s t-shirt and Blue’s forearm.

‘Get down!’ she yelled, dragging them to the ground beside her.

There was a series of thumps as they all hit the floor.

And then, a ROAR.

Wren rolled onto her back, her eyes wide, as fire blazed in a brilliant red arc high above her head.

The fire poured from the throat of a huge dragon. His sunset-coloured scales shone in the fierce light. He thrashed his tail from side to side, the bronze spikes along his back glowing in the glare of the seemingly endless fire streaming from his wide-open mouth.

‘Heaps better than a beetle,’ whispered Blue in satisfaction.



The Oracle, the dragon who was the voice of the Fates, closed his mouth with a snap, cutting off the fire. The discs of fungus began to emit light again. This time, they seemed to glow a bit brighter, like they were trying harder than they had before.
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Wren stared up at the looming Oracle.

His head and neck gleamed with vibrant red scales that lightened to orange around his chest and turned yellow on his legs. He stretched his long, snaky neck down towards Wren and pulled his lips back to reveal large white canines.

‘What did I tell you to do last time?’ he demanded in a slightly nasal tone.

‘To go away,’ said Wren, with a sigh, climbing uncomfortably to her feet.

‘And what else?’ snarled the Oracle.

‘And never come back,’ said Wren, her voice on the edge of petulance.

‘And what is it exactly that you’ve done?’

Wren threw her hands out wide. ‘I’ve come back!’ she said.

‘Just once,’ said the Oracle, his eyes raised towards the ceiling, ‘once, I wish you’d listen to me.’

‘That’s not really Wren’s strength,’ commented Wish. He carefully tucked his feathers back into the side of his bunny slipper before climbing to his feet.

Blue was already upright. She bounced excitedly on her toes. ‘You almost killed us!’ she told the Oracle brightly.

‘Oh, good, you’ve brought friends,’ said the Oracle, giving Wren a flat stare. ‘To what do I owe this intrusion?’

‘You know why I’m here,’ said Wren. She tried to inject as much determination into her voice as she could. ‘I need to know about the Everglade Witch – who they are, what they want, and what they’re doing now.’

The Oracle blew out his cheeks, sending a gust of warm air towards Wren. ‘I’ve already told you, several times – I cannot answer your questions.’

‘Why not?’ asked Wren. ‘You know things, don’t you?’

‘I know lots of things,’ said the Oracle regally.

‘Then why don’t you give me answers? Why don’t you tell me what to do?’ Wren begged.

‘I am the voice of the Fates! I do not go around handing out answers like cookies!’ The Oracle flicked his scaly wrist as if he were skimming stones.

‘That’s not how you hand out cookies,’ said Wish, looking concerned.

‘My mum told me I had to defeat the Everglade Witch, but I don’t know how,’ said Wren, trying to keep the whine out of her voice.

‘The answer to that is so simple even you should have figured it out by now,’ said the Oracle, giving Wren a patronising look.

‘Well, I haven’t. So why don’t you just tell me?’ she said.

‘You do something. Or, you do nothing. Or, you do some things, but not others. Your thread is your own,’ said the Oracle.

My thread? thought Wren, frowning. ‘That’s not a real answer,’ she said out loud. She put her hands on her hips. ‘It doesn’t count.’

‘Make your own choices, Wren Westerly. And stop wasting your time in my lair,’ said the Oracle, glaring at her.

Wren opened her mouth to ask the Oracle another question, but he cut her off with a swish of his taloned hand. A whiff of sulphur hit the air.

‘No more questions! I am too tired for this.’ He dragged a scaly hand across his eyes and appeared to stifle a yawn.

‘Why are you tired?’ asked Wren.

The Oracle gave her a scathing look.

‘Fine,’ she said with a sigh. ‘No more questions.’

‘Your path is your own,’ said the Oracle. His eyes bored into Wren’s. ‘Please go walk it. May those stumpy things you call legs take you far, far away from me,’ he added.

Wren looked down at her legs. ‘You didn’t need to say stumpy,’ she muttered.

‘It was a choice,’ the Oracle acknowledged with an incline of his head. ‘You should try it sometime. The exit is over there.’ He pointed with a long, burnished-gold talon. ‘You won’t find me here again, so don’t bother coming back.’

Wren looked back up at the Oracle. The question ‘Where will you be?’ was on the tip of her tongue.

