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CHAPTER ONE

It was dark, but I could tell someone was there as soon as I opened the barn door.

‘Hello?’ My voice echoed in the rafters. ‘Hello?’

I waited for a moment, listening. Nothing. But I wasn’t alone. I didn’t need witchcraft to tell me that; someone was there – a living, breathing someone – and the knowledge made the hair on the back of my neck prickle.

A long shriek broke the silence and I jumped, but it was only the barn door slowly swinging to behind me, the damp wood groaning as it went. Then it clunked shut and darkness engulfed the vast space.

I wasn’t afraid. If I was blind, so was he. I stood, waiting.

The blow hit me like a blindside, slamming into me so hard I staggered and saw stars. I stumbled against a wooden beam and clutched at it, holding myself upright as I tried to gather my wits for a counterspell.

‘Sl—’ I tried. But the blast of lightning came too quick, sending me sprawling to my knees in the straw.

In that brief, blinding instant I saw him, standing on a rafter in the centre of the room. It was a vantage point, but a dangerous one. For a minute I lay face down on the filthy barn floor, trusting that he’d be pulling himself together, readying himself for another go.

Then I leapt up.

‘Ábréoðe!’ I yelled.

There was a deafening crack from the beam he was standing on – then a bone-breaking crunch and a cry of pain as a body hit the floor.

I stood, panting, waiting to see if he got up. He didn’t, and for a moment I felt triumph. Then a suffocating web of threads began to drop from the darkness, sticking to my hands, my eyes, my mouth. The more I struggled the closer they clung, like a giant spider’s web, binding me in their grip. In a panic I struck out, useless curses right and left, countercharms that did nothing but singe my skin and rip my clothes. I heard laughter, mocking laughter, shiver through the dark and fury rose up in me.

‘Unwríð!’

The bindings sizzled into shreds and I concentrated all my rage into a spear of anger and flung it through the darkness in the direction of the laughter. It hit – I heard his cry of pain.

Now it was his turn on the defensive. I pushed home my advantage, hitting him again and again, punching him with every ounce of magic I could muster.

But I was tiring and he wasn’t. I could feel his energy and the strength of his magic as he pushed back my blows. Then he began to force his way across the floor of the barn towards me. I was concentrating not on hurting him, but on keeping him back. And I couldn’t. He forced me back, back, until my spine was against the rough wooden wall of the barn. He was so close I could feel the crackle of his magic, the heat of his skin, smell his sweat.

‘No!’ I panted.

But it was too late – I was trapped in a corner and he was inches away, crushing me. I felt him lean in, closer and closer in the hot blackness. It was all over. He’d won.

‘OK,’ I said, my voice shaking with exhaustion, ‘OK, I—’

His hand closed on my shoulder, the other gripped my hair, and he kissed me.

For a minute I couldn’t think – I just stood, shattered, all my defences down, and let him. All I could think about was the soft heat of his mouth, the hard strength of his body, the harshness of his unshaven skin against mine. For a long, long minute I did nothing, just stood and trembled as he kissed me.

It was only when I felt his hand slip beneath my shirt that clarity broke through. A vicious blast of magic shook the barn. His body was flung backwards, crashing against the opposite wall with a terrible cracking sound. And then there was silence.

‘Oh God, Abe!’ My hands trembled as I tried to remember the lamp-charm my grandmother had taught me. ‘Loet – no, léoht … Wait, oh God. L-léohtfætels-ábíed!’

The room suffused with a bright glow and there was Abe, lying quite still against the far wall with something ominous and dark pooling on the straw. I ran to him, my heart in my mouth, and knelt beside him on the dusty floor, cradling his head.

‘I’m so sorry. Are you OK?’

He coughed, spat blood on the floor, and then heaved himself to a sitting position against the barn wall.

‘Jaysus, woman.’ His voice was hoarse. ‘A simple, “Thank you, but I’ve got a headache,” would’ve done.’

‘Abe!’ With the knowledge that he was alive, all my anger came flooding back, sharper for being mixed with relief. ‘You’re supposed to be training me, not sodding goading me into GBH.’

‘Had to.’ He spoke shortly around a mouthful of blood, then spat again with a disgusted look. ‘You weren’t going to pull your finger out otherwise, were you? Yeuch, why does blood always taste so rancid?’

‘Are you OK? Should we go to A&E?’

‘A&E – you’re joking, right? I’m fine. It’s just a nosebleed, it’ll stop in a sec. You could help instead of standing around like the shy girl at the disco.’

‘Oh shut up,’ I said, but I put my hand to his cheek and did my best to help his body heal itself. The blood flow stemmed a little and I added, ‘Anyway, what do you mean, you had to? I was doing my best.’

‘No you weren’t.’ Abe grabbed my arm to haul himself stiffly to his feet. There was straw and blood on his ripped jeans. ‘You were faffing around with those sodding charms your grandma’s so keen on. You weren’t going to let go until I made you – so I did.’

‘You didn’t have to sexually assault me,’ I said grumpily, as we hobbled out into the chill night air.

‘Best way I could think of, off the top of my head.’ Abe gave me a wicked sideways grin. ‘Win-win scenario – if you didn’t enjoy it then you’d unclamp enough to actually do some damage, and if you did enjoy it – well, bonus situation for both of us.’

‘Shut up,’ I growled. Perhaps the anger in my voice got through to him, for he fell silent.

We walked slowly through the moonlit woods to his car and I felt my cheeks cool and my anger fade. After all, it wasn’t Abe’s fault that my heart was still so bruised that the lightest touch made me curl into a hedgehog ball of prickles. It wasn’t Abe’s fault that I still couldn’t fully access my magic without raw emotion ripping it from me. And it wasn’t Abe’s fault that I was starting to enjoy our practice fights a bit too much. I didn’t like to analyse the fierce snarling joy that had filled me when I sent his body flying through the air to smack into the wall of the barn.

Guilt made me stretch on tiptoes to brush Abe’s cheek as he stopped by the car, groping for his keys. He turned, his face naked, surprised.

