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The knife comes at me fast in the alley behind the pub. My hand shoots up and heat floods through my veins. The mugger screams and drops the blade. Red light pulses under his skin. His blood responding to mine. I back away. My fingers still burn with whatever I just did.

“Stay away from me.”

I know the words. Magic, witches, bloodlines, but only from the scraps of stories Mum never finished. None of them look like this.

He clutches his arm where the veins glow angry and swollen, skin blistering around the light. “Fucking freak. What did you do to me?”

He runs. I’m left standing in the rain, staring at my hands. The heat fades but my pulse won’t slow. Blood magic. After twenty-three years of nothing, it explodes out of me in a grimy Manchester alley.

A shadow shifts at the alley mouth. Someone was watching. They’re gone before I can focus, but the feeling remains. Eyes tracking me as I stumble towards the main road.

I need to get home. Lock the door. Pretend this never happened.

But I can’t stop seeing the terror in that man’s eyes. Can’t unfeel the way his blood sang to mine, begging to be controlled.

The rain picks up, plastering my hair to my face. I force myself to walk, not run. Running draws attention. My flat is six streets away. Six streets of keeping my head down and my hands shoved deep in my pockets where they can’t hurt anyone.

A couple passes me on the pavement. The woman’s perfume hits me wrong, too sweet after the copper taste in my mouth. I press myself against a shop window until they’re gone. Every heartbeat near me feels too loud now, like drums under skin.

Three streets. My jacket is soaked through. Water runs down my neck, but I feel the cold. The heat from earlier left something behind. A warmth that sits wrong in my chest, foreign and familiar at once.

A bus rumbles past, spraying gutter water across my jeans. Normal city sounds that should be comforting. But nothing feels normal now. I just lit up a man’s blood from the inside. Made it visible through his skin like some horror film effect.

Except it wasn’t an effect.

Two streets. I cut through the park, even though Mum always said not to at night. The emptiness is worth the risk. No people means no heartbeats calling to whatever woke up inside me.

The playground sits abandoned, swings creaking in the wind. I used to come here as a kid, back when the biggest worry was whether Tommy Fletcher fancied me. Now I’m the thing mothers warn their children about. The monster in the dark.

One more street. My building looms ahead, all brick and broken security lights. I fumble for my keys with shaking hands. The main door sticks like always. I shoulder it open and take the stairs two at a time.

Mrs Chambers opens her door as I pass. “Maya? You’re soaked through, love.”

“Got caught in it.” I manage a smile that feels like breaking glass. “Forgot my umbrella.”

She tuts and retreats inside. I hear her kettle starting up. On any other night, I’d accept the inevitable cup of tea. Tonight I keep climbing.

My flat door opens on the third try. I slam it behind me and slide the bolt home. Then the chain. Then I press my back against the wood and sink to the floor.

What the hell have I become?

The question echoes in the silence. My studio flat offers no answers — just the familiar mess of my life before everything changed. Dishes in the sink. Laundry on the radiator. Work uniform draped over a chair.

I peel off my wet jacket and drop it by the door. Water pools on the lino. I should clean it up, but I can’t make myself move. The adrenaline is fading, leaving me hollow.

My mobile buzzes. Sarah, wondering why I left the pub early. I switch it off without reading the rest. What would I tell her? Sorry, had to go, just discovered I can control blood?

The thought makes me laugh. It comes out wrong; more sob than anything.

I force myself up and strip off the rest of my wet clothes. The shower runs too hot but I don’t adjust it. Steam fills the tiny bathroom. I scrub at my hands until the skin turns red, but I can still feel it. That moment when his blood recognised mine.

Mum knew. She had to. All those warnings about staying calm, controlling my temper. The way she’d watch me sometimes, like she was waiting for something. The family stories she never quite finished.

“The women in our line are special, Maya. Different. You’ll understand when you’re older.”

She never explained properly. Said names had power, said details were dangerous. Half-stories and riddles — never the truth I needed.

I’m older now. I understand nothing.

The shower runs cold. I shut it off and wrap myself in a towel. My reflection in the mirror looks the same. Brown eyes, dark hair, unremarkable face. Nothing to mark me as whatever I’ve become.

