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Prologue



The babies were born as the clocks struck twelve. As they finally slid from their mothers’ bellies, wet and sticky, their tiny faces scrunched up with the effort of being born, their fists clenched and eyes shut tight, a dark cloud crossed the full moon, and out in the forest the sky turned black. A bat fell from the air mid-flight. A silver salmon floated dead to the surface of the river. Snails withered in their shells, moths turned to dust on the night breeze and an owl ate its young.

The spell had been cast.

This is how it came to be that two children, born at the same second of the same hour but on opposite ends of the country, changed places. It happened in the blink of an eye, as magic does. Too fast for anyone to possibly notice. The newborns spun through the ether, passing each other perhaps as they turned, and then landed in different arms being handed to a different mother.

And when the two mothers – one at home on an old, sagging mattress, the other in a sterile hospital delivery room – first set eyes on those babies, they simply had no idea that it was not their own flesh and blood they were putting to their breast. They gazed at their bloodied, wrinkled infants and saw perfection. Miraculously, they recognised features and family traits that existed only in their imaginations.

‘She has my mother’s nose!’

‘My sister’s chin!’

‘Your smile!’

A whole winter they’d been waiting patiently to see their child, and now they savoured every detail. The bond had been made many months before. The love was already there. There was no chance of suspicion or doubt.

The witch, Raven Hawkweed, knew this. She’d been brewing and scheming and summoning every wicked thought and fear and feeling from deep inside her since the day her younger sister, Charlock, had told the coven that she was expecting a daughter. Until that day, Charlock had been cursed with boys.

No witch from their coven had sons. Not now, not ever. They stilled those babes in their wombs with a poison. The few that survived until birthing day were so weak and feeble that more than a few hours in the brightness and noise of life proved too much for them to bear. They closed their eyes and slipped back into the familiar darkness until they breathed no more.

But this time it was a girl growing inside Charlock.

Charlock had trembled as she told Raven. She had tugged on Raven’s sleeve, steering her away from the others. Her eyes were bright and her cheeks so red that Raven had put a hand to Charlock’s forehead.

‘You look sick. Are you tired?’ Raven fretted, as she pulled down the skin beneath Charlock’s eyes to peer into them.

‘I’m well, Raven. I’m more than well.’ Charlock’s voice was almost breathless.

‘Stick out your tongue,’ Raven commanded.

Charlock opened her mouth to reply and Raven’s fingers instantly pulled out her sister’s tongue to examine it. Her eyes narrowed. Her forehead wrinkled.

‘You’re pregnant?’

Charlock nodded.

With a slight shake of the head, Raven turned away. ‘I’ll prepare the mixture.’

‘No … no poison.’ Charlock had spoken so softly, almost a whisper, and yet the words thundered in Raven’s head. She stopped in her tracks, her whole being focusing on Charlock’s next words. ‘Not this time.’

Raven felt Charlock’s smile. She could feel the warmth of it on her back and she knew what it meant.

‘It’s a girl?’

‘It is.’

The certainty hit Raven like a blow. A blow so hard that her teeth bit into her lip and she tasted blood. She pretended to busy herself at the washing tub. A drop of blood fell and mingled with the dirty water.

‘A girl, Raven. At last. I wanted to tell you first. I knew how happy you’d be.’

Her sister had always been a simpleton but, for the first time ever, Raven hated her for it.

‘You are happy, aren’t you?’ Charlock asked.

Raven wiped the blood from her mouth onto her hand as she turned. ‘How could I not be?’

Charlock beamed. ‘I know – it’s a surprise. But think, you’ll have a niece and Sorrel will have a cousin.’

Spells were whirring inside Raven’s head, the kind that bubble with rage and desperation, and she had to use her breath to quell them. This was her sister. The sister she had cared for since she was born, to whom she had sung and told stories and taught to read. The sister who was so much softer than she, so weak that the edges of life knocked and bruised her – and it had been Raven’s job to mop up the tears. The tiny heartbeat of a niece she could hate, but not her sister. She loved Charlock, perhaps more than herself.

But not more than Sorrel.

Sorrel was five. A tall girl, all bones and angles, the spitting image of her mother – and Raven’s only child. Having endured pregnancy and birth once, Raven had determined never to try it again. One daughter was enough for her. Sorrel was all she needed.

From behind, mother and daughter were often mistaken for each other. Sorrel had inherited Raven’s crooked walk and hunched shoulders. They had the same long hair too, which they plaited down their backs each night and again every morning. When they walked, the plaits swung behind them like tails. Sorrel liked to chew hers, but the ends collected in her throat and it took Raven’s strongest brew to disintegrate the ball of hair that gathered there. Both wished their colouring was bold and dark like the witches in storybooks. But their hair was the dull grey-brown of mice fur, not black as coal, so it was only by length that they could distinguish it.

