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PROLOGUE


The wind roared in from the sea and tore across the gardens of Bowden Psychiatric Hospital. Rain rattled against the windows but, inside, Loveday Poulter slept on, her wrinkled face peaceful. There were many shadows in her room, and she did not wake when one of them moved.

The woman who stepped out of the shadows was tall and thin, her hair – tamed only by a jade-lizard hairslide – as wild as one of the trees that tossed outside in the gale. At her heels prowled a Siamese cat, close as a second shadow. The cat miaouled and looked up at her.

‘Hush, Mincing,’ murmured the woman, with a wary glance towards the door.

A black velvet pouch hung at her side. Out of it, she drew a heavy necklace made of polished stone beads. It seemed to glow with a dull, poisonous, grey tinge, even though there was no light to catch it.

Deep inside, the woman knew she was not quite sane, but she no longer cared. Power was better than sanity. Finally, it was time for revenge on the woman who had separated her from her beloved Robert and ruined her life: her own mother.

Loveday frowned a little, and sighed in her sleep. Her eyelids flickered and her eyes opened. She sat up in bed, blinking sleepily, looking around the dark room. Turning towards the window, she looked straight into her daughter’s eyes. A smile broke across her face. ‘Oh, Gertrude,’ she said. ‘My darling girl …’

The woman flinched and almost dropped the necklace. Mincing hissed, fur bristling on her arched back.

‘Never call me that name!’ the woman spat at her mother. ‘Gertrude is dead. I am Angelica now!’ She held up the necklace so that her mother could see it. ‘Blood and bone, turn to stone …’

Her mother’s smile disappeared, to be replaced by a look of terror. She reached to pull back the bedclothes, but Angelica moved faster. She flung the necklace towards her mother like a lasso. It fell around her neck, the beads clacking together like teeth.

Angelica grinned as she felt power roar through her, wild as the wind in the trees. ‘Blood and bone,’ she chanted aloud, ‘turn to stone. Cold and old and still as earth, I curse the one who gave me birth!’

Loveday’s eyes were wide and frightened as, like a clockwork toy running down, she became completely still. The necklace slowly grew transparent, until it vanished altogether.

Angelica smiled. In the bed, her mother sat like a statue. Only the old woman’s eyes moved to follow her daughter as she went to the window and opened it.

A hoarse cry suddenly tore the air. Angelica jumped and spun around to see black wings swooping towards her. She ducked, cursing herself for forgetting about Corvis, her mother’s familiar.

The raven pecked at her, beating its wings around her head. Angelica stifled a scream of rage and batted him. She made contact and he landed on the bed, whereupon Mincing pounced.

Corvis took off just too late. He squawked as the cat caught him, biting into his wing, and they fell to the ground as feathers spiralled down.

‘Good work, Mincing! Hold him!’

The raven squawked and struggled but the cat kept Corvis pinned down with her claws.

Angelica smiled at her mother in triumph. ‘You’ll never stop me now,’ she hissed. ‘This is only the beginning of my vengeance! The rest is soon to come …’

To her shock, Angelica saw her mother’s lips were moving. She flinched. Her mother had been demagicked long ago; surely she wasn’t trying to cast a counter spell? But, no, she was just trying to speak.

‘I love you.’

Angelica jerked back. For a second her heart ached with a feeling that she thought she had forgotten. But she had buried love with her old name and her old life. She hurried to the window and climbed out.

Mincing let Corvis go with a last hiss and swipe of her claws, and followed her mistress out into the darkness.



ONE


The whole of Turlingham Academy buzzed with the noise of five hundred boarders filing in for assembly. Sophie went in with them, scanning the rows of girls and boys in red and grey for Katy. Monday morning was always about swapping the weekend’s gossip, but this Monday morning’s gossip was off the scale! There was all the stuff with her Aunt Angelica, and Sophie’s dad coming back from out of the blue. Sophie had hardly slept all night – every time she had closed her eyes she had woken up again, remembering the magic orbs flying through the air; her aunt’s face, twisted with anger; and then the door flying open and her father striding in to rescue her and Katy. At least it was all over now, and her aunt gone for good.

