
  
    
      FIRE WITCH

      
        THE FIRE CYCLE

        BOOK I

      

    

    
      
        V A WINTER

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by V A Winter

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      For those who’ve never quite belonged…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by V A Winter

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      I remember how it began. Fractured moments pass before me, surround me.

      Silver threads leading inevitably from one second to the next. But it’s not all in order. It jumps from the beginning, to the end, to the middle, to another beginning.

      So many little moments that could have changed everything. A choice here, a decision there.

      So many silver threads.

      And they all lead back to a moment I could do nothing about. Not my choice. Never my choice.

      I grasp hold of one thread, and it leads me back there. To that path, to that breathless childhood race to get home after school.

      Houses flash past me, terraced, all the same to a child’s eye. Walls and hedges interspersed with broken fences.

      I barrelled along to the end of the street where my house sat on the corner. Our fence was weathered, the paint chipped, but covered in the twining flowers my mother loved. The garden was wild, the grass up to my knees as I ran down the path. It was how we liked it, despite the mutters I sometimes overheard about how we should get it cut like decent people would.

      My mother was standing at the front door. I had time to notice she looked upset, to take in the slight grey of her hair for the last time. I had time to see a shadow behind her. A shadow that wasn’t hers.

      Hands clamped over my arms, stopping my headlong flight. Whoever it was spun me around. “Daphne, you need to come with us, okay?”

      The social worker. Jill. Her blonde hair cut level with her chin. She had cold eyes, I remember.

      “But—” I said, starting to tremble. I realised, without knowing the words, what was happening. Some deep part of me knew this was the last time I would see my mother.

      “No buts,” Jill said, standing, taking my hand firmly in hers. “Say goodbye.”

      But she didn’t really give me a chance. She started pulling me down the path as I stared over my shoulder at my mother, who hadn’t moved an inch since I got there. She just stood, leaning against the door frame, her hands covering her mouth.

      “No,” I said, the word little more than a whisper. Then it turned into a scream. I hit out at the social worker, but she just held on tighter. My world became blurred by tears, filled with the sounds of my shouts and shrieks.

      My throat hurt for days afterwards.

      “Mum!” I screamed as a man opened the car door. I just wanted her to do something, say something, run for me, pull me back from the awful people who were taking me away.

      But she didn’t do anything.

      She just stood there.

      Jill shoved me in the car, and the door slammed closed. I battered against it and tried to open it, but it was locked. I thought if I could just hit the glass hard enough it would shatter, and I could get out and go back to my mother.

      But it didn’t shatter.

      The car engine started as more doors slammed closed, then we were driving away.

      Away from everything I had ever known.

      I don’t remember when I stopped screaming, when the tears started, when they stopped.

      All I remember from that horrid car ride is the thoughts that ran through my head: what was wrong with me? what had I done to deserve this?

      I’d done everything they’d asked of me, everything my mother had said, everything the social workers had said.

      I’d gone to school, and not fought with the other kids. I’d kept my magic hidden. I had been good.

      So why wasn’t it enough?

      Silver flashes, pulling me away from the car, away from that day, away from the screams.

      So many threads, all tangled, all leading from one moment to the next.

      I grasp on to another thread, trying to find my way back home, back to myself. But instead I’m pulled further into my past, to the beginning of the story…
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      I shoved my hands deeper into the pockets of my bomber jacket as I walked away from the house. I’d managed to get out without any more lectures or reminders about my behaviour.

      Mist hung low and thick around me, so by the time I reached the end of the street, I couldn’t see the house anymore. It was covered in a layer of white. Somehow, that made me breathe a little easier. If I couldn’t see them, they couldn’t see me.

      I turned the corner, and clicked play on my music app. The steady rhythm of one of my favourite songs enveloped my mind, pulsing through my cheap earphones.

      I walked in time to the beat, trying my best to forget that I was going to school, that it was the first day of term, the first day of sixth form. I had no idea what to expect.

      A brand-new school. On my own. Again.

      I checked my maps app a few times as I made my way through the town. I turned on to the high street. The mist was starting to lift, the sun burning behind the thick white. It wasn’t busy, it was still too early for many shops to be open. A few people were walking to school like me, or work, I guessed.

      I glanced in the shop windows and imagined all the things I’d buy if I had a limitless supply of money, if I could shop like the girls on socials. I stopped in front of a bookstore, not the type of shop I usually bothered with, but the display was Hallowe’en themed, and there were several books on witches. For reasons I could never really explain, witches had always fascinated me. Like there was a connection in my mind I couldn’t quite reach, couldn’t quite remember.

      I glanced over the display, reading the book titles, trying to catch on to that connection, when a person’s reflection caught my eye.

      A guy with black hair a little longer than was fashionable, pulled back at the base of his neck.

      I searched through my memories. I knew him from somewhere.

      Then it clicked. Scotland. The holiday I went on with my previous set of foster parents earlier this year. The boy I’d met on the beach not far from the house we’d stayed in. John. By the time I’d explored all the local areas I could, I had found myself out of things to do. I’d hated that my foster parents had decided to stay outside a city. It was just so boring.

