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            CHAPTER 1

         

         Wolf had been back from the dead for almost three weeks when we had our first midnight picnic of the year.

         Some childhood moments have a way of sinking deep into your bones, lingering on, casting their long shadows into your future. The midnight picnics were something my siblings and I had created between us as kids. They began as the kind of rebellion that ignited darkly addictive sparks in our bellies and that gradually, with repetition and the unofficial sanction of our parents, had become a spontaneous ritual.

         We’d sneak out, laden with goods lifted from the pantry and fridge, and ramble into the darkness to find a place and a time and a moment that came together. We liked to allow our secret selves out of their everyday cages, just for a little while.

         This was how I came to find myself in the hallway of our house, shivering in the late-night bite, eyeing my brother with bleary agreeableness as he stood in front of me and pulled my favourite scarf snug around my neck. I’d gone to bed early and he had shaken me awake, looming over me in the dark of my bedroom like a pretty, tousle-haired ghost.

         It was early January and it had been a sharp and bitter month so far. Snow was promised but hadn’t yet delivered. I had always seen snow as a purifying substance that offers a clean slate – until it melts, exposing the dirt hidden underneath all along.

         ‘What are we doing?’ I said, still stupid from sleep.

         My forgot-to-be-a-whisper carried clean across the hallway, and Fenrin shushed me softly. Cold air wound around our legs from the open back door.

         ‘It is veritably shocking that you haven’t figured it out yet,’ he murmured, and gave me his naughtiest smile.

         I pulled my gloves out of the pocket of my leather jacket and wrestled my fingers into them. Fenrin took my gloved hand in his and led me outside, moving across the lawn’s frozen, crackling grass towards the fruit grove at the bottom of the garden, heading straight for the guard dog.

         The guard dog was the ancient oak tree that squatted at the start of the grove, and family legend said that it had been here before the house, which had been deliberately built within its shadow. It was a sprawling, knotted old thing with a mind of its own, known for swaying its branches on a still day, as if it felt a wind no one else could. In the spring, tiny star-shaped flowers grew haphazardly on its trunk, which Esther would pick and use in small batches of face-cream formulas that her customers swore made them look younger overnight. Her back orders for that cream often extended into the previous year. One anonymous customer paid handsomely to have a guaranteed annual order, with a stipulation that it be made from the very first flowers of the season as, according to Esther, they were the most potent.

         Right now, though, it was too early in the year for the star flowers and the guard dog’s trunk was bare, but its base was ringed in light. Tiny flames clawed up towards the tree from their candle plinths, turning the bark bright, sending orange-gold sparks against the dark. Higher up, the tree had been strung with fairy lights that glittered against the winter-sparse branches, illuminating the sky. Electric magic.

         Spread out on the ground underneath the guard dog and its ring of candlelight was a blanket covered in plates and trays. Two dark figures crouched at its edges. They paused as we arrived, faces lit from below with candlelight.

         I gave an entirely un-Summer-like gasp of delight.

         ‘Midnight picnic,’ I whispered gleefully, and Fenrin gave me a wink.

         My sister, Thalia, balancing easily on her haunches, looked up at me. She was swaddled in a white woollen scarf that hung in huge mushrooming folds around her neck, her caramel hair spreading across the wool in soft waves. She had on her heaviest winter skirt, the colour of deep burgundy wine, and it swirled around her ankles, just long enough to flirt with the ground when she walked. I’d once borrowed it without asking. I was shorter than she was and had accidentally ripped the hem by repeatedly treading on it. Thalia hardly ever lost her temper, but when she did it was spectacular – almost worth provoking her just to see it.

         Next to her was Wolf, his wasted frame buried under layers of muted pebble tones. With his black eyes and pale skin warmed underneath the fairy-light glow, he almost looked whole again – closer to the lean, lanky creature of the past, that distant country where we had all taken things like life and health for granted.

         I arched a brow at him. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be swimming with the fishes?’

         He grinned. ‘Came back just to torture you all.’

         We’d been making variations on this joke with appalling regularity. It wasn’t actually funny, but we pretended it was.

         There was a time I would have thrown myself on top of Wolf and teased him relentlessly until he shoved me off, but that had been a different him, a different us. Now we were all so afraid to touch him, as if he would shatter like glass and break the illusion that he was really back.

         Wolf might have been brought back to life, but it was obvious that he wasn’t exactly at full health. A hospital visit had produced a cautious pronouncement of pneumonia, plus a bonus vague catchall of ‘with complications’. The hospital had sent him off to convalesce armed with an impressive array of drugs, half of which sounded like they had been included just because the doctors wanted to cover all their bases.

         I couldn’t really blame them. It must be tough trying to diagnose a severe case of resurrection.

         I sank to my knees. Down here we were sheltered from any wind by the guard dog’s sturdy, craggy branches, and all was calm and still. The winter air took a mild bite out of my exposed cheeks, but my leathers kept the rest of me warm.

         It was perfect.

