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ABI ELPHINSTONE ON A PINCH OF MAGIC


‘The wry enchantment of an E. Nesbit classic’


DAILY MAIL ON A PINCH OF MAGIC


‘This delightful tale fizzes with magic. It completely charmed my socks off!’
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Dear Reader


Growing up as the youngest of three girls there were plenty of stories, adventures (and squabbles!) in our household. As most siblings know, you can be the best of friends or the worst of enemies in a heartbeat. That’s why my three Widdershins sisters, Betty, Fliss and Charlie, feel so real to me – because they’re inspired by my own experiences as a sister. Their Pinch of Magic Adventures take them from breaking a curse in misty Crowstone to outwitting pirates on the high seas, and even to a witch-infested village.


Now, in deepest winter, the Widdershins sisters and Granny are visiting cousin Clarissa in far away Wilderness and one by one they fall under its icy spell. For explorer Betty it’s the festive market, animal-loving Charlie is drawn to Echo Hall’s resident wolf-dog, and romantic Fliss is enchanted by the ghostly tale of a doomed highwayman.


But the legend, and its hauntings, are closer than the sisters realise. Soon they find themselves skating on thin ice where the highwayman’s loot – a magical crystal ball – is said to lie at the bottom of a frozen lake. And someone dangerous is searching for it…


Come a little closer and wrap up warm… things are about to get chilly!


Wishing you a spine-tingling read.


Michelle Harrison
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Prologue


The crystal ball lay hidden, as it had for many years: its smooth surface untouched, and any secrets it had to impart, unknown. It had once rested in its own wooden box inscribed with strange silver symbols, but the box was long gone and the two would never meet again. Yet time had not changed the crystal ball in any way. It was still as perfect, as beautiful and as mesmerising as it had always been.


And it had lost none of its magic.


The crystal ball had once belonged to a family of famous fortune tellers. Within its glassy depths, visions of the future and even the past had been revealed. It had glimpsed births, money, marriages and deaths, and had earned its owners many a pretty penny. But while the fortune tellers were the ones with the fame and glory, they were only as good as the crystal ball allowed them to be. Without it, they would be powerless and penniless, reduced to tricks and clever illusions.


At first, the crystal ball had filled with a furious black fog when it had been stolen. It had been rather attached to its owner and missed her attention and soft murmurs of encouragement. Gradually, the fog faded and the crystal cleared, and it found that it quite liked being alone without curious eyes peering into it and constant demands to show the future. But occasionally, when it sensed people were near, it could not resist conjuring a vision to look into their lives and see what lay in store for them.


One day, almost forty years after it had been stolen, the crystal ball sensed a new presence and it was an intriguing one. The glassy orb swirled with such a vision of white snowflakes that for a moment it seemed as though the crystal itself was a formation of carved ice. Then, from within the depths, an image of three girls appeared within swirling snow. Three girls who were no strangers to enchanted objects.


Three sisters with their own pinch of magic…
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Chapter One Winter in Pendlewick



IT WAS A CRISP FEBRUARY morning when the letter arrived at Blackbird Cottage. Betty Widdershins saw it first as she galloped down the crooked stairs towards the smell of breakfast. She scooped up the white envelope from the doormat and read the small, neat writing before heading into the kitchen where her grandmother was pouring tea from a large pot.


‘Letter for you, Granny,’ she said, handing over the envelope while taking in the smudged postmark. The Widdershins didn’t get much post, and the stamp suggested this hadn’t come from anywhere local, which immediately got Betty’s attention.


Granny puffed a wisp of grey hair out of her eyes and put the teapot down with a bang. She wasn’t cross, merely heavy-handed and inclined to clatter about and stamp instead of walking. Wiping her hands on her apron, she took the letter and inspected the handwriting. ‘Looks like it’s from Clarissa,’ she said, placing it to one side with a groan. ‘I’ll open it in a minute.’


Betty rolled her eyes, her interest in the letter vanishing. Her father’s cousin Clarissa didn’t write often, but when she did her letters were usually a very long moan.


Betty’s father, a large, red-faced man, was toasting bread over a crackling fire. He looked up and winked, holding out the toasting fork towards her.


‘Hungry?’


‘Starving.’ Betty took the toast and a plate, sitting down to slather on butter. She sank her teeth into it hungrily. ‘Where are Charlie and Fliss?’ she asked. It wasn’t like her two sisters to miss breakfast but she knew they couldn’t have gone far. There wasn’t a great deal to do in Pendlewick unless you liked tea rooms and meadows, which Betty did, but there was only so much tea and cake you could eat. Lovely as the village was, Betty found herself bored all too frequently these days, and wishing that something, anything would happen.


‘Charlie’s out on that swing of hers, you know what she’s like,’ said Father. ‘And Fliss just popped into the garden.’


Betty’s eyebrows shot up into her bushy hair. ‘Garden? In this weather?’ Toast in hand she marched towards a small door at the back of the kitchen that led to Fliss’s room. This was in a newer part of the house which didn’t slope like the rest of the cottage. Because of this, her older sister Felicity – or Fliss, as she was better known – had claimed it as her own, as it was the only room which didn’t make her feel ‘seasick’.


