
   [image: cover]


   
      
         [image: alt]

      

   


   
      
         
            Praise for

THE

GRACES

            ‘Fabulously dark and addictive.’ Bookseller

            ‘The ending will make readers want to read the entire novel again … Though the facts may be slippery, the prose never is; it’s precise, vivid, and immediate. Powerful.’ Kirkus

            ‘Mysterious, beautiful and unnerving, The Graces, like its titular family, will keep you enthralled from beginning to end.’ Samantha Shannon, NYT bestselling author of The Bone Season

            ‘As intricate and deadly as a spider’s web. The Graces will draw you in, with no guarantee of letting you go. It’s powerful, deadly, chilling and compelling. It is a masterpiece.’ Melinda Salisbury, author of The Sin Eater’s Daughter

            ‘Laure Eve breathes new life into witches. Thrilling, dark and atmospheric The Graces will hold you spellbound from start to finish.’ Jess Hearts Books

            ‘Appropriately for a book about a family said to be witches, The Graces is absolutely spellbinding!’ YA Yeah Yeah

            ‘The Graces is one of those books that you finish and think, damn, I wish I’d written that. Without a doubt, this is one of my favourite books of 2016.’ The Mile Long Bookshelf 

            ‘Enthralling, thrilling and beautiful, I believe the word “unputdownable” was created for this very book.’ Dark Readers

            ‘The Graces is absolutely incredible!’ Once Upon a Bookcase

            ‘A wickedly dark page-turner that will keep you gripped from start to finish.’ Writing from the Tub

            ‘This is it. This is one of those books that you’re going to trade endlessly with your friends and ask them “did you get to the twist yet? You won’t BELIEVE IT.”’ Reading in Between the Lines

            ‘This book is a story of obsession and you’ll be reading The Graces obsessively until the end.’ Luna’s Little Library

            ‘There is magic in here, but also the allure of celebrity and glamour – until you discover that these are insubstantial and slippery things themselves.’ MinervaReads

            ‘Intense, fascinating and deliciously devilish. The Graces is gold waiting to be discovered.’ Sisterspooky

            ‘An enchanting mystery that is absolutely captivating and hauntingly alluring!’ Creative In The Arts

            ‘Be prepared for a heart ripping twist. Fenrin & River nearly broke me!’ Serendipity Reviews
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            CHAPTER 1

         

         Everyone said they were witches.

         I desperately wanted to believe it. I’d only been at this school a couple of months, but I saw how it was. They moved through the corridors like sleek fish, ripples in their wake, stares following their backs and their hair. Their year groups had grown used to it by now, or at least pretended they had, and tried their hardest to look bored by it all. But the younger kids hadn’t yet learned how to hide their silly dog eyes, their glamoured, naked expressions.

         Summer Grace, the youngest, was fifteen and in my year. She backchatted the teachers no one else dared to, her voice drawling with just the right amount of rude to make it clear she was rebelling, but not enough to get her into serious trouble. Her light Grace hair was dyed jet black and her eyes were always ringed in black kohl and masses of eye shadow. She wore skinny jeans and boots with buckles or Victorian laces. Her fingers were covered in thick silver rings and she always had on at least two necklaces. She thought pop music was ‘the devil’s work’ – always said with a sarcastic smile – and if she caught you talking about boy bands, she’d slay you for it. The worst thing was, everyone else joined in, even the people you’d been excitedly discussing the band with not three seconds before. Because she was a Grace.

         Thalia and Fenrin Grace, at seventeen, were the eldest. Non-identical twins, though you could see the family resemblance. Thalia was slim and limber and willowed, her fine-boned wrists accentuated by fistfuls of tinkling bangles. She had a tight coil of coarse, caramel-colored strands permanently woven round a thick lock of her honey hair. She wore her hair loose, rippling across her shoulders, or pulled carelessly into a topknot from which tendrils always slid out to wisp around her neck. She wore long skirts with delicate beadwork and rows of tiny mirrors sewn onto the hem, thin open-necked tops that floated against her skin, fringed scarves with metallic threading slung around her hips. Some of the girls tried to copy her, but they always looked as if they were wearing a gypsy costume to school, which got them no end of grief, and then they never wore them again. Even I hadn’t been able to resist trying something like it, just once, when I first came here. I’d looked like an idiot. Thalia just seemed like she was born in those clothes.

         And then there was Fenrin.

         Fenrin.

         Fenrin Grace. Even his name sounded mythical, like he was more creature than boy. He was the school Pan. Blonder than his twin, Thalia, he let his hair grow loose and floppy over his forehead. He wore white muslin shirts a lot and leather cords wrapped round his wrists. A varnished turret shell dangled from a leather thong around his neck every day. He never seemed to take it off. The weight of it rested against his chest, a perfect V. He was lean, lean. His smile was arrogant and lazy.

         And I was completely and utterly in love with him.

         It was the stupidest, most obvious thing I could have done, and I hated myself for it. Every girl with eyes loved Fenrin. But I was not like those prattling, chattering things with their careful head tosses and thick, cloying lip gloss. Inside, buried down deep where no one could see it, was the core of me, burning endlessly, coal black and coal bright.

         The Graces had friends, but then they didn’t. Once in a while, they would descend on someone they’d never hung out with before, making them theirs for a time, but a time was usually all it was. They changed friends like some people changed hairstyles, as if perpetually waiting for someone better to come along. They never went out drinking in the pubs at the weekends, never went to the Wednesday student night in the local club like everyone else. The rumour was that they were barely allowed to leave their house, except to come to school.