When her daughter was but a babe, Raven had presumed that Sorrel would stand out, that everyone would be stunned by her talent and ability. It hadn’t taken long for Raven to realise that Sorrel’s powers were not much more than ordinary. Taking a big gulp, she had swallowed the rancid disappointment, let it cramp in her stomach and then vomited it into the compost heap by the old oak tree. As soon as she straightened, she decided to take matters into her own hands. What nature had denied her, nurture would supply. Sorrel would have to learn to be brilliant.

For Raven’s daughter was destined for greatness.

Or so the prophecy told.

It was centuries before that the die had been cast and the prophecy made – back in the day when witches flitted through the sky on whittled, wooden brooms and boiled their potions in heavy iron pots; and when, if discovered, they were burnt at the stake on bonfires, or tied to chairs and drowned in lakes and rivers. The coven that had the revelation was a hunted, persecuted bunch of spinsters and widows. But under the cover of darkness, out in the thick of the trees, together they decreed that the Hawkweed sisters, in three hundred and three years hence, would deliver a queen who would govern all of her kind.

The bones of those witches now lay lost in the earth under thorny brambles and hedges, their skulls full of sand under the water, their burnt ashes long since swept to the corners of the land … but their words lived on. The Hawkweed prediction passed from generation to generation until Raven and Charlock, as little girls at their mother’s feet, heard it for themselves.

One of their daughters would be queen.

Raven could still remember the thrill that had shivered through her when she first learnt of the prophecy. The pulse pumped in her wrists and neck and the blood flooded through her veins. She was only six but suddenly she felt taller, older. Never before had she looked forward or back, but had just been content to exist in the present. Now, suddenly, her future was mapped out before her and she already saw, far in the distance, signs with directions for her to read. Charlock had been too young to fully understand their mother’s words. She had looked at Raven with questioning eyes, wanting her older sister to explain, just as she had explained that cobwebs come from spiders, feathers from birds and honey from bees. But this time Raven didn’t want to help Charlock. She didn’t want to discuss what their mother had told them. She didn’t ever want to talk about it. Her hopes and fears stirred inside her with the same steady rhythm with which her mother stirred her bubbling pots. She couldn’t let them splash and spill.

As the two sisters grew, Charlock overtaking Raven in height but not in speed of mind or skill, Raven brushed off Charlock’s questions just as she might crumbs from the table.

‘Will she wear a crown?’

‘Who?’ asked Raven, pretending not to know what her sister was talking about.

‘Our daughter.’

Charlock was yet to comprehend what Raven had grasped immediately – that it could no longer be ‘we’ or ‘us’ or ‘our’. The ropey knots of sisterhood had been unravelled and lay in coils around them, ready to trip them up.

‘Will she have a castle?’

Under her breath, Raven muttered a spell and Charlock started to sneeze – once, twice, thrice. Raven handed her a cloth to wipe her nose. ‘Mother says you have to forage this evening,’ she lied. ‘But wash your hands after picking the nightshade,’ she added, to soften the falsehood.

‘Aren’t you going to come with me?’ asked Charlock in a voice scratched with disappointment.

‘I have to study.’

‘You’re always studying,’ Charlock complained, turning away to mask her hurt.

It was true that Raven had turned from a wild, ungovernable child into the most industrious student. The coven was always remarking on her hard work. She had by far surpassed the other girls in her knowledge of plants and poisons, spells and curses. She read every book and text that she could get her hands on, turning the pages well into the night. She drew diagrams of insects and reptiles, learning through her own experiments which eye of which newt and which leg of toad would most enhance her spells. She knew which berry made your stomach ache so bad that your bowels broke and emptied themselves down your legs, and which caused rashes that itched and burned for days. There were weeds that made your eyes redden and water; toadstools that made the hair fall from your head; and snake venom that would take so long to kill you that you’d wish for someone to put you out of your writhing misery.

The more Raven learnt, the less popular she became with the rest of the young sisters. More often than not, her success in lessons showed up their failings. She always had the right answer, and the other girls would roll their eyes and mumble curses that she would have to block and spin back at them. Without intention, Raven became a loner. She found herself an outcast from the circle of friends who laughed and played tricks and gossiped wickedly about the coven. Only Charlock wanted to spend time with her, and Charlock was the last person that Raven wanted for company. For all Raven’s studies were for one purpose: to ensure her daughter would become queen. And to ensure that she herself became so strong and powerful that she could guarantee it. Without arousing any suspicion, Raven knew she must eliminate all other contenders. Killing Charlock would be the most obvious solution but, despite it all, she still felt a deep and ceaseless love for her sibling. Besides, murder was the way of the chaffs – the common people – crude and without magic. This was not the sisters’ way and Raven was determined to be the best of witches – the mother of a queen no less. She would concoct a spell that would astound any witch with its power and complexity. For witches judged not the act but the method.

So Raven dedicated her youth to finding the magic that would stop Charlock giving birth to a girl. And it had worked. A drop of tincture measured to the exact millilitre and warmed to just the right degree, then slipped into Charlock’s tea, together with the right curse incanted at the desired second when the moon was at its slightest slither, and all of Charlock’s babies became boys.