      I went out for a walk one afternoon. It had been an overcast day, the sun behind heavy clouds that seemed to constantly threaten rain. There had been a chilly wind blowing in off the ocean, but I had liked the light, the way it slanted through the clouds and seemed to get absorbed by the grey ocean. I planned to take some pictures for my feed. Maybe create some posts for socials. Try and get more followers. It was a stupid metric, really. But it made me feel like I was somewhere close to normal.

      I had been walking down the path along the edge of the sand when I first saw him. He was walking towards me, head down, hands in his pockets. And I still don’t know what drew me to him, what made my heart race a little, my breath catch in my throat as I got closer. A pull, a knowing. Whatever it was, it had made me speak to him. I never spoke to random people I didn’t know.

      “Hi,” I had said.

      He had looked up, green eyes wide. “Hi.”

      “Beautiful day.”

      “Yeah,” he had said as we passed, and he actually smiled as our gazes met. It was the briefest of moments, an exchange of a smile, nothing more than a spark. But the spark was there. I knew I’d never forget it.

      I’d watched him over my shoulder until he finally disappeared. But even once he had gone from my sight, I still kept smiling. It was a secret feeling, something warm. I had held on to it as I made my way on to the beach to take my photos.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about the encounter over the next few days, until I saw him again. He was sitting on a bench in the street. I probably should have just walked past, but instead, I stopped and asked if I could sit with him. And it was there again when he looked up at me, that spark. “Sure,” he had said, and that was that.

      We had started talking, and I don’t think we really stopped. It was like gravity kept bringing us together over that week. I can’t really remember everything we talked about, but I do remember that we discussed friends, and school, and fitting in. Or not.

      I remember saying that I’d never really fitted in. It didn’t matter what I did, I’d always felt like I didn’t belong in any of the groups I found myself in. That I didn’t even really have a family to belong to. For the first time, I told someone that the memories of before, of my real mother, my first home, were so strong sometimes, that it was as though I was in the wrong world. Like the story had glitched, and I was in the wrong character’s life, living the wrong storyline. That I wasn’t even sure which storyline I was supposed to be.

      He had said that he kind of got what I meant, about not fitting anywhere, not knowing where you belong. He lived with his uncle; his mother was abroad somewhere. Family meant little in his family, he’d said. He’d spent his entire life living their expectations. Figuring out where he belonged, who he was beyond that, was hard.

      Then at the end of the week, as we were standing on the path that ran along the edge of the beach, he had said something that surprised me, and I can almost remember his exact words. “There are worse things, I’ve learned, than not really knowing where you belong. It just means you get to figure it out. It means you could be anyone, anything. It’s all just possibilities.”

      For a moment I’d looked into his eyes again. Those green eyes that seemed so clear, so open, so honest. Then he’d turned to face the sea, the waves crashing against the sand. The sky was overcast, the water almost as grey as the clouds.

      I had laid my hands on the railing that edged the path. The metal was cold and rusting in places. I wanted to ask so many questions, to know more, to know his story. But I barely knew him, so I just said, “I’ve never thought of it like that.”

      “I think too much,” he had said, giving me a sidelong glance. “Or so I’ve been told.”

      I had met his gaze and felt like, for the first in my life, maybe I’d finally found someone who actually understood me. Who was like me.

      Going home felt very cruel after that.

      But I did. And we didn’t stay in touch. And the memory had faded.

      But now, standing in chilly England, in the autumn air, his words echoing in my mind, I found myself staring through the window at him.

      Was it really him?

      He looked up and our eyes met. For a moment, a breath, he frowned, then smiled. I smiled back, sure he remembered me just as I remembered him.

      He finished paying for what he was buying, then turned towards the door. He stepped outside, and our smiles met. “Hi,” I said.

      “Hi,” he replied. “You remember me then?”

      “Of course. I remember what you said about being different.” I immediately wished I hadn’t said that. How sad did I sound? I cleared my throat. “Anyway, how come you’re here?”

      “I’m starting uni,” he said, looking slightly bemused.

      University seemed like such a grown-up thing, and so far away for me. Foster parents’ and teachers’ niggling voices echoed in my mind, insisting that I’d have to decide soon what I wanted to do with my entire life. It felt far too big to even contemplate. And right then, so unimportant. “English?” I asked.

      He glanced at the books in his hand. “Yeah. Not the most practical, I know. But I don’t know what else I’d do. What about you? A levels?”

      “BTEC Photography,” I said. “I barely passed my exams last year, so more exams and essays wasn’t a good idea.”

      “You enjoy it, right? I remember your pictures… they’re good.”

      “Thanks.” I felt heat rise in my cheeks and hoped it wasn’t obvious. “I do enjoy it. Maybe it’s what I’ll do. I don’t know.”

      “You’ll figure it out,” he said. And I heard the unspoken in his words: he wasn’t sure he would.

      “I hope so.” I paused, then instead of saying all the things I wanted to, I said, “So you’ll be here for a while?”