         No one had real details of their personal lives – except for whoever Fenrin was sleeping with in any given week, as he never hid it. He’d tour the girl around school for however long it lasted, one arm slung over her shoulders in a lazy fashion, and she would drip off him, giggling madly and dying with happiness. I’d never seen one of these girls around him longer than a month or two. They were nothing, just distractions. He was waiting for someone special, someone different who would catch his attention so suddenly and so completely, he’d wonder how he had survived all this time without them. They all were, all three of them. I could see it.

         All I had to do was find a way to show them it was me they’d been waiting for.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

         

         At first, I’d thought moving to this town was punishment for what I’d done.

         It was miles from where I’d grown up, and I’d never even heard of it before we came here. My mother had spent a couple of holidays here as a child and had somehow decided that this tiny, old coastal town caught between the sea and acres of wilds was exactly the right kind of place to move on with our lives after the last few awful months. Dunes, woods and moors peppered with standing stones crawled across the landscape, surrounding the place like a barrier. I’d come from a cement suburb rammed with corner shops, furniture warehouses and hairdressers. The closest thing to nature we’d had there was the council-maintained flowerbeds in the high street. Here, it was hard to forget what really birthed you. Nature was the thing you walked on and breathed in. 

         Before the Graces noticed me, I was the quiet one who stuck to the back corners of places and tried not to draw attention. A couple of other people had been friendly enough when I’d first arrived – we’d hung out a little and they’d given me a crash course in how things ran here. But they got tired of the way I wrapped myself up tight so no one could see inside me, and I got tired of the way they all talked about things I couldn’t even muster up fake enthusiasm for, like getting laid and partying and TV shows about people getting laid and partying.

         The Graces were different.

         When I’d been told they were witches, I’d laughed in disbelief, thinking it was time for a round of ‘lie to the new girl, see if she’ll swallow it’. But although some people rolled their eyes, you could see that everyone, underneath the cynicism, thought it could be true. There was something about the Graces. They were one step removed from the rest of the school, minor celebrities with mystery wrapped around them like fur stoles, an ethereal air to their presence that whispered tantalisingly of magic.

         But I needed to know for sure.

         
            *

         

         I’d spent some time trying to work out their angle, the one thing I could do that would get me on their radar. I could be unusually pretty, which I wasn’t. I could be friends with their friends, which I wasn’t – no one I’d met so far was in their inner circle. I could be into surfing, the top preoccupation of anyone remotely cool around here, but I’d never even tried it before and would likely be embarrassingly bad. I could be loud, but loud people burned out quickly – everyone got bored of them. So when I first arrived, I did nothing and tried to get by. My problem was that I tended to really think things through. Sometimes they’d paralyse me, the ‘what ifs’ of action, and I didn’t do anything at all because it was safer. I was afraid of what could happen if I let it.

         But on the day they noticed me, I was acting on pure instinct, which was how I knew afterwards that it was right. See, real witches would be tuned in to the secret rhythm of the universe. They wouldn’t mathematically weigh and counterweigh every possible option because creatures of magic don’t do that. They weren’t afraid of surrendering themselves. They had the courage to be different, and they never cared what people thought. It just wasn’t important to them.

         I wanted so much to be like that.

         It was lunch break, and a rare slice of spring warmth had driven everyone outdoors. The field was still wet from last night’s rain, so we were all squeezed onto the hard courts. The boys played football. The girls sat on the low wall at one end, or stretched their bare legs out on the tarmac and leaned their backs against the chain-link fence, talking and squealing and texting.

         Fenrin’s current crowd was kicking a ball about, and he joined in halfheartedly, stopping every so often to talk to a girl who had run up to him, his grin wide and easy. He shone in the crowd like a beacon, among them all but separated, willingly. He played with them and hung out with them and laughed with them just fine, but something about his manner told me that he held the true part of himself back.

         That was the part that interested me the most.

         I got to the wall early and opened my book, hoping I looked self-sufficiently cool and reserved, rather than sad and alone. I didn’t know if he’d seen me. I didn’t look up. Looking up would make it obvious I was faking.

         Twenty minutes in and one of the football guys, whose name was Danny but who everyone called Dannyboy like it was one name, was flirting with an especially loud, giggly girl called Niral by booting the ball at her section of the wall and making her scream every time it bounced past. The more he did it, the more I saw his friends roll their eyes behind his back.

         Niral didn’t like me. Which was strange because everyone else left me alone once they’d established that I was dull. But I’d caught her staring at me a few times, as if something about my face offended her. I wondered what it was she saw. We’d never even exchanged a word.

         I’d looked up the meaning of her name once. It meant ‘calm’. Life was full of little ironies. She wore big, fake gold hoop earrings and tiny skirts, and her voice had a rattling screech to it, like a magpie’s. I’d seen her with her parents in town before. Her plump little mother wore beautiful saris and wove her long hair in a plait. Niral cut her hair short and shaved it on one side. She didn’t like what she was from.

         Niral also didn’t like this timid girl called Anna, who looked like a doll with her tight black curls and big dark eyes. Niral enjoyed teasing people, and her voice always got this vicious sneer to it when she did. Anna, her favourite target, was sat on the wall a little way down from me. Niral had come out to the hard courts with a friend, looked around a moment and then chose to sit right next to Anna, whose tiny child body had tensed up while she hunched even closer to her phone.