‘No questions!’ snapped the Oracle. His tail lashed, raising a cloud of dust.

Wren rolled her eyes and trudged towards the exit, her shoulders slumped.

‘Cheer up!’ said Blue, nudging Wren with an elbow. ‘It could have been worse!’

‘How?’ asked Wren.

‘Well,’ said Wish, tapping his cheek with a finger. ‘The beetles could have insulted you too.’
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WREN WIPED A HAND ACROSS her brow. The cool gloom of the Oracle’s lair had been a welcome break from the scorching heat of the morning sun.

That’s all it was good for, thought Wren grumpily as she followed Wish and Blue down the main pathway of Meadow Court, with Pippin scampering beside them.

‘And then he asked if I knew the fire-witch, and I said I was the first one who smelled her! And he said whoa, and I said I know, and then he said…’ said Pippin. The tiny red squirrel’s bushy tail flicked to-and-fro as he told this long, and somewhat complicated, story about his morning’s work.

Wren couldn’t concentrate. Her thoughts kept returning to the Everglade Witch like a paperclip to a magnet. Who are you? she demanded of the nameless, faceless witch in her head. And why do I have to defeat you? What have you DONE?

‘Magic is at risk, and it’s not just the Eater you’ll need to defeat. It’s the Everglade Witch too.’ Wren had watched the Tiding her mum had left for her dozens of times, but it still didn’t make any sense. For a start, her mum was the only known witch from Everglade, which meant there was an unknown Everglade Witch lurking around somewhere.

Secondly, Wren would be the first to admit she wasn’t a natural choice to defeat anyone. She was twelve. Also, she didn’t look particularly strong or impressive. And again – she was twelve. It was only last month that Aunt Nancy had allowed her to start using the stove unsupervised. Wren cringed as she remembered the pan she’d ruined. Pans aside, however, Wren had one thing that no one else did.

Fire-magic.

Wren was a fire-witch. Which meant not only was she the natural choice to defeat the Everglade Witch – she was the only choice.

I did defeat the Eater, Wren mused as she chewed on her lip. It hadn’t even been two weeks since the Eater had been forcibly returned to the Well of All, courtesy of Wren’s fireballs. But I only did that because I had to. Her gaze drifted over to where Blue and Wish were laughing at something Pippin had said. And because I needed to save my friends.

‘Don’t you think so, Wren?’ asked Pippin suddenly. He looked at her with bright, button-black eyes.

‘Um,’ said Wren. She had no idea what Pippin had been saying. ‘Yes. I do think so,’ she hazarded, covering her ignorance with a bright smile.

‘Really?’ asked Pippin. His ears pricked up. ‘You agree that whimsy smells like purple?’

Everyone stopped and stared at Wren.

‘Whimsy smells like purple?’ she said, blinking.

‘Pippin was telling us about the things he sniffed today,’ said Wish helpfully.

‘You weren’t listening!’ said Pippin with a wounded look on his face.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Wren. She crouched beside him and scratched behind his ear, being careful not to dislodge his official Messenger hat.

The hat was khaki and floppy, with slots for Pippin’s ears. It was an undeniably adorable hat, and the first time Wren had seen Pippin in it, she’d let out a high-pitched squeal that had left him preening for hours. He also wore a satchel around his body, held in place by a buckled strap.

‘My incredible sniffing ability doesn’t impress anyone anymore,’ said Pippin with a dramatic sigh. He turned his head slightly. ‘Do the other ear now,’ he commanded.

‘That’s not true,’ Wren protested, swapping ears. ‘We love that you can smell things that no one else can smell.’

‘Even when it sounds like nonsense,’ added Wish.

Wren’s gaze landed on the envelopes poking out of Pippin’s satchel. ‘I thought you were finished work for the morning?’ she asked. ‘There are a lot of messages still in your bag.’

‘I’ve delivered everything I could. It’s hard to find anyone,’ said Pippin, glancing at his almost-full satchel.

Wren frowned. ‘That can’t be right. They should be awake by now.’

Pippin was part of the Messenger Service. It was a new initiative designed to find any freshly awakened magic-kin. During the Eater’s reign of torment he had disrupted the cycle, lowering the level of magic. Most magic-kin had been forced into hibernation to survive.

‘There’s hardly anyone out there,’ said Pippin, adjusting his buckle.