      “That’s the plan.” He tried to smile, but it was like his heart wasn’t really in it. There was still that same aura of sadness around him that I’d felt earlier in the year. I wanted to ask about it, to know why, what had happened. But I couldn’t. I didn’t know him well enough to ask something like that.

      “So I guess I’ll see you around?”

      “I guess so.”

      My phone buzzed in my hand, the alarm a reminder that I was now about to be late for school. “I have to go,” I said, hating the clock. I didn’t want this conversation to end. “School.”

      “Sure,” he said, and we shared another smile as I turned away, heading down the high street, that strange feeling settling into my heart.

      A knowing, I guessed.
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      I pushed through the doors into the hallway. I had no idea where anything was, or who anyone was. But it was a school. Just like any other, at least in my experience.

      Kids were milling back and forth, a sea of black blazers and white shirts, with the odd piece of colour here and there: sixth formers or teachers. I pulled the timetable from the outside pocket of my tote bag. I was supposed to be in room 31G. Wherever that was.

      I spent some time checking numbers on doors as I walked past the other kids. Though I was one of the older ones in the school, I was relatively short. Some of the boys still in uniform towered over me. I wove through them as the hallways slowly emptied. The bell rang at 9am just as I found the right corridor.

      And there it was.

      31G.

      It was only then that my heart rate picked up a little, my hand shaking as I pushed the door open. I had been anonymous moving through the crowd. Now I would be seen.

      Several heads turned to look at me as I entered the room, but no one really seemed bothered. I heard a few whispers of “Who’s that… I’m sure she must be new…” But nothing worse. No sneers. Or laughs.

      Which was always a good start. I wanted to blend in, just become one face among many.

      It was my introductory photography class, and we were given a lot of information. Assessment was mentioned. No exams though, which was a relief. I wondered what I was really doing there. I enjoyed taking pictures, but I couldn’t stop myself from gazing out the window, my attention drifting in the same way it always had in school. I daydreamed of all the ways my life could suddenly change, all the adventures I could get swept up in, all the glamour that could be waiting for me just on the other side of these school walls.

      The bell finally went again, and I got up. On to the next class. I followed the stream of bodies out the door into the hallway. Kids were walking in both directions in the mad scramble between classes. And again, I had no idea where I was going.

      So I had to stop every few minutes, blocking the stream, interrupting the flow of people who knew exactly where they were heading.

      I turned a corner, looking at door numbers, and my shoulder collided with someone.

      For a moment, just a breath, just a heartbeat, it was like I was standing outside of myself. I saw my shoulder hit his in a flash of light. Images flickered through my mind, edged with silver, too fast to understand what any of them were. And a single phrase that I’ve never forgotten passed through my mind: This is what it was all for.

      Then I was looking up, reality settling back into place, about to mutter the standard ‘sorry’, and hear it back, knowing that neither of us really meant it. But the word died on my lips.

      For the barest breath of a moment, I met a pair of ice-blue eyes with my own. My mind snagged on a few other details. Blond hair. Grey suit. A sixth former. A frown creating a small line between his eyes.

      “Sorry,” he muttered, and I thought he was going to keep walking. But he stopped and looked at me. “Really, I’m sorry. I should have been watching where I was going.”

      I was still caught by the blue of his eyes, and the way the crowd parted around him as if he stood separate from them, as if he were something more than just a schoolboy standing amongst them.

      For the space of a heartbeat, I couldn’t find anything to say. But his words sounded genuine. “It’s all right,” I finally said. “I’m sorry, too. I should’ve been watching where I was going as well.”

      One side of his mouth curled up. A smile that wasn’t really a smile. “I’m sure we both should… I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

      “Daphne,” I said, and I felt like I should be shaking his hand or something formal like that. “What’s your name?”

      “Jason. It’s very nice to meet you.”

      “You too.”

      “You’re new here, right?” he asked.

      “Yeah. I just transferred here to start sixth form.”

      “What are you taking?”

      “Photography. BTEC.”

      “Oh,” he said. “Well, I’m sure we’ll see each other around.”

      He didn’t give me time to respond, just turned and walked away.

      My heart sank a little as I stared after him. He disappeared into the tail end of the crowd that was pushing past me on their way to the canteen. Did he think I was stupid because I wasn’t taking A levels? Maybe I should have lied.

      I found my next classroom and sat through another hour of introductions, scribbled down my first piece of homework, then obeyed the bell when it sounded again.

      I had a free period, so I decided to make my way over to the sixth form common room for the first time.

      It was attached to the side of the school, as if it were an afterthought, so I had to go outside to come back in again. If I hadn’t had directions in the handbook I’d been given, I wouldn’t have found it. The sun was out now, the mist burned away. I paused for a moment on the concrete path that led around the building, and just felt the sun on my face. There was a kind of freedom in not having to study stuff I wasn’t interested in anymore.