         Balanced on the blanketed ground before me was a tray of four mugs that held mounds of tiny marshmallows nestled in their depths, waiting to be filled with the cinnamon-laced hot cocoa that sat beside them in a giant, wool-swaddled pot, its spout curdling steam into the air. A stone serving plate was piled high with Thalia’s signature chocolate brownies. Sugar-rimmed molasses cookies were stacked in a row next to them.

         ‘Whose magnificent idea was this?’ I asked.

         ‘Mine,’ said Wolf.

         Fenrin scoffed. ‘Not quite. He kept moaning about being bored and said he couldn’t sleep, so I suggested it.’

         ‘You know what we should do?’ I said, inspired. ‘We should have a late Yule party.’

         ‘Erm, I think that ship has sailed,’ Fenrin said. ‘The point of the Yule party is to have it at, you know, Yule, and we didn’t.’

         ‘Why didn’t you?’ Wolf asked.

         Silence descended, a silence so awkward that I felt my toes curling in my boots.

         Because you were dead, and no one felt like celebrating.

         ‘We should ask if we can have a party now,’ I said doggedly, leaning back into the tree trunk and digging my spine comfortably against its rough bark.

         Thalia sighed. ‘Sure. And put in a request for a holiday to Atlantis while you’re at it.’

         Fenrin’s mouth twitched. ‘Slices of the moon in a pie.’

         ‘Made of unicorn-butter puff pastry,’ I said. Suddenly hungry, I reached forward and picked up a thick slab of chocolate brownie. Thalia had made them earlier that day. The fresh ginger she had used in the batter bit my tongue, and I savoured the sting.

         ‘Oh god, it’s freezing,’ Fenrin moaned. ‘Why didn’t we do this inside the house like normal people?’

         ‘It’s bracing,’ Thalia said. ‘Wake-up weather.’

         Thalia was a creature of nature. Being out energised her. I knew some people thought it was all a show that she only put on in public, but I’d watched her run out barefoot into fresh snow, late at night when she thought no one would see her. Later I’d found my beloved idiot sister desperately pressing her pinched, blue feet against her radiator.

         Normally we ventured further afield than just the bottom of our garden, but this felt far enough right now. We had hardly left the house over the Christmas holidays, what with Wolf’s condition and the adults hovering over us all like a particularly annoying combination of hawks and bees. But it hadn’t felt suffocating. It had felt safe.

         Wolf leaned forward and took two brownies. Each was thicker than my hand and almost as big as my palm. I watched, impressed, as he chomped through the first in two bites and immediately started on the second. Just how had he fitted that entire thing in his mouth so quickly?

         One thing resurrection had not wasted away was his appetite. Recent mealtimes were quite a thing to behold. He ate everything in sight, with a relish that bordered on orgasmic. This was an entirely new thing; the Wolf of before had always tackled food fastidiously and almost never finished everything on his plate. The rest of the family had begun to tease him for his newfound gluttony, but I thought I understood it. Pleasure was a very real, obvious way of feeling alive, and Wolf needed to feel alive right now.

         I grumbled through mouthfuls of brownie. ‘Who the hell wants to wake up? It’s winter. We should be hibernating like all the best mammals.’

         ‘Don’t be a cliché, Summer,’ Thalia declared. ‘Just because you have the name doesn’t mean you’re supposed to embody the season.’

         ‘Names are important,’ I rebuffed her. ‘Names mould us. We fit into our names, our names don’t fit into us. For example, as I recall, Fenrin’s is based on a Norse name that translates as “asshole”.’

         Wolf burst out laughing in his rich chocolate voice. Absent so long from us, it was a glorious sound. Fenrin swallowed a sudden, happy grin and tried his best to look unimpressed.

         ‘Well, what about Wolf?’ he said. ‘Are we really saying that his name means he’s a hairy predator because …’ He paused. ‘Damn it.’

         ‘You see?’ I crowed. ‘It’s destiny.’

         ‘Thalia was named for the muse of poetry,’ Fenrin retorted, ‘and when was the last time you saw her reading any?’

         ‘The original Greek etymology of Thalia, brother mine, means luxuriant. Verdant.’ Thalia stretched her arms upward and tipped her head back, exposing her throat. ‘To blossom.’

         ‘And she does make things blossom,’ I offered reasonably. ‘Herbs. Flowers. The groinal regions of schoolboys.’

         Thalia brought her arms down and shoved me. ‘You always have to lower the tone.’

         ‘Give me some of that cocoa, then, before it goes cold,’ Fenrin said, surreptitiously moving closer to Wolf. I had begun to wonder if Wolf’s newfound love of indulgence yet extended to my brother. Having the boy you were in love with come back from the dead must be quite the relationship minefield.

         ‘Pour it yourself, lazy ass,’ Thalia said comfortably, but she did it for him anyway because she was Thalia. I tipped my head back, feeling for the first time in a long time an ache of happiness.

         Wolf spoke into the silence, punctuated by the soft soughing of the wind above us.

         ‘I have something to say.’

         My stomach clenched, and I wasn’t sure why. Wolf was pressing a hand to his own chest, palm cupped over his heart.

         ‘What you all did for me, bringing me to life …’ he began with an earnestness that made me profoundly uncomfortable. ‘Someday, I promise, I’ll find a way to repay you for it.’