Abruptly, Wren straightened up. Her stomach twisted. ‘Why aren’t they awake?’ she said quietly. The Eater wobbled the cycle when he came out of the Well of All, and I fixed it by putting him back in, she told herself. Magic levels should be rising again. The magic-kin should be awake. They should be easy to find!

‘Maybe they’re waking up slowly? They have been in hibernation for a long time,’ suggested Wish.

‘They could still be feeling groggy. My mums are like that. They’re never awake properly until they’ve had their second cups of coffee,’ said Blue.

‘I guess that could be why,’ said Wren slowly. I fixed the cycle, I did. I fixed it, she told herself firmly. But the tightness in her stomach remained, as stubborn as a stain.

She was distracted from her thoughts by a lion veering towards her. Boots was walking on his hind paws with a large cardboard box held in his front paws. Painted lanterns poked out the top of the box, making it hard for him to see.

‘Watch out!’ shrieked Boots.

‘Arghh!’ cried Wren as she leaped backwards, landing awkwardly on the grass.

‘Be careful, Mrs Cluck-Cluck!’ Boots shouted over his shoulder, almost tripping over his tail.

A chicken followed closely behind him. She held a single painted lantern in her beak.

From the safety of the grass, Wren watched as three bear cubs came into view. Each held a corner of a patchwork quilt in their mouths, with their chins lifted to keep it off the ground.

‘What’s going on?’ she asked.

‘Don’t ask me, I’ve been working all morning. I’m very important. I’ve even been nominated for Messenger of the Week,’ said Pippin, smoothing down his scarlet fur.

‘I didn’t know there was a Messenger of the Week,’ said Wish, his eyebrows raised.

‘There is since I started it,’ replied Pippin.

Blue snorted.

‘Hey! Wren! Hey!’ King Ares waved a toothbrush-thin arm at Wren from further down the pathway. More magic-kin animals joined the procession, all of them carrying either blankets, lanterns or cushions.

King Ares darted between legs and tails. Wren had never seen a ferret until she’d come to Meadow Court. Especially not one who wore a tiny golden crown, and a long, golden, crushed-velvet cape.

King Ares gave his cape a flamboyant whisk as he ducked out from under a moose’s belly. Unfortunately, he got his timing wrong, and the fabric caught a nearby raccoon in the face, causing Blue to snort again. Her snorts turned to laughter as the raccoon mistook King Ares’s cape for one of the blankets he was carrying and began to tug on it, forcing King Ares to skip along beside him.

Finally, King Ares freed himself and approached Wren. ‘Greetings, Wren – Fire-Witch of Meadow Court!’ he said, bowing exaggeratedly. A corner was missing from his cape.

‘Just Wren is fine,’ said Wren. She elbowed Blue, who was struggling to stifle her laughter.

‘Do you have any tidbits for the newsletter? New spells? Perhaps you’ve set something else on fire today?’ he enquired, pulling out a notepad and pencil from his cape.

‘No,’ said Wren quickly.

‘Wren’s been busy. We visited the Oracle,’ said Wish.

‘Oh. Because you’re still concerned about that Everglade Witch thing,’ said King Ares, giving Wren a pitying look.

‘Yes, because it’s still concerning,’ said Wren, crossing her arms. King Ares, along with most of Meadow Court, was not concerned about the Everglade Witch. From his perspective, the Eater was gone, and things were good. The Meadow Court magic-kin had never been scared of witches, and since Wren had proved that even fire-witches were safe, they weren’t about to start now. Wren found their belief in the goodness of witches flattering, yet frustrating.

‘Did the Oracle help?’ asked King Ares, his pen hovering above the notepad.

‘Not really. He breathed fire at us,’ said Blue cheerfully.

‘And he said Wren’s legs were stumpy,’ added Wish.

‘Don’t write that down!’ Wren protested as King Ares scribbled away.

‘I have to write something down,’ said King Ares, pausing. He lifted an eyebrow at Wren.

She sighed. ‘Then, write down that I’m working on a plan for defeating the Everglade Witch.’

‘Everglade Witch… plans… stumpy legs. Got it!’ said King Ares, tucking the notepad away. ‘I’m glad you’re here, Wren,’ he said. The sincerity in his voice surprised her.

‘I’m glad I’m here too,’ she replied. Meadow Court was the first place Wren had ever felt at home.