      I pushed open the doors that led into the common room, and took in the space for the first time. It wasn’t huge, just a long, narrow room with a few tables and a couple of couches against the edges. Two bookshelves sat against the back wall, the books on them stacked in a haphazard fashion. But what really caught my eye was the TV on the wall. The sound was turned off, but it was showing some kind of sports channel. Snowboarders raced down a hill, the light glinting off shining helmets and boots.

      I sat down at one of the tables, my eyes on the screen when I was supposed to be planning out my work for the week, as the teacher of my first class instructed. I already had a pile of reading and tasks to complete.

      But it was really hard to take my eyes off the TV screen. Snowboarding wasn’t my thing, but there was something about the adrenaline, the excitement, the feeling of adventure that held my attention. I watched it until some adverts came on, then dragged my focus to the notebook and school-issued planner in front of me.

      A group of girls came into the room as I picked up my pen. They were laughing. One of them shouted someone’s name. I watched them out of the corner of my eye as they sat at a table not far away from mine.

      I tried to concentrate on my planner, to figure out when I was going to do all the homework I’d been given, but my attention was really on them. I noted what they were wearing: flared leggings, trainers, and oversized hoodies. Hair a careful kind of messy. Nails done. Make-up perfect.

      I caught snatches of their conversation. They were talking about a party they went to last night. The boys. The drinks. Someone throwing up in the back garden.

      Absent-mindedly, I pulled my phone out and opened my feed on social. It was full of images like their conversation. I glanced at my own nails as I flicked my thumb over the screen. They were painted, but not gel nails like the girls at the other table had. I wondered how much it would cost to buy the fake ones, knowing I couldn’t afford to go and get them done at a salon.

      I was about to search for some on the internet when a shadow distracted me. I looked up. Jason was standing there, looking down at me. “Hi,” he said. “The girl from the hallway, right? Daphne?”

      I stared up at him for a moment, unsure what to say. Why was he talking to me? “Erm, yeah,” I forced out. “Jason, right?”

      “Right. Do you mind if I sit here?” He gestured at the chair beside mine.

      “Sure,” I said.

      He sat down and dropped his bag on the floor beside his feet. “So how was your morning?”

      Again, it was like my brain faltered before I could reply. I took in the blond hair, cut a little too short, the ice-blue eyes that were looking at me in a kind of enquiring way. As if he really wanted to know. “Okay,” I said. “I had my first classes for my course. Lots of reading already.” I made a face. I couldn’t help it.

      He actually smiled. “You’re not a fan of reading, then?”

      “No. I like to do things, not sit and read about doing them.”

      Another smile. “That’s why you’re doing a BTEC rather than A levels?”

      “Yep. You’re doing A levels, I assume?”

      “I am. Business, economics, and maths.”

      “An interesting group,” I said, and really meant the opposite.

      I thought he could tell. He sat back in his chair. “Yeah, I know. Not my choice, really. My father wants me to be prepared to take over the family business one day, I guess.”

      A future all mapped out. “I have no idea what I’m going to do.” I considered the notebook laid open in front of me, the list of cameras we were given as good starting points. “Maybe I’ll open a freelance photography business. Travel around. Belong nowhere.” Now I’d said it, it seemed like a really good idea.

      “Freedom,” he said. The way he said it, it was like it was something he would never know.

      It made me all the more determined that I would.

      “It’s all I want, really,” I said, my voice quiet. “To be eighteen, able to make my own choices.”

      “You really think it’ll be that much different? I don’t think my father will care.”

      This was it. The bit I had been dreading since walking through those double doors this morning. “It will for me. I’m fostered. As soon as I’m eighteen, I’m out of the system. On my own. For better or worse.”

      I waited for the awkward silence, the brush-off, the part where he decided I wasn’t worth bothering with after all. But all he said was, “Oh, I guess it will make a difference for you, then. Sounds awful, but I wish I had that kind of independence to look forward to.”

      I bit back what I really wanted to say, that I wished I had parents who cared. “Does it bother you?”

      “No. Why would it?”

      “I don’t know. Seems to bother a lot of people.”

      “Well, it doesn’t me. I think you’re interesting.”

      My stomach tied itself into a knot at those words, and I could feel heat rising in my cheeks. What on earth was I supposed to say to that?

      “I probably shouldn’t say this,” he said, leaning forward a little, “but would you like to maybe go see a film or something sometime?”

      It felt like I stared at him for ages, but it could only have been a second. It was as though time held still as my thoughts collided with each other. “Yeah,” I finally said, the word sounding strange to my own ears. “Sure. That would be good.” Was that the right response?

      It must have been because he smiled, reached into his bag, tore a corner off one of his notebook pages, and scribbled something down on it. “Here,” he said, “that’s my number.”

      I took the piece of paper from him, just as the alarm on my phone went off. I silenced it. “I’ve got to get to class,” I said and slipped the piece of paper in the back of my phone case. “I’ll message you with my number.”

      “Okay.” There was a hint of a smile on his face again. “It was really nice to meet you, Daphne.”

      I shoved my planner and notebook in my bag, then stood. “You too,” I said, and couldn’t stop myself from smiling in return.

      “See you later.”