         I had English and maths with Niral, and she seemed pretty ordinary. Maybe she was loud because part of her knew this. She didn’t seem to like people she couldn’t immediately understand. Anna was quiet and childlike, a natural target. Niral liked to tell people that Anna was a lesbian. She never said ‘gay’ but ‘lesbian’ in a drawling voice that emphasised each syllable. Anna must have had skin made of glue because she couldn’t take any little jibes. They didn’t roll off her – they stuck to her in thick, glowing folds. Niral was whispering and pointing, and Anna was curling over as if she wanted to crawl into her own stomach.

         Then Dannyboy joined in, hoping to impress Niral. He booted the football over to Anna with admirable precision, smacking it into her hands and knocking her phone from them. It smashed to the ground with a flat crack sound.

         Dannyboy ambled over. ‘Sorry,’ he said, offhand, but his eyes were on Niral.

         Anna ducked her head down. Her black curls dangled next to her cheeks. She didn’t know what to do. If she went for the phone, they might carry on at her. If she stayed there, they might take her phone and try to continue the game.

         I watched all this over the top of my book.

         I really hated that kind of casual bullying that people ignored because it was just easier – I’d been on the end of it before. I watched the ball as it rolled slowly to me, banging against my foot. I stood, clutching it, and instead of pitching it back to him, I threw it the opposite way, onto the field. It bounced off along the wet grass. 

         ‘What did you do that for?’ said another boy, angrily. I didn’t know his name – he didn’t hang out with Fenrin. Dannyboy and Niral looked at me as one.

         Fenrin was watching. I saw his golden silhouette stop out of the corner of my eye.

         ‘God, I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I kind of thought those two might want to be alone for a while instead of nauseating the rest of us.’

         There was a crushing silence.

         Then the angry boy started to laugh. ‘Dannyboy, take your girlfriend and get the ball, man. And we’ll see you in, like, a couple of hours.’

         Dannyboy shuffled uncomfortably.

         ‘There’s the copse at the back of the field,’ I commented. ‘Nice and secluded.’

         ‘You stupid bitch,’ said Niral to me.

         ‘Maybe don’t give it out,’ I replied quietly, ‘if you can’t take it.’

         ‘New girl’s got a point,’ said the angry boy.

         Niral sat still for a moment, trying to decide what to do. The tide had turned against her.

         ‘Come on,’ she said to her friend. They gathered their bags and their makeup and their phones and walked off.

         Dannyboy didn’t dare look after her – the angry guy was still ribbing him. He went back to playing football. Anna retrieved her phone and pretended to text, her fingers tapping a nonsensical rhythm. I nearly missed her almost-whisper. ‘Thought the screen was cracked right through. Looked broke.’

         She didn’t thank me or even look up. I was glad. I was at least as awkward as she was, and both of us awkwarding at each other would have been too much for me. I sat back down next to her, buried my face in my book and waited for my pulse to stop its erratic drumming.

         When the bell rang, I shouldered my bag, and then and there made my bold ploy. Without thinking about it I walked up to Fenrin, as if I were going to talk to him. I felt his eyes on me as I approached, his curiosity. Instead of following it up with words, though, I kept walking past. At the last moment my eyes lifted to his, and before my face could start its tragic burn, I gave him an eyebrow raise. It meant, what can you do? It meant, yeah I see you, and so? It meant, I’m not too bothered about talking to you, but I’m not ignoring you either because that would be just a little bit too studied.

         I lowered my gaze and carried on.

         ‘Hey,’ he called behind me.

         I stopped. My heart beat its fists furiously against my ribs. He was a few feet away. 

         ‘Defender of the weak,’ he said with a grin. His first ever words to me.

         ‘I just don’t like bullies so much,’ I replied.

         ‘You can be our resident superhero. Save the innocent. Wear a cape.’

         I offered him a smile, a wry twist of the mouth. ‘I’m not nice enough to be a superhero.’

         ‘No? Are you trying to tell me you’re the villain?’

         I paused, wondering how to answer. ‘I don’t think anyone is as black and white as that. Including you.’

         His grin widened. ‘Me?’

         ‘Yeah. I think sometimes you must get bored of how much everyone worships you, when maybe they don’t even know the real you. Maybe the real you is darker than the one you show the world.’

         The set of his mouth froze. Another me from another time recoiled in horror at my recklessness. People didn’t like it when I said things like this.

         ‘Huh,’ he said, thoughtfully. ‘Not out to make friends, are you.’

         Inside, I shrivelled. I’d blown it. ‘I guess … I’m just looking for the right ones,’ I said. ‘The ones who feel like I do. That’s all.’

         I’d told myself I wouldn’t do this any more. They didn’t know me here – I could be a new me, the 2.0 version, now with improved social skills. 

         Stop talking. Stop talking. Walk away before you make it worse.

         ‘And how do you feel?’ he asked me. His voice wasn’t teasing. He seemed curious.

         Well, I might as well go out with a bang.

         ‘Like I need to find the truth of the world,’ I said. ‘Like there’s more than this.’ I raised a hand helplessly to the grey school building looming over us. ‘More than just … this, this life, every day, on and on, until I’m dead. There’s got to be. I want to find it. I need to find it.’

         His eyes had clouded over. I thought I knew that look – it was the careful face you made around crazy people.