‘What was that for?’

‘For putting up with me. I know there are probably more fun ways to spend your Friday night.’

‘Hmph.’ He stuck the car key into the lock, then folded himself painfully into the driver’s seat. ‘Well, I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to be, trust me.’

‘I know.’ I climbed in the passenger side and shut the door gingerly. Too hard and the handle came off in your grip. ‘But I’m still … you don’t have to do this – help me, I mean. I’m grateful. I wish there was something I could do for you, in return.’

‘I don’t want your gratitude.’ His voice was irritable. I said nothing while he did a fast, bad-tempered three-point-turn towards Winter. But as the road rolled away beneath the tyres and the silence stretched, taut with unspoken feelings, I couldn’t stop myself.

‘So what do you want?’

He said nothing, only turned to look at me in the shifting, flickering dimness of the car, his black eyes fixed on mine in a hard stare that left me first uncomfortable and then, as the seconds ticked out, frankly panicked.

‘Abe, look at the road,’ I said at last. ‘Abe …’ Then, ‘Look at the damn road!’

‘Fine.’ He turned his gaze back to the winding forest road, staring into the darkness.

It wasn’t until we came out of the trees on to the coast road that I realized how the weather had changed. It had been a cool spring evening when I entered the barn. Now fog was rolling in from the sea and unseen waves crashed against the foot of the cliffs. A blank whiteness began to press against the windscreen, reflecting the car’s headlights back at us. When I turned to look out of the rear window, the wall was red as a hellmouth, flickering as Abe’s foot hovered over the brake, slowing the car as the mist thickened.

I watched as the speedometer dropped to thirty, then twenty, and then below even that. The road ran right along the cliff-edge. It’d be all too easy to miss one of the tight turns in the fog and hurtle into the sea. I’d survived two drownings, but even a witch’s luck had to run out sometime.

‘What a foul bloody night,’ Abe said at last, and I was relieved to hear the anger was gone from his voice. ‘It’s not normal, this weather.’ He wriggled his shoulders uneasily inside his jacket. ‘It’s all wrong. It – it goes against the grain of normal weather somehow. Can you feel it? Like the fog, with this wind. It shouldn’t—’

He broke off as a mournful echoing bray split the night air, booming against the cliffs and making me jump. I felt the car give a nervous stutter as Abe’s foot jerked reflexively on the brake and then he laughed.

‘Bloody foghorn. I’ve lived here eight years now and it still gives me the heebie-jeebies. It sounds like a giant cow dying in the throes of labour.’

The sound came again, a long lowing wail that sent a shiver up my spine. I thought of all the fishermen out there, bent low over their flickering GPS displays, peering through the murk towards the safety of the port. I thought of … but I pushed that thought away. Not now. Not here in the car with Abe. I couldn’t.

‘Want to meet up tomorrow for a rematch?’ Abe asked, breaking into my thoughts. I shook my head.

‘I can’t. I’m going up to London.’

‘Huh. Seeing Granny, eh?’

‘Yes, if you must know.’

‘You’re a sandwich short of a picnic, messing with that crew.’ He shook his head and the moonlight glinted off his eyebrow ring as he frowned.

‘It’s none of your business,’ I said shortly.

‘You’re right.’ His voice was rigid. ‘I have no say. Doesn’t stop me from caring whether you get made into witch-meat.’

‘Look, I have no choice.’

‘Because you’re related to the old bag?’

‘No, because …’ I found I was breathing fast. Why was I even bothering to justify myself to Abe? Why did I care what he thought of me? ‘Because I – I’ve decided to do something. I’m tracking down my mother.’

Abe’s head turned sharply.

‘Is that a good idea?’

‘I have to try!’ The desperation in my own voice surprised me. ‘I have to. I can’t go through my whole life not knowing if she’s still out there, if she died, if she killed herself even.’

‘What makes you think you’ll do any better than your dad and your grandmother and all the other people who tried to track her down? If she’s out there, she doesn’t want to be found, that’s pretty clear.’

‘I’ve got more information than either of them. They each had only half the picture. I know much more – for example, I know that she returned to the Ealdwitan headquarters, after she was supposed to have gone missing.’

‘Are you sure?’ Abe’s voice showed his scepticism. ‘She was running from them like her life depended on it, from all you’ve told me. Why the hell would she go back to their HQ?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘But a passer-by saw her jump from St Saviour’s Dock a few days after she disappeared. They thought suicide, of course, and dredged the river, but no body was found. But I looked at a map and I realized—’

‘That St Saviour’s is where the Neckinger enters the Thames,’ Abe finished. ‘One of the entrances to their headquarters.’ His fingers tapped the steering wheel with restless energy. ‘But that still doesn’t answer why.’

‘I know. That’s why I have to go there again. They must have some kind of records – some kind of witch equivalent of CCTV. I’ve got to get access to their files. Find out what she did.’

‘You’re nuts,’ Abe said shortly. ‘Anna, for God’s sake don’t do anything stupid. Nearly getting yourself killed by them once was enough. If you get caught going through their papers …’

‘I won’t,’ I said. ‘But I’ve got Elizabeth on my side now, don’t forget. If it comes to the crunch, I’m pretty sure she’ll protect me.’

‘You reckon blood’s thicker than water?’ He turned to look at me, his eyes dark and unreadable. Then he turned back to the road, the dim light illuminating his grim, uncompromising profile, the hard set of his mouth. ‘I wouldn’t rely on it, Anna. Not as far as the Ealdwitan are concerned, anyway.’

 

‘Did I hear a car?’ Dad came out of the kitchen as I slammed the front door behind me.

‘Yes, Abe dropped me,’ I said.

‘Hmm.’ Dad withdrew without further remark. I knew what he was thinking. Abe wasn’t exactly the boy next door. He smoked, drank, and swore, and tried only half-heartedly to hide those facts when he was around my dad. He was also – well, I wasn’t quite sure how old. It wasn’t really surprising that Dad wasn’t keen. But at the same time, Abe had played a big part in keeping me sane after … after Seth left.