At the back of Fliss’s bedroom, which she had named ‘the Nest’, was another door that led to the garden. Betty went towards it, breathing in the faint smell of her sister’s rosewater perfume. Through the window she could see down the path through a leafy archway and past the garden walls. There, in the meadow beyond, her little sister Charlie was swinging high in the air from a large tree, her pigtails streaming out behind her in the wintry brightness.


A swish of chilled air wrapped itself round Betty as a shivering Fliss, who was bundled up in several layers of clothing, burst in from outside. ‘Brrrr!’ she said. Then, ‘Oh, Betty! I was just on my way to get you. Come and look!’ Her dark brown eyes shone with excitement as she beckoned Betty outside.


Betty followed without even bothering to grab a coat. Her sister’s excitement was catching – had she found something important?


‘Close that door!’ Granny hollered. ‘Yer letting all the cold in!’


Giggling, Betty and Fliss darted outside and snapped the door closed behind them.


‘What did you want to show me?’ Betty asked as Fliss led her to a neat little flowerbed overlooked by the kitchen window. Each of the sisters had been given their own small patch of the garden to grow things as they pleased, but only Fliss had bothered to. She had planted several rose bushes along with plenty of lavender which she’d pruned back at the end of summer. Next to a swept-up pile of dead leaves lay a dirt-covered trowel, and Betty’s tummy did an excited flip. Blackbird Cottage was over two hundred years old and had already proved to hold several secrets – all sorts of things might have been lost or hidden in its grounds. Images flashed into her head: an old key, a necklace, an ancient weapon… whatever could Fliss have unearthed?


‘Look!’ Fliss pointed eagerly.


‘What?’ Betty asked, not sure what she was supposed to be seeing.


Fliss kneeled down and poked at the earth with the trowel, where a few small green shoots were nosing out of the dirt. ‘These, silly. See? They’re golden trumpets coming up, and I think those ones are tulips!’


Betty stared back blankly, her anticipation whooshing away like a blown-out candle. ‘Flowers? I thought you’d found something exciting, like treasure, or… or—’


‘Flowers are exciting,’ Fliss insisted, not put off by Betty’s lack of interest. ‘Because they mean spring’s on the way!’ She flung out her arm happily, sending a shower of earth over Betty’s ankles. ‘Oh, I can’t wait. Everything coming to life again. Soon there’ll be blossom on the trees, new lambs over at Peckahen Farm… and then it’ll be summer,’ she added dreamily. ‘Long, lazy picnics in the garden, butterflies and bees humming round the lavender…’


‘Wasps attacking your ice cream,’ Betty added, shaking dirt off her boots. ‘Sunburn, and frizzy hair.’ She eyed Fliss’s glossy dark locks wistfully. ‘Not that you’ve got that problem.’ Her sister had the sort of hair that no kind of weather could ruin, and clear, rosy skin that was always pretty even when streaked with dirt. Fortunately Fliss was as lovely inside as she was on the outside which made her difficult to envy but easy to tease.


Betty was startled out of her thoughts by a shriek.


‘Jumping jackdaws, she’s done it again!’ Fliss cried, scrabbling to her feet. She dropped the trowel and cupped her hands round her mouth to yell across the garden. ‘CHARLOTTE WIDDERSHINS! COME HERE THIS INSTANT!’


‘EH?’ Charlie hollered back from the swing. ‘Ain’t done nothing!’


‘You know exactly what you’ve done!’ Fliss shouted. ‘If you’re going to bury things, do it in your own patch!’


Betty glanced at the flowerbed, finally understanding. There, poking out of the earth, was the thin little tail of a half-buried mouse.


Charlie leapt off the swing while it was still alarmingly high in the air, landing perfectly on her feet. She ran up the garden path, pausing only to make a couple of soft chook-chook noises to the chickens.


‘Oh, no!’ she exclaimed as she reached her sisters. ‘You dug up Mr Whiffles!’ She shot Fliss an accusing look.


‘Never mind that,’ Fliss said huffily. ‘Will you please stop burying animals over here? I don’t want dead mice under my tulips, thank you. If you want to make a graveyard, there’s plenty of space.’ She pointed. ‘What about over there?’


‘That’s full of weeds,’ Charlie said, wrinkling her upturned nose. ‘It’s ugly. This bit’s pretty.’


‘Yes, because I’ve worked hard on it!’ Fliss retorted.


Charlie’s large green eyes filled with tears. ‘I just thought he’d be happier over here, under the chew lips.’


Fliss softened at once. ‘Oh, Charlie,’ she said. ‘I’ll help you plant some tulips of your own, and we’ll make it nice together. Just… no more corpses in my lavender, deal?’


‘Deal.’ Charlie nodded, cheering up. ‘It’ll be the best graveyard ever!’


Fliss eyed the little tail and shuddered, handing Betty the trowel. ‘Betty, you do it. I don’t think I can.’


‘Give it here,’ said Charlie, rolling her eyes. She dug up the dead mouse and, with Betty’s help, cleared a small space on the other side of the path to rebury it in. ‘May he rest in cheese,’ she said solemnly, patting down the earth with the trowel.


‘Er, it’s rest in peace, Charlie,’ Betty said gently.


‘I know,’ Charlie replied. ‘But I think he’d like cheese better, don’t you?’


‘I suppose he would,’ Betty said, ruffling her little sister’s untidy hair. ‘Ooh, your cheeks are cold – let’s get inside.’