         I sighed. ‘I have to go. Sorry if I offended you.’

         He said nothing as I walked away.

         I’d just exposed my soul to the most popular boy in school, and in return he’d given me silence.

         Maybe I could persuade my mother to move towns again.

         
            *

         

         It was raining the next day, so I ate my lunch in the library. I was alone – the friendly girls I’d hung out with when I’d first arrived never asked me to sit with them in the cafeteria any more, and I was glad to have the time to read more of my book before class. It was too cold to go outside, and Mr Jarvis, the librarian, was nowhere to be seen, so I put my bag on the table and opened my Tupperware behind it. Cold beans on toast with melted cheese on top. A bit slimy, but cheap to buy and easy to make, two important factors in my house.

         I took out my lunch fork, the only one in our cutlery drawer that didn’t look as though it came from a plastic picnic set. It was a thick kind of creamy-coloured silver and had this flattened plate of scrollwork on the handle bottom. I washed it every night and took it back to school with me every day. It made me feel a bit more special when I used it, like I wasn’t just some scruff, and my mother never noticed it was missing.

         I’d worried about my conversation with Fenrin that whole day and well into the night, turning my words over again and again, wondering what I could have done better. In my mind, my voice was even and measured, a beautiful cadence that positioned itself perfectly between drawling and musical. But in reality, I had an awkward town accent I couldn’t quite shift, all hard edges and soft, dopey burrs. I wondered if he’d heard it. I wondered if he’d judged me because of it.

         I ate and read my book, this particular kind of fantasy novel that I secretly loved. It was my favourite thing to do – eat and read. The world just shut up for a while. I’d just got to the bit where Princess Mar’a’tha had shot an arrow into one of the demon horde attacking the royal hunting camp, and then I felt it.

         Him. I felt him.

         I looked up into his face, which was tilted down at my shit, embarrassing book and my shit, embarrassing lunch.

         ‘Am I interrupting?’ said Fenrin. A long wave of his sungold-tipped hair had slipped from behind his ear and hung by his cheekbone. I actually caught a waft of him. He smelled like a thicker, manlier kind of vanilla. His skin was lightly tanned.

         I hadn’t lowered my fork; I just looked at him dumbly over it.

         It worked. I told him the truth and it worked.

         ‘Eating in the library again, when the rest of the school uses the cafeteria,’ he mused. ‘You must enjoy being alone.’

         ‘Yes,’ I said. But I had misjudged it because his eyebrow rose.

         ‘Er, okay. Sorry for disturbing you,’ he said, and turned away. I lowered my fork.

         NO, WAIT! I wanted to shout. You were supposed to say something self-deprecatingly witty at this point, weren’t you, and get a laugh, and then you’d see it in his eyes – he’d think you were cool. And like that, you’d be in.

         But nothing came out of my mouth, and my chance was slipping away.

         The only other person in the library was this guy Marcus from Fenrin’s year (always Marcus, never just Marc, I’d heard someone say with a sneer). He had the kind of presence that folded inward, as if he couldn’t bear to be noticed. I understood that and gave him a wide berth.

         So I found it interesting when Fenrin turned to Marcus and locked eyes with him instead of ignoring him. And instead of trying to be invisible, Marcus held his gaze. Fenrin’s mouth drew into a thin, tight line. Marcus didn’t move.

         After a moment more of this strangeness that wasn’t quite aggression and wasn’t quite anything easy to read, Fenrin snorted, turned and caught me watching. I tried to smile, giving him an opening.

         It seemed to work. He folded his arms, rocked on his feet.

         ‘So, at the risk of looking like an idiot coming back for another serving,’ he said to me, ‘why do you enjoy being alone?’

         My mouth opened and shut and I gave him a truth, because truth had got me this far, and truth seemed like it would endear him to me more than anything else ever could.

         I forced myself to look straight into his eyes. ‘I can stop pretending when I’m alone.’

         Fenrin smiled.

         Bingo, as my mother often said.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 3

         

         There was a story about the Graces, a story so woven into the fabric of this town that even my mother had already heard about it from someone at work. It was about Thalia and Fenrin’s eighth birthday party.

         Grace birthday parties had been legendary up until then. Most of the mothers around town would pray that their child would get an invitation, so they could come, too, and lounge in Esther Grace’s spacious French country kitchen, drinking cocktails in slender flutes and stealing glances at her pretty husband, Gwydion, as he passed by with his easy, loping stride.

         The party had been fairly standard all afternoon. The mothers had put on their most carefully chosen outfits, their most vibrant shades of lipstick, and had lingered in the kitchen drinking freshly made mojitos with mint from Esther’s sprawling herb garden. Their tinkling laughter had grown stronger as the day wore on, and they had stopped checking on the children so often, who had had their fill of food and party games and were congregating in the parlour. The Graces had the kind of house with a parlour.

         No one knew for sure who suggested the Ouija board, but most of the children thought it was Fenrin. He was a show-off, after all. They’d been strictly forbidden to touch it, but that didn’t stop him from producing the key to the cabinet it was stored in and balancing carefully on a chair to reach the highest shelf. Down it came, a solid shape wrapped in a rust-coloured velvet cloth and bound with loops of black ribbon. When the ribbon was undone and the velvet unravelled, there sat a sandalwood box that gave off a creamy wood smell when you put your nose right up to it.