Even thinking his name still caused a tearing sensation inside me, as if small unhealed stitches were ripping open. It was hard to believe it was – what? Eight, ten weeks since he’d left? Two months. It felt like forever, and yesterday, both at the same time.

Dad had made my favourite food and refrained from telling me to woman up and get over myself because he’d been through the same thing, only twice as bad, when my mum left. Instead he’d just comforted, and cooked, and let me take my own time getting over it. And Em had jollied, and joked, and propelled me round school with sufficient force to stop my grades completely collapsing. Between them, they’d got me through. But Abe – Abe had made me angry. He’d made me laugh. He’d made me feel again. And Dad knew that.

A delicious smell was coming from the kitchen and, when I pushed open the door, the air was heavy with the scent of something rich and mouthwatering. Dad was bent over the stove, stirring, and the smell of butter and spices rose up to greet me.

‘Wow, what’s in there?’

‘Moong daal. Thought you’d be pleased.’

I was. It was one of the few things that I still really, really missed about London. Winter had a Chinese takeaway but no Indian, and there were times when I yearned for our old curry house in Notting Hill.

‘That’s nice. What are we celebrating?’

‘Oh, nothing much. Friday, the weekend, end of school. What are you up to tomorrow? Would you like to come into Brighthaven with me? I’m driving over to pick up some things for El—’ He stumbled and finished, ‘A friend. Would you like to come?’

I sighed.

‘It’s all right, Dad. You can say her name, you know.’ There was enough in Winter to remind me of Seth, and it wasn’t like Dad tiptoeing around Elaine’s name made it any less obvious. Besides, I liked Elaine. I knew she worried about Seth as much as I did. I liked to hear Dad talk about her.

‘OK. Sorry. Anyway, do you want to come? You were saying you needed some new jeans.’

‘I do. But I can’t. I’ve arranged to see Elizabeth this weekend – I’m staying the night, remember?’

‘Oh.’ Dad’s expression turned closed, reserved. He looked down at the bubbling pan. I knew it had been hard for him to forget past wrongs and accept my grandmother in my life. There was a lot to forget; she’d cut her daughter off when Isla fell in love with my outwith father. ‘Now you mention it you did say, but I forgot to write it on the calendar.’

‘I’m sorry, only …’ I trailed off and Dad gave a slightly forced smile.

‘Don’t apologize! It’s nice that you’re spending time with Elizabeth. I still feel guilty that you lost out on eighteen years of each other because of—’

‘Dad …’ I put my hand on his. ‘Please, don’t. It wasn’t your fault. I understand, truly.’ Dad had been bound, barely able to speak my mother’s name, until the charm wore off when I turned eighteen. I knew that now. What I still didn’t know was why.

 

After supper I helped Dad clear and wash up, while he chatted about his plans for the weekend. I couldn’t concentrate though; the lowing moan of the foghorn kept breaking in on my thoughts.

Abe was right. There was something unnatural about this fog, the way it groped its way through the trees and huddled up against the house. I glanced at the thick white blanket pressed up against the kitchen window and shivered, thinking of the sailors out in it, thinking of …

No. I pushed that away, dried my hands, then filled a glass of water.

‘Dad, do you mind if I go up? I’m shattered and I need to pack.’

It was true. My practice with Abe had taken it out of me, and my grandmother would probably want me to do more tomorrow, although her approach was almost the polar opposite of Abe’s – all rote learning and books and memorizing. She’d taught me how to scry, how to divine, the difference between a charm and an incantation. She’d made me learn every one of the Given Runes. She’d rehearsed me in the Bright Invocations and the Dark Invocations, the spells to protect and safeguard, and the spells to blast and break and maim.

She believed that the best magic came from books and learning. That you could swot your way out of trouble. Whereas Abe felt that magic came from inside, that instinct was better than memory, that if you couldn’t come up with the spell yourself, you shouldn’t rely on it in a tight place.

They both agreed on one thing, though: I had eighteen years of neglect to make up for. I had power, but power alone couldn’t make you powerful. For that you needed control and confidence, and I lacked both, a problem which had almost proved fatal a few months ago. Both Abe and my grandmother were determined that if another crisis evolved, this time at least, I’d be able to look after myself.

Dad was looking at me with concern.

‘You do look tired, sweetie. Have an early night. Want a lift to the train station tomorrow?’

‘Sure? I’m going early,’ I warned him. ‘I told Elizabeth I’d be up in London mid-morning, so I’ll have to be at the station by eight-ish at the latest.’

‘That’s fine. I’d rather get to Brighthaven before the parking fills up anyway. I’ll drop you off and then carry on to …’ He faltered, but then carried on bravely, ‘To the Anchor to pick up Elaine.’

‘Oh, you’re going with her?’ I was surprised.

‘Well I thought I might, since you can’t come. It’ll be more companionable with someone else and if I go early she can be back before the pub opens for lunch.’

‘Good.’ I tried to smile. ‘Great idea. Give my love to Elaine. Ask her …’ I stopped. But Dad knew what I’d been going to say.

‘Yes, I’ll ask her for any news.’ He kissed my forehead. ‘Goodnight, sweetie. Sleep well.’

The concern in his face stayed with me as I climbed the creaking stairs and pushed open the heavy oak door to my bedroom.

He worried about me. Worried about what I did all night, holed up in my room. He would’ve worried even more if he’d known the truth.

The bedsprings squeaked as I sat, but I didn’t get undressed, not yet. Instead I spread my hands on my knees and looked at my seaglass ring, smoky amethyst in the light from my lamp. The foghorn boomed again and, suddenly, pulled by a temptation too strong to resist, I wrenched off the ring and picked up the polished wooden bowl that sat on my bedside table.

For a long minute I just sat on the bed, holding the bowl in my lap and the ring in the palm of my left hand, my breath coming fast. Then, with a quick movement, I emptied my glass of water into the bowl, dropped in the ring, and put my face down inside, so close to the surface of the water that my reflection became broken and meaningless, a collection of choppy refracted lights, too close to focus into a single image.