‘It’s not that cold,’ Charlie said. ‘Is it?’ She sniffed the air hopefully. ‘Can you smell snow, Betty? Do you reckon we might get some?’


Betty lifted her nose. ‘Dunno.’ All she could smell now was a faint whiff of burnt toast. A few days ago it had been colder, and Granny had insisted she could detect the scent of snow on the air which had thrilled Charlie to bits, but so far it had failed to appear. Betty doubted it would at all, for winter in Pendlewick was far kinder than they were used to.


The Widdershins had moved to the village during the summer. Before this they’d lived on the gloomy island of Crowstone, a prison town surrounded by grey marshes which were forever swamped in cold, damp fog, the kind that made old bones creak and clothes feel permanently clammy. Here, further inland, it was drier and milder, which Betty was glad of, not least because the damp weather played havoc with her frizz-prone hair. But while she loved their new home with its wonky cottage and charming meadows, she found that now the thrill of a new place had worn off Pendlewick was possibly a bit too nice.


They turned to go back indoors, but then Fliss gave a cross squeak. ‘Oi!’


A scruffy black cat was squatting in the freshly turned earth. It straightened up, sniffed, and then began raking over the dirt with its paws.


‘I don’t know why I bother.’ Fliss brushed the dirt from her knees and flounced indoors.


Betty and Charlie followed, Oi shooting past their ankles to secure the best place in front of the fire. Inside, the kitchen was warm and hazy with their grandmother’s pipe smoke.


‘I must say,’ said Granny while Fliss grumbled about mice graveyards and cat toilets, ‘it’s nice to see you looking grubby for once, Felicity.’


‘Bit of dirt under the fingernails never hurt anyone,’ Father agreed.


‘P’raps it ain’t dirt,’ Charlie suggested wickedly, with a nod in Oi’s direction.


Alarmed, Fliss got up and began scrubbing her nails over the sink.


‘What’s old Bossy Boots got to say, then?’ Father asked, nodding at Granny’s letter, which was still on the flowery tablecloth, unopened.


‘Probably just wants a whinge, as usual,’ Granny muttered. She picked up the envelope and sliced it open with her butter knife. ‘I do hope she’s not going to pester us to visit her again.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Or worse, be planning on visiting us.’


Betty poured herself some tea and sat back to listen. She wasn’t especially interested in cousin Clarissa’s whingeing, but the lure of a new place was something Betty couldn’t resist. She, Fliss and Charlie had never visited Clarissa. They had met her only a handful of times when she had turned up either unannounced or at very short notice at the Poacher’s Pocket – the pub the family had lived in back in Crowstone – and proceeded to lecture Granny about everything that was wrong with the place.


‘Perhaps we should visit her,’ Betty suggested, watching as Charlie spooned jam straight into her mouth from the jar while Granny wasn’t looking.


‘I think not,’ Granny said at once, her eyes racing down the letter. ‘You know she lives way up north in Wilderness, one of the bitterest places in the country. My creaky old bones can’t take that sort of chill.’


‘Have you ever been there?’ asked Betty.


‘Once,’ said Granny, with a scowl. ‘And never again. I can’t imagine why she’d want to live in that eerie place, cut off from everywhere. I told her she was mad, but if you ask me, she did it to make life difficult for herself. All the more for her to moan about.’


‘Well, if we went there it’d save her coming here,’ Betty persisted. She was intrigued by the sound of Wilderness; it was hard to imagine anywhere colder or bleaker than Crowstone. She thought she remembered Clarissa telling them something interesting about the place, too. Something about an old legend…


Father snorted. ‘Any excuse, eh, Betty Widdershins? You and those itchy feet of yours, unable to keep still. We’ve only been in Pendlewick for five minutes!’


Betty grinned. It was true: she loved discovering new and thrilling places more than anything. A few months ago Pendlewick had been one such place with its mysterious landmarks and whispers of village witches, but of course, any place that became home eventually became familiar. Her craving for excitement, the ‘itch’ that her father described, had started to tickle once more.


Betty was sipping her tea, wondering if she could convince Granny and Father to take them on holiday, when Granny let out a gasp and slapped the letter down on the table.


‘Bats and broomsticks! The daft boot’s only gone and broken her ankle!’


‘Daft boot,’ Charlie said at once, clearly squirrelling this away for future use.


‘Poor Clarissa!’ Fliss said.


‘How’s she managed that?’ Father asked.


‘Slipped on some ice, she says,’ Granny snapped, clearly irritated. ‘And our Clarissa’s no string bean. She would’ve gone down with a bang, that’s for sure. Of all the things to happen! Now we’ll have to go and look after her.’


‘Wait,’ said Betty, feeling a spark of excitement. ‘We’re visiting cousin Clarissa?’


‘But you said we couldn’t,’ Charlie reminded Granny. ‘Because of your creepy bones.’


‘She’s family,’ Granny said firmly, as if this explained everything. She gave an especially wrinkly scowl. ‘We’re going, creaky bones or not.’


‘Hold on,’ Father interjected. ‘We can’t just up and leave. We’ve jobs to do, a house to run, animals to feed. Not to mention Betty and Charlie’s schooling.’


‘You’re right, Barney,’ Granny said, pursing her lips. ‘You stay here and take care of things with Betty and Charlie. Fliss can come with me. She’s good at looking after people.’