      “Later,” I echoed, taking a few steps backwards, then turning away and walking out of the common room behind a few others. I felt light. I felt like maybe my life was finally going to change.

      Maybe things would finally fall into place this year.
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      I stepped inside the house, and listened to see if anyone was home. It was quiet. Chloe and Nathan were still at work, then.

      I glanced at the little table by the door, not expecting to see anything. But there was a solitary letter sitting there. With my name on it. It was handwritten. Strange. But the nagging hunger I’d felt since leaving school took my attention away from it.

       I dropped it into my bag as I headed into the kitchen. I got out my water bottle, refilled it, and grabbed some snacks. The kitchen was small, an island in the centre dominating most of it. It had always been too much kitchen for the space, Nathan had said when I first moved in a few months ago.

      The window looked out on to the small narrow garden. And I found myself comparing this house to the one I lived in with my mother. My home.

      I had done it with every foster home I’d lived in. This was one of the nicer ones, though. It wasn’t as big as some, or as well-furnished and expensive, but compared to my tiny house, part of me still felt like this was a palace.

      It was always a tug of war in my heart. I had always been more comfortable in my foster homes. I always knew there would be food in the fridge, my clothes would be clean. I was safe. But I never really belonged. It always felt like I was walking in someone else’s shoes, that I left my real life behind somewhere and any day I might fall out of this one and into that other, distant world.

      I turned away from the window and headed upstairs to my room. I changed out of my jeans, dropped the crumpled clothes onto the floor by the wardrobe, and pulled on a pair of leggings, an oversized T-shirt, a pair of thick socks, and a chunky knit cardigan. I redid my hair into a bun on top of my head, then sat on my bed and pulled my feet up beneath me.

      I grabbed my mobile and a chocolate bar from my bag, and pulled out Jason’s slip of paper from the back of my phone. I added the number to my contacts, then stared at it.

      He’d given me his attention, even if just for a moment.

      I couldn’t resist any longer. I opened my social app and searched his name until I found a profile with his handsome face looking at the camera in the avatar. I scrolled through some of his photos. Pictures of all the normal stuff. Hanging out with friends. Out at clubs. With pretty girls. A few pictures of a big house surrounded by perfectly cut, perfectly green grass, a pure blue sky in the background. Everything about his life seemed just like that house: perfect.

      My thumb hovered over the ‘follow’ button. Did I dare?

      I shut my eyes, and let my thumb press down. Then I clicked the screen off and dropped it onto my bed. I couldn’t bear to look at my notifications now. What if he didn’t follow me back?

      My battery was flashing red, so I reached down into my bag for my charger. And remembered the letter. I pulled my bag up onto the bed and got both the charger and the letter out. I plugged my phone in and set it on the bedside table. Then I looked at the envelope again.

      And now I was really looking at it, I felt like there was something familiar about the writing.

      Slowly, I opened the envelope and took the letter out. It was handwritten. Two pages of paper that looked like they were torn out of a notebook.

      I read the first few lines.

      My dearest Daphne…

      Tears filled my eyes, blurring the words, and it felt like my heart stopped beating.

      I knew this handwriting.

      My mother.

      I blinked, and the tears fell, clearing my vision. But I still struggled to make out the words. Was there something wrong with my eyes? The letters were jumping all over the page. But then they began to settle, and I read, my heart rate picking up at the words scrawled in messy blue ink.

      My dearest Daphne, if you are reading this, the worst must have come to pass. If you can read this message, you may already know that you are a witch, though it has been my sincere hope that I had spared you from this world and the dangers in it. As you are reading these words, your memories may start to return, memories of magic, of me, of your life before the Hunters came.

      This letter is magic. The words you read cannot be seen by anyone without our gifts. I may have sent this letter to you myself, or the spell tied to it may have activated. Either way, it is first and foremost a warning.

      You are in danger. There are powerful people who wish to see the end of our line. I hid you from them, though it hurt me more than I can say to do it. But they have found me. They have found you. And you must be ready. They are Hunters, descendants of those who tried to exterminate us hundreds of years ago. Just as we are the many-times great-granddaughters of the witches they could not burn.

      If I have sent this, you will see at the bottom of this letter a location for you to meet me, and a time and date. Please do not share this information with anyone. We don’t know who can be trusted.

      Master your powers as best you can now they are once more yours.

      With love,

      Your mother, Alyssa.

      And at the very bottom of the letter, there was an address, the time and date for meeting her straight after it. The day after tomorrow.

      I stared at the words for what felt like an eternity, my eyes blurring with tears. Memories began to stir in a haze in my mind, and it was like a fog was lifting. The words settled into my bones, and something began to nudge at the edge of my awareness, a tingling starting somewhere deep inside and creeping out, out, out to the very edge of my fingertips.

      I lowered the paper, set it on the bed beside me, and held my hands in front of me.

      A tingling, shimmering power was growing beneath the surface of my skin.

      Like pins and needles, only they were dancing, overflowing energy.

      One breath in. One breath out.

      The tingling built, until it was a burning sensation right beneath my fingertips. And with my next breath in, fire sprang from my hands.