But then the sickness struck. It came one winter when the ground was hard as stone and the grass crunched and crackled with a frost so cruel that the worms froze like sticks then snapped in two. The coven told themselves that it had been sent by the South, retaliation for a slight made against the eldest of that clan. For thirteen days, they were plagued. Boils oozed with pus and blood trickled from their ears. Then it was over as suddenly as it began. Not a scab or a scar to prove it had even happened. Every woman and girl was just as they had been, as if they had never been sick at all.

Apart from Charlock.

She was pregnant – and this time it was a girl.

The rest of the coven celebrated the news. As with every prospective daughter, they lay Charlock down on the wooden slats and, with her bare belly exposed, formed a circle around her. They bent their heads over her, young and aged, handsome and ugly, all united by the same purpose.

Raven held the ring, suspended from a string, inches from Charlock’s womb. The ring, though centuries old, had been polished so it shone like new. It was the wedding ring of some hapless peasant girl who had thought to cheat a grey-haired, toothless peddler woman and who had paid for it with her fingers.

The witches started to chant. The whisper became a murmur, became a din. The faces stopped smiling and were now distorted by their fierce intensity. The sets of eyes were like opaque glass, the mouths gaping open like wounds.

Then the ring began to move. Only slightly. First this way. Then that. Backwards and forwards, as if undecided. Charlock shut her eyes. Her body was tense with anticipation. The chanting was now a deafening percussion. ‘A GIRL! A GIRL! A GIRL!’

Raven hoped against hope. She said the words but willed them with all her might to be a falsehood. Then the ring seemed to make up its mind and it spun. Slowly at first. Then faster and faster till you could hardly see it spiral it was so quick. Suddenly the thread snapped. The ring dropped, landing on Charlock’s belly, scalding her, hot as fire. The chanting stopped immediately. The room was silent. Raven’s mind and body hardened, both as still as stone.

Charlock opened her eyes and smiled.
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Chapter 1



The uniform felt like a straitjacket; second-hand and too small. Poppy’s father had learnt long ago never to invest in a brand-new one. When she was a child, Poppy had been nervous about starting at a school, daunted even. Now, as a teenager, she was numb to all that. It was just the uniforms she hated – the idea that by wearing the same clothes, you’re on the same side, like a team, or an army, all with the same sense of purpose. More like inmates, Poppy thought to herself bleakly, as she regarded her reflection in the mirror. Maroon – the bright ones were the worst. It was like she was donning a disguise. But she knew she was different, always had been, and no uniform could hide that. For this was going to be Poppy’s eleventh school.

Poppy finally found her shoes in the bottom of a box that hadn’t been unpacked yet. Outside the window, litter and leaves were lifting in the air, leaping across the street, and she stopped and watched them for a while, wondering dispassionately how long she was going to last at this next place. A whole year was her record. Something always went wrong. Either intentionally or by accident, Poppy would break too many rules, cause too much disruption or lose her temper, and disaster would strike. Like the time Mrs Barker, her science teacher, slipped and fell, fracturing her wrist. Mrs Barker had sworn Poppy had tripped her and, despite Poppy’s protestations that she’d merely looked at her teacher, this offence had been the last straw. Her father had been called from work and Poppy had been expelled in disgrace. Other schools had been more kind about it, suggesting gently but firmly that theirs was not the right environment for Poppy and that she’d be more suited elsewhere.

John Hooper, Poppy’s long-suffering father, had tried everything. He’d sent Poppy to the most expensive, traditional boarding schools, to the most progressive and nurturing day schools in the country, and even once to a convent. (That had not ended well – a broken stained-glass window dating back centuries and a vast restoration bill.) But the last expulsion had been the worst yet: a series of prank fire alarms which unleashed the wrath of the fire brigade and the local police department.

Poppy remembered seeing her father emerge through the smoke. There was no rush or panic, just the slow, heavy footsteps of a man resigned to disappointment. In all the heat, his eyes were cold blue ponds; when he saw her, they iced over. On the way home, Poppy tried to deny the pranks but he didn’t want to hear it.

‘Stop! Just stop!’ he ordered.

‘But I—’ Poppy didn’t get a chance to finish.

‘Not another word.’

And she knew he meant it.

They drove back home in the most itchingly uncomfortable silence. Poppy stared out of the car window at all the people busying themselves with the mundanities of life and wondered if a single one of them could understand her. Had any of them ever felt as she had? For Poppy hadn’t touched the alarm. And she hadn’t started the fire. Yet she knew, as an inexplicable truth, deep down inside herself, that somehow she had been the cause of it. She had been frustrated, angry, sad … and the desperate urge for the day to stop had rushed up and out of her. She had needed a break, just a moment of change, and the next thing she knew, the alarm had been blaring and the teacher had stopped her tedious testing and kids were jumping out of their seats, and she had been outside in the fresh air and, for those next few minutes, she’d felt calm.