‘But that’s not fair!’ Betty and Fliss said in unison, exchanging glances.


‘You know I like seeing new places, Granny,’ said Betty, jumping in. ‘I should be the one to come with you – it’d only mean missing a day or two of school. Next week is half-term!’


Charlie folded her arms fiercely. ‘I ain’t going to school if Betty ain’t.’


‘Betty’s right,’ Fliss said soothingly. ‘They won’t miss much at school. The three of us will come with you, and that way we can all help out. We know Clarissa can be a little, um… demanding.’


‘That’s putting it politely,’ Father said under his breath. ‘But I’m still not happy about all four of you heading off up—’


Granny gave a crisp nod. ‘Good, that’s settled then. Barney, fetch my bag down from the attic. You girls, go and start packing some things. We won’t make today’s ferry, so we’ll have to be on the first one tomorrow if we’re to make it by nightfall.’


Betty put down her teacup, utterly thrilled. They were really going!


‘Ooh,’ said Charlie, sucking jam off the end of one of her pigtails. ‘Will it be very cold there, Granny?’


‘Extremely, so bring your warmest clothes.’ She took out her pipe and began stuffing it with tobacco. ‘You wanted snow, Charlie. Well, now you’re going to get some – and a good dollop of it, too.’


‘Yes!’ Charlie whooped. ‘SNOW!’


A whispery shiver tingled down the back of Betty’s neck. ‘Wilderness,’ she said, imagining icicles and tasting snowflakes. It was exactly the sort of name that invited you to explore…


‘Betty,’ said Granny, with a warning tone in her voice. ‘You’ve got that look in your eyes.’


‘What look, Granny?’ Betty asked innocently, swatting Charlie out of the way as her little sister immediately peered into her face.


‘You know what look.’ Granny puffed on her pipe and watched her shrewdly. ‘We’re going on this trip to help Clarissa, not so you can go off gallivanting.’


‘Who, me?’ Betty grinned and placed her cup neatly in the sink before skipping across the kitchen to the stairs.


‘Yes, you, Betty Widdershins,’ Granny called after her. ‘This is family business, not an excuse for you to sniff out an adventure!’


Betty, however, had raced upstairs and was throwing things higgledy-piggledy into her trunk. The only word of her grandmother’s that remained in her head, spinning around it giddily, was ‘adventure’.
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Chapter Two Dead Man’s Curve



THE JOURNEY WAS AS LONG as it was cold. The next morning, after much squabbling, Father was finally persuaded (or rather, ordered by Granny) to remain in Pendlewick and allow Granny and the girls to leave for Wilderness. They packed as lightly as possible, though Granny had told Charlie to put in more than one pair of clean socks and a bar of soap and made Fliss take out her perfume and a book of poetry which, Fliss complained, was hardly fair seeing as Granny had insisted on bringing her lucky horseshoe.


‘Always good to have a little luck when we travel,’ she’d said crisply, knocking back a nip of whiskey to ‘keep her warm’. ‘And you girls remember, this isn’t a holiday. We’re going to nurse Clarissa and that’s that.’


Betty, the most practical of the three sisters, had not had her packing inspected too closely. But had Granny bothered to look properly, she would have found a curious set of wooden nesting dolls tucked up tightly in Betty’s clothes. These were no ordinary trinkets, and Betty had not brought them along for sentimental reasons. The dolls, unbeknown to anyone except the three sisters, were magical. By hiding a personal object inside them, the owner of that object would vanish from sight. The girls had used the dolls to get out of scrapes (and into mischief) several times, and Betty would not be parted from them. Our pinch of magic, she’d thought to herself as she wrapped the dolls carefully in her stockings. Whatever Granny had said, Betty knew that adventures usually popped up when you least expected them to. The best she could do was make sure she was prepared.


Following thorough goodbyes to the chickens and Oi from Charlie, the pony trap had been loaded up and they’d set off up Bread-and-Cheese Hill in the direction of the harbour. It took longer than it should have because the pony, whom Charlie had named Pumpkin, kept stopping by the roadside to chomp on the grass and refusing to budge until she was ready. Every time it happened, Betty fizzed with impatience and excitement. She just wanted to get there!


At the harbour they parted with Father, who swept them all into crushing hugs. Betty squeezed him back, smiling as his bristly chin tickled her cheek.


‘I don’t see why we can’t take The Travelling Bag,’ she pestered, eyeing the Widdershins’ jewel-green fishing boat bobbing on the water in the distance. ‘You know I can sail it.’


‘Yes,’ Father agreed. ‘But a winter storm could change everything. I want you all to be safe.’


With no time to spare they boarded a waiting passenger ship and minutes later, set sail. The next three hours were spent taking turns to be on deck with a seasick Fliss as she threw up over the side. Below deck, Betty peered out from her woollen travelling cloak, her nose pressed to the window to watch as the landscape shifted and changed. Light, open meadows slipped away and in their place came unfamiliar islands and strange new landmarks. Betty took it all in greedily, determined to miss nothing.


‘Are we nearly there yet?’ Charlie moaned, as they eventually trudged off the ship and on to another horse-drawn carriage. ‘I’m starving. Are there any more sandwiches?’


‘Must you talk about food?’ said Fliss, still wobbly and green in the face.


Granny poked around in her bags. ‘You’ve already had two sandwiches, Charlie.’


‘I shared one with Hoppit,’ Charlie explained.