‘Problems like the Eater have always been taken care of by witches. It’s handy having one around again,’ said King Ares. He went to pat Wren on the back, but given he was a ferret, he had to settle for patting her on the knee.

‘You’re welcome,’ said Wren. ‘I guess.’

‘Make sure you come to the Migration celebration tonight. King’s orders!’ he said, with a lopsided wink.

‘The Migration is tonight?’ said Pippin, his voice rising.

Wish’s face lit up. ‘Ooh, is that what’s going on? I love the Migration!’

‘What’s the Migration?’ asked Blue.

‘You don’t know?’ said King Ares incredulously. ‘I definitely put the notice in the newsletter.’

‘I saw it. I just didn’t know what it meant,’ said Wren. The announcement of the Migration had been between an advertisement for a new and improved hoof-polish and an article titled ‘The Versatility of Capes!’

‘We didn’t learn much about magic-kin in Everglade. Because of the whole hatred thing,’ said Blue, shrugging.

‘It’s bad enough that Everglade lied about witches and kept you locked away behind that Wall,’ said Pippin, clasping his paws to his chest. ‘But to leave you both so ignorant? It’s sad.’

‘Very sad,’ said Blue matter-of-factly. ‘Now, tell us about the Migration!’ she added, her eyes shining.

‘The Migration is when the Sky-Whales return to the stars of their birth. They cross from one side of the night sky to the other,’ explained King Ares.

‘It’s amazing!’ said Wish, smiling. ‘Their bellies and the underside of their fins are dotted with silver marks, like stars, so at first it looks like a strip of sky is moving. But once your eyes adjust, you can see the shape of them. Sometimes, they sing,’ he added reverently.

‘I would have noticed a singing sky,’ said Blue.

‘How come we’ve never seen them before?’ asked Wren.

‘I guess their route doesn’t take them over Everglade,’ said Wish. ‘They follow the same path each Migration. There were a lot fewer of them last time. I hope they’re alright.’

‘Thanks to our fire-witch here, the cycle is fixed. Magic should be rising, so there’s no reason the Migration shouldn’t go splendidly,’ said King Ares. He patted Wren’s knee once more, then leaned against it, propped up on his elbow.

‘Sure,’ Wren agreed. ‘It will go great.’

She forced her lips into a smile and kept her eyes forward, ignoring the treacherous pull of the undelivered messages in Pippin’s satchel.
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WREN PAUSED OUTSIDE THE LIBRARY. It was an impressive building, with a white decorated façade and several stained-glass windows. The windows depicted the Fates, as well as scenes of the more common magic-kin who lived in Meadow Court, such as bears, deer, foxes and squirrels.

The eyes of one of the stained-glass bears seemed to follow Wren as she walked up the steps, and she was reminded of the last conversation she’d had with May. May had decided that the Tidings, which held Witch School lessons, were too dangerous for Wren to continue using. Wren had tried to replicate a spell she’d seen in an earth-witch lesson, one where the earth-witches had turned dried leaves back into healthy, blooming plants. A chunk of charcoal had seemed like a good fire-witch substitute.

It’s not my fault the spell worked too well, thought Wren, thinking of the scorch marks still visible on the guest hut ceiling. The fire had been brief, but aggressive, and May had taken the Tidings firmly away. Wren wasn’t too upset about it. There were no lessons specifically for fire-witches anyway, and it was more important that she learn about the Everglade Witch.

She crossed the threshold and entered the library.

‘Do we have to come back here?’ asked Blue with a groan. A few animals were perusing the shelves or reading quietly on large, overstuffed sofas. The atmosphere was hushed, almost like it was being muffled. Wren glanced over at the librarian seated behind the desk – or, as she thought of him, the Chief Muffler. He was a deer known for his low tolerance of chit-chat and his high tolerance of meticulous shelving. Luckily, he was preoccupied and hadn’t noticed Wren and her friends enter.

‘Yes! We have to find out more about the Everglade Witch! And we’re running out of options!’ Wren whispered, ducking behind a shelf.

They’d spent a lot of time in the library lately. Wren hadn’t found anything useful so far, but she didn’t know what else to do, and crying and screaming didn’t seem likely to produce results.

‘But there’s nothing here about the Everglade Witch,’ said Wish, frowning slightly. ‘We’ve looked. Remember? The librarian told us that everything to do with witches was witch business and he didn’t have any records of it.’