         This was so unlike the sullen Wolf I knew that I was struck dumb.

         ‘If you think about it, you’re like my gods,’ Wolf continued over our shock in a musing tone. His eyebrows rose. ‘I should worship you.’ He turned and placed his palms flat on the blanket-covered ground in front of a wide-eyed Fenrin. ‘I should get on my knees and praise your names,’ he declared soulfully, his voice climbing in proclamation.

         I began to laugh while Thalia made shushing noises and Fenrin did nothing but gape stupidly.

         ‘Summer, I thank thee,’ Wolf howled up into the sky. ‘Thaliaaa, thou art my saviour. Fenrin, I worship thee …’

         ‘Hush, you’ll wake the parentals,’ Thalia hissed frantically.

         ‘Oh please, as if they don’t already know we’re out here,’ I sniffed. They usually tolerated whatever we might get up to as long as we were doing it on home ground where we were ‘safe’.

         Fenrin had the world’s sweetest blush creeping across his face. A mischievous part of me wanted so badly to point it out, but I held my tongue. Wolf sat back and flashed me a highly enjoyable grin.

         ‘I’m alive because of you,’ he said, and my heart gave a lurch.

         I knew now why Wolf had wanted this midnight picnic, why all of us did. It was a rare and precious snatched moment between us all. We were only back home for the weekend – tomorrow we’d be going back to the boarding school our parents had, in one of their regular fits of protective madness, transferred us to last term.

         We would once again be cut off from the boy who had only just come back into our lives after leaving an awful, ragged hole behind in his absence. The hole still hurt. The wound still gaped. It felt like he could disappear on us again at any moment. It was a horrible feeling, like falling down forever and never hitting the ground.

         There came a dull-sounding crack from out of the darkness beyond, cutting the moment in two.

         ‘Badger,’ Thalia whispered, eyes wide and glittering in the candlelight.

         ‘Are badgers that clumsy?’ I hissed back.

         ‘They have those giant claws. It’s probably hard to maintain your balance—’

         ‘Guys,’ Fenrin said.

         A figure emerged from the murky trunk shapes of the grove beyond our circle of light. The grove backed onto the dunes, which led out and away to the beach and the coast, a wide expanse capable of throwing up any kind of creature it was possible to imagine – and imagination tended to be fuelled by the dark. In my head I saw a serpentine sea monster that had dragged itself out of the waves and slithered its way up to us from the cove. I saw a werewolf with bared and saliva-glistened jaws, shivering in a knotted-muscle crouch.

         Sadly, it was more mundane than anything like that, though perhaps no less dangerous.

         It was Marcus.

         Marcus Dagda, our ex-best friend and Thalia’s ex-love. He was banned from our house. He was banned from our lives. He was not supposed to be here.

         He took a long look at us all, his face pale and waxy in the grey dim beyond our candlelight.

         Then he collapsed to the ground.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

         

         ‘They’ll hear the engine,’ Fenrin said.

         I turned the key in the ignition and felt the car kick into life beneath my thighs.

         ‘Just tell them I went to the all-night garage for ice cream because we’re such crazy kids, so young and carefree, thinking nothing of the reckless abandonment it takes to eat freezing food in the middle of the freezing cold,’ I replied.

         Fenrin sighed. ‘Just … don’t take too long.’ His eyes lingered briefly on the huddled form of Marcus, curled up like a miserable beetle on the front seat beside me. ‘Make sure he gets home.’

         I wasn’t too sure if that was out of concern for Marcus or a desire to know that he was far away from us. Probably, knowing Fenrin, a little of both.

         They had been best friends once. I remembered them binge-watching old classic cartoons that no one had ever heard of, hunched over Marcus’s secondhand laptop for hours, singing the theme of each cartoon on every single episode, and never skipping over it. (One of their absolute favourites was Pinky and the Brain, a weird cartoon about two laboratory mice plotting to take over the world.) They would make each other cry with laughter over obscure references that the rest of us never got. Best friends stuff, the stuff that binds hearts together.

         It must have hurt both of them to lose that.

         I eased us out of the driveway and up the lane, every crunch of loose stone underneath the tyres sounding like a twenty-one-gun salute, shattering the quiet night. In the rearview mirror I could see my brother, his arms folded around him as he watched us pull away. Thalia had stayed back in the garden with Wolf, who busily hoovered up the remaining cookies at her side.

         She wasn’t too good at being near Marcus these days.

         I glanced at the object of our collective tension. He was staring at me oddly.

         ‘What?’ I asked. ‘Something on my face? Chocolate? Blood? Invisible alien monster?’

         ‘You’re just so … bright,’ he said.

         I had to ask. ‘Marcus, are you high right now?’

         He sighed. ‘No, nothing like that. Look, I’m sorry.’

         ‘You said that already, several times. Are you sure you’re okay?’

         He didn’t look okay. He looked stretched and faded, as if some of the colour had been washed out of him. The hair on his forehead had rolled into limp strings from the sweat damp on his skin, and his pale eyes were stark and luminous in the car’s dashboard glow.

         It had not been a pleasant experience, seeing him faint. He had recovered pretty quickly, but for a while there I’d been freaking out about a possible concussion, even though he didn’t seem to have hit his head.