And yet she couldn’t feel truly happy. Katy was the only person she could talk to because she was the only person who knew the truth about everything. But, as a witch and a witch hunter, their friendship was never going to be straightforward.

She grinned as she saw Katy sitting cross-legged on the floor among the other Year 9s. Katy spotted her at the same moment and waved. Sophie edged along the row and squeezed in next to her best friend.

‘Hey, Sophie!’ Erin’s loud American accent greeted her from the row behind. Beside Erin, Lauren beamed. From the row in front, Kaz and Joanna leaned back to say hi.

‘Hi, guys,’ Sophie said to her friends, and shot a warning glance at Katy. They couldn’t talk magic in front of the others.

‘Hey, Sophie, how are you?’ Katy asked. ‘How did it go with your mum and dad? I bet she was shocked to see him.’

‘Um, yeah, just a bit.’ Sophie laughed, settling herself on the parquet floor.

Her stomach churned when she thought about her father being home. She knew things were going to be complicated: he’d been gone for ten years and her mum wasn’t going to forgive him overnight. Even though Sophie knew that her dad had to leave, to keep her and her mum safe from witch hunters, he hadn’t told her mum the truth. Sophie wanted things to work out so much, but how could it when there were so many secrets?

‘But you’re the one with the real gossip,’ she said, changing the subject to safer ground. ‘What happened between you and Callum last night, then, eh?’

‘Oh, yes! Give us the deets!’ Erin scooched further forwards while Joanna and Kaz and Lauren leaned over eagerly.

Katy blushed. ‘Well, I, um, he … er—’ She glanced at Kaz.

Sophie cringed, suddenly remembering that Kaz had a big crush on Callum. To her relief, Kaz shook her curly hair and laughed out loud.

‘Oh, don’t worry, Katy. I’m so over that. You two were meant for each other – and, anyway, I’m interested in someone else now.’

‘No way!’ Erin’s mouth fell open. ‘Who? When? How?’

‘Oliver.’ Kaz beamed as everyone’s attention turned to her. ‘We hung out at the parade last night.’

Erin squealed, and the girls all started asking questions at once.

‘Are you proper boyfriend and girlfriend? Did he ask you out?’ Lauren asked, wide-eyed.

‘Not exactly, but I know if we had a bit more time together he would!’ Kaz turned to Katy. ‘What about you? Did Callum ask you out last night?’

‘Yeah, put us out of our misery, Katy, and tell us!’ Sophie begged.

‘Shhh!’ a furious voice hissed from behind them. Sophie jumped and looked around. Maggie Millar – the head prefect – frowned at them and nodded to the front of the hall.

Sophie and her friends turned round as Sophie’s mother stepped onto the stage, wearing her most headmistressy expression. Sophie sighed: Katy’s gossip would have to wait.

‘Good morning, Turlingham.’ Her mother’s voice was hoarse and she had bags under her eyes. Sophie hoped no one else could tell how tired she was. The room fell silent: the youngest boarders gaping up at the headmistress, and the teachers and prefects at the back of the room gently shushing the older girls.

‘I have some very exciting news for you today,’ Sophie’s mum went on. ‘As you may remember, every two years the Year 9s and 10s have the option of taking part in the Earl of Turlingham Gold Award.’

Sophie sat up straight and exchanged glances with her friends.

‘The award offers you the chance to get involved in our local community in a variety of exciting ways. It’s hard work and it means giving up several hours of your free time, but it will look excellent on your school record and help with university applications when the time comes – although I know that seems very far away to most of you.’ Sophie’s mum smiled. ‘Some Year 11s will also be needed as volunteers to assist Mrs Freeman.’