‘Maybe today’s different?’ said Wren, trying to sound carefree and optimistic, but landing closer to deluded.

‘Yesterday wasn’t,’ said Blue.

‘Or the day before that,’ said Wish.

Wren peered out from behind a book titled Goats of the World. Her eyes darted around the room. ‘Quick! The coast is clear!’ she said. She dropped the book and broke into a shambling, half-crouched run, darting down the aisle towards a small room to the side. Above the door hung a sign that read ‘Newspapers – Outlying Towns’.

‘Hurry!’ she hissed at Wish and Blue, who were casually strolling behind her. Wish had nabbed the Goats of the World book and was reading the back cover.

‘This looks very good,’ he commented as Wren frantically waved him through the door. He beamed and patted the book. ‘I’m glad we came today.’

‘Can we leave now?’ asked Blue once they were inside the room. She leaned heavily against the wall with an expression that could best be described as ‘a person forced to view blurry photos of a holiday they did not attend’.

‘Not yet,’ said Wren. She marched towards a small section at the back of the room, where a hand-written sign announced ‘Everglade – The’Glade Gazette’.

Wren plopped to the carpet in front of a neat stack of newspapers, pulled several off the shelf, and began to read.



‘I can’t keep reading this!’ said Wren. She closed the newspaper.

‘Good. You should stop,’ said Blue, her voice stifled by the damp towel she’d thrown over her head. It was stuffy in the small room, and the temperature outside was rising. Blue was sprawled across a large, flower-patterned armchair, with an abandoned newspaper on her lap.

‘I can’t stop!’ said Wren.

‘But… you said…’ Wish glanced uncertainly between Wren and Blue. He was sitting cross-legged on the floor with Goats of the World open on his lap and his collection of feathers spread out in front of him.

‘I mean, I can’t read any more articles about how much Everglade loves witches,’ said Wren. She opened the newspaper again. ‘Listen to this,’ she commanded.

Wish frowned. ‘But… you just said—’

‘Everglade rejoices at the news of its first witch, Arabella Westerly,’ read Wren, cutting Wish off. ‘ “I always knew Arabella had pizazz. She is destined for greatness,” claims older sister, Nancy, who is herself on track to be the youngest councillor in Everglade history.’

‘Everglade really used to love witches,’ said Wish.

‘Not anymore,’ said Blue grimly.

Wren gestured to the shelf. ‘She’s in almost every newspaper. They were so proud of her.’ She paused. ‘They hated me.’

Fire flared briefly in Wren’s gut, and she was ashamed that some of it warmed her cheeks too. She pressed her hands to her face, hiding her blush. Things have changed. I can be myself now. I don’t have to be embarrassed, Wren reminded herself.

‘And she wasn’t even a very good witch,’ said Wish. He picked up the newspaper, which had printed a copy of Arabella’s report card, and waved it in the air.

Blue snorted from underneath her towel.

‘She wasn’t a very good earth-witch,’ said Wren, taking the newspaper back from Wish and returning it to the pile.

Arabella Westerly had not triumphed as an earth-witch at Witch School. Wren, however, was extremely impressed with her mum’s terrible grades, given that she herself hadn’t even lasted a morning pretending to be an earth-witch.

Wren wrapped a hand around the Heart, which hung from a silver chain around her neck. The Heart was the second-best gift Wren had ever gotten from her mum. The best was her connection to fire-magic.

A smile twitched around the corners of Wren’s mouth. She reached inside herself, searching for the fire-magic that always blazed there, and connected to it. The tension in her shoulders eased, and she dove deeper into the fire, letting the curls of heat unroll along her arms and tingle in her fingertips.

Iridescent sparkles burst into life and began to wind around Wren’s wrists. Wren visualised her spell, then flicked her fingers. A marble-sized fireball flared to life in the centre of her palm. It was connected to the magic sparkles around her wrist by a thin thread. Wren concentrated, and the fireball grew larger. Almost absently, she began to play with it, moving her fingers one by one so the ball of flame rolled across her knuckles.

‘I wonder if anyone knew she was a fire-witch,’ said Wren quietly.

‘I doubt it,’ said Blue, one emerald eye peering out at Wren from beneath the towel. ‘It seems like Witch School had almost as many secrets as Everglade.’