As I gazed the waters seemed to shimmer and move, rippling with the grain of the wood, with the trembling of my hands, with each breath I exhaled. Small waves sprang up, lapping at each other, chasing a fleck of light across the bowl. Then, gradually, clouds began to gather, the waters darkened, and the fleck of light dwindled and resolved into a tiny boat racing across the sea, trying desperately to keep ahead of the huge waves that threatened to overwhelm it. Nearly all the sails had been stripped away, until the boat was scudding under almost bare poles. I could see a figure at the tiller, lashed by rain and wind, struggling to keep the prow pointing into the oncoming waves.

And I could do nothing. Nothing but watch the silent struggle, the figure alone in the dark, in the middle of this vast hostile waste of ocean.

I watched, until I could bear it no longer. Then I sat upright, ripping myself bodily out of that storm-racked, lonely world.

My neck was so stiff I could hardly straighten it. I rubbed slowly at the cramped muscles while my eyes got used to the light of the lamp, so warm and soft after the harsh blackness of the storm.

I fished the ring out of the bottom of the bowl and poured the water on to my African violet, feeling a mixture of fear and disgust. Fear for Seth, and disgust with myself, for spying on him like this.

I’d watched him obsessively at first. It was part of what had worried Dad so much after Seth left; my habit of keeping to my room, with a charm-locked door. But I wasn’t moping or crying or tearing Seth’s pictures out of my photo album. I was scrying. Fruitlessly at first and then, after I used the seaglass ring to focus my attention, with better and better accuracy. I never knew where Seth was exactly – what coast he was sailing past, what quay he was moored at – but I could always find his face. And it became an obsession: watching him sail, and eat, and sleep, and cry. And, one horrible night, bring a woman back to his boat. She was beautiful, with hair like polished mahogany, and as she walked down the steps to the cabin I saw the tail of her sarong as it fell to the ground. And then I saw Seth, as he turned to follow.

I threw the bowl out of the window that night and vowed never to spy again. I felt degraded by what I’d done, and by what Seth had done, even though he owed me nothing. Not now. Not any more.

Tonight, though, with the fog so low – I wasn’t spying, only wanting to make sure he was OK. Wasn’t that different?

Maybe. But I still wished I hadn’t. What would Seth think of me using my power like a peeping Tom? And what good did it do? I couldn’t help him. I couldn’t change a thing. I could only watch as he battled his demons alone – and I battled mine.


CHAPTER TWO

Killer Fog Claims Three! screeched the billboard, as I came up the steps from the tube, my nostrils still filled with the warm, sooty air. South Gripped by Death Mist the banner headline read and, underneath, Three dead in freak fog. Their faces stared up at me from a discarded newspaper; an elderly Essex man who’d tumbled down some steps in the mist and a young couple whose car had ploughed into the central reservation of a lonely motorway. No news about ships. But a year of living in Winter had taught me that sailors’ deaths weren’t usually reported, unless they were well-to-do day-trippers. Real sailors – professional fishermen and skippers – no one was interested in the risks they took.

The last of the mist still curled thick and strange about the streets as I walked quickly through Pimlico. Perhaps it was the fog, but London looked somehow unfamiliar. It was hard to believe that I’d walked these busy streets every day, that the stink of car exhaust and the warm gush of air from the tube vents had been more familiar than the smell of the sea and of oyster pots drying on the quay.

I felt a fierce stab of longing to be back in Winter – but I pushed the thought down and turned on to Vauxhall Bridge Road, trying to ignore the growing sense of foreboding about what was to come.

I hadn’t been back since my first disastrous visit – first and last. My grandmother had come to Winter and I’d visited her house, but every time she’d asked me to come to the Ealdwitan headquarters, I’d refused. I’d made my peace with my grandmother, but I’d never be able to forget the Ealdwitan’s actions last year, not with Bill’s memorial stone still clean and white in the Winter churchyard.

But the fact was, if I wanted to find out the truth about my mother and myself, I had to go back there. When I’d first suggested it to my grandmother, it hadn’t seemed like such a big deal. But now …

I stood on the parapet of Vauxhall Bridge looking at the silky swirl of the grey waters beneath and my stomach did a little flip.

‘Come on you bloody coward,’ I whispered to myself, steeling myself for the leap. Buses thundered up and down the road and there was a ferry passing beneath, so I murmured a few words and then looked down at my feet to check the invisibility charm had worked.

‘Houston, we are go,’ I muttered. And then I jumped.

 

The smell hit me first, like the memory of a nightmare. As I opened the door, the rich air flooded into the small anteroom, laden with the scent and feel and taste of magic, like a thousand spices crushed underfoot. I flinched.

Don’t go in! every bone in my body screamed. I stood, with my hand on the reinforced steel door, and the man at the desk looked at me quizzically. I desperately wanted to turn and flee. But instead I found myself taking a step forward. Back into the heart of the Ealdwitan.

Inside, the atmosphere closed around me like a thick blanket. I felt the layers of charm and countercharm, magic and deception, settle like a physical weight upon my shoulders.

‘Good morning.’ The man at the desk gave something that was probably supposed to be a smile, if you gave him the benefit of the doubt. ‘Can I help you?’

‘Um … thanks. I’m here to see my grandmother, Elizabeth Rokewood.’

‘Of course.’ He barely thawed an inch. Must be one of the rival factions. There were five Chairs and, from what I’d heard from my grandmother, no more than two were generally on speaking terms with each other. Their camps followed suit.

I signed in at the book on the table. The office behind him was shadowy, but I could just make out rows of shelves, each stacked with dozens upon dozens of similar leatherbound tomes, and a thought struck me.

‘Do you keep these sign-in ledgers? Old ones, I mean.’

‘Of course.’ He gave me a hard stare.

‘What’s in them?’

‘A list of all the visitors each day and an account of any noteworthy occurrences and meetings.’

‘And can … um … can people see them?’