         ‘I’m fine,’ he muttered. ‘It goes away after a moment. It only started recently. I get all light-headed, and colours get really bright around some people.’ He paused. ‘I hadn’t fainted before, but there’s a first time for everything, right? They said it might be migraines.’

         Concern kicked in, making me feel bad about the ‘high’ comment. ‘Have you been to a doctor?’

         ‘Yeah. They’ve run a load of tests. Poked and prodded. They can’t find anything.’

         That sounded better than discovering some terrifying shadow on a scan, I supposed, but it was almost worse not to know.

         ‘I’m really sorry,’ I said. ‘I hope it goes away.’ No matter what had happened between us all, I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

         Marcus sounded tired. ‘Doubt it.’

         ‘Why?’ I asked.

         But he wouldn’t reply, and I wouldn’t pry. I didn’t get to mine him for secrets any more, now that we were no longer friends.

         ‘Marcus,’ I tried, swinging the car towards town, ‘you’ve got to stop this.’

         ‘Stop what?’ he asked.

         ‘Turning up at our house. I know you showed up in the garden at the twins’ birthday. Thalia told me. If our parents had caught you here tonight, you’d be in deep shit.’ I risked a glance. He was staring out the passenger window, watching the landscape slide past.

         ‘I know that,’ he said at last. ‘But you guys are back at that boarding school, so you’re never around. I haven’t seen any of you in weeks and I can’t exactly call you on the phone … I didn’t know how else to talk to you.’

         ‘What about?’

         Silence.

         It didn’t matter. I knew what this was about. In recent times, with Marcus, it was only ever about one thing.

         ‘Look,’ I said, trying to be kind, ‘it truly sucks, but she can’t be with you, okay? It’s just too risky. She’s moved on and I really think you should too.’

         In fact I had no real evidence that Thalia had ever moved on from Marcus, but here I was saying it anyway, hoping it did the trick, expecting the standard, hurt retorts from him. She was my girlfriend. I’m still in love with her. It isn’t fair. Just because I’m an outsider.

         Your stupid family curse has wrecked my life.

         So I was utterly astonished when he said, with high irritation lacing his voice, ‘What? No. That’s all over, okay? It was over ages ago. Don’t you think I know that? This isn’t about Thalia.’

         ‘Then what is it about?’

         ‘River.’

         I felt my hands grip tight around the steering wheel.

         It was the first time I had heard the sound of her name out loud since the night Wolf had come back. We did not talk about who was responsible for his death and who was responsible for bringing him back to us. We did not talk about how it felt like there was a void in the middle of our coven, an empty space that should be occupied by another girl.

         We did not talk about River.

         ‘She told me what she did,’ he continued. I felt him stealing an appraising glance at me.

         I forced myself to remain calm. ‘Did she?’

         ‘She told me about Wolf.’

         ‘And what did she say about that?’

         ‘She told me about conjuring the wave that took him into the sea and drowned him. And then how she brought him back from the dead. Jesus, Summer!’

         ‘Sorry,’ I said, straightening the car with a hammering heart. In shock at his bluntness, I had jerked the steering wheel too hard to the left and sent us swinging across the road. ‘Just … run that past me again. She really told you all that?’

         ‘I didn’t believe her. Not at first. The rumour going round is that Wolf fell in with a bad crowd, did a load of drugs, went off the rails and disappeared for six months to detox. It’s easier, right? In the absence of any other evidence, it fits.’

         It did, and I was relieved to hear that it had caught on.

         Fenrin, Thalia and I had made a pact. We would not turn Wolf’s life into a nightmare circus by admitting to anyone what had really happened. Now that we had him back it was our duty to protect him any way we could.

         So we lied.

         We lied to our parents and we lied to his. I normally hated lying but it was the only thing we could do. Wolf had once confessed that the first time he had been sent to spend the entire summer with us, aged fourteen, was because his parents had wanted to get him away from what they deemed a bad crowd of friends – the kind of friends who had enjoyed getting their teenage kicks from petty crime and some moderately serious drug use.

         Wolf had been embarrassed by the admission, claiming that he had never participated, but it seemed like a plausible fit to suggest that the same kind of thing had happened again on a grander scale. It wasn’t hard to see why the adults believed that drugs were involved, considering Wolf’s thin and hollow appearance, and we couldn’t afford to disabuse anyone of the idea.

         Wolf wasn’t a Grace, or not exactly. He lived in the city with his parents, who were long-time friends of the family, but he’d spend summers with us, visit for Yule and Beltane and Imbolc, for my birthday and the twins’. He was part of our family circle, so naturally that made him ripe fodder for gossip. We knew word would get around about his return – how could it not in a small town, with small-town minds? So all we needed to do was make sure we were controlling the story.

         Resurrection – it was utterly unprecedented. It went against all the laws of nature. I didn’t think anyone would even believe us. The crash-and-burn scenario seemed easier all round.

         ‘It fits,’ I echoed, ‘because it’s what happened.’

         ‘No, it isn’t,’ Marcus said. He sounded so sure that I found myself snatching glances at his profile as I drove, looking for clues about what he thought he had seen tonight.