         Half the children felt their hearts quicken in fear. Because what if? But Fenrin just laughed at them and said there was no such thing as ghosts, and did they want to play or did they want to be sissies for the rest of their lives?

         So they played – every last one of them.

         For the truth of what happened next, you’d have to talk to the parlour walls. Accounts varied so wildly from child to child, no one ever did know for sure exactly how it had played out. 

         When the adults heard screaming, they rushed into the parlour and found Matthew Feldspar on the floor, his eyes shut and his breathing shallow. No matter how violently his mother shook him, he wouldn’t wake up.

         He was rushed to hospital.

         By the time they arrived he had come to, and the doctor who examined him assured his mother that he exhibited no signs of physical abuse. Tests turned up nothing unusual, and the eventual conclusion was that he had suffered a fainting fit of some kind. Perhaps he hadn’t eaten enough that day. Perhaps it was a reaction to all the excitement a birthday party could bring.

         Mrs Feldspar, however, was not having any of that. She was adamant that Matthew was not a weak boy and had never fainted in his life. She much preferred the idea that something had been done to him, something that a doctor wouldn’t be able to see. Something only the child of a witch could inflict.

         Accusations flew around for weeks afterwards. Some said it was revenge – Matthew had a reputation for spreading rumours, as well as for goosing other kids to make them cry. He’d apparently done it to Fenrin only a couple of weeks before, and then told everyone Fenrin had enjoyed it just a bit too much. Fenrin had tried to punch him in gym class and earned detention for it. After that, things seemed to have died down. Until the birthday party.

         Mrs Feldspar said that Matthew was a playful boy, that was all. She tried to press criminal charges, but the police laughed at her. She tried to sue the Graces, but lawyers told her there was no evidence of any kind of assault on her son, and without evidence she didn’t have a case.

         The Feldspars left town not long after that.

         No one was allowed to go to Fenrin and Thalia’s ninth birthday party; but instead of feeling snubbed, the Graces went right ahead with it, inviting a whole swathe of people from out of town. For days before, you could see them arriving at the house. Some of them looked like rock stars and some of them like American Psycho, a few were as coolly bohemian as the Graces, and all of them were striking, in one way or another.

         The twins’ birthday was 1 August, and if you went past the top of their lane on that day, you could hear music and laughter coming from the garden, and smell ginger carrot cakes with cream cheese frosting, sausages in mustard sauce, and freshly made lemonade.

         Every year Thalia and Fenrin had their birthday party, but no one from school ever got another invitation. Two or three days before, the town was flooded with Grace strangers, and two or three days afterwards they were gone again. The most popular rumour was that they were witches from around the country gathering for some kind of debauched ritual. The birthday was an excuse, the town whispered – after the children went to bed, the adults held their own, darker kind of party.

         For a long time after that unpleasant eighth birthday, anything that went wrong was blamed on 1 August. It started as a joke between the town adults: ‘Stubbed your toe? Must be the Graces’ fault.’ This was taken on by their children and woven into scary fact. For instance, one year, old Mrs Galloway had fallen down for no reason and died the next day, not a week after 1 August. Another year, a fire in the school gym happened on 2 August. And how would a gym just catch fire like that? Another year, four separate kids came back to school in September with their parents’ recent decisions to divorce hanging over their heads like leprosy. Something bad happened every single year after Fenrin and Thalia’s birthday, without fail.

         It was the town’s own Friday the thirteenth. It was their punishment for judging them.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 4

         

         That entire week I ate my lunch in the library.

         Every time someone came in, my heart skipped and I waited to see a shadow fall over my desk. But the only other person who was there as much as me was Marcus. I wondered why he was in the library every lunchtime. I wondered most of all what that look between him and Fenrin had meant. There was history there, but the town’s rumour mill on the Graces hadn’t supplied that particular story, and I could hardly ask either of them myself. Not yet.

         
            *

         

         Fenrin never showed up, but Summer did.

         The next Friday, the library’s double doors swung violently open, slamming back against the walls. Marcus, sitting two desks away from me, jumped. Summer strode in, looking around with undisguised disgust. She paused just inside, as if striking a pose. If anyone else had done that, I’d have choked on my own disdain. But Summer looked like she would forever not give two shits what you thought because what you thought wasn’t worth giving two shits over. And it just worked.

         She slowly folded her arms over her chest, scanning the room. Her long black hair had been wound into a coil at the nape of her neck and her lace-up knee boots creaked very slightly in the silence as she shifted her weight. All this I saw in the instant before her eyes fell on me, and one brow rose.

         She walked over to my desk.

         ‘Hey, new girl.’

         ‘Hi,’ I said, startled.

         ‘You’ve been here a couple of months, right?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘It’s March. How come you transferred in the middle of the school year?’

         The official reason was that we had to move because of my mother’s new job.

         The unofficial reason would die with me.

         She rolled her eyes at my silence, put her back to me and turned her head so it was silhouetted above her shoulder. I tried to commit the movement to memory.

         ‘Are you coming?’ she said.

         ‘Where?’ 

         ‘One-time-only invitation.’

         One time only.

         This was it.

         Don’t screw it up, whispered the voice in my head.

         I didn’t intend to. I shoved my empty Tupperware box into my bag, the fork rattling around inside, as well as the dog-eared paperback I’d been reading. Summer had already moved to the doors, not even looking back to see if I was following. I had better keep up.