‘They certainly didn’t believe in open records,’ said Wish.

Wren sighed. ‘This would be so much easier if I knew what to look for.’

‘It has to be you, Wren.’ Arabella’s words echoed in Wren’s head.

Wren twitched, almost dropping the fireball. When she looked up, she noticed that Wish was watching her. He gave her a shy smile and held out his palm. Wren beamed and tossed the fireball into his waiting hand. He caught it, and his smile lit up his whole face.

Blue straightened up and chucked the towel aside. ‘Ooh, me too! Throw it to me!’ She laughed as she caught it. ‘It tickles!’

Blue tossed it over to Wren again. They threw the fireball around the room, giggling and shrieking whenever it looked like someone would miss. And for the first time all day, Wren relaxed.

‘Ahem!’ came a pointed cough from the door.

Hurriedly, Wren caught the fireball and put her hands behind her back.

The Librarian trotted into the room, carefully manoeuvring his antlers through the narrow doorway. He was wearing a navy bow-tie with a tasteful polka-dot pattern.

‘I thought I spotted you three sneaking in here,’ he said. ‘What have I told you before?’

‘That you’ve given us everything you have on Everglade and witches,’ said Wren with a sigh.

‘Then why are you still here?’ he asked. His white-tipped tail flicked in apparent annoyance.

‘Wren thought you might have more information today,’ said Wish.

‘I don’t,’ said the Librarian. He glared at Wren.

She swallowed. ‘I just wondered if you’re sure this is everything you have?’ she asked, her eyes wide with innocence.

‘I’m as sure as I was last time you asked me.’ The Librarian pushed a book into place with his back hoof, using slightly more force than was necessary. ‘And the time before that!’

‘But what about the time before that?’ asked Blue.

The Librarian gave Blue a withering look, which she answered with an easy grin. His gaze returned to Wren. ‘I’m very sure I’ve given you every publicly available witch record. As I’ve explained before, witch business was witch business. I’m sorry that it’s come to this, and it pains me to say it, but I don’t believe the library can assist you any further.’

Wren stared up at him. ‘You’re kicking us out?’ she asked, her heart sinking.

‘The Eater is gone, and there’s no sign of this supposed Everglade Witch threat. Perhaps it’s time you focus on something else?’ suggested the Librarian, his tone softening a fraction. ‘You could paint your roof.’

Unconsciously, Wren brought her hands to her front and started rolling the fireball from one palm to the other. What do I do now? And what is the Everglade Witch doing while I’m getting kicked out of places?

‘AHEM!’ said the Librarian. He gave the fireball in Wren’s hand a significant glance, then looked at a new, hand-written sign that was pasted on the wall. It read: No fire (or charcoal) in the library.

‘Oh, right,’ said Wren with an awkward chuckle. She extinguished the fireball. ‘Sorry about that.’





[image: Chapter Four]

‘IS EVERYONE SETTLED?’ KING ARES yelled from between cupped paws. ‘Are there enough cushions?’

The sky had darkened, and the glowing sun was gently sinking behind the horizon. Meadow Court had gathered for the Migration, and the uppermost branches of the Great Tree were filled with enthusiastic chatter.

Wren knew that she was supposed to feel excited about seeing the Sky-Whales. And she was. Who wouldn’t be excited to see gigantic floating whales swimming through the stars? But the events of the day were weighing on her mind.

I can’t believe I was kicked out by both the Oracle AND the Librarian, she thought, making a face. They’re gonna be really annoyed when they see me again tomorrow.

A wave of uneasiness rolled in Wren’s stomach, and if she was being honest, it wasn’t just being kicked out that had her feeling this way. It was the complete lack of progress she’d made in finding out anything about the Everglade Witch. I just need one clue. I need something that tells me what the Everglade Witch wants, or what they did that was so bad, or what their name is. I need something!

Every day that passed left Wren feeling more tense. It was like she was about to take a test she hadn’t studied for. She didn’t know how badly it was going to go, but it was definitely going to go badly.

A breeze blew, rustling the leaves, and Wren gripped the pillow in her lap more tightly, even though she knew it was a ridiculous thing to hold onto. The seating situation for the Migration wasn’t helping her nerves either.

‘Are you alright?’ asked Blue, idly kicking her long legs over the edge of the platform.

‘I’m fine,’ said Wren grimly.