‘Certainly not.’ His stare deepened into a frankly suspicious glare. ‘Why do you want to know?’

‘No reason.’ My heart was thudding. Just as I was wondering what to say next, I heard a voice I recognized and turned to see my grandmother walking briskly down the long, carpeted corridor, dictating to her secretary as she went.

‘… in light of this a security reassessment is essential, underlined, comma, including the withdrawal and reissue of all current passes and security clearances stop. New paragraph— Anna! … No, Miss Vane, of course that wasn’t part of the memo. We’ll resume later.’

I felt her thin, jewel-laden hand close on my shoulder as she kissed me lightly, once on each cheek, and I inhaled the scent of her bitter perfume.

‘Hello, darling. I’m afraid I’m going to be rather busy today. It’s fortunate you suggested meeting here, as I would have had to come in anyway.’

‘What’s happened?’ I asked. She grimaced, her skin stretched tight over the bones of her face, and we began to walk down the corridor towards her office, the velvet shushing beneath our feet.

‘A long story. Security issues, combined with some recent worrying events. We’re having an emergency meeting about it today and I would like you to attend.’

‘Me?’ I gulped. ‘But—’

‘Anna, I realize this is throwing you in at the deep end. I didn’t want to introduce you to the Chairs like this. But just now everything is in flux. The Chairs are panicked; I think this could be the moment.’

‘The moment?’

She looked up and down the corridor and then drew me inside her office and shut the door.

‘For holding Thaddeus Corax to account.’

Thaddeus Corax – who had ordered the attack on Winter; who had sent his servants to terrorize me and my friends; who, according to my grandmother, was to blame for everything that had happened in Winter one year ago. She’d promised me that we would confront him one day and prevent him treating anyone else the same way. But now? So soon?

Elizabeth must have read the doubts flickering across my face, for she spoke decisively.

‘Thaddeus has been destabilized more than anyone by these events, Anna. If we have any chance of damaging his authority, it is now.’

‘So what … You want me to talk about – about last year?’

‘No, at least not at the moment. I taxed him a few months ago with his actions in Winter. His stance is unwavering and his account unchanged; according to him, he sent a party of people to investigate you and to try to persuade you to stop practising magic unguardedly. They became carried away and operatives on the ground exceeded their responsibilities, entirely unbeknown to him. It’s very hard to prove either way.’

‘Then – why? Why do you need me?’

‘Because, Anna, you are the last of the Rokewoods.’ Her dark eyes were unfathomable. ‘And I am old. Because Corax is holding on to his mortality with a tenaciousness that frightens me, using methods I cannot bear to think of. And because when I am gone – and if Corax has his way that may be sooner rather than later – the Chair will fall to you.’

‘No!’ I took a step back, crashed into an ornate coffee table. ‘No! I don’t want it. I don’t want it!’

‘You must seize it. Or Corax will install one of his camp and all will be lost.’

I shook my head, imagining myself entombed in this underground maze for ever, chained to a Chair I didn’t want, enslaved to a duty I never sought. I imagined the weight now on my grandmother’s shoulder’s settling on mine.

‘You are a Rokewood.’ My grandmother’s voice was harsh.

‘I’m not, I’m a Winterson.’

‘You are a Rokewood – and Anna, whether you choose to believe it or not, there are greater evils than Thaddeus Corax out there.’ My grandmother’s voice was grim. ‘Right now, the Ealdwitan, imperfect though we may be, is what stands between your friends and that evil.’

My heart thudded in my chest. But there was no way back. There never had been, not since I first opened the pages of the Grimoire. I could only press on, blindly.

 

The chamber was domed, with a vaulted roof studded with ornate bosses. It was late afternoon by my watch, but there were no windows in the hall and by the shadows in the rafters it might have been midnight. The witchlights in the sconces around the walls flickered softly, casting an uneven light on the stone walls and the carved backs of the five imposing chairs arranged in a circle at the centre of the room. Four of them were already occupied; these people must be the famous Chairs, representatives of the most important witch clans in Britain.

Around them, at their backs, were ranged their followers, clustered into little camps on the high, tiered benches. I was seated behind the empty chair, with my grandmother’s secretary, Miss Vane, and a number of others whose faces I didn’t know.

‘Who are the people in the middle?’ I whispered, under cover of the general rustling as people settled themselves, spread papers, took out pens and plumped cushions.

‘The lady sitting opposite us, the young one, she’s Margot Throgmorton,’ Miss Vane whispered back. ‘She’s deputizing for her husband, Edward Throgmorton, who’s very elderly and too ill to attend at present. If he dies, no one knows what will happen. Margot will try to seize the chair, I’m sure, and she will probably have support from Erasmus Knyvet – they’re said to be lovers.’

I looked down at the beautiful, vivacious face of the woman Miss Vane had indicated and I wasn’t surprised at the rumours. She couldn’t have been a day over forty, even allowing for a witch’s habit of smoothing away wrinkles. As I watched her, I noticed something coiling sinuously around the legs of her chair – an animal too large to be a cat. A flash of red and I recognized it: a fox. Margot Throgmorton’s hand crept down and scratched the creature behind the ears, and it writhed with pleasure before vanishing in the shadows under her seat.

‘Knyvet is the man next to her,’ Miss Vane continued. ‘He’s very proper, very traditional. His wife –’ she nodded subtly towards a very pregnant woman high on the benches at the back, ‘– is due in May with his eighth child.’

Eighth? I looked from the grey, drawn face of the woman opposite, down to the thin foxlike visage of Knyvet. He was leaning in, speaking confidentially to Margot Throgmorton, every line of their bodies exuding mutual amusement.

‘Next in the circle is Charles Catesby,’ she nodded down at a leonine man, with a grizzled mane of hair and a blond beard streaked with white. ‘He’s an old friend of your grandparents.’

‘And the last man?’ I asked, my throat dry. Miss Vane shot me a look.

‘Yes. The last man is Thaddeus Corax.’