         She strode through the corridors ahead. Most people were in the cafeteria, but the few milling about watched her surreptitiously as she passed them. I walked a couple of paces behind – not enough to crowd her, but enough to signal to others that I was allowed to be there.

         We reached the locker corridor, and as we passed Jase Worthington, he said, ‘Stupid goth bitch.’

         Summer stopped.

         His friend Tom, whom I had briefly fancied when I first got here, hissed, ‘Dude, don’t.’

         They were both popular surfer types, Tom much shorter than the rest of them and constantly irritated by it. That meant they naturally fitted in with Fenrin, who was in the same year as them, and I had thought they were all friends. A friend of Fenrin’s would never dare to start on any of his family like that.

         Especially not Summer. 

         ‘Oh, Jase-ington,’ she said, with a fluttery sigh in her voice. ‘I simply don’t have time for you today.’

         I began breathing again. Summer started to walk off.

         ‘Ooh, what are you going to do?’ Jase jeered. ‘Put a spell on me?’

         She threw him an impatient look over her shoulder. ‘Of course.’

         Silence.

         It wasn’t until we’d reached the double doors at the far end that Jase suddenly yelled, ‘I’m not afraid of you! You’re just a faker! Your whole family is a bunch of stupid carny fakers!’

         ‘What a superlative vocabulary,’ Summer muttered. ‘What an intellect. What a—’ She stopped herself.

         Someone else would try to comfort her or suck up. I said nothing.

         We moved across the outdoor hard courts, where a couple of other boys from Fenrin’s year were kicking a ball about. It was starting to drizzle, and their game looked dismal in the half-light.

         ‘Hey, Summer,’ said one of them. She stuck her tongue out at him as she passed, but there was a little smile on her face.

         I felt her gaze light on me.

         ‘What?’ she said, challenging me to comment.

         I shrugged. 

         ‘Wow, you really are the silent type, aren’t you? Cards close to your chest, right?’

         Was that bad? Was I treading too carefully with her? I couldn’t tell.

         We were making for the copse at the end of the field, where a huddle of trees and low bushes gave people some shielding from prying teacher eyes.

         ‘I was kind of seeing him,’ Summer said, as if we had been talking about it already. ‘Jase. He may be hot, but my god he’s dull. It’s a smoke weed and surf a lot kind of life. I mean, there is literally nothing else that interests him. Plus he’s bad in bed. He’s all loud groaning, like a crap zombie.’

         I disliked these kinds of conversations. There wasn’t an obvious response. I didn’t know him, so I couldn’t exactly agree.

         ‘Oh right,’ I tried.

         We reached the copse. There was a lookout, this sullen girl called Macy who was good at making herself useful to popular people. She eyed me up and down.

         ‘Is everyone there?’ Summer asked.

         ‘Everyone who was invited.’

         The last was directed at me, but Summer didn’t even appear to notice.

         ‘Come on,’ she said. My shoes slid over a squelching carpet of leaves as we walked further in. It was pretty useful, this place. The clearing beyond was hidden from view by an array of tall bushes. No one could approach from any other way than the field, as the copse backed onto a wall, marking the boundaries of school property. One lookout on watch and you could do what you liked here without being seen.

         In the clearing, sitting in a ragged circle on their coats, were a few girls from our year. I knew two of them were particular friends of Summer’s right now. They had at least ten piercings each and always wore band T-shirts with snakes or insects or rivers of blood splashed across them. The one with jagged, pillar-box-red hair, Gemma, was the perky kind of girl who everyone liked. I’d never really hung out with her, but I’d been paired with her in maths a couple of times – she was unfailingly nice. The other girl, Lou, had jet-black hair like Summer, two nose piercings that she had to take out before school every day, and a low, wicked laugh.

         There were three others, and when I saw who one of them was my heart dropped. It was Niral.

         What was she doing here? She didn’t hang out with Summer. Was she trying to get to Fenrin? Our last meeting came back to me in full Technicolor glory.

         There’s the copse at the back of the field. Nice and secluded. 

         Summer sat in a gap in the circle, and Gemma obligingly wiggled sideways to make room for me. I watched Summer clap her hands together once, in a weirdly formal gesture. The others stopped talking and looked up at her expectantly. I could feel their eyes flickering over me. I knew what their eyes meant. I wasn’t supposed to be here.

         ‘Did you bring what I asked?’ said Summer.

         Each girl started rummaging in pockets or bags at their feet. Lou took out a black velvet cloth and spread it out on the ground, smoothing it down. Onto the cloth each girl placed an item. Red tea-light candles. A deep, crimson-coloured cooking pot. Little glass herb bottles from the supermarket. Scissors.

         Niral burst out laughing, pointing at the cooking pot. ‘What is that?’

         Another girl flushed. I always confused her with at least two other girls in our year because they had the exact same long blonde hair and wore similar clothes. ‘She said bring a red container, so I did!’

         ‘You make, like, stew in that, you dope.’

         ‘It’s exactly what we need,’ Summer said, with an unusual calm to her voice. ‘Did you all bring an item?’

         No one moved. I hadn’t brought anything, but then I hadn’t exactly had any notice.

         ‘I take it that’s a yes. Don’t worry, we’ll all have our eyes closed when you drop it in the pot. No one else will see it.’

         Summer took out a book of matches and lit each tea light, placing them in a rough circle around the red pot. She then took up a glass bottle – basil, I caught on the side of it – and sprinkled the contents around the pot, letting them flutter down onto the tea lights, which sputtered and burned the dried herbs, giving off a wispy smell.