Granny rolled her eyes. ‘It’s astonishing how much that rat can eat.’


‘Eh?’ said the driver, a scrawny fellow with the spindliest fingers Betty had ever seen. He turned round in alarm. ‘No rats in my carriage!’


‘Oh, don’t worry,’ Granny said. ‘It’s an imaginary rat.’


‘Yep. Imaginary,’ Charlie repeated, as the driver turned to face the road again. ‘He’s only got three legs, too.’ She winked at Betty and Fliss who were watching in silence, and who both knew very well there was nothing imaginary about Charlie’s rat. Thanks to the sisters’ magical nesting dolls, Hoppit spent most of his time invisible and safely tucked in Charlie’s pockets or snoozing in her collar. Neither Granny nor Father had a clue that the rat was real.


‘Tricky journey, this one,’ the driver said, friendlier now he’d been assured his carriage was rat-free. ‘Don’t get many people wanting to come to these parts.’


‘Best keep your eyes on the road, then,’ Granny replied, a warning glint in her eye. ‘We’d be waiting a long time for help if there were any accidents.’


The carriage rumbled on, along with Charlie’s tummy. It was late afternoon now, and the wintry grey sky was growing ever darker. Betty gazed out of the carriage window and listened to the sounds of the horses’ hooves clip-clopping along the road at speed. Before leaving Pendlewick she’d unrolled one of her maps, barely managing to locate Wilderness before Granny hollered at her to hurry up. The quick glimpse had been enough for her to see that it was located at the very top of remote countryside, far away from even the nearest town and surrounded by blank, empty space, like a lost kite in a vast cloudless sky.


Betty wished they could stop to explore, or even have something to eat at one of the many quaint inns they’d passed, but Granny had been clear: they were heading straight for Clarissa’s and there would be no stops. Already Betty could imagine their carriage passing through that deserted space on the map, for there was less and less to see as the inns and landmarks rolled away into nothingness.


Soon Charlie was fast asleep in Granny’s lap, occasionally muttering about sandwiches. Granny’s head began nodding too, and before long she was snoring softly.


Without warning, a wooden sign loomed at the side of the road: WILDERNESS – 1 MILE.


‘Nearly there,’ Betty said with a shiver of excitement, more to herself than anyone else, for the only other person awake was Fliss. Betty craned her neck for a better view but the daylight was fading fast now and the window kept misting up from her breath.


Fliss squashed up closer to her and squinted out. ‘Is it me,’ she said through chattering teeth, ‘or is it suddenly much, much colder?’


Betty felt the carriage dipping as it began a downward slope. Usually she would tell Fliss there was no such thing as bad weather, only the wrong clothes, but not this time. The hairs on Betty’s arms were prickling and the temperature had definitely dropped. The moon was visible now, hanging like a pale orb in a clear sky. Bare branches clawed up to it like wizened fingers, and Betty could see the faint shimmer of frost on them.


The carriage continued its downward journey, slowing to a crawl. Betty’s eyes fixed on the jagged branches. Now the carriage was travelling more slowly, it was easier to see them, easier to imagine them as gnarled fingers pointing. She wondered why the driver had slowed down.


‘Surely we can’t be there, yet?’ she murmured. ‘It still feels as though we’re in the middle of nowhere.’


‘I hope the horses aren’t lame,’ Fliss said, nibbling her lip nervously.


Betty hoped so, too. The last thing they needed was for the driver to turf them out on a lonely road in the bitter cold, with heavy luggage to carry. Glancing at Granny, who was still dozing, Betty lowered the window.


At once, freezing air swept around them. Granny and Charlie sat bolt upright, shuddering and blinking at the rude awakening. Betty leaned out of the window as far as she could bear to, her eyes streaming almost instantly from the cold.


‘Why are we slowing down?’ she called.


‘Because the road’s steep and the ground’s icing up,’ the driver shouted back. ‘It’s not called Dead Man’s Curve for nothing!’


The words sent a thrill down Betty’s spine. This was a place with history, with stories – she could almost feel it. The road began to twist sharply to one side, and the slope became steeper still. There was a moment of danger; the horses whinnying as their hooves skidded on ice. Betty closed the window and gripped the door handle, trying not to think of carriages sliding off roads and crashing to pieces, before the ground thankfully levelled out.


Dead Man’s Curve. The words went through her head again. It was plain to see how this place might get such a name, and clearly her sister was having similar thoughts.


‘Why would Clarissa choose to live somewhere like this?’ Fliss muttered through gritted teeth, glancing up at the trees.


‘There must be something good about it,’ said Betty. This icy new landscape might be dangerous, but she couldn’t help be mesmerised by its sharp edges and wild beauty. She hadn’t had many chances to explore new places so she wanted to make the most of it.


‘Look!’ Charlie shouted suddenly. ‘Oh, Betty, Fliss! Come and see!’


Betty and Fliss scrambled to the other window, squashing up to Charlie and Granny. Here, the trees lining the road had thinned away and before them lay a vision that Betty could never have expected.


‘It’s… it’s like something from a fairy tale,’ Fliss whispered.


All Betty could do was nod.