‘I give up,’ her father uttered suddenly, after he’d pulled into their driveway. He was facing straight ahead as though he couldn’t even bear to look at her. They sat there, both as motionless as the car, and then the door was open and he was out, marching towards the house, keys clenched in his fist. Once he was inside, he immediately fetched their suitcases and told Poppy to start packing.

And that was how Poppy now found herself at the other end of the country, living in a new house, dressed in yet another school uniform and about to start her eleventh new school.

Her father had left for work already. He and Poppy were beyond the usual niceties of father and daughter. No kiss on the cheek, breakfast on the table, no good luck or even good morning. Poppy knew he was trying hard just to tolerate her. He had already started his new job, the only one he could get at such short notice, one with an even lower salary than before. Their standard of living had been gradually reduced with each new move – but they had never travelled so far away from her mother before.

Poppy was more than used to her parents living apart. Her mother had spent so much time in and out of different treatment centres and rehab facilities that Poppy had stopped associating her with home a long time ago. Yet this move felt different, as though family ties would snap under the strain of all these miles between them. She packed her school bag in the quiet, empty house and admitted to herself how much she would love to turn and see her mother there, like other mothers, reminding her not to forget her books and to wrap up warm because it looked cold outside. And then Poppy felt a fool for even imagining such a thing. She doubted her mum would even miss her. She probably wouldn’t even be conscious that she’d gone.

 

Melanie Hooper had been awake when Poppy and John went to say their goodbyes. She had spent most of the last few years asleep or in a medication-induced stupor but, on this occasion, she was alert and even dressed in something other than pyjamas. She was still lying on a bed – Poppy tried to think when she had last seen her mother upright – but the curtains in the room were open and the light offered some hope in the otherwise dull and austere atmosphere.

John broke the news that they were moving up north and Melanie shed a tear. Like a child, she repeated after John that it was ‘for the best’ and she promised to be brave.

When John stepped out for coffee, Melanie grabbed Poppy’s hand. ‘What was it this time?’ she asked feverishly.

‘A fire,’ Poppy mumbled.

‘It’s not your fault,’ her mother said urgently, squeezing Poppy’s hand more tightly.

Poppy couldn’t breathe; the sudden prospect of understanding had caught in her throat. She looked into her mother’s eyes and let her limp fingers softly squeeze back. Melanie’s nails dug into Poppy’s palm. Her lips pursed.

‘It’s the devil in you,’ she whispered.

Poppy flinched like she’d been struck, and pulled her hand away just as her father walked back in and passed Melanie a glossy magazine which she cooed over with delight. The intensity in her face vanished and her usual misty expression returned.

What Poppy didn’t know was that, after they left, Melanie woke in the night with tears running down her face. It took three members of staff to restrain her.

‘My baby! My baby,’ she wept in despair, and the tears kept falling until she was sedated and the drowsiness took hold.

As she fell back asleep, the dreams became hazy, less real – memories from a life long ago, lived by a person she could hardly recognise …

A woman with soft, blonde hair and pretty features was watching a baby as it lay in a cot. Herself and Poppy, Melanie realised faintly from the depths of her dream. She’d been watching Poppy for hours, she remembered, unable to pull herself away. The phone was ringing in the distance but she chose to ignore it. She had dark circles beneath her blue eyes. She had pins and needles in both feet. Her lower back ached. She was tired – she’d never felt so tired.

Poppy, on the other hand, never seemed tired at all. Dressed in a pink babygrow with a bunny on the front that clashed with her dark, wild looks, Poppy stared back at her. Only a few weeks old and she showed not a trace of emotion – she seemed so in control, so independent.

A storm of thoughts tossed around Melanie’s mind.

She’s only a few weeks old and she doesn’t need me!

Is she normal? She’s not normal.

Why don’t I love her? Of course I love her!

Then, guiltily – What kind of mother am I to even think such a thing?

The next thought came out of her mouth as a scream. The words followed, words of shock yelled down the stairs, through the house: ‘John! John! Poppy’s eye just changed colour.’

Melanie sprang to her deadened feet and, ignoring the pain, picked Poppy out of her cot, holding her at arm’s length so she could look more closely. Sure enough, one of Poppy’s blue eyes was now green, and a black dot had emerged in it, a satellite to the pupil. She gave a shiver, quickly put Poppy down and backed away from her daughter. Her husband was at the door, out of breath.

‘What’s happened? What’s wrong?’

‘John! You’ve got to come and see this.’

The paediatrician hadn’t been able to explain it. It was a strange phenomenon, but apparently babies’ eyes do change colour and Poppy’s had merely turned more quickly. Different colour eyes were rare but not unheard of and, she suggested, rather an attractive feature to possess. Melanie smiled weakly, unable to express why she felt so unsettled by this development. The doctor, a young woman so polished that her hair and skin seemed to reflect the light and cast a shadow on Melanie, scribbled something down on Melanie’s notes.

‘Are you getting enough sleep? Any sleep?’ she asked with a smile.

Melanie wondered whether to come clean and then decided that she was too exhausted to try and explain. ‘Sleep’s not really the problem,’ she sighed.