I dig out clean pyjamas and crawl into bed. But every time I close my eyes, I see that red glow under skin. Feel that pull, that hunger to reach deeper, take more.

A siren wails somewhere in the distance. Police? Ambulance? Did the mugger report what happened? Would anyone believe him?

I pull the duvet over my head like I’m five again, hiding from monsters. Except now I am the monster.

Sleep doesn’t come easy. When it does, I dream of blood that sings and shadows that watch. I wake at three, at four, at five. Each time convinced someone’s in the flat. Each time finding only darkness and the sound of rain against windows.

By six, I give up. Grey light filters through the curtains. The city wakes around me. Bins clattering, cars starting, lives continuing as if the world hasn’t shifted off its axis.

I make tea with shaking hands. The mug burns my palms but I hold on tight, grateful for pain that isn’t magical. That isn’t wrong.

My mobile shows twelve missed calls. Sarah. Tom from work. Even one from my ex, though god knows what he wants. I delete them all without listening to the voicemails.

The intercom buzzes. My heart stops.

“Maya? It’s Mrs Chambers. I’ve got porridge if you want some.”

I breathe again. “Thanks, but I’m not hungry.”

“You sure? You looked proper poorly last night.”

“I’m fine. Just tired.”

She doesn’t push. Good neighbours know when to back off.

I dress for work on autopilot. Black trousers, white shirt, sensible shoes. The coffee shop opens at seven and Mason will have my head if I’m late again. Normal concerns for a normal life I’m not sure I can keep living.

The walk to work takes fifteen minutes on a good day. Today I make it in ten, head down, avoiding everyone. The early morning commuters notice me. They’re too focused on their phones, their papers, their own problems.

The coffee shop sits between a Tesco Metro and a betting shop. Mason has already opened up, the smell of fresh grounds spilling onto the pavement.

“You look like death.” He doesn’t glance up from the till. “Heavy night?”

“Something like that.”

“Well, shake it off. We’ve got the breakfast rush coming.”

I tie on my apron and fall into routine. Steam milk. Pull shots. Smile at customers. Pretend my hands aren’t still trembling. Pretend I don’t notice the way my skin warms when I get too close to people, like their blood is calling to mine.

The morning flies by in a blur of orders. Flat white, extra hot. Cappuccino with soya. Black coffee for the man who never tips. I know these people, their drinks, their habits. It should be comforting.

Instead, I find myself watching the veins in their wrists as they hand over money. The pulse points in their necks as they wait. How easy would it be to reach out again? To make that red light dance under their skin?

I drop a mug. It shatters on the tiles, coffee spreading like dark blood.

“Christ, Maya.” Mason appears with a mop. “What’s got into you?”

If only he knew.

I clean up the mess and excuse myself to the loo. Cold water on my face doesn’t help. Neither does the breathing exercises some therapy app taught me years ago.

I’m losing it. Whatever happened last night broke something inside me, and I don’t know how to fix it.

The door opens. Sarah pokes her head in. “There you are. I’ve been worried sick.”

“Sorry. I just—”

“Felt sick, yeah, Mason said.” She studies my face. “You do look rough. Want me to cover your shift?”

I should say yes. Go home. Lock myself away until I figure this out. But rent’s due next week and I need the hours.

“I’m alright. Just need a minute.”

She doesn’t believe me but leaves anyway. Good friends know when to back off too.

I return to the counter. The lunch rush starts soon. More people. More blood singing just under their skin. More chances for whatever’s inside me to break free again.

But I smile and take orders and pretend everything’s fine. Because what else can I do?

The shadow from last night haunts me. Between customers, I scan the street outside. Looking for someone watching. Someone who saw what I did and didn’t run.

Nothing. Just Manchester going about its business.

Maybe I imagined it. Maybe the whole thing was some stress-induced breakdown. Maybe if I ignore it hard enough, it’ll go away.

The bell above the door chimes. A new customer enters, and the temperature seems to drop. I glance up from the till and freeze.

He’s tall, pale, wearing clothes that don’t quite fit the century. But it’s his eyes that stop me cold — ancient and knowing and fixed directly on me.