A wide sweep of open land lay before them. It was surrounded by high, snow-topped mountains that glowed silver in the moonlight. Lower down, dotted between copses of trees, a handful of lights glowed in tiny windows from what must have been homes, scattered like breadcrumbs in this frosty almost-wilderness. Each one appeared so isolated that Betty was reminded of will-o’-the-wisps, the little flickering lights of lost souls that could sometimes be seen over lonely marshland.


At the centre of the scattered lights a grand stone building rose up like a castle, its rooftops glittering with frost. Some way off to the left lay a huge lake, and even from a distance Betty could tell from its pale, milky surface that the water was frozen solid. Between the lake and the huge building was a wide area that looked like a deserted town square. The strange, frozen emptiness of this place took her breath away.


‘Jumping jackdaws,’ she whispered. Fliss was right. It really was like something from a fairy tale. A different kind of fairy tale to Pendlewick with its crystal-clear stream, buttery golden meadows and ice-cream parlour. While Pendlewick was a witches-in-gingerbread-cottages sort of place, Wilderness was somewhere that snow queens, wolves and ice dragons could easily be imagined.


‘It’s beautiful,’ said Fliss, softly.


‘It looks like everything’s been dipped in sugar,’ said Charlie, gazing at the snow-capped mountains as though they were slabs of iced cake she’d like to sink her teeth into. ‘I’m really hungry now.’


The carriage sped up as the ground levelled out further, and suddenly they were no longer on the lonely lane. With Dead Man’s Curve safely behind them, the horses trotted over the cobbled square which was sandwiched between the frozen lake and the large castle-like building. Betty wished they would slow down again to allow more time to take in the sights; everything was passing in a blur. As the carriage turned she moved to the other side to better see the grand stone building which was towering above them, windows lit. Who could possibly live there, she wondered? It must be someone very rich, for the only other place she had ever seen with so many windows was the prison back in Crowstone.


Now they were closer Betty saw that the cobbled area wasn’t empty after all. It was full of little market stalls that were a mixture of wooden cabins and tents, some of which were empty and others covered over. A few had painted signs, though it was too dark to read them. She tried to look past them to the frozen lake on the opposite side, but too quickly the carriage had left the square and edged closer to another narrow road that twisted up into darkness.


Only a short way along it, the carriage halted.


‘Here we are,’ said the driver, opening the doors abruptly. ‘Frostbite Lodge, Chill Hill.’


‘Ooh,’ said Charlie. ‘Chilly Hilly. I like that name!’


‘Not sure about Frostbite Lodge,’ Fliss muttered, making a face at Betty as they clambered, stiff and achy, out of the carriage. ‘Doesn’t sound very inviting, does it?’


‘Mmm,’ said Betty, still bewitched by the snow-globe scene they had just seen and only half listening.


The girls’ trunk and Granny’s bags were heaved down from the carriage roof and placed at the side of the road.


‘Careful,’ said Fliss in alarm, almost losing her balance. ‘The ground is rather icy.’


Betty barely heard her. She was looking about them in confusion, for as far as she could see there was nothing but the treelined road in both directions – and they were the only people on it. ‘Where’s Clarissa’s house?’ she asked.


‘Up there,’ Granny said, jerking her head along the road. She turned to the driver with a stern, questioning stare and tapped her foot.


The driver looked apologetic. ‘I can’t get you any closer – it’s too dangerous. The temperature’s dropping fast and the roads are icing up.’ He pointed a little way up the road to where Betty could now see a dimly lit window peeping through the trees. ‘Frostbite Lodge is just over there.’


Granny muttered under her breath and slapped the money into the driver’s hand. He climbed back on to the carriage, steering the horses around to turn in the opposite direction.


‘Hup!’ he said, and the horses began clip-clopping back down the hill with the carriage rumbling off into the dark night, leaving them alone on the road.


As Betty stared after it, a sudden sense of unease settled upon her, but she couldn’t quite figure out why. It was more than the freezing air against her cheeks; more than the bare branches and lonely road. It was, she realised with a chill, something about the sound of horses’ hooves thudding over the frozen ground.


‘Do you hear that?’ she murmured, reaching out to touch Fliss’s arm. ‘Those hoofbeats? There’s something not right about them.’


‘Maybe the horses are slipping on the ice again,’ Fliss said through chattering teeth, pulling a shawl round her head. ‘Oh, it’s so very c-c-cold!’


‘No,’ said Betty. ‘Listen.’ She tilted her head, her eyes fixed on the carriage which was growing smaller in the distance by the second. ‘The sound doesn’t match,’ she breathed, realising as she said it that it was true. What she could hear was fast and urgent. A fierce gallop, not a slow trot like the horses pulling their carriage… and this sounded like a single horse.


‘It’s getting louder,’ Fliss said, frowning as the sound swelled around them.


Fliss was right. Betty whipped round to face the other way, half expecting to see another horse careering towards them, but all she saw was Granny rummaging in one of her bags and grumbling to herself. She couldn’t work out where the sound was coming from. Up the hill, or down? It seemed to be all around them, echoing through the air, and she suddenly felt afraid.


‘Granny,’ said Betty urgently. ‘Move off the road, quickly!’


Granny’s head snapped up, her eyes widening… but as she did so the sound vanished, leaving only silence.


‘What?’ Betty muttered, looking this way and that. ‘Where did it go? How…?’


There was no one on the empty road but them. The carriage had disappeared from sight and the only movements were their own. Even the trees appeared frozen and the air, though bitter, seemed to be a held breath.