         I should have been happy. This was it – the confirmation I’d needed that the rumours about the Graces were true.

         It was just that I’d thought this kind of thing was done with a bit more … style.

         Supermarket herbs and red tea lights?

         ‘Summer,’ I muttered. Everyone was watching her.

         ‘Yes,’ she said, in the same calm voice. She was starting to unnerve me, and I wasn’t the only one. The world had gone strangely quiet. There were only the sure movements of Summer and the coiled silence of the group.

         ‘I don’t have an item,’ I said.

         She straightened, raising her voice for the rest of the circle.

         ‘It doesn’t matter. The item is significant to you, but it’s just a channel.’ She shrugged. ‘If you’re powerful enough, you don’t need any kind of item at all. Or even any candles, or any of this. You do it by will alone. But I don’t think we’re quite there yet.’

         One or two of the girls snickered nervously.

         ‘This is how it will go,’ said Summer, and no one doubted her one bit right then. ‘We will start the chant. The chant raises energy inside each of us. We’ll do it with our eyes closed. We’ll do it until enough energy has been raised. If it takes an hour, it takes an hour.’

         ‘But lunch is over in, like, twenty minutes,’ said someone.

         ‘Why do you care? What’s more important: this or some class? You guys asked me to do this. You badgered me for weeks. So now we get to it, you’re all running scared?’

         The circle was silent.

         ‘This is only going to work if you put everything you have, everything you are, into it.’ Summer sat back on her haunches. ‘No holding back. No thinking about other things. This is magic, and it’s hard. If you break concentration, you lose energy. Lose energy and the spell won’t work. You’ve got to be here, with me, right now, for as long as I need you. As long as it takes. Are you in or are you out?’

         I felt a knotted thrill blossom deep inside my guts. I was wrong. This was real. She was the real deal. 

         ‘Commit,’ Summer stated in a cold voice. ‘Each of you say, “I’m in all the way. I’ll give everything I have.” Say it now. Lou.’

         Lou replied without hesitation, her voice eager. I’d have felt embarrassed for her if I didn’t also feel the way she sounded. ‘I’m in all the way. I’ll give everything I have.’

         Summer made each of us say it. A couple stumbled, awkward. When it came to me, I wondered at how steady and clear my voice was. It’s surprising what you can get yourself to do when you want something badly enough.

         ‘The chant is this,’ she said. ‘Bring them to me. Make them see.’ She paused. ‘Substitute him for them. Or her.’ She flashed a wicked smile, the first I’d seen since we’d reached the copse.

         Niral snorted, nervous and irritable. ‘It’s just a rhyme. How’s that a spell?’

         ‘Words have power. But the words are meaningless without your intent behind them, driving them. The rhyming is just to help even idiots remember what to say. Now shut up and join in, or leave. If you bring doubt, you wreck it for the rest of us.’

         A couple of the others threw Niral irritated looks. I dared to join in, and Niral saw it.

         ‘I’m not bringing doubt,’ she said, narrowing her eyes at me. ‘I’m in.’ 

         ‘Then let’s start. Close your eyes.’

         I watched them all do it. Then I closed mine.

         Instantly, I felt vulnerable and embarrassed.

         This was stupid. This was really stupid. What if a teacher came?

         ‘Bring him to me. Make him see,’ said Summer, her voice soft. ‘Bring him to me. Make him see.’

         No one joined in at first. I felt like laughing. I swallowed it.

         ‘Bring him to me. Make him see,’ I said, my voice mismatching hers. But I kept on until we were in time with each other. More voices joined in. Muttering, stumbling at first. But the more we said it, the less it made sense, and the more we fell into each other’s sounds, like a flock of birds turning together.

         I don’t know how long we chanted. I don’t honestly know. It could have been forever. I never lost it, like a dream where time has lost all meaning because you no longer feel it, and it just kept rippling out from us, bring him to me, make him see, and I started to drown in the rhythm because there was nothing else.

         ‘Lou,’ Summer said. ‘Open your eyes and put your object into the pot. The rest of you, don’t you dare stop chanting.’

         It registered, barely. I heard a little clink. I couldn’t have stopped chanting. My voice was being pulled out of me.

         Summer said something in a low voice. Rustling.

         I didn’t stop. None of us stopped. Whispering sounds, rolling around me, again and again.

         ‘Lou, close your eyes, keep chanting. Gemma, open your eyes and put your object into the pot.’

         Summer went round the circle. It seemed to take years to get to me. I was the last.

         ‘Open your eyes,’ she breathed into my ear.

         I did, but it was hard, like they were stuck together with honey. I blinked and looked around. Somehow, I expected it to be dark.

         ‘Cut a piece of your hair,’ Summer said, and offered me the scissors. She held something tightly in her other hand, and I couldn’t see what it was. ‘Put the hair into the pot. As you do, visualise the one you want. Visualise them right in front of you, as if you could lean forward and kiss them. Don’t let go of their face.’

         I took the scissors. My muscles were liquid. My head was buzzing with the noise of the chant. I cut a long strand and held it up between my fingers. I looked beyond it, and I saw his face. His antique gold hair flopping down, brushing his cheekbones. His grin. His eyes on mine.

         I leaned forward and put my hair into the pot.

         Fenrin, I thought, as my lips kept moving. 

         Rustling, the sound of footsteps.