“Black coffee,” he says. His accent isn’t quite British, isn’t quite anything. “No sugar.”

I ring him up with trembling fingers. When he hands me the money, his skin is ice cold.

“You were there,” I whisper. “Last night. In the alley.”

He smiles, and something in it makes my blood run backwards.

“Yes,” he says. “I was.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

[image: ]




Mason will probably sack me for this. I can’t even blame him.

I knock on Ellie’s door for the third time. My knuckles ache from the cold and the force of it. She’s in there — I can see light under the door, hear music playing.

“Ellie, please. I know you’re home.”

The music cuts off. Footsteps approach, then stop. “Go away, Maya.”

“I need help.”

“No.”

“Something happened. Something bad.”

The chain rattles. The door opens a crack, revealing half of Ellie’s face. She looks tired, older than her thirty years.

“I told you three months ago we were done. I meant it.”

“This is different. I—” The words stick in my throat. “I used blood magic.”

The door slams. I hear locks turning, multiple bolts sliding home. Then Ellie’s voice, muffled but firm: “Then you’re already dead. Don’t bring it to my door.”

“Ellie—”

“Leave. Now. Before my wards activate.”

Mum used the words once, blood magic, wards, old gifts but only as scraps of stories she never explained. I repeat them without understanding any of it.

The air around the doorframe shimmers. I’ve seen what her protective magic can do. I back away, hands raised.

“Please. I don’t know who else to ask.”

“Should have thought of that before.”

The shimmer intensifies. I retreat down the hallway, past other flats full of people living normal lives. People who don’t have to worry about magic in their blood or friends who slam doors in their faces.

Outside, Manchester’s grey afternoon presses down. I pull my jacket tighter and start walking. No destination in mind, just movement to keep from thinking too hard about what Ellie said.

Already dead.

My phone buzzes. Mason, probably wondering why I told him I was taking my break and then never came back. I let it ring out. How do I explain that a customer spooked me so badly I walked straight out the back door? That his cold skin and knowing smile sent me running to the only witch I know?

Used to know.

I end up at Piccadilly Gardens, slumped on a bench between the office workers eating late lunches. Normal people with normal problems. A woman argues with someone on her mobile about pickup times. A man in a suit scrolls through emails, scowling at his screen.

Do any of them have magic burning under their skin? Do any of them know what it’s like to feel someone else’s blood calling to yours?

“Rough day?”

I jump. A man sits beside me. Young, maybe twenty-five, with the kind of messy hair that takes effort. His smile is friendly, concerned.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.” He gestures at my face. “You look like you’re having a time of it.”

I realise I’m crying. When did that start? I scrub at my cheeks with my sleeve.

“I’m fine.”

“Course you are. That’s why you’re crying on a bench in Piccadilly.” His accent is local, comfortable. “I’m James, by the way.”

I don’t want to talk to strangers. But sitting here alone with my thoughts is worse. “Maya.”

“Nice to meet you, Maya. Want to talk about whatever’s got you looking like the world’s ending?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me. I’ve heard some weird stuff.”

“Trust me, this is weirder.”

“My ex thought she was a vampire for six months. Wore fake fangs and everything. I’m pretty unshockable.”

“That’s not—” I stop myself. What am I doing? I can’t tell some random bloke about blood magic.

“Not the same thing?” He leans back, studying me. “You’re right. Your thing is real, isn’t it?”

The hair on my neck stands up. “What?”

“The magic. It’s real. Happened recently too, judging by how scared you look.”

I’m on my feet before I realise I’m moving. He doesn’t try to stop me, just watches with that same concerned expression.

“Who are you?”

“I told you. James.” He pulls out a card, holds it up. “I help people like you. People who’ve discovered they’re not quite normal.”

“Stay away from me.”

“Maya, wait—”

But I’m already running. Pushing past shoppers and students, ignoring the shouts when I knock someone’s coffee. I don’t stop until I’m ten several streets away, chest burning, legs shaking. Another watcher. First the cold man at the coffee shop, now this James with his convenient timing and knowing looks. How many people saw what happened in that alley? How many are tracking me?