Meadow Court was a village in the sky, but most of the time, Wren didn’t think about the ‘in the sky’ part. Tonight was an unwelcome exception.

To get to the viewing platforms for the Migration, Wren had used the step-like notches carved into the branches of the Great Tree. She’d climbed branch after branch, her legs getting wobblier as she climbed higher. At the very top, just above the leafy canopy, were the wooden platforms. Wren had shakily collapsed onto the closest one and refused to budge, much to Wish’s disappointment. Wish had leaped eagerly between the platforms, trying to find the highest one. Even Blue, who was no stranger to jumping off the roof of her house back in Everglade, had looked slightly queasy at that.

Now, the entire population of Meadow Court was seated in the Great Tree. Wren had to admit, the platforms looked good. Each one held a few soft blankets and several plump, embroidered cushions. Colourful lanterns swayed gently on the branches below, making soft, glowing puddles of light. Wren looked across the sea of shifting leaves and felt gratitude swell in her chest.

This was her home.

‘Has everyone got a picnic basket?’ shouted King Ares.

‘We haven’t got ours yet! And I’m getting hungry!’ May called out from beside Wren. May was a big, brown bear; the biggest and strongest there was in Meadow Court. She was also the Knight of Meadow Court and, more recently, the coordinator of the Messenger service.

Another quick wave of discomfort rolled through Wren as she remembered all the undelivered letters in Pippin’s satchel. Although, she considered, in a rare show of practicality, the sick feeling could be because I’m up so high.

May seemed to be enjoying the rare break from her duties. She had even removed her sword from its holster on her back. The sheathed blade was lying beside her. Wren saw Blue casually shifting closer to it.

‘Don’t even think about it,’ said May in a good-natured rumble.

Blue sighed and shifted back.

There was a flapping sound overhead, and Wren looked up to see a large, speckled hawk with a hooked yellow beak flying over to them, a picnic basket gripped between his claws. He landed on the branch above their platform and dropped the basket, which landed neatly on a cushion.

‘Mini quiches, vegetable pasties and iced buns,’ announced the hawk, who was wearing a name badge that said ‘Tony’.

‘Finally! I’m starving!’ said May, twisting her bulk around to open up the wicker picnic basket.

‘Yum!’ trilled Pippin. Wren looked up to see Pippin and Wish perched on the branch above. They dropped down, Wish landing with a thud that reverberated through the platform and made Wren’s heartbeat stumble for a moment.

‘Please don’t do that,’ she said, squeezing her eyes tightly shut.

‘Why?’ asked Wish, all innocence.

Wren opened her eyes.

‘Is it because you’re worried the platform will break and we’ll fall through the air screaming and end up as a wet splotch on the ground?’ asked Blue with a wicked grin.

Wren’s eyes narrowed. ‘Something like that,’ she muttered.

Wish stood up, a pastie in his hand. The slight breeze ruffled his hair. ‘I never worry about falling. Have you tried not thinking about it?’ he suggested, looking down at Wren.

Wren blinked. ‘Nope.’

‘Here, think about this,’ said May, passing her a vegetable pastie.

Wren bit into it. The spiced vegetable mixture was sharp and fragrant in her mouth, and the pastry was deliciously flaky and buttery. She leaned back. The sun had almost disappeared behind the western horizon, and the sky above was streaked pink and gold.

The sound of contented munching and murmured conversation filled the canopy.

‘How’s the Everglade Witch hunt going?’ May asked her, pastry crumbs clinging to the fur around her mouth.

‘Same as usual,’ said Wren, with a shrug.

‘We got kicked out of the library today,’ said Wish. A slight frown marred his brow. ‘I’ve never been kicked out of a library before.’

‘It gets easier every time,’ said Blue, giving his knee a sympathetic pat.

‘If I could have everyone’s attention, please!’ King Ares called out from his platform near the edge of the Great Tree.

‘Oh no.’ May groaned. ‘He’s going to give a speech.’

‘I would like to give a speech!’ said King Ares, spreading his arms in a grand gesture. Unfortunately, he kept hold of his cape as he did so, creating an accidental parachute. The fabric caught a sudden, warm breeze, and King Ares’s eyes goggled with panic as he was blown at least a foot backwards.

‘Eeee!’ he cried. Hastily, he dropped his cape. After he’d adjusted his footing on the platform and taken a deep, calming breath, King Ares spread his arms wide again. This time, he left his cape out of it.