Sophie didn’t mean to groan, but she couldn’t help it. The rest of her year did the same. Mrs Freeman was the girls’ housemistress, and she was terrifying!

Sophie’s mum smiled at Mrs Freeman.

‘After assembly you can sign up for your chosen activity on the lists on your year’s notice-board,’ she went on. ‘There are two levels to the award: Silver and Gold. Once students have completed the Silver Award to Mrs Freeman’s satisfaction, they will be allowed to proceed to the Gold Award – an expedition to Holland!’

An excited murmur ran around the hall. Joanna and Kaz nodded at each other, and Sophie heard Erin whisper to Lauren, ‘Oh, wow, that means I get to go on holiday with Mark … Super cool!’

Katy nudged Sophie, and Sophie grinned back. She totally agreed with Erin – they’d sign up as soon as assembly was over!

Sophie headed for the doors as soon as the prefects opened them, eager to get to the sign-up sheets before the activities filled up. But it seemed as if everyone else in Year 9 and 10 had had the same idea! Sophie dodged a big boy’s bag and followed Erin and Kaz as they wove in and out of the crowd hurrying in the direction of the notice-boards.

‘No running in the corridors!’ Maggie called after them. ‘Sophie Morrow, that means you!’

Sophie rolled her eyes. Why did Maggie always pick on her? She forced herself to walk – at least until Maggie was out of sight. Then she and her friends raced down the flagstone corridor after everyone else, but skidded to a halt when they reached the edge of the crowd in front of the boards.

Sophie jumped on tiptoes, trying to see the lists of activities. A tall girl flicked her ponytail in Sophie’s face and shoved past her.

‘It’s impossible. I can’t even see what the activities are, let alone get near enough to put my name down,’ Sophie reported back to her friends.

Finally the crowd thinned enough so that Sophie was able to get to the front.

‘OK – so these are the options,’ she called back to her friends, then read out: ‘Organising a jumble sale. Running in the Turlingham Village Sponsored Run. Helping with the sixth formers’ charity fashion show—’

‘Oh, cool!’ Erin’s eyes shone.

‘—reading with primary school children. Helping at a soup kitchen. Working on a farm. Assisting the school librarian—’

Sophie and Katy exchanged a glance, remembering the adventures they’d had in the school library just a few weeks ago. They were the only people who knew it had a magic side!

‘—litter-picking in the village. Helping at Seaview Dogs’ Home and … I think that’s all of them.’ She struggled out of the crowd again and joined the others.

‘Oh, I can’t decide!’ groaned Lauren. ‘They all sound like fun.’

‘Me neither,’ said Sophie. ‘Katy, what do you want to do?’

‘What about Seaview Dogs’ Home?’ Katy suggested. ‘The puppies there are sooo cute.’

‘Hey, guys!’ A boy’s voice broke in and Sophie looked up to see Callum Pearce, tall and thin with his curly hair sticking out, his glasses slightly askew and his shirt untucked, striding towards them. She stifled a smile – he might be the headmaster’s son, but he definitely didn’t look the part!

‘Hi, Callum,’ said Katy. ‘We can’t decide what activities to do.’

Callum squinted at the list. ‘I thought maybe the Village Run, but I don’t know.’

‘That sounds good, doesn’t it, Sophie?’ Katy said eagerly.

Sophie grinned. Katy was no runner but Sophie knew she would want to do whatever Callum was doing. ‘OK, let’s have a look.’ She got out her pen and pushed her way back through the thinning crowd. As she examined the board she saw another list, right at the edge. It was headed: The Bowden Psychiatric Hospital Vegetable Garden Project.

‘Oh, look!’ she exclaimed. Her granny was in the Bowden hospital – some years ago, she had tried to tell people of the existence of witches and witch hunters in their world, and had been ‘put somewhere safe’ for her pains – and, she realised, as she felt her squirrel familiar move in her bag, running around a garden would be perfect for Gally!

Katy and Callum came over. Sophie pointed to the sign.