I duck into a Boots, pretending to browse while I catch my breath. The normality of it helps. Shelves of shampoo and makeup, people queuing for prescriptions.

My reflection in a security mirror looks wild. Hair escaping my ponytail, eyes too wide, skin flushed from running. I look like what I am: someone falling apart.

“You alright, love?” The security guard hovers nearby, professional concern on his face.

“Fine. Just looking for paracetamol.”

He points me to aisle three but doesn’t move away. I grab the first box I see and head for the tills. The transaction feels surreal. Counting out coins while my hands shake, smiling at the cashier like I’m not running from men who know too much.

Outside, the day is fading. I should go home, but the thought of my empty flat makes my chest tight. Instead, I walk. Through the Northern Quarter, past bars filling with the after-work crowd. Down streets I’ve known my whole life that feel foreign.

My phone won’t stop buzzing. I finally check it — fifteen missed calls from Mason, texts from Sarah getting worried. I send back: “Family emergency. Sorry. Will explain tomorrow.”

It’s not a lie. This magic is family, according to Mum’s stories. The ones she never finished, the warnings she never fully explained.

I find myself outside the library without meaning to go there. A police car crawls past the square, lights off but engine tense. People are gathered at the end of the street, staring at a cordoned-off bit of pavement like they felt something too. It’s open late on Wednesdays. Maybe I can find something, anything, about blood magic that isn’t fantasy novel nonsense.

The local history section is nearly empty. I pull out books on Manchester folklore, witch trials, anything that might have a grain of truth. The librarian gives me odd looks as my stack grows, but says nothing.

I read until my eyes burn. Stories of wise women and hedge witches. Accounts of trials where women were drowned for healing with herbs. Nothing about blood magic specifically, but enough hints to make my skin crawl.

“We’re closing in ten minutes.”

I look up. The librarian stands over me, keys in hand.

“Sorry. Lost track of time.”

I reshelf the books and head for the exit. The library steps are slippery with evening rain I didn’t notice starting. I’m halfway down when I see him.

The cold man from the coffee shop leans against a lamppost across the street. Waiting.

I consider running again, but my legs are too tired and he doesn’t look like the type to give chase. Instead, I pull out my phone like I’m checking messages and walk the opposite direction.

He follows. Not obviously, but I catch glimpses in shop windows. Always the same distance behind, matching my pace perfectly.

I speed up. So does he.

I turn down a side street. He’s there at the corner.

This is how prey feels, I realise. Tracked. Hunted. Inevitable.

I duck into a pub, pushing through the crowd to the back. The beer garden is empty, too cold for smokers. I crouch behind a skip, feeling ridiculous and terrified in equal measure.

Minutes pass. My knees ache from the position. Water soaks through my jeans from the puddle I’m crouched in. Someone outside the fence is shouting about the tremor, another insisting it was just roadworks. The whole city feels jumpy tonight.

“This is undignified for both of us.”

I nearly scream. He stands at the garden entrance, hands in his pockets like we’re having a casual chat.

“What do you want?”

“To talk. Preferably somewhere dry.”

“I’ll scream.”

“No, you won’t.” He sounds certain. “You’re too afraid of drawing attention. Of someone else seeing what you can do.”

He’s right. I hate that he’s right.

“Five minutes,” I say. “Then you leave me alone.”

“Ten. This is too important for five.”

I stand, joints protesting. “Not here.”

He gestures to the street. “There’s a café around the corner. Public. Safe. Well, safer.”

I follow because the alternative is running again, and I’m tired of running. The café is one of those 24-hour places that caters to shift workers and insomniacs. Bright lights, sticky tables, the smell of grease and strong coffee.

We take a booth in the back. He orders tea. I ask for water, not trusting my stomach with anything else.

“So,” I say when the waitress leaves. “Talk.”

“My name is Thomas. I’m a watcher, we track magical awakenings and monitor threats. Hunters deal with monsters. Watchers warn them where to go. The Order likes to pretend they’re in charge.”

“You were watching me? In the alley?”

“Yes. Your manifestation was loud. Blood magic always is. I’ve been monitoring Manchester for twenty years. The moment your power woke, I felt it. You weren’t the only flare last night. Half the city felt that surge. I hoped you’d suppress it naturally. Most awakened blood witches either die in the first manifestation or their power fades within days.”