      How could this be real?

      I closed my hands into fists, marvelling at the way the flames danced and moved, the way they didn’t hurt. All I could feel was a gentle warmth, like holding a hot drink in winter.

      And with a thought, with a breath, I extinguished the fire. Little tendrils of smoke rose into the air before my eyes. I watched them, transfixed, my heart thundering in my ears.

      My chest felt tight, like I couldn’t breathe.

      Memories began to take shape in my mind, of hazy kitchens filled with the smoke of fire and spells, of the magic in my mother’s hands, of helping her to mix and grind potions and spells.

      How did I ever forget? How could I ever have forgotten?

      But then there was the version of me that had lived in foster care for the last nine years. The version of me that believed, that still believed even in that moment, that witchcraft was nothing more than a fantasy, an illusion, that witches were just Hallowe’en characters.

      How did I ever forget who I was?

      I was still staring at my hands. They blurred as tears filled my eyes again. I blinked, and they fell, silent grief for a life taken from me. How could my mother have done this to me? I was sure it was her. It must have been if her power had unlocked the spell.

      A hazy memory flickered in my mind. Of waking up in the middle of the night, the scent of incense, of a spell filling the air, making my way downstairs, seeking her, seeking my mother.

      Finding her in the kitchen, bent over her pot on top of the stove. Where she spent so much of her time.

      She looked up. She must have heard me stepping on to the tiled floor. “Oh, honey,” she said, coming over to me, crouching down. Her eyes were red. The spell? No. Thinking She’d been crying. “Did I wake you?”

      I must have nodded. I don’t remember. But she took me back up to bed, leading me by the hand over the worn carpet, then up the stairs that were still bare wood.

      Her next words echoed in my mind, as if the spell had unlocked them, too. She sat next to me on my bed. “You have to promise me you’ll be brave, Daphne. Things are going to change, and I need to make sure you’re safe. Promise me you’ll be a good girl.”

      The memory faded there.

      And I was left sitting on my bed, remembering what the next day was: the day the social workers took me, screaming down that path, away from her.

      She knew.

      I closed my eyes as the realisation turned my stomach. More tears fell.

      She knew what was going to happen.

      How could she have taken my memories from me? My powers…

      I opened my eyes, got up, went over to the window, opened it to let the air in. Clouds covered the sky, and a chill wind blew from somewhere in the north or east. Usually, I hated the cold, but I was glad for the sharp air washing over me, bringing me back to a version of myself that was permanently changed, calming my racing heart, drying my wet cheeks.

      The view from my bedroom was mostly other houses, backyards and quiet, empty windows. But beyond them, I could just see a sliver of trees in the park I spent so much of the summer in. Some of the clouds were threatening rain, others were brighter, a hint of sunlight behind them.

      I sat for a while on the window seat, watching the world drift slowly by, my mind struggling to form thoughts, memories coming back to me through the fog. I just sat and breathed, letting them play on, letting them repeat. I’d forgotten so much. My mother seemed so much clearer in my mind than before. Like a picture changing from black and white to colour. She was vibrant. And I missed her with an intensity I didn’t know was possible.

      An effect of the spell? Or just remembering?

      I didn’t know.

      I was a witch. She was a witch. There was a whole world of magic that I had just… forgotten. I glanced at my phone, and thought about the version of me that had followed Jason. The version of me that didn’t know.

      Could I be that version again? How could I ever be one of the popular girls now?

      I intended to keep sitting there, to let time move without me for a while. But footsteps sounded on the stairs, then stopped outside my door. “Daphne?” Nathan’s voice called. “Are you in there?”

      I turned my heavy head towards the door. “Yeah,” I said, “I’m here.”

      “Can I come in?”

      “Sure.”

      The door opened, and Nathan stepped inside. He had brown hair, like me, and his eyes were a slightly lighter shade of blue. He always wore jeans, and it had to be really freezing cold outside for him to put on a proper coat instead of his denim jacket. It was a running joke I was only just starting to join in on.

      “First, are you okay?” he said, walking across the room to me. He sat on the edge of the bed, so close to me I could reach out and put my hands in his, if I wanted.

      I nodded.

      “Are you sure? You seem kind of upset.”

      My fingers went to my cheeks. They were dry now. “Just tired. Long first day of school.”

      He didn’t look entirely convinced but said, “Okay. Well, I wanted to tell you something, and ask you something.” He paused. “We’ve had a phone call.”

      “What kind of phone call?” The letter sitting on the bed flashed through my mind. It was just behind Nathan. My heart began to beat a little heavier.

      “From social services. Asking if we’d seen Alyssa, your mother, recently.”

      “Oh.” My mouth went dry.

      “Apparently, there’s some concern that she might be missing. She’s been reported to the police as a missing person and, naturally, the police wondered if she’d come here. You haven’t seen her, have you?”

       “No. Do they know what’s happened to her?”

      “They didn’t give us any more details than that. I’m going to call them back in a minute to let them know we haven’t seen her. I’ll ask if they have any more information.”