         ‘Why the hell would you believe a crazy story like that from someone like River?’ I asked.

         ‘Because of what else she can do.’

         ‘What are you talking about?’

         He rubbed his face, discomforted. ‘I think … she’s the reason I’ve started getting sick.’

         I pulled the car over to a lay-by, stopping next to one of the walking paths in the woods that ran parallel to the road, and cut the engine.

         ‘Well, this categorically does not feel like the start of a serial-killer film,’ Marcus said, nerves making his voice bubble.

         ‘I just want to make sure I don’t crash the car,’ I said firmly. ‘And now I want to make sure I understand what you’re telling me, which is that River is responsible for your illness.’

         Marcus thought for a moment. ‘I wanted to believe her about Wolf,’ he said, ‘but I couldn’t, quite. So I tested her. God, it was a stupid thing to do.’ He drew in a papery thin breath. ‘She asked me to give her a desire. Something I really wanted, something other people wouldn’t necessarily know about. A secret desire.’

         ‘What did you ask for?’ I said softly.

         ‘I told her I wanted to be a witch.’

         My heart spiked and then sank. ‘Because of Thalia.’

         I understood Marcus’s reasoning all too well. It was all about the Grace curse. Our precious, savage family legacy. The curse always reared its murky head around the age we began to fall in love, running its awful course until one of us ended up dead. Either us, or the lover we had chosen. Accidental death or intentional – it was always the same result. Someone died because we dared to love. It was impressively specific, too – it only seemed to bloom when a Grace fell for an outsider, not another witch.

         If Marcus somehow became a witch, he could theoretically circumnavigate the pitfalls of the curse in order to be with Thalia again, couldn’t he? But he was shaking his head.

         ‘No,’ he insisted, and then amended, ‘at least, not just that. I wanted to … be able to feel magic, the way you do. I used to watch you all, you know, and envy you. You don’t understand what it’s like being on the edge of that. It’s as if your outlines are somehow richer and brighter than everything else around you. The witch bit of you – that intuition, that power, that moreness of you all – it’s there all the time, inside you, like an innate part of you. I want to be able to feel what you feel. I want to be able to feel magic, down in my blood.’

         His brain seemed to catch up with his mouth and process what was coming out of it. He fidgeted, quieted, looked away from me.

         Last year, I had discovered the existence of a website called ‘The Truth about the Graces’. It was an info dump dedicated entirely to my family that anonymously detailed every scrap of rumour, insight, and downright made-up bullshit the town we lived in had conjured up about us over the years.

         Anonymous it might officially be, but to me it was plain as day that the author of the website was Marcus.

         I was furious for a while, but though it might have started off as an invasive, petty revenge tactic for being caught in flagrante with my sister and unceremoniously kicked out of our lives, it wasn’t really about that at all. Marcus was an avid researcher with a giant brain, a thirsty curiosity that might even outweigh mine, and a deep, unrelenting fascination with magic. It had been our favourite way to tease him, back when we were all the best of friends. He craved it the way some people crave sunlight. His website had grown from a cheap little rumour mill to a sprawling thesis about magic and power, rite and ritual, folklore and religion.

         ‘So what did River do?’ I asked him.

         He gave a bitter laugh. ‘I asked her to make me feel magic, didn’t I? Well, I feel it, all right. I feel it so much that it makes me sick.’

         Slow horror burned its way down me like cheap alcohol. ‘What? No. How do you know that’s what it is?’

         ‘There’s a pattern. The only time I feel like this is when I’m around her.’ He fidgeted. ‘And now … all of you.’

         The pieces fell into place.

         ‘That was why you fainted?’ I asked. ‘Because of us?’

         ‘Look, I didn’t know for sure,’ he said. ‘I came to your house because I needed to test out my theory.’

         ‘Some way to test out a theory, Marcus.’

         He just shrugged. I knew he was determined to the point of recklessness in pursuit of his theories.

         ‘That’s a horrible thing for her to do to someone,’ I said slowly.

         ‘I don’t think she means it, not like that. She told me about all the other things she’s responsible for. She just wants someone to shut up, or go away, and then it happens, but it really happens, in a way that’s totally out of control. It’s like … with her, a wish can become a curse.’

         Wishes as curses.

         Last year, an ex-fling of mine, Jase Worthington, had spent a good deal of his precious time on this earth starting many a nasty rumour about me. While we were together, I’d felt like nothing more than his dirty little secret. Everyone knew you didn’t get properly tangled with a Grace, so to him I could only be a novelty, a shiny, exotic toy to take out and use and fascinate himself with. He had a far more passionate and intimate relationship with surfing than with me because the sport asked nothing of him.

         While out indulging in his passion, Jase had broken his leg. This happened not long after we had split, and everyone at school decided that I’d cursed him in revenge – but I hadn’t, even though I’d been tempted. I didn’t bind him, hurt him, or otherwise shut him up by any magical means other than my own cutting mouth.

         I knew what living under a curse felt like. I did not curse people lightly.

         I had thought about Jase breaking his leg, though. I had wanted it to happen. I remembered the thought so clearly. If he loved surfing so much, wouldn’t it just be too bad if something happened to take that away from him, even temporarily?