‘It’s only one Saturday, too – the others are eight hours spread over two weeks,’ she said. ‘So it would be one day of really hard work, but then we’d have the Silver award!’

‘Perfect,’ Katy agreed. ‘What do you think, Callum?’

‘Sounds good to me!’ Callum took his pen and wrote their three names.

As Sophie turned around, she saw that Erin and Mark were standing behind them. Erin had her arms folded, and Mark looked annoyed.

‘You’re nuts! A sponsored run?’ Erin was saying. ‘Come on, Mark, can you imagine me in sweats?’

‘Oh, just because I don’t want to put on a fashion show!’ Mark said. ‘What’s nuts about wanting to get outdoors and do stuff?’

‘Why don’t you both come and do the gardening with us?’ Sophie suggested, hurrying up to them.

‘Have you signed up for that?’ Erin studied the notice-board. ‘What do you think, Mark? Could you go for gardening?’

Mark shrugged. ‘I suppose.’

Erin signed them up and smiled at Sophie. ‘Thanks, Sophie!’ She glanced around but Mark was already disappearing down the corridor. ‘Hey, Mark – wait!’ She ran off after him.

Katy caught Sophie’s eye. ‘World War Three averted … for now!’ she whispered.

Sophie grinned.

‘Um, Katy,’ said Callum, clearing his throat. ‘Could I walk you to your first lesson?’

Katy blushed. ‘Of course.’

‘Er … I’ll stay here for a bit,’ said Sophie, hanging back. She wondered if Callum would ever get round to asking Katy out – surely all her efforts to get them together couldn’t be for nothing. It was so obvious they really liked each other!

She turned back to the board and saw a tall, dark-haired, green-eyed boy studying her with a look of amusement. Ashton Gibson: Katy’s brother, and Sophie’s biggest headache.

Ashton put his hands in his pockets and examined the lists. His eyes glittered under his fringe.

‘Hmm, lots to choose from. What have you signed up for, Sophie?’

Sophie took a deep breath. She didn’t want Ashton in her group for the award: she needed to keep as far away from him as possible. He was a witch hunter, and that meant whenever he was around, Sophie was in danger.

‘None of your business,’ she said, wishing it didn’t make her sound quite so childish.

Ashton just grinned, and Sophie bit her lip.

‘Yeah, there’s a lot of choice,’ Ashton went on. ‘Activities to suit all kinds of people. Now if I were a witch, for example, what would I choose?’ He turned to her. ‘Sophie?’

Sophie folded her arms. Here we go, she thought.

‘Not being a witch, Ashton,’ she said, as calmly as she could, ‘I wouldn’t know.’

Ashton gave a triumphant yell. ‘Aha – vegetable gardening!’ He placed his finger on her scribbled name. ‘Do you know, I’ve always dreamed of digging up a carrot or two. Finally, I get my chance.’ He caught Sophie’s eye and, despite her annoyance, she had to laugh. She couldn’t imagine anyone less likely to be into gardening than Ashton, and he knew it.

Ashton pulled out his silver fountain pen and signed his name on the list with a flourish. Sophie waited until he had finished.

‘You know what?’ she said brightly. ‘I don’t think I’m that into gardening, after all. It seems to attract the wrong crowd.’ She crossed out her name and wrote it down on the next list.

‘Oh, right, I see.’ Ashton put a line through his own name and wrote it beneath hers. ‘Obviously training to run the Turlingham Village Run is so much more your style.’ Sophie’s face fell as she realised what she’d signed up for. ‘So long as you don’t use your broomstick,’ he added, with a grin. ‘That would be cheating.’

‘You’re so out of date, Ashton. Don’t you know all the best witches ride vacuum cleaners these days?’ Sophie snapped back. She crossed out her name and signed herself up for the fashion show – surely Ashton wouldn’t be into something that girly? But he was already leaning over her, his pen at the ready. Sophie furiously crossed out her name and added it to the next list.