I looked down through the dimness of the chamber at the back of his head. He was small, wizened, impossibly old. I’d hated him, feared him, for so long. And now here he was.

As I stared, he turned, as if he could feel the intensity of my gaze. Two hooded eyes swept the chamber and I glimpsed yellowed teeth, a beaklike nose, a face so graven with lines he looked carved from stone. Then he ducked his head with a curious bobbing motion and turned back to the circle.

Last to be seated was my grandmother, and I watched as she moved to take her place, a strange suffocating feeling in my chest. It felt like … affection. Love, even. But that was impossible, surely. How could you love someone as hard, as indomitable as my grandmother?

Perhaps it was because she looked – strangely – frail. She was old. Sixty, even seventy perhaps. And there wasn’t an ounce of spare flesh on her bones. Her wrists were skin and sinew, her rings hung heavy on her thin fingers. Her still-black hair was scraped into an immaculate chignon so heavy it seemed impossible that her neck could support it. She’d been a hard mother, I knew that. Hard on her daughter. And she’d be hard on me too, if I let her. But now, seeing her bow her neck beneath the weight of all this authority and malevolence, I could see she’d been harder still on herself.

‘The meeting will come to order,’ Thaddeus Corax said in a harsh, croaking voice which rang through the chamber – and silence fell.

‘Now, as you know,’ he continued, ‘we are here to discuss the attack on our shores which took place last night.’

‘Attack?’ I whispered to Miss Vane.

‘The fog,’ she whispered back. ‘Shh.’

‘We believe the fog was a test mechanism,’ Corax was continuing, ‘a precursor, if you will, for a future attack which might cause more damage. As far as we can tell, the fog itself did no harm. But its very presence is of the utmost concern – it should not have been able to penetrate these shores. A thousand years of spell and counterspell ought to have repelled it. These spells, for whatever reason, failed.’

‘And what reason can my fellow Chairs suggest?’ It was Knyvet who spoke, his voice smooth as oil.

‘Treachery!’ boomed Charles Catesby, his voice echoing around the rafters and making the spectators jump. ‘Treachery! Betrayal! A spy within the camp.’

‘Hold, hold, Chair Catesby.’ Corax raised a hand. ‘We do not yet have proof of this. But it is true that the fog seems to have concentrated on every weak spot in our defence – and that is extremely worrying. It is almost as if the sender had access to privileged information on those defences and was able to fashion and direct a weapon to penetrate them.’

‘Almost?’ Margot Throgmorton’s sultry voice purred across the chamber. ‘Why “almost”, Chair Corax? I understood from the briefing that it’s not merely a question of last night’s fog. It seems that papers have gone missing, confidential spells have been breached, messages have been intercepted and never reached their recipient. I am –’ she lowered her eyelashes, ‘– only a deputy, but it seems as clear as day to me. Yet you don’t believe in the existence of this spy?’

‘Forgive me …’ For the first time Corax seemed to grope for words. He raised his eyes, looking around the chamber as if in bewilderment. ‘Forgive me, madam, if I find it hard to believe in the treachery of one so close to this circle that they know the secrets of power. Forgive me, for being an old man, trusting in my friends.’

Trusting? I nearly let my breath hiss through my teeth. Thaddeus Corax looked as if he’d never trusted anyone, man, woman or child, since the day he was born.

I could see my grandmother was struggling with the same concept. Her mouth was pressed into a thin, bloodless line and her ringed hands were locked in her lap so tightly that the knuckles shone white.

‘It would have to be a very strong motive, Chair Corax.’ She spoke for the first time, her voice grim. ‘A very strong motive indeed. For someone at the centre of so much power, to risk so much, to gain – what? Safety, from a challenger perhaps?’

Her eyes bored into his, but he did not flinch.

‘Or help, to topple an adversary perhaps, Chair Rokewood?’ His reply was cold. ‘There are many possibilities.’

‘Friends, friends …’ Knyvet’s voice was smooth, insinuating. ‘We must not quarrel among ourselves. United we stand, divided we fall – is that not how the saying goes?’

‘Indeed, dear friend.’ Corax put his hand in Knyvet’s and his graven face creased into something I suspected was meant for a smile. But my grandmother didn’t smile and when Corax held out his free hand, she didn’t return the gesture.

‘Our house is already divided,’ she said coldly. ‘The only question is where this invisible fissure lies. Friends or not, we have been betrayed; there is a crack in our very foundations which will split us in two. And until we know where that crack lies, how can we protect ourselves?’

‘What do you propose then, Chair Rokewood?’ Margot Throgmorton’s voice was less sultry now, and there was impatience in her tone. ‘Instead of prophesying doom, perhaps you could tell us what course of action you advise?’

‘Lock down,’ my grandmother said shortly. There was an immediate hubbub around the chamber, but her voice rose, ringing above the chorus of disapproval and consternation. ‘We revoke every pass. We cancel every security clearance. We reissue them one by one, on a strictly need-to-know basis. And we watch to see when the leaks recommence.’

‘This is absurd,’ Knyvet said impatiently. ‘Chair Rokewood, you would have us waste time quarrelling among ourselves instead of looking to the true enemy.’

‘And who is the true enemy, Chair Knyvet?’ my grandmother demanded.

A hushed silence fell over the chamber. I had the impression that everyone was waiting – waiting for a hammer to fall.

But before Knyvet could answer, an enormous explosion shook the chamber.

The witchlights in their sconces guttered suddenly, dwindling to threads, as if a terrible blow had been struck at the source of their power, and for a moment I heard a thunderous rush of water around us, as if the rivers were pressing very close, straining to break their chains and reclaim their powers. The chamber was a dark, flickering cavern filled with screams and whimpers.

In the middle of the floor the Chairs jumped to their feet, gazing wildly around.

‘Everybody, please be calm and keep to your seats!’ Thaddeus Corax barked in a harsh voice. His words were ignored. All around, people were running.

Miss Vane stood, biting her lip, then she put her hand firmly on my shoulder.