‘Good evening, Meadow Court! We are gathered here to witness the Migration,’ he said.

‘What’s wrong with King Ares’s speeches?’ Wren whispered to May.

‘Just wait,’ said May, under her breath.

‘The Migration is a magical event. In our magical world. Which we are a part of. Because we are magic-kin. But we are not, ourselves, an event. We just like to attend them,’ continued King Ares.

Wren had to cover her smile as May put her head in her paws. Blue shoved a pillow over her face to muffle her laughter, shoulders shaking.

‘I don’t see a problem. Everything he said is accurate,’ said Wish. He took another bite of his mini quiche, chewing thoughtfully.

‘We are, however, in an eventful time. We have suffered under the Eater, and we said toodle-oo to that suffering when Wren, Fire-Witch of Meadow Court, bounced several fireballs off his head,’ said King Ares.

‘Toodle-oo,’ repeated May. She burrowed further into her own lap.

‘I met Wren first!’ Pippin cried out, jumping up and down. ‘I was the first one to smell her!’

A whole section of red and grey squirrels clapped and whooped, and a family of bears turned to stare at Wren. She gave an embarrassed smile and slid down on her cushion, trying to hide behind May.

‘We used to think there was no hope,’ said King Ares. He took a moment to compose himself, his whiskers twitching.

Wren felt a tug on her heart. I used to think there was no hope too.

‘But then, Wren came to Meadow Court. She saved us from the Eater and fixed the cycle. Any day now our fellow magic-kin will be back with us. Because of Wren, we have something better than hope – we have fireballs!’ King Ares jumped around on the platform, pretending to throw imaginary fireballs.

All of Meadow Court, including May, Wish and Blue, joined the whooping and clapping this time. Boots was waving wildly at Wren from a platform he shared with several chickens. Even as her cheeks burned, Wren couldn’t help but grin.

Is that what I looked like? she asked herself, tilting her head as she watched King Ares leap around. Finally, he stopped. Panting slightly, King Ares bowed. ‘And now we can enjoy this magical event together, knowing that there will be many more Migrations to come! Thank you!’

Wren joined in the applause, a smile on her face. But just below the surface, uncertainty still fizzed like lemonade. There was a tingle on the back of her neck that she couldn’t ignore.

The lanterns dimmed, and the platforms were shrouded in the cloak of night. Crickets chirped their evening song.

‘Here we go!’ said Wish eagerly.

Wren looked up at the sky.

Stars began to appear in the blue velvet expanse above their heads, winking to life one by one. The air was swollen with expectation.

Wren waited, her eyes trained upwards.

As she watched, more stars filled in the inky blackness, like someone flicking a white paintbrush onto a dark canvas.

‘Any second now! Just keep watching!’ called King Ares. There was a squeak of anxiety in his voice.

Wren’s neck began to ache.

Murmurs began to rise around her. Quietly at first.

‘Did we get the day wrong?’

‘Are we in the right place?’

‘The cycle was fixed, wasn’t it?’

The questions got louder, and bolder, and Wren felt like the canopy was clotted with them.

‘Where are they?’

‘What’s wrong with the cycle?’

‘There’s still not enough magic!’

‘Everyone, calm down!’ cried King Ares. He paced on his platform, his crown askew. ‘The Sky-Whales will be here!’

Something twisted in Wren’s gut. Something sharp and painful.

‘I bet this isn’t anything to do with the cycle,’ said Blue, even though Wren hadn’t asked her.

Wren glanced over at Wish. The worried expression on his face was clearly visible in the starlight. She looked down at her hands.

Undelivered messages and no Sky-Whales, she thought, knotting her fingers together.

One by one, the platforms began to empty.

Eventually, when the moon was high, King Ares left. Wren thought about calling out to him, but she didn’t know what to say. She just watched him leave. His paws were bunched up in his cape, and Wren thought she saw a tear drop off the tip of his nose, catching the starlight as it fell.

Then, it was just Wren, Wish, Blue and May, with Pippin curled up on a cushion in the centre of the platform. They sat in silence. A sky full of motionless stars twinkled above them.

It was both beautiful and terrible.

‘I don’t think I fixed the cycle,’ Wren said softly. ‘I don’t think I fixed anything at all.’
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