It was only a white lie. Poppy never disturbed them. If she was able, Melanie could be having twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep a night. The brand-new baby monitor had never picked up a sound. So Melanie would lie in bed each night, the long, long minutes ticking by, wishing for just one cry from her baby.

The doctor added another sentence to the notes. ‘Isn’t your mum lucky to have you?’ she said to Poppy in that voice grown-ups reserve for young children.

Melanie didn’t begin to weep until she was outside.

It wasn’t their last visit to the doctor, merely the beginning of a series of appointments that were to become more and more regular over the following months. Poppy did not smile. She didn’t laugh … or gurgle … or even cry. Other mums envied such an easy baby and their compliments made Melanie doubt herself even more. How could she ever tell them that Poppy wasn’t easy – she was different, strange, not … not normal?

Melanie would look into Poppy’s contrasting eyes and try to make some connection, but Poppy would stare back, unblinking, giving nothing away. Melanie loved her baby. She really did. But she knew it to be absolutely true that her baby did not love her. And no amount of baby books and teddy bears and musical toys seemed able to change that. The only thing that inspired a reaction from Poppy was the cats.

They came at night. At first just one, then a few, then more and more. They would sit on the roof and the windowsills and miaow to the moon, as if heralding Poppy’s arrival into the world. They left mice on the doorstep as an offering to her; even, on one occasion, a baby squirrel. Melanie screamed when she saw it and sent John outside to dispose of it. If ever a cat got inside the house, it would climb into the cot and Melanie would find it curled around Poppy, encircling her head protectively. Poppy would look up at Melanie and her eyes would be shining bright, happily almost.

So Melanie went back to the doctor with these various complaints and the doctor would nod and jot things down and then ask again how she was coping and if she was getting enough sleep, until one day she had prescribed her some mild anti-depressants and sleeping tablets just to help her through this difficult time. Melanie wanted to protest but the prescription in her hands felt like a relief. If she couldn’t find a remedy for Poppy, at least she could find one for herself.

So when the flies dropped dead onto the beige carpet in Poppy’s room, black and dry so they crunched if you stepped on them, Melanie didn’t scream. She just simply vacuumed them away. And when Poppy wrote strange signs on her dolls’ stomachs; or made the taps turn on and off whilst sitting trapped in her high chair; or hummed tunes that Melanie had never heard but which made spiders spin webs across the ceiling like a lace shawl; or screamed so piercingly high that glass would crack – Melanie just reached for another little pink pill to beat the baby blues.

John remonstrated with her. He pleaded and begged, grew angry and violent, wept with despair.

‘She’s not ours,’ Melanie kept repeating. ‘She doesn’t belong to us.’

John punched the wall, then called for the doctor. An ambulance arrived and took Melanie away for treatment until, a few months later, she returned, bright and clean and repaired. However, it didn’t take long before she broke down again.

‘Where’s our baby?’ she would cry. ‘Where can she be?’

The doctors diagnosed postnatal depression and told John in grave voices that this could be an extremely serious condition. He would need to keep a close eye on his wife and be extremely patient with her. John tried his best but, as his wife’s mind slipped away, it took with it his future and he found it impossible to keep his anger to himself. When he yelled at Melanie that she’d ‘gone mad’, Poppy – a toddler by then – looked at him sympathetically. When she saw him packing a suitcase full of her mother’s clothes, she brought him the book Melanie was reading and her perfume and face cream. Things, in fact, that he would have forgotten.

Before long, it was just the two of them.
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Chapter 2



Before leaving for her new school, Poppy placed food for the cats under the hedge at the side of the house. They weaved in and out of her legs, rubbing their fur on her skin in gratitude. There was a chill in the early autumn air and Poppy relished the warmth of their touch. It had felt cold ever since she’d arrived up north, to this far edge of the country, like she had left the sun behind for ever. This piece of land, jutting out to sea, felt like the precipice of the world, like there was nowhere to run but into the icy waters to drown. At first, Poppy had wondered how she would survive in such a desolate place, the town barren of charm or interest, the hills and their forests on one side and the bleak grey sea on the other. Then, just as she was about to despair, the cats had appeared. It had taken them seven days and several hundred miles to reach her. Her spirits had soared when she’d spotted them on the rooftop, making themselves at home.

As if sensing her thoughts, the ginger cat that Poppy called Minx gave a miaow and Poppy reached down to stroke her. Minx was the cat she felt closest to. She’d known her since she was a tiny kitten, fitting so lightly in the palm of her hand. Minx wasn’t the sleekest or the strongest of the group but, for some reason, Poppy had connected with her. A few years ago, Poppy had tried to take her indoors, thinking she might persuade her father to keep Minx as a pet. But Minx had wriggled and squirmed and run back outside. She wasn’t happy within the four walls of the house and Poppy didn’t persist, because neither was she. Occasionally, Minx would climb in her bedroom window at the dead of night and lie above her head like a fur hat, but then she’d slink away again before dawn would break.