‘Anna, stay here, do you understand? Stay here until I’m back. I’ll only be five minutes but I must check – I have to find out what’s—’

‘Go,’ I said. ‘I’ll be fine.’

‘I’ll be five minutes,’ she repeated firmly. And then she was gone, clattering up the steep steps to the door at the edge of the chamber.

For a moment I sat, my ears still ringing from the blast. Then I ran after her.


CHAPTER THREE

The corridor was almost deserted but from far away, deep within the labyrinth, I could hear shouts and the thunder of spells and charms. The strange feeling of an illusion worn thin persisted – I felt as if I could press my hand through the red damask wallpaper in the corridor, plunge my arm shoulder-deep into the river’s filth and silt.

Miss Vane was disappearing at a ladylike run around the curve of the corridor to my left. I waited, pressed against the wall, until she’d gone and then I turned right.

I hoped to God I could remember the way. The Ealdwitan’s HQ was a maze and I’d only the faintest recollection of its layout. I passed two rooms I recognized and for a moment started to feel cocky – and then I came to a dead end. There were two great glass doors in front of me; inside was a vaulted glass cathedral – a giant hothouse filled with tropical plants and trees.

Damn, damn. I turned around, feeling sweat trickle down my back, and hearing again Miss Vane’s firm ‘Five minutes’.

I began to run.

After what felt like a lot longer than five minutes I found myself at the reception desk, facing the ledger I’d signed so recently. And, as I’d hoped, the desk was unmanned, the office behind shadowed in darkness and empty.

My heart was thudding in my throat, so hard that for a minute it was hard to breathe. But I ignored it and clambered awkwardly over the polished wood of the reception desk, whacking my ankle painfully as I did so. I stifled a yelp, then ducked into the shadowed cave beyond.

The room was dark – very dark – and I looked for the light switch before I remembered where I was.

I stretched out my hand and drew a deep breath, trying to calm myself.

‘Léohtfætels-ábíed!’

A cool white light flickered on my palm, illuminating the room.

Ledgers were stacked all around me, piled haphazardly on shelves, tables, stacked upon the floor … Where to begin? ‘Five minutes’ was echoing in my head as I began to scan the spidery writing on the spines.

Day Ledger 1808, Day Ledger 1809 – much too old. Then 1947 caught my eye on a dusty shelf – at least that was closer. I looked further down the row … 1968 … A little further … Damn! Day Ledger 1716. Hadn’t they heard of order?

Sweat trickled into my eyes and the witchlight in my palm flickered and dwindled. I swore, glaring at my palm, and it blazed into light again.

Day Ledger 1978 – OK, good! 1979 … 1981 … 1992 … and suddenly there it was. I snatched it off the shelf with eager hands and let the witchlight flare up again as I opened it, trying to keep my palm angled to illuminate the page. January, February … I counted on my fingers. Six weeks from my birthday, so that was the sixteenth of January … One, two, three … The first week of March, near enough. I flicked forward in the ledger and scanned down the lists of names. Nothing. Nothing I recognized.

I was about to slam the ledger down in disgust when a shadow suddenly passed across the lamp in the corridor and my breath caught in my throat. The witchlight in my palm guttered and died abruptly, and I shrank into the corner of the room, holding my breath.

But the passer-by continued on their way and I let out a great shuddering gasp. Then suddenly an idea struck me.

‘You idiot,’ I whispered under my breath. Of course – when my dad had said six weeks, he’d meant six weeks from my real birthday, not my fake one. Six weeks from the sixth of January. That meant – the third week of February.

My hands were shaking so hard that the witchlight in my palm cast flickering shadows across the thick paper. I turned back sheet after sheet … The twenty-first of February, nothing. The twentieth of February, nothing. Next I ran my trembling finger down the column of names for the nineteenth: Franklin, Adelstrop, Restorick, Vandellen, Menton, Vane, Ayckbourn … Rokewood.

My finger stopped. She’d been here.

I. Rokewood. 11.45pm, Neckinger entrance.

And then a note at the foot of the page, before the new day’s entry for the twentieth of February began: Today a most regrettable disturbance in the library; the vandalism of one of our most valuable tomes, the Codex Angelis. An entire page, ‘The Riddle of the Epiphany’, was torn out. It is very hard to believe that one of the members present on this date was responsible for the destruction.

Coincidence? The thought hung in the air as the witchlight flickered and waxed high in my palm. Impossible.

Then a shadow fell over the page and an accusing voice came from behind me.

‘Who are you and what are you doing here?’

I jumped and let the ledger fall from my hands with a sound like a clap of thunder.

‘I—’

Light flooded the room as the stranger cast his own witchlight, engulfing mine in a blaze of brilliance.

‘You!’

We both gasped.

It was a man – a boy, really, just a few years older than me – wearing an immaculate grey suit. His smooth chestnut hair gleamed in the witchlight. And I knew him. A few months ago he’d saved my skin – and I had no idea who he was, beyond his first name.

‘M-Marcus?’ I managed.

‘Get out,’ he said harshly. ‘The archivist is coming. You do not want to be found here.’

‘Thank you!’ I gasped.

‘Go!’ he hissed.

I didn’t need to be told again.

I ran.

 

‘Anna!’ Miss Vane looked furious but relieved as I sank into the seat next to her, trying to suppress my panting. ‘Where have you been? I was beside myself! I told you to stay here – what possessed you to wander off? Especially today of all days.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. My voice was as even as I could make it. ‘I needed the loo and I got lost.’

‘Oh.’ She looked slightly mollified. ‘Well it looks like the meeting is breaking up in any case. Chair Rokewood –’ she turned as my grandmother wearily ascended the steps towards us ‘– is the meeting closing?’

‘Yes, it seems so, for the moment at least.’

‘Do they know what caused the explosion?’