      “Okay.” I didn’t know what else to say. But that address was burned into my mind. The place my mother would be in a few days. Should I have said something? If the letter was right, no one but her would be able to see it anyway. If she was gone, if she was running, it was because she was being hunted.

      My mother’s words echoed again in my mind, telling me that nothing about the human world is safe for us. Never to trust anyone in that world. Even the police. Teachers. No one.

      So I stayed silent.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Nathan asked me.

      “Yeah,” I said, my voice dropping and letting some of the strain I felt show in my words. “It’s been a long time since… since I last saw her. It’s like another world now.” I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the eye, so I kept my gaze trained on the pale pink carpet I’d had no say in.

      “I know, it must be hard for you to think back on it all.” Nathan stood up. “I’ll let you know what they say when I call. And if you do need to talk about it, you know where I am, okay?”

      “All right.”

      “I’ll leave you to it,” he said, then left me alone again.

      I got up from the window seat, reached over my bed for the letter and read it again.

      The address was still there at the bottom of the paper.

      Should I have told him? Should I have stayed silent? Where was my mother? Was she safe? Did she need help?

      Biting my bottom lip, I set the letter down, letting the reality of the situation sink in. The woman who, in the back of my mind, had always seemed to be there, just in the shadows, waiting for when my real life resumed, could be gone.

      It was like my world had shattered and become something new in a matter of an hour. Yet life would keep moving, just like the clouds outside my window.

      My phone pinged. I picked it up.

      Jason had followed me on social media. I stared at the notification. Before reading that letter, I would have been so excited to see that. I would have felt a little bubble of happiness inside grow. It would have felt like my world was finally changing.

      It did.

      But how on earth was I going to continue living this life now I knew what I knew? How was I going to just keep going on as if I didn’t have power at my fingertips? As if I didn’t know there were things lurking in the shadows? As if my mother wasn’t waiting for me?

      I felt like an imposter in my own life.

      It had never really felt like mine completely, but now it felt even less so. Like I had woken up in the wrong story.

      I had to get back to mine. Somehow.
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      I dumped my schoolbag on the floor. My heart was racing ahead of me to the meeting with my mother. I just wanted to be with her again. My memories had slowly been returning over the last two days, and I missed my old life a little more with each one.

      I turned to the mirror propped up against the side of the wardrobe, and held my hand up, drawing on that power that simmered in my veins constantly now. Something was holding it back, a type of control that felt more instinctual than anything. But when I asked it, pulled at it, it rose to the surface of my skin, and flames flickered at my fingertips.

      I watched it in my reflection. It was such a part of me, and yet the version of me that had lived without this knowledge, this power, marvelled at it. How was it possible I could do this? It still didn’t feel like it could be real.

      I closed my fist, extinguishing the flames.

      All I’d wanted for the last two days was to see my mother, finally, to feel like myself again. To figure out who myself was now.

      To figure out how I felt about it all.

      And now it was finally time.

      I turned away from the mirror and pulled my faux-leather bomber jacket over my tank top, black jeans, and trainers. I had no idea how long I’d be with her, and it would probably be dark, and cold, by the time I was coming home.

      Would I come home?

      Of course I would. It was a ridiculous idea that I wouldn’t.

      And yet the fantasy lingered, just on the edge of my thoughts.

      I shoved my phone and a small water bottle into a cross-body bag. Then, at the last minute, scraped my hair back at the base of my neck and added a baseball cap.

      I left my room, jogged down the stairs and went out through the front door. Chloe and Nathan were in the kitchen, so I got out without them noticing. I didn’t want to lie about where I was going.

      My shoulders sagged in relief as I stepped out on to the street. I hated fighting with foster parents, but I was also tired of trying to keep myself inside the box they gave me. It wasn’t me.

      Not that I knew who that was. Yet.

      The address my mother gave me wasn’t far away from Chloe and Nathan’s house. About a twelve-minute walk. The questions that had spiralled in my mind for the last two days started again. Had my mother been nearby? Had she seen me already? Close enough to speak to, but I just didn’t see her? Where was the letter posted from? There in the city? Where had she been all this time? What had she been doing? Who had she been with?

      Had she missed me?

      No, I didn’t want to question that. I wanted to believe she had. Like I’d missed her.

      Fear and excitement shot through my veins in a tingling, shimmering dance, sending that sparking feeling to the surface of my skin. I held it in, like holding my breath.

      But how long could I keep that up for? How long before it became uncontainable, before my control slipped? It wouldn’t matter once I was with my mother. She could teach me more about it, how to control it, how to hold it better. What I could really do.

      I rounded the corner on to the street where the house was. And I immediately felt a strange sense of coming home, as well as a sad kind of unease. Seven years of living in nice house’s on streets with other nice houses, with cars parked outside and quiet neighbours going about their lives, had changed the way I felt about the type of street I was walking down now.

      Several of the houses were boarded up, others had overgrown gardens. There were a few cars, but they were older, scratched up, dirty.