Poppy scratched Minx’s chin and heard her purr contentedly. She wished she could huddle up with the cats and spend the day in their company, away from all the people and all the stress, just as she’d done when she was small. They were her only real companions, but she had to keep them a secret if she wanted to avoid her father’s suspicions. As Poppy had grown up, she’d learnt to hide the things that she guessed would bother her father. So for a long time now, the cats had sensed that they must stay away, only coming to her when she was alone. The spiders would also scurry out of sight when John returned home, and the insects would flitter into the shadows.

In this way, Poppy had managed to deceive her father into believing that there was nothing mysterious or unnatural about her. And as she’d grown from a little girl into a teen, it became easy for John to blame Poppy’s troubles on her mother. On the odd occasion, Poppy would reason this too. She told herself that her mother’s breakdown had been a traumatic event, that she must be scathed by it even if she wasn’t conscious of it. She lacked a female role model, a mother’s love. No wonder she had anger issues. But then something truly weird would happen – like how she knew that Uncle Bob was going to die before the summer came, and how two days later he announced he was terminally ill. He died at the end of May and the day after his funeral the sun began to shine.

After that, Poppy stopped making excuses for herself and tried very hard to accept that she was different. So much felt beyond her control or understanding but, as long as she kept her head down at school and as long as she kept covering her tracks at home, her dad would choose not to look too closely at any evidence she might have failed to hide. Denial was a powerful thing, and a part of Poppy admired her mother for not having been held under its sway. It was lonely though, all this pretence. There was no hiding that.

 

Standing in the doorway, Poppy looked around the classroom. On the far side, middle row, she could see one empty desk. It was next to the window. Outside stood a tree almost near enough to touch. Its branches swayed in the wind, beckoning Poppy closer. She moved quickly and quietly to the seat, her head bowed, eyes fixed ahead. She was about to sit down when she felt the hairs on her arms bristle.

‘What d’you think you’re doing?’ The accent was harsh this far north, the vowels spiky and serrated like the thistles that spread across the fields.

Poppy straightened. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled, without looking up.

‘Find somewhere else to sit.’

Poppy glanced at the girl, taking in her angry, narrowed eyes and lips pursed in confrontation. ‘It’s all yours,’ she said in a low voice as she turned away.

‘Too right!’

The other kids started to laugh. A gust of wind shook the tree and rattled the windows. Poppy glanced around her, hoping and praying for another desk.

‘Got nowhere to go?’ the girl taunted.

A skinny boy with long hair pulled out his chair. ‘She can have mine, Kelly.’

Poppy stared at the boy, trying to decide whether to trust him. Past experience told her not to. From the girls, she got dislike and aggression; but from the boys, she sensed fear. She didn’t understand why. She was small, unthreatening. They were so much stronger. But she saw it now in this boy’s eyes, underneath the bravado and the posturing.

‘D’you want it, or not?’ he challenged, holding on to the back of the chair and moving it so she could sit.

Poppy felt all the eyes in the room upon her and realised that she didn’t have much choice. She walked past some other girls and the overpowering scent of perfume, gum and Diet Coke made her want to gag.

‘Thanks,’ she muttered to the boy.

As Poppy sat down, there was the scrape of chair legs on flooring and a heavy thump as she hit the ground. A pain shot up her spine. The kids broke into laughter, some embarrassed with their hands over their mouths, others in unfettered delight. Poppy stared at her shoes. Her voice was loud in her head, trying to drown out the uproar – Ignore them … just ignore them … don’t get angry … breathe … just breathe. Hot tears stung her eyes as the voice tried hard to calm her. She blinked them back. She looked up at the boy, who shrugged belligerently but then blinked nervously. Poppy scanned the room, taking in all the grinning faces, monstrous in their howls of laughter.

The tree branch slapped the window and the kids flinched. The crack it left in the glass seemed small but it spread, slowly at first … then ripping along the windows until they shattered. The glass splintered and tiny shards dropped like hail onto the class. The kids screamed and tried to cover themselves.

‘It’s in my hair!’ yelled Kelly, the desk girl, her hands picking frantically at the glinting sparkles in her hair. Unbeknownst to her, a trickle of blood ran from her forehead to her ear. ‘What you looking at?’ she yelled at Poppy.

Without replying, Poppy got up and sat down at the boy’s seat, pulling it firmly behind the desk. He stepped away from her and she began to coolly and calmly unpack her bag. She set out her books so that they lined up neatly and opened her pencil case, carefully laying out a pencil and pen. The boy just stood there, his mouth open, watching her numbly.

‘Got nowhere to go?’ Poppy asked pointedly. Looking spooked, he backed away further, tripping over someone’s rucksack as he went.

Kelly was brushing the glistening specks of glass from her skirt. ‘You’re a freak!’ she accused.

‘Tell you what.’ Poppy picked up the pen and clicked it on. ‘You stay away from me and I’ll do the same for you. How does that sound?’

Kelly raised her eyebrows challengingly.

‘And you might want to wipe that blood off your face,’ added Poppy in her most matter-of-fact voice.