‘Chop chop,’ said Granny, buttoning up her bag. ‘Before we freeze to death.’


‘But Granny,’ Betty began. ‘Didn’t you hear that? Those hoofbeats?’


‘Of course I heard,’ Granny replied. ‘I’m not deaf. It was the wind carrying the sound of the horses back to us, that’s all. These sorts of places play tricks with sound.’ She took a deep swig of whiskey from her hipflask, hiccupped, then herded them towards the glow of the window. ‘Why on earth Clarissa insists on living in this wretched place is beyond me.’


Between them, Fliss and Betty lifted the heavy trunk. Patches of ice glittered on the road and once or twice Betty felt her feet slide a little from under her. The strange galloping sound echoed in her head but she forced it away. Granny was right. It had to have been the horses moving away from them; it was the only explanation that made sense.


Wasn’t it…?
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Chapter Three A Ghost Story



BY THE TIME THEY HAD walked the short distance to the lit window they were all shivering and Charlie’s teeth were beginning to chatter. A wooden sign hung above a door: Frostbite Lodge. In the window there was a handwritten note with a long list of people who shouldn’t knock there. Granny raised an eyebrow at it and lifted her knuckles.


‘I’m going to assume “family” isn’t on that list,’ she muttered, rapping smartly three times.


For a moment there was silence. Then, from somewhere inside, a shrill voice shouted, ‘Can’t you read? GO AWAY!’


Betty and Fliss exchanged glances. This wasn’t the welcome they’d been expecting.


Granny gave an annoyed snort. ‘Clarissa?’ she boomed. ‘Open up. It’s Bunny!’


‘You won’t think it’s funny when I get to the door!’ the voice hollered back.


‘It’s Bunny!’ Granny repeated. ‘BUNNY!’


‘Granny?’ Betty said suspiciously. ‘You did tell Clarissa we were coming, didn’t you?’


‘Of course I did,’ said Granny. ‘I wrote back to her straight away.’


‘But we only received her letter yesterday,’ Fliss reminded. ‘And it was rather late by the time Father posted your reply…’


‘Bunny?’ a voice called from within. ‘Is that really you?’ The door was flung open and a woman stood blinking out at them. It had been a while since Betty had seen Clarissa but she never seemed to change a bit. She was stout and plump like Granny and shared the same bright red cheeks as the girls’ father, Barney, and had unruly brown hair like Betty’s. Unlike the rest of the Widdershins, whose noses were soft and slightly upturned, Clarissa’s was pointed and beaky and the corners of her mouth were permanently turned down, which Father said was due to all the moaning she did. Her left leg was trussed up in bandages, and she leaned heavily on a wooden stick.


‘It is you!’ she exclaimed, her eyes widening as they swept past Granny and over the three girls. ‘All of you! Well, I must say this is unexpected, if not overdue. Now, in you come, out of that cold, and away from that spooky old hill.’


Betty and Fliss lifted the trunk and followed Granny and Charlie as they stepped inside the lodge. A homely waft of woodsmoke curled round them like a hug, but Clarissa remained by the door peering out into the darkness.


‘Where’s Barney?’


‘At home,’ Granny replied. ‘Taking care of things while we look after you.’


‘Oh,’ said Clarissa. An odd look flickered over her face but was gone so quickly that Betty couldn’t quite work out what it was and was left wondering whether she had imagined it. Clarissa closed the door and stared at the heavy trunk as though seeing it for the first time.


‘And it looks as though you’re staying a while?’


‘Just until you’re on your feet again,’ said Granny, peering around the place.


‘But Granny,’ said Charlie, staring at Clarissa. ‘She is on her feet. One of them, anyway.’


‘It’s “Clarissa”, not “she”,’ said Clarissa, pinching Charlie’s cheek. ‘My, haven’t you grown? Your granny did mention that you never stop eating.’


‘Granny says I’ve got a healthy appletite,’ said Charlie, rubbing her cheek.


Clarissa didn’t seem to have heard. She hobbled over to Fliss and Betty and for a moment Betty wondered if she was about to be pulled into a fierce hug like one of Granny’s. Instead, Clarissa regarded them both and said, ‘Penny pudding, penny pie, here I rest my beady eye,’ while jabbing her walking stick at each of them in turn. It landed on Fliss. ‘Kettle’s through there, Felicity. Betty, you bring the biscuits.’


‘Well, really!’ Fliss whispered indignantly, once she and Betty were through the kitchen door. ‘I know we’ve come to help, but she might have let us take our coats off first.’


‘Old Bossy Boots,’ Betty murmured, remembering what Father had called his cousin. ‘Living up to her nickname.’


Betty stared around the little kitchen they’d found themselves in. It was clean but sparse, the surfaces clear of clutter and knick-knacks. The few things on show were practical: pots and pans, the kettle on the hob and a bowl of fruit. There were no dried herbs hanging up, no lucky charms like in the kitchen at Blackbird Cottage.


Fliss filled the kettle with water and set it on the stove to boil, then arranged a teapot, cups, milk and sugar on a tray. Betty poked through the cupboards, finding three rather stale biscuits and four delicious-looking buns topped with white icing and sugar. She decided to leave the biscuits and bring the buns instead.


‘Oh,’ said Clarissa, disapprovingly. ‘You found the sticky buns, then.’