But whatever Sophie signed up for, Ashton followed her – until she saw she was about to sign her name again underneath one of her crossed-out names.

‘Whoops,’ she said. The notice-board was a mess. The neat sign-up sheets were crumpled and creased, and covered in crossings-out.

This is not a good time to laugh, she thought – but then she caught Ashton’s eye. He was biting back a grin. Sophie spluttered a giggle, and Ashton burst out laughing at the same moment.

For a split second, Sophie thought that Ashton looked especially cute when he was laughing – then, annoyed with herself, she squashed the thought and frowned at him instead.

She turned back to the board. If Ashton was going to follow her in whatever she signed up for, she might as well be with her friends.

She wrote her name under the vegetable garden project again, and then stepped back from the notice-board. Ashton signed under her name. He looked at her expectantly. Sophie shook her head.

‘You win this time,’ she said. ‘But just stay away from me, Ashton Gibson, or you’ll be sorry!’

She turned on her heel and stalked off to class, wondering how she’d managed to share a laugh with Ashton. It wasn’t as if she needed reasons to dislike him: not only was he horrible, he was determined to denounce her as a witch. Sure, he could be charming, but that was all part of his scheme to get her to drop her guard. There was no way she would let herself fall for those green eyes … was there?



TWO


When the bell rang for the end of Monday’s classes, Sophie ran to meet Katy in front of the main doors. She was still dying to talk to her about everything that had happened, but they couldn’t risk it until they were well away from everyone else.

They walked quickly away from the crowd, shouts and whistles from the hockey players practising on the field ringing through the air. Beyond the fence, the Turlingham lighthouse towered over them, casting its long shadow out to sea.

Sophie wrapped her coat tightly around her, her feet crunching on dry leaves. As soon as she was sure no one could overhear them, she turned to Katy.

‘Are you sure you’re OK?’ she asked her. ‘I was so scared when my aunt flung her evil magic at you – I thought you would be killed!’

‘I’m fine, I promise. Thanks to the gold you added to my friendship bracelet!’ Katy lifted her wrist and shook her bracelet. Sophie smiled as her gold earrings glinted in among the charms. Gold protected witch hunters against witches – it was a good thing she had found that out before Angelica had attacked Katy.

Blushing slightly, Katy went on: ‘Actually, I feel so happy I don’t think anything could ever hurt me again!’

‘Oh, Katy! Is it …?’ Katy’s blushing, beaming face told Sophie her guess was right. ‘It’s Callum, isn’t it?’

‘He asked me to be his girlfriend!’ Katy blurted out. ‘And I said yes!’

Sophie squealed and jumped up and down.

‘Katy! Oh, wow! Last night?’

Katy nodded.

‘I’m so happy for you!’ Sophie flung her arms around Katy in a hug, then pulled away. ‘OK,’ she said mock-sternly, ‘now you owe me an apology. You and Callum have officially been going out for’ – she glanced at her watch – ‘nearly twenty-four hours, and I only get to hear now!’

‘Oh, well … ’ Katy bit her lip. ‘I thought you had enough to deal with last night, what with your dad coming back so suddenly like that.’

Sophie sighed, suddenly feeling deflated. It was so easy to be happy about Callum and Katy getting together that she’d forgotten there was a complicated mess waiting for her at home.

‘Your mum must have been pretty shocked, seeing him after so many years,’ Katy said. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Well,’ Sophie said. ‘Mum fainted when she saw him, which is pretty understandable.’ Katy nodded. ‘And after she came round I left them to talk.’ Sophie still hadn’t had a chance to speak to either of them to find out how it went. ‘The good news is he was still there when I came downstairs this morning.’

‘That’s positive,’ Katy said.

‘But the bad news is he stayed on the sofa.’

‘Hmm, not so good.’

‘Exactly.’ Sophie nodded. ‘It could go either way.’

They were nearly at her cottage, which stood a little away from the main school building. She swallowed.
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