Kelly dived for her bag and rummaged through it, grappling for the hand mirror buried in its depths. She flicked it open and shrieked when she saw the blood. Poppy shook her head. She’d encountered tough girls like Kelly before – they liked scratching and punching with words, talking a fighting talk, but anything resembling a real wound and they crumbled. Kelly ran out of the room, clutching her head, barging past the teacher as he was walking in. He watched her go as though such scenes of hysteria were utterly to be expected, then entered the room and saw the damaged windows. At that moment, the wind shook the building and surged through the remaining jagged glass so that, inside the classroom, papers rippled, skirts billowed and hairdos ruffled.

‘Mark,’ the teacher yelled to the chair boy. ‘Don’t just stand there looking gormless. Go get Mr Harding.’

Mark, relieved to get away, sprang into action instantly. The teacher looked around.

‘OK, everyone. Settle down.’ His eyes rested on Poppy. ‘New girl, right?’ He looked down at a list on the top of his folder. ‘Poppy Hooper?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You picked quite a day to start. I see you found yourself a desk all right.’

Poppy gave the smallest hint of a smile. ‘No problem, sir.’
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Chapter 3



It took two to extract venom from a snake. Sister Ada, whose cracked, leathered skin resembled that of the adders in her basket, instructed the girls to split into pairs.

Ember glanced around at the girls sitting cross-legged under the shelter of the wide-branched ash tree in the northwest corner of the camp. All of them were now getting to their feet and making a beeline for their chosen partner. Ember sat and waited but, as always, no one picked her. It still hurt to be alone and last, even after all these times, especially since today it meant partnering Sister Ada. She was one of the elders who, despite her respect for Charlock, found it hard to hide her deep aversion for Ember, always with a pointed word or stabbing look, crossing the camp to avoid her. Now Ember had to stand next to her at the front of the class, so close she could see the hairs on Sister Ada’s chin and study the loose, reddened wattle skin hanging from her neck.

Sister Ada picked up one of the adders, holding it firmly in her hands and pointing it towards the old glass jar on the weather-worn table. Ember wanted to run from the lesson, but she wasn’t sure of whom she was more frightened – the adder or Sister Ada.

‘The fangs must pierce the membrane that covers your glass jar. This will induce the snake to bite.’ In one deft move, Sister Ada had her snake in the required position, fangs inserted through the membrane.

The snake eyed Ember beadily, as if blaming her for its predicament. Ember tried to stop shaking.

‘Seems this feller doesn’t want to co-operate.’ Sister Ada looked at Ember suspiciously. ‘I’m sensing deep discomfort.’

Ember, who never thought she’d have something in common with a snake, felt a brief pang of sympathy for the creature. It didn’t want to be there any more than she did.

‘Ember, rub your finger between its eyes. Snakes detest that. Should make him angry enough to bite.’

Ember willed her hand to move but it wouldn’t. She started to feel sick.

‘Sister Ada, she’s going to vomit again!’

Ember couldn’t tell which of the girls had made this announcement, but there was tittering and chattering from the mass of them.

‘Ember Hawkweed! You will touch this snake this instant,’ spat Sister Ada, spraying Ember with spittle.

Ember’s arm obeyed and lifted. The index finger of her right hand uncurled and pointed. Her shoulder stretched in its joint … her fingertip was millimetres from the snake’s brow. The snake watched, waited, then twitched.

And Ember fled.

‘Ember Hawkweed! You pitiful excuse for a witch. Come back here!’ shrieked Sister Ada.

But Ember kept on running, out of the camp, past the wooden caravans with their peeling, faded paint, along the vegetable patches, between the boulders that encircled everything, into the bushes, through the great forest and out into the fresh air of the river bank. There she stopped. She always stopped there – too scared to continue, but too mortified to go back.

 

An hour later, when the shame had receded, Ember was scooping cold water into her palms and splashing it under her arms. She had goose bumps all over and her teeth were chattering. The bar of soap she always kept in her skirt pocket was a thin, translucent slither. It still smelt of lavender though, she noticed with a fleeting sense of pride. For while the other girls brewed up vile medicinal stuff every day, she created soap.

It hadn’t been easy. The first slabs were flaky, then mushy, before she got the ratio of oil, lye and water just right. Since then, Ember had tried her hand at perfume too. Where the others took the roses’ thorns, she took the petals. She’d dab a few drops of the fragrance on her pillow at night and bury her head in the sweet, floral scent. The camp didn’t smell good. There were too many animal carcasses and fish bones. The ancient skills of witchcraft seemed to require the most hideous of ingredients. Ember worried that the rancid smells had coated her hair and become ingrained in her skin. So she slipped away to the river whenever she could and scrubbed at her body until the soap lather foamed upon her, washing the traces of her odorous existence away.

Ember watched as the last bubbles of her soap were carried downstream by the river. She wondered, as she always did, where the river led, and wished for the umpteenth time that she was brave enough to carry on, to follow the river around the bend and onwards, away from her life to a world beyond. If only she were less fearful she would dip her toes in the water, step out into the deep, lie back in the water and let the currents take her.