         It was a mean, dark, fleeting little thought. What I didn’t know back then was that mean, dark, fleeting thoughts tended to come to life around River. Later, much later, she admitted to me that she had broken his leg with a thought of her own as she’d watched him surfing. She had wanted to punish him.

         For me.

         ‘What is it like, having Wolf back?’ Marcus asked. ‘Is he okay?’

         I blew out a breath. ‘For the most part.’

         ‘Does he seem different?’

         ‘He’s been through a lot. That’s got to change you. I’m not sure he’s totally dealt with it all yet, to be honest, but that’s okay. We’ll help him and he’ll be fine, and he’ll be the old Wolf again, laughing and japing his way through life.’

         The last had been intended to lighten the mood. Marcus had met Wolf a few times over the years, and he knew enough of him to get that if there was one description that did not fit our Bulgarian brooder, it was ‘laughing and japing’.

         I started up the car. I felt as if Marcus could see through my words to the doubt that lay beyond them. No, actually, I didn’t know whether Wolf would ever be the way he was before, but we were going to make damn sure that life for him from this moment on was as good as we could make it.

         The rest of the short journey was conducted in silence. We reached the quiet residential street where Marcus lived, and I parked a few doors down from his house.

         He just sat there.

         I tried. ‘Do you want me to walk you to the door …?’

         ‘I can walk,’ he responded quietly. ‘It’s fine.’

         I gave a gusty sigh. ‘This is ridiculous. How can you know for sure that it’s River who’s responsible for making you sick? Especially if she doesn’t even realise it herself?’

         ‘You’re right,’ he said, and so agreeably that I was taken aback. ‘We need more evidence.’

         ‘We? We’re a team now, are we?’

         Marcus shrugged. ‘I can look into it on my own. But while I’m doing that, you’d better come up with a contingency plan because, if I’m right, this isn’t going to stop. It’s only going to get worse.’

         ‘What makes you say that?’

         He opened the door. Paused.

         ‘You think I’m the only one who has asked her for something?’ he said. ‘There are more of us.’

         With that, he walked off down his road, hunched against the cold. I sat in the car watching him, my heart fluttering anxiously in my chest.

         There are more of us.

         ‘River,’ I said into the dark. ‘What the hell are you playing at?’

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 3

         

         It wasn’t snooping, I told myself, as I stood in front of the door to my father’s study.

         It was a contingency plan.

         I opened the door as gingerly as I could and slipped inside, surveying the room’s cushioned, velvet silence. I had spent a lot of time in this room over the years, slipping in to curl up beside the darkness of the walnut-wood desk with a book, or flopping into the plum-coloured, high-backed armchair over by the windows, earphones in and listening to music. But I normally neither entered nor touched anything inside without permission.

         As a child I had been allowed, under supervision, to open the sturdy, glass-fronted cabinets that lined the back wall and examine all the tantalising things that Gwydion kept locked up in them. His study cabinets housed all manner of divination tools – obscure, odd and beautiful objects collected from around the world. The giant golden ball with the complicated mechanics inside its hollow shell. The slender rods of varied metals lying parallel to one another, never touching, on a velvet cloth on the middle shelf. Runes carved from stag bone lying in a jumble on top of a thick wool pouch – their creamy surfaces giving off a gentle glow in the winter sun when the light from the nearby window hit them just right. The tools of his trade, Gwydion would say with a wry note to his voice.

         My father, the diviner.

         He was in demand by high-level business types of all stripes to help them ‘strategise for the future’. His official job title was ‘forecasting consultant’ because no one would ever admit to hiring a witch. The only real difference between him and the cheap fortune tellers who sat behind satin curtains was that he did it for a lot more money.

         I used to be fascinated by each shiny thing on display in those cabinets, handling them as often as Gwydion would let me, willing them to show me all the secret truths of my bewitching little world. But it wasn’t the divination tools I had come for. Not today.

         It was the notebooks.

         The printed books on magical theory filling out the black bookcase underneath the window were well-thumbed – my sister, Thalia, had a pile of them in her room at any given time, creased and broken open at various pages – but in addition to those, on the top shelf of the cabinet next to the door sat a bunched row of plain leather notebooks.

         When we were young, Fenrin had told me they were our father’s personal diaries, full of secret, embarrassing thoughts and scandalous anecdotes about everyone we knew. Thalia had dismissed them as notes on his clients, guarded simply because of the sensitive information they held. When I had quizzed Gwydion, he had said they were his notes on the craft, gathered over years of personal research – his own Book of Shadows.

         He had shown me once, flipping one quickly under my nose, a woefully inadequate attempt to sate what he had always called my ‘curiosity monster’. All my eager eyes had caught were pages and pages of handwritten notes in Gwydion’s scrabbly, looping style, broken up with the occasional sketch of a symbol or talisman.

         I’d yearned to read them properly but I’d never been allowed to, and none of the study cabinets opened without the tiny brass key that Gwydion always kept in his wallet.

         The same tiny brass key that had a copy in the hidden drawer of his desk.