      As I walked, I remembered the street I grew up on. A street just like this, a street of children playing outside at all hours, of police calls, of smashed glass and broken doors. It hadn’t seemed that bad then. It was all I’d known. Now, I felt a little afraid as I made my way down it, glad I had my phone hidden in my pocket. Glad I had the power simmering in my veins, even if I didn’t really know how to use it.

      I kept my eye on the numbers on the doors. Some were broken, parts of the numbers missing. Others were scratched, faded, the copper-coloured coating worn down over time. There was never any money on streets like this to make it better. And no one cared enough. People were too busy trying to survive.

      I came to the number I wanted right at the other end of the street. Forty. I paused by the broken gate that led into the overgrown front garden, my heart racing. Who would I find behind that door? Would my mother be the woman I remembered, or, like this street, would she be different? Frightening somehow?

      I hadn’t realised until then, standing there, staring at the reality of my past, but I’d changed so much in nine years. Was it even possible for me to belong to my mother the way I once did?

      But I’d come this far. I had to know.

      So I stepped past the broken gate, and made my way down the cracked path. A little hesitantly, I knocked on the door. And waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      My heart pounded harder with each beat, each breath. I clutched my phone tightly in my pocket, my hand sweaty.

      I stepped back from the door and looked up. A couple of net curtains hung at the upstairs window, but I couldn’t see any signs of life. The window downstairs was bare. And all I could see when I peered inside was a few pieces of furniture, and a broken chair in the corner.

      The house seemed empty.

      I found my courage somewhere deep inside and tried the door handle.

      It pressed down beneath my touch. Not locked.

      So I pushed the door open, and stepped inside.

      A strange smell hung in the air. And it took me a few moments to remember what it was. Damp. The smell of damp. When did I get used to not smelling it anymore? When did it become foreign?

      “Hello?” I called out as I walked down the narrow hallway. I peered into the kitchen. A plate and some cutlery sat in the sink, a mug on the drainer. Someone was here recently. But as I walked around the small house, it became clear that no one was here now.

      I made my way up the stairs, every sense alert, waiting for some kind of sign that I was wrong. That she was here. That someone was here. I made it up to the first bedroom and peered inside.

      There was a single mattress on the floor. And an old leather backpack sat beside it.

      Seeing it was like having the air knocked out of me. I’d have known it anywhere. It was hers. My mother’s. The bag she’d had for as long as I could remember. It went everywhere with her.

      Never any money for a new one, regardless of how worn it became. She’d simply sew up any holes, patch it up, fix whatever was broken and keep going.

      I fell to my knees beside it in the patch of weak sunlight that spilled through the dirty net-curtained windows. The light was tinted deep orange as the sun set behind the house. From the right angle, I could see specks of dust dancing in the air.

      I reached for the bag and pulled it closer to me. It felt just like I remembered. Soft and supple, yet sturdy at the same time. I unzipped it, not really knowing why. What was I hoping to find? Something that would tell me why my mother wasn’t there? Where she was? She wouldn’t have gone anywhere willingly without her bag, that I knew for sure. Which led me to a single thought: someone had taken her against her will.

      A shiver ran over my skin, sending goosebumps over my arms.

      Something bad happened here.

      There was nothing important in the bag. Just a change of clothes, some toiletries, and a purse.

      I sat for a moment, clutching the leather, desperately trying to think how I could work out what had happened. I knew what anyone else would say. That my mother had changed her mind. That she hadn’t wanted to see me. That it was what she did: neglect, run away, not care.

      But I didn’t, couldn’t, believe that.

      My mother wouldn’t have written that letter then just disappeared on me. And she wouldn’t have left this bag behind. She just wouldn’t.

      Not willingly. Never.

      What had happened to her?

      I stood, lifting the bag, unable to face letting it go, and looked around the room, searching for any sort of clue, any hint of what might have happened. But other than the mattress, the room was bare.

      I opened the door of the built-in wardrobe, just to check, but it was empty. Completely. Just dust and cobwebs.

      But something caught my eye as I turned away from the wardrobe. The weak sunlight glinted on something metal, something tucked beneath the mattress. Just a wink of light that drew my attention.

      I crouched down again and pushed the mattress up. A dagger laid on the floor. Larger and thicker than a kitchen knife, with a handle carved into an ornate pattern, a gem inlaid at the centre of it.

      It took me a moment to realise that I could feel power humming from the dagger. A buzz of magical energy in the air around it.

      I couldn’t help but reach for it and take a closer look at the design on the handle. I’d never seen it before, but something about it felt strangely familiar…

      The edge of a memory brushed against my mind. This dagger, in another time, another place. On a coffee table, the wood full of scratches and marks. Reaching out, touching it, curiosity burning in me. A sharp voice calling out, ‘No, Daphne, don’t touch that…’

      A sharp sound pierced through the air, interrupting my thoughts, separating one moment from the last.

      Something snapped.

      Behind me.

      And it was like time slowed down, like everything happened in slow motion.

      I looked up, stood and turned at the same time.

      A man was standing in the room, only his eyes showing against the black of his clothing. He was pointing some kind of gun at me.
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