They sipped their hot tea in a tiny sitting room which was almost as bare as the kitchen. Yet, despite the lack of ornaments, the room was cosy. The chairs had plump pillows and soft blankets, and a roaring fire crackled in the brick hearth with a basket of logs nearby. There had not been quite enough buns to go round, so Betty and Granny had a half each, as Clarissa had not offered to share hers with anyone.


‘Delicious,’ Fliss mumbled through a sugary mouthful.


‘Sticky buns are my favourite,’ Charlie agreed, sighing with pleasure. ‘Hoppit’s, too.’


‘That’s your imaginary rat, isn’t it?’ said Clarissa. ‘Bunny’s told me all about it in her letters. I do hope it’ll be on its best behaviour while it’s here, or I shall have to bring out my imaginary mousetrap.’


‘It’s “he”,’ said Charlie. ‘Not “it”.’ She wiped sugar off her chin and smiled sweetly. Betty hid a grin and relaxed back into the armchair she and Fliss had squeezed into, the heat of the fire warming her through. Her fingertips and toes tingled and for a moment, while Granny and Clarissa chit-chatted about broken bones and slippery ice, she began to feel drowsy. It was the ticking of the clock that brought her back from the doze, for the rhythm of it made her think of the drumming hoofbeats she had heard on the hill in the moments before Clarissa had come to her door.


She sat up, squishing further into Fliss.


‘Clarissa,’ she began, ‘why did you say the hill was spooky when we came in?’


Clarissa took a sip of tea and stared at the last piece of sticky bun in Fliss’s hand. ‘Oh, habit, really. Lots of people say it – you know what it’s like living in a place with a dark history. It never gets forgotten.’


‘Dark history?’ Betty asked, sitting up straighter as her curiosity stirred. What had Clarissa told them before about this place? It tickled at her like a feather, just out of reach. ‘What happened here?’


‘You know.’ Clarissa waved a hand. ‘The story of Jack Frost, the highwayman.’


‘That’s right,’ Betty said softly. ‘I think it was a ghost story. I remember some of it now.’


‘I don’t,’ Charlie said, puzzled. ‘I haven’t got a very good remembery.’


‘Nothing wrong with your memory,’ said Granny. ‘You were playing up the last time Clarissa visited. Too busy trying to climb up the chimney as I recall.’


Charlie grinned. ‘Was I?’


‘Tell us again,’ said Betty. ‘Please?’


‘And make it nice and scary,’ Charlie added, scooching closer to the fire.


‘Not too scary,’ Granny said, giving Clarissa a warning look.


‘Yes, not too scary,’ Fliss agreed, snuggling closer to Betty. ‘I think I remember some of it, too. Wasn’t it a love story?’


At this, Betty groaned and Charlie made sick noises. Even Granny rolled her eyes. Fliss and romance went together like tea and cake.


‘What?’ Fliss said, offended. ‘Well, wasn’t it?’


‘It was.’ Clarissa topped up her cup and Granny’s from the teapot. ‘Bunny!’ she said crossly, as Granny added a splosh of whiskey from her flask to both cups. ‘You know I don’t—’


‘It’s medicinal,’ said Granny. ‘It’ll help dull the pain in your leg. Drink up.’


‘Oh, all right, then.’ Clarissa took a long swig and continued. ‘This is a tale of mystery and magic, one that continues to haunt Wilderness to this day.’ She paused dramatically, the sharp edges of her face softened by the flickering firelight.


‘It begins on a winter’s night just like this one. A highway robber once prowled the roads of Wilderness after dark. They called him Jack Frost, but no one ever knew his true identity. He was king of the thieves, master of the shadows. Then one night – the coldest night of the year – he robbed the wrong person: a fortune teller with a magical, mesmerising crystal ball. It’s said that the crystal ball came from a haunted lake, where a flooded town lay beneath. People all over the land had heard of its owner, Madam Divina, and her incredible predictions into the past, present and future. And because of this, people all over the land longed to own the crystal ball for themselves in the hopes of harnessing its power.


‘As the highwayman snatched the crystal ball, he chuckled – but the fortune teller laughed harder.


‘ “Take it,” she said. “For it has shown me your future – and it holds death.”


‘Sneering at her warning, the highwayman galloped off into the night to present this treasure to his secret love… but he never arrived. Skidding on a patch of ice, he tumbled from his horse into the icy lake, taking the crystal with him. Waiting at her window, his love, Elora, saw his riderless horse and rushed out into the snow to search for him. That night the lake froze over. By morning, Elora too had perished in the cold. She was found the next day, as pale as the snow, surrounded by trees encased in the biggest icicles you ever saw. Today, that place is known as Elora’s Tears.’


‘Elora’s Tears,’ whispered Betty, bewitched by the ghostly tale. She could easily imagine Jack Frost’s horse snorting hot breaths into cold air, a terrified face at a window. Her sisters, too, were captivated. Charlie’s mouth was hanging open, and Fliss looked misty-eyed.


‘Now they say the highway robber’s ghost, and that of the heartbroken Elora, roam still, searching for each other on the coldest nights of the year. The magical crystal ball, however, was never seen again,’ Clarissa added. She leaned closer, golden firelight flickering over her face. ‘But there’s a darker part to the story. For legend has it that a sighting of Elora’s phantom at the window foretells death. The death of a loved one.’
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