         Not long ago I had found the drawer, and subsequently the key, completely by accident – and then promptly put it out of my mind. It was not my business to know.

         But now?

         Gwydion was away on a business trip, and Esther had left Fenrin, Thalia and me home alone for the morning to run an errand in town. We were taking the train back to boarding school in less than three hours. There would never be a better time.

         I liberated the cabinet key from its secret drawer and pulled the first set of notebooks from the top shelf. Then I sat on the rug underneath the bookcase, drowsy winter light falling over my shoulders through the window. Hot coffee steamed its way into the air from the mug at my hip. Soft rain pattered at the glass, and the sky was a bright, dense grey at my back.

         I opened the first notebook with a churning sense of guilt, dreading that Fenrin had been on the money and I was about to get some far too personal insights into my own father – no, no, and dear god, no – but I was relieved to discover that they were as Gwydion had said: scrapbooks filled with fragments of myth and lore that he had picked up from all over the place, bits of scribbled ritual and spells in his sometimes esoteric shorthand, and theories of magic that I’d never even heard of before. It wasn’t until I’d skim-read through three notebooks and opened the fourth that I found what I was looking for.

         The first page boasted a title in Gwydion’s careful looping style:

         
            On the nature of enakelgh

         

         Every page after that was covered in typed words instead of Gwydion’s handwriting. I might have assumed that he had, for whatever puzzling reason, decided to print out his typed-up thoughts and stick them onto the pages of his notebook … were it not for the fact that at the bottom of each printed page was a URL: thetruthaboutthegraces.com.

         Marcus’s website.

         I had no idea that Gwydion was even aware of it. As with a startling number of subjects in our family, it had simply never been discussed, and I wasn’t going to be the one to pile on my sister’s acute misery over Marcus by pointing out its existence to anyone. I was aware in theory that our parents might know a lot more about the secrets of our tangled relationships than they let on, but being confronted with the evidence was unsettling.

         The first printed page began in what I immediately recognised as Marcus’s formal storyteller style:

         
            Have you ever wondered about the Graces’ division of their magic into four elemental powers? Its source can be found within the Four Bells folklore that everyone local to them has likely heard of at some point in their lives.

         

         I remembered this section of the website all too well. It was a detailed dive into the origins of the Grace curse.

         
            What you might not know is that the Four Bells story has older, pre-Christian roots, and those roots are firmly embedded within the Grace family. So if you haven’t heard the older version, here’s a quick summary:

            Once upon a time a demon comes to town disguised as a young man. As is the nature of such creatures, he gets busy spreading trouble and darkness among all the townsfolk, causing death and destruction with much glee. During this chaotic spree he ends up meeting the daughter of a family of witches and, in a fit of passionate lust, tries to spirit her away with him.

            Naturally her family isn’t pleased with the idea, but the crafty and highly persuasive demon ends up turning half the town against them. He is only defeated when four of the witches join their power together to drive him out with a banishing curse.

            Just before he is pushed out of town, though, the demon inflicts a curse of his own on the witch family – if he can’t be happy with a witch, then no one can.

            Since that day, so the legend goes, every Grace witch tends to be dramatically unlucky in love. Whether this is a self-perpetuating prophecy or not (if you believe you’re cursed in love, do you subconsciously encourage situations that reinforce the belief?) is something no one can answer for sure.

            Regardless, that centuries-old tale of myth has perpetuated a tradition in the Grace family. When each member reaches the age of ten, they are asked to choose an inclination: earth, air, fire or water. Each of these inclinations has its own particular talents and personality traits [click here to navigate to the elements section of the website for fuller detail] and each witch works with those talents ever after.

            Four witches joined together from each element create a formidable team, one powerful enough to defeat a demon. All such stories begin rooted in some nugget of truth, no matter how distorted they become in the retelling.

            But what about the demon? If the Graces are descended from that original witch family, shouldn’t there be someone supposedly descended from him – an opposing force of huge power that threatens the order of things?

         

         Here, Marcus’s typing stopped and Gwydion’s handwriting took over. He had scribbled:

         
            This seems to be where the idea of the ‘spirit’ element originally comes from. A spirit witch = an outsider who wasn’t necessarily brought up as a witch and might be unaware of the power they have. There are documented past instances of such outsiders being brought into an established circle as the fourth.

            When four are bound together, and include a spirit witch, this soul circle, or ‘enakelgh’, supposedly gives every member huge potential power, more than they ever could have dreamed of without the spirit witch — but this element is by its very nature chaotic, and therefore whoever represents it also brings with them huge potential darkness.

            Binding a spirit witch to you is a tricky, dangerous business. Yes, it means you can control them and their power, but that influence goes both ways — their power is now inside you, too. This is the upside and the downside of enakelgh. It’s a two-way street. You bleed into one another until it’s hard to say where you end and their chaos begins. You might even start thinking that it’s your chaos and act on it …

            It’s far safer for everyone to stay away from outsiders altogether. Enakelgh covens have a tendency to end badly. (Lest we ever forget what happened with E’s cousin …)

         

         My breath seemed to get stuck in my throat.