         And then a sharp, angry, ‘What the hell d’you think you’re doing?’

         Our chanting faltered, stumbled, and we fell over the broken words. The velvet cloth was embarrassing. The pot was ludicrous. Niral had been right – the herb bottles made it seem like we were making a stew. I looked up, cheeks blooming.

         It was Thalia. Spring wet was still in the air; she was wearing brown leather boots and a long-sleeved beaded top that draped over her skin in all the right places. Her hair was knotted high on her head in a floppy bun, the ends trailing down her neck.

         My relief that it wasn’t a teacher was short-lived, because Thalia looked furious.

         ‘Well?’ she demanded, scanning the group.

         ‘I’d have thought that it’s pretty obvious,’ Summer said coolly.

         ‘Clean this stuff up and get back into school.’

         Summer didn’t move. The rest of us were caught, squirming.

         ‘You’re such a drama queen, Thalia,’ said Summer finally. ‘It’s just a bit of fun.’

         ‘That’s not what you said earlier,’ Niral interjected, her voice hot with embarrassment. ‘You said we had to put everything we had into it!’ 

         I raised my eyes heavenward at the mistake. God, don’t do that. Don’t try and make Summer look stupid in front of her sister. Thalia won’t like you for it, and then you’ll lose Summer, too.

         Thalia’s toffee-coloured eyes narrowed at Niral. ‘Get back into school,’ she repeated. ‘I’m sure you’re missing a class. Go now or I’ll report you. Go on, all of you.’

         Summer still hadn’t moved. Unsure, cheeks burning, the other girls started to get up, dust their coats off and leave the copse. No one dared take the pot or anything else.

         I stayed where I was. If this was a test, I would pass with flying colours. The answer was too easy: loyalty. They had all failed it, but I would not.

         Thalia was peering into the pot and wrinkling her nose. ‘Did you know you could hear it all the way back to the hard courts? You’re lucky it was me who caught you. Fen would have popped a vein.’

         At the mention of his name, my heart sped up.

         Summer scoffed. ‘He doesn’t care what I get up to.’

         ‘Please. He hates this stuff, you know that,’ Thalia snapped.

         ‘That’s his problem. Not ours.’

         Thalia sighed, hackles lowering. ‘Look, I know. But still.’ She shifted her gaze away from the pot. ‘And it’s not just Fen who’d lose his rag, is it? If Esther ever finds out, she’ll go completely insane.’

         It took a second to work out who she meant by Esther, but then I remembered that it was their mother. Did they always call her by her first name? That was strange.

         ‘So don’t tell her,’ Summer said.

         ‘So don’t do it.’

         ‘This whole town knows about us, Thalia.’

         Thalia half turned, looking distracted. ‘I’m not having this conversation yet again. Take this crap with you when you leave. Teachers will ask questions, and then we’ll all be in a world of pain.’

         She whirled off.

         When she had disappeared from sight, Summer let out a breath. She seemed a little twitchy. I hadn’t noticed it when Thalia was there; she was good at hiding it.

         ‘Are you okay?’ I said carefully, expecting her to snap at me.

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Will Thalia tell on you?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘How do you know? She didn’t say she wouldn’t.’

         ‘If I’d asked her not to, she’d have done it out of spite. This way she thinks I don’t care about it, so she won’t bother.’ 

         Summer’s other hand uncurled as she talked, and I risked a quick look at the object she’d been clutching this whole time. It was a figurine, made of polished stone, streaked with swirling orange-brown colours and shaped like a bird. The light caught on the deeply carved ridges of its wings. I stared at it surreptitiously, wondering what it meant.

         ‘So the rumours are true.’ I tried a teasing tone. ‘You really are witches.’

         ‘Is that why you came along today?’

         I tried to think of the right thing to say. ‘I guess I was curious. How come you asked me along?’

         ‘Same reason.’ She gave me a playful smile and then looked off into the trees. I felt safe enough to push just a little more.

         ‘Why doesn’t your family like people to know?’

         ‘Well, let’s just say they really enjoy having their little secrets. I’m the only one who’s upfront about it. Why hide? Esther makes her living from it, after all.’

         Their mother, Esther Grace, ran a health and beauty shop in town, all natural and organic products. Tinctures for headaches, salves made of plants I’d never heard of, face masks that smelled like earth and rainwater. Some of her creations got sold at the higher-end pharmacies and department stores in the city. 

         ‘You’re telling me her face cream is magical?’ I said dubiously.

         Summer laughed. ‘The price tag might make you think so.’ She got up from the ground, brushing off her slim flanks. ‘Come on. I’d better give Emily her pot back.’

         I didn’t move. ‘We haven’t finished the spell. I mean, it doesn’t look like we have.’

         Summer regarded me. I tried not to squirm. I had no idea what she was thinking.

         ‘Nope,’ she said, after a moment. ‘Want to?’

         I said nothing. She dropped back to her knees and picked up the matchbook, striking one.

         ‘Don’t we need the chanting?’

         ‘A lot of energy still here,’ said Summer. ‘Especially with Thalia’s little outburst. Might still work.’

         She dropped the lit match into the pot. I didn’t look. Only she knew the objects they had all thrown in. The smell of burning hair crept past us. I stared hard at the ground, pouring myself into the moment, conjuring his face as it all went up in flames.

         I didn’t care if it was wrong. I couldn’t afford to, if I wanted to make him mine.
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