‘Not yet. There was no physical evidence of a disturbance – but the sound would seem to indicate that one of the wards was compromised. We’re not certain if it was merely some activity of the outwith which impinged on one of our security measures. If they dig too close to the rivers it can destabilize the foundations, though the wards are supposed to prevent that. But whatever the cause, it’s worrying that the shields were so badly affected. The Keepers are working now to reinstate them and we’ve agreed to adjourn the meeting until they’re fully operational. I think the only thing to do is seize the opportunity to take some supper. We’ll dine in my office please, Miss Vane.’

 

My grandmother sank into an armchair in front of the fire and passed a weary hand over her face. She looked several hundred years older than this morning. Then with a sudden, angry movement she picked up the briefing notes from the table in front of her and threw them savagely into the grate, her face stern in the flickering firelight as they blazed up.

‘Damn Corax,’ she said at last. ‘He had the meeting by the throat. Doesn’t he care there’s a spy in our midst? I know the leaks are coming from within his camp, I know it.’

‘Grandmother …’ I stopped and then, screwing up my courage, I carried on. ‘What did you want Knyvet to say – before the explosion?’

‘I don’t know, child.’ She passed a weary hand over her face, her rings glittering in the candlelight. ‘But there is a spy – and that spy is acting for someone. The best-case scenario is that they are acting for one of the other Chairs.’

‘And – the worst?’

‘They are acting for another country.’

‘Another country?’

‘Yes. Did you think we were the only ones of our kind in the world? Our people exist in every corner of the globe, from the poles to the equator. And wherever our kind gather, we love order and ritual and hierarchy. And feuds. Other countries have their councils: Les Viseurs. El Circulo. The Nodus. The Sistren … Some are very like the Ealdwitan, as old or even older. Some are very different. The lust for power, the search for knowledge – those forces are the same, wherever they arise. But the methods …’ She stopped and then said, with a harshness in her voice that sounded almost like pain, ‘Anna, I know you have experienced the worst of the Ealdwitan. But we are not the worst of all. Good God no, we are not the worst. The others—’

She broke off, at the sound of a knock at the door.

‘Come in, Miss Vane.’

‘It’s not Miss Vane,’ said a voice – a male voice, low and amused. The door opened and the visitor walked into the room. My heart did a horrible flip, like missing a step on the escalator and I scrambled to my feet, ready to flee.

Something flickered in his eyes, but his face remained a polite mask as he turned to my grandmother.

‘I’m sorry to interrupt, Chair Rokewood, but I wondered if I might have a quick word.’

‘Of course, Marcus. Have you met my granddaughter, Anna? Anna, this is Marcus Corax.’

‘We’ve met,’ he said. Something tugged at the corner of his mouth.

‘Really?’ My grandmother looked surprised. ‘How?’

‘Oh, on Anna’s last visit here. I was able to assist her with some directions.’

I remembered my naked desperation, running for my life to get out of the mazelike corridors. Marcus had shown me a way out.

‘And more recently,’ he continued, ‘didn’t we bump into each other at reception?’

‘I – I’m not sure,’ I said. My heart was still thumping and I gave him a sharp look – was he laughing at me? The thought made me angry and stiffened my nerve. ‘But thank you for the directions last time.’ Somehow I kept my voice steady. ‘I never had a chance to say.’

‘No need for thanks.’ He held out his hand. I hesitated for a moment and then I put mine in his. Who was he? Why had he saved me, twice? His hand was strong and immaculately manicured. But as we shook, something in my grandmother’s introduction scratched at me like a snagged nail. Marcus Corax. Corax?

He was already speaking to my grandmother.

‘I wanted to apologize. For my father. You’re right and he’s wrong – I don’t know why he refuses to see it.’

‘Because he doesn’t want to admit I’m right? Because revoking all security passes will be costly, disruptive and extremely political? Or because he is protecting the spy?’ My grandmother pinched the bridge of her nose and then sat back with a weary sigh.

‘Not that!’ Pain crossed Marcus’ face and he sat too, hitching his beautifully pressed trousers to preserve their crease. ‘I’m certain of that.’

‘I wish I could be so sure,’ my grandmother said. ‘But you may be right. Well, will you do what you can to persuade him, Marcus? We vote tomorrow on rescinding the passes and we must get it through. Without revoking security clearances we really have no idea where the leaks are coming from.’

‘I will try, ma’am, but as you know, I’m not in my father’s best books at the moment. Since he knows I’m taking your side on this …’ He trailed away and then seemed to steel himself. ‘But I’ll try again. What other votes do you think you can secure?’

‘As to that, I’m not sure. Your father has Knyvet’s vote in his pocket, we’re all aware of that. Catesby will back me, or at least I hope he will.’

‘And Margot Throgmorton?’

‘Ah. There, I really don’t know. Properly, of course, the vote is Edward’s. But I doubt he’s well enough to understand the question, let alone express a view. Normally I would say her inclination would be to side with me – she has no affection for your father and her words today make me think that she is fully alive to the dangerous reality of this spy. But her relationship with Knyvet compromises matters. I don’t know how far she will go along with him. She may abstain and, if she does, that means an even split.’

‘W-what happens then?’ I found myself asking nervously. ‘Does someone have a casting vote?’

‘No.’ My grandmother sounded weary. ‘In the event of an even vote, the chamber empties and we Chairs are locked in without food or water until someone cracks and changes sides. It’s an archaic practice and never pretty.’

Hmm. She wasn’t really selling this ‘inherit the Chair’ business.

‘Marcus,’ my grandmother was saying, ‘will you stay and dine with us?’

‘I’d love to. I asked Franklin to take dinner to my office but I’ll ring down and let him know I’ll be eating here.’

Suddenly I felt a lot less hungry.

Just then Miss Vane bustled in with a covered trolley and, a few minutes later, a tall man in a black suit appeared, carrying a tray which presumably contained Marcus’ dinner. They moved around the room efficiently rearranging the furniture, set out the crockery, and then melted away.

‘Ma’am?’ Marcus pulled back my grandmother’s chair and she sat. Then, ‘Anna?’

My cheeks flamed and I sat, awkwardly and too soon, so that I was marooned several feet from the table and I had to stand again and shuffle forwards with the chair following me.
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