“Mine hasn’t faded.”

“No. Which means you’re either very strong or very unlucky.” He sets down his cup. “You need to understand something, Maya. Blood magic is not a gift. It’s a curse. Every blood witch in history has either died young or become something else.”

“Something like what?”

“Something dangerous. The magic wants to be used. It whispers, seduces, promises power. And every time you give in, you lose a piece of yourself.”

“So don’t use it. Simple.”

“Is it? When you passed that man on the street earlier, didn’t you hear his heartbeat? Feel his blood calling? How long before the whispers become screams?”

My hands clench around my water glass. He’s right. Even now, I can sense the blood of everyone in the café. The waitress with her racing pulse. The cook with his slow, steady rhythm. The couple in the corner whose hearts beat almost in sync.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you have a choice. Suppress it now, while you still can. There are ways, binding spells, herbs that dull magical senses. It won’t be pleasant, but you’ll stay human.”

“And if I don’t?”

He’s quiet for a long moment. “Then you become something else. Blood drunk. Mad. Dangerous. And I’ll have to hunt you.”

“You hunt blood witches?”

“I hunt what they become when they fall.”

The waitress refills his tea. We sit in silence until she’s gone.

“That man, James. Is he one of yours?”

Thomas frowns. “I work alone. If someone else is approaching you, be careful. Not everyone who offers help means well.”

“Unlike you?”

“I’m not offering help. I’m offering a warning.” He stands, drops money on the table. “Suppress it, Maya. Before it’s too late.”

He leaves without waiting for an answer. I sit in the too-bright café, surrounded by normal people living normal lives, and wonder if it’s already too late.

The water tastes like copper. Or maybe that’s just the blood magic, tainting everything.

I pay and leave, stepping into a night that feels full of eyes. Thomas is gone, but the sensation of being watched remains. Every shadow could hide someone who knows what I am. Every stranger could be another watcher, another hunter.

Ellie was right. I’m already dead.

I just haven’t stopped breathing yet.
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Three days pass in a blur of failed attempts and growing dread. The herbs Thomas mentioned taste like ash and do nothing. Meditation apps can’t quiet the whispers that aren’t quite there yet. I avoid crowds, call in sick to work, and pretend the magic will fade if I ignore it hard enough. It doesn’t. If anything, the heat under my skin grows stronger, more insistent. By the third night, the dreams start.

Tonight is worse. The whispers have words.

Come down, blood daughter. Come home.

I bolt upright at three AM, heart hammering. My flat is dark except for the streetlight through the curtains. Everything normal. Everything wrong.

My hands glow red in the darkness.

“No.” I clench my fists, willing the light to die. It fades but doesn’t disappear. The magic is getting stronger despite my attempts to suppress it. The meditation apps are useless. Even avoiding people hasn’t helped. Their heartbeats find me anyway.

Come down.

The voice isn’t human. It isn’t anything that wants to help me.

The voice isn’t in my head this time. It’s real, rising from somewhere below. From pipes or foundations or deeper still. I should stay in bed. Lock the door. Wait for morning like a sensible person.

Instead, I pull on jeans and trainers. Grab a torch from the kitchen drawer. My hands shake as I pocket my keys. This is stupid. This is what every horror film warns against.

But the whispers won’t stop, and I need them to stop. 

The building’s basement is off-limits to tenants. The door is locked, has been since I moved in. My hand touches the handle and the lock clicks open. The sound is too loud in the silent hallway.

The stairs down are older than the rest of the building. Stone instead of concrete, worn smooth by centuries of feet. My torch beam catches cobwebs and rust stains that look too much like dried blood.

Deeper.

Past the boiler room. Past storage cages full of forgotten furniture. There’s another door at the far wall, one that shouldn’t exist. The building plans I once saw out of curiosity showed solid foundation here.

This lock is newer, industrial. It opens at my touch too. Behind it, older stairs descend into black.

I should turn back. Every instinct screams danger. But the magic in my blood pulls me forward, and I’m tired of fighting it. Tired of pretending I can resist whatever I’m becoming.
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