         I read and reread those few sentences over and over until the links began to form. I knew that witch covens – in our family, at least – were always in groups of four, one for each element. I was an air witch, Fenrin was a water witch, and Thalia was earth. Enakelgh, though, had spirit as one of the four. An outsider who brought both huge power and huge darkness with them.

         It was River.

         Last year, she had taken the role of earth witch when we had tried a spell to break the curse without Thalia, who was usually the earth witch in our rituals – but I knew at the time that earth wasn’t who or what she was. Earth was grounded, characterised by a deep connection of the senses, but that wasn’t River. I had always felt that she was something other than that.

         Now I knew why.

         E’s cousin. Gwydion had to be talking about Esther. I tried to picture all the cousins of hers that I knew, but she had a few. I couldn’t remember something bad happening to a cousin of hers, but then again my parents were not exactly forthcoming with details on the myriad tragedies in our sprawling family.

         When our grandmother was alive, she would relish regaling us with morbid anecdotes of previous generations, but Esther hated her doing that and would usually put a stop to it before she could get too far into the tale. She’d rather we lived in ignorance than know the truth, as if ignorance was an effective defence against pain.

         It was all because of the curse, of course.

         None of us had ever managed to discover if and how it had manifested in our parents’ generation. Esther seemed to be one of the few Graces who had successfully kept out of its reach, and everyone knew how she had done it.

         She had married someone she wasn’t in love with.

         I slid sharply away from pursuing that thought trail. Thalia was obsessed with our parents’ relationship, but I preferred not to dwell on it at all. Careful pairing was a tradition in our family. Though we fell short of arranged marriages, we didn’t fall that far short.

         Thankfully, I had yet to suffer any suggestive nudging, but Thalia hadn’t been so lucky. It was hoped, maybe even assumed, that she and Wolf might solidify their friendship into something more, but the idea had always been vastly distasteful to them both. Thalia saw Wolf as a cousin, and Wolf saw Fenrin as … Well, I wondered if Esther would ever catch which way the wind was blowing there.

         As if evoking my mother in my thoughts had acted like a conjuring spell, I heard the unmistakable sound of the car pulling into the driveway.

         She was back.

         I leapt into action, scooping up the notebooks by their spines, winging them shut and hoisting them up to the top shelf of the open cabinet, trying to stack them in the order I had found them. In my hasty ramming, the edge of a notebook caught on something, and I could only watch as an object slithered past, dropping heavily to the floor with an audible thud.

         ‘Shit!’ I hissed in dismay.

         The object must have been pushed right to the back of the bookcase. I had vaguely noticed before that half the notebook stack always stuck out a bit too far over the edge of their shelf, but the top of the cabinet was too high for me to see why.

         I glanced down at what had fallen. Something weighty, judging by the thump, shaped in a slim rectangular block made of black velvet. I’d have to drag the swivel chair over and stand on it to get this back up on the shelf. I had visions of the chair rotating under my precariously stretched body and me falling to the ground in a very loud, very noticeable heap, possibly killing myself in the process.

         There was no time. I’d just have to put it back later.

         I reached up and tidied the notebooks, closed the cabinet door, and wrestled the little brass key from my jeans pocket. As I locked the cabinet and winced at the little click, I heard footsteps in the hallway. I turned to the desk and dropped to my knees, wriggling underneath it and feeling around for the catch I knew was there – it had to be there, somehow it had moved … My probing fingers found it, pressed it, slid the key into the drawer, pressed it shut. I pushed myself back out, rocked back on my heels and breathed out a steady breath. The footsteps grew louder, and then I heard the telltale creak of the middle step on the stairs to the first floor.

         I bent down and picked up the velvet block. It was a drawstring bag with something inside it, almost as long as my hand but slender enough to slide underneath my sweater and into the waistband of my jeans. I sucked in my stomach to give it room, pushed it down, and then I sidled out of the study, peering into the corridor.

         Esther was crossing the first-floor landing outside my room to go up the stairs to the boys’ floor. Doubtless she wanted to take a quick look at Wolf and make sure he was all right, just as she had been doing approximately every half an hour since he had arrived for the weekend.

         Right now Wolf’s bad luck was my good luck. I waited until I heard a door being opened with an answering male grumble, then stole quietly along the corridor. I reached my room and eased the door open, closing it with a palpable relief.

         Pulling the velvet bag out from under my jumper, I balanced its weight on my palm. The drawstrings trailed from its top, tempting me to open it up. If it had been put out of sight behind Gwydion’s notebooks, we were not supposed to know about it.

         How I loved knowing things that I was not supposed to know about.

         I tugged on the twisted little ropes, opening up the bag and sliding out its contents. A block wrapped tightly in black muslin sat on my palm. There were too many layers to tell for sure, but it felt like an oversized pack of cards.

         ‘Summer?’ came my mother’s voice from the first-floor landing.

         I stuffed the muslin bundle back into the bag, dropped it onto my rug and kicked it under my bed, turning round just as my door opened. Privacy in this house was currently at an all-time premium. I’d look at the contents the first chance I got, but in the meantime—

         ‘I’ve been doing my homework all morning,’ I said brightly.

         Esther had a deeply sceptical look on her face.

         Rude.
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