But she wasn’t brave. Not one bit. She was a coward, a pathetic thing, soft and weak. Ember had been told it enough times and she had stopped taking offence long ago. It was the truth and there was no point denying it. So many things scared her – nettles, mice, owls, spells, curses, snakes … The list was endless. She wished she was like the others. She had tried to be. But she bruised easily and tears always came to her eyes before she had a chance to blink them back. To fit in with her clan, you had to be strong and coarse, like rope – but Ember’s curves were plump and soft as pillows. And if you wanted to fit in with the night, your hair had to be dark. Ember’s was like a lamp, lighting up her inadequacies for all to see.

Despite all this, Ember secretly cherished her looks. She knew she should want to look more like her cousin, Sorrel, but she just couldn’t make herself. She’d grown up in a community of women who paid no attention to their appearance. They scorned such feeble concerns and put their minds to greater pursuits. Ember had tried so hard to follow their example, but she loved to brush her fair hair until it shone; she liked her fingernails clean, not lined with black earth; and she disliked it when the hair grew long on her legs and sprouted from her armpits. Ember appreciated the pretty things in life, like the delicacy of a dragonfly’s wings, the first burst of blossom on a fruit tree and the sheen of the colours on a drake’s neck. And she knew instinctively, though she had no way to prove it, that she was pretty too.

By all accounts, it was evident from very early on that Ember was a useless witch. It wasn’t just her looks – Ember had been told that those would have been accommodated if she wasn’t so squeamish and sentimental. The plain fact of it was that Ember showed no predisposition for magic whatsoever. Never had there been a member of the coven so lacking in talent and skill. Over the years, the elders had waited for some gift, just one, to emerge. Most girls in the coven showed magical tendencies before they could even walk. Even the least able had a flair for one aspect or another. Some had ‘the sight’. Others had an aptitude for spells – they only had to concentrate and chant in their heads and something strangely magical would occur. And all had an affinity with nature. Every youngster could predict the weather by simply smelling the air and rubbing the earth between her fingers. Even babies could attract the birds so that they’d flutter down and perch on their small hands and let their feathers be stroked. For so many years, Ember had tried to master this one basic skill and yet the birds still flapped away from her in fear, as though she were foe not friend.

Ember had nothing to offer the coven. Her spell chants would end up as little songs that she would hum – to everyone’s annoyance. She was allergic to animal fur and would faint at the sight of blood. And she was known to puke around anything reptilian. The only lesson that Ember enjoyed was history, as she loved hearing stories about the past and learning of her courageous ancestors – independent women who were often cast out from society, and many of whom sacrificed their lives to stay true to themselves and their calling. But then, at night, the nightmares evoked by these legends would be so vivid that she’d wake up screaming and have to take refuge in Charlock’s bed. With her head in the crook of her mother’s arm and her cheek upon her bosom, she’d listen to the rhythmic beating of Charlock’s heart and be soothed back to sleep.

Ember turned from the river and all that it promised and headed home. Her mother would be waiting. She would have heard about the snake incident and guessed where Ember had run. Charlock knew Ember’s habits and tolerated them, covering for her with the others. Ever since Ember was a baby, Charlock had spent most of her time over-compensating for her daughter’s deficiencies and protecting her from criticism. Ember felt her mother’s love like a quilt, its warmth keeping the chill of scorn from icing her heart.

Her aunt, too, was her defender, and no one dared question Raven. The elders of the clan had chosen Raven to sit at the head of the table, a position never given before to one as young as she. For Ember’s aunt was the most powerful witch in the North and not to be crossed, unless you wished to suffer the consequences. She produced spells that no one had heard of before, let alone believed were possible. Her reputation echoed across lands far and wide and Ember’s cousin, Sorrel, loved to gloat about it, basking in her mother’s glory.

Charlock kept a lower profile. She was sister to the great witch but never drew attention to the fact. Perhaps she thought she would suffer in comparison, but Ember didn’t think that was the reason. Her mother was simply humble and uninterested in the notoriety of the family name. She was a talented healer but, while her knowledge of plants and cures was extensive, her witchcraft and sorcery were limited. The family prophecy that Raven so zealously promoted, Charlock shied away from. She was happy for Raven and Sorrel to be the chosen ones. And Ember was just as relieved not to be a contender. Either she or Sorrel would be the next queen, or so the prophecy said, and everyone knew it would never be Ember.

As Ember wandered back into camp, she saw her cousin Sorrel with some other young witches and quickly ducked behind a washing line to avoid them.

‘Too late, Em!’ shouted Sorrel.

Ember felt a familiar stomach churning.

‘We can see your legs,’ declared another.

‘Heard about you and Sister Ada, Em. You can’t hide for ever.’ That was Sorrel’s voice again.

Ember considered making a run for it, but Charlock had made her promise to stand up for herself. So Ember stepped out from behind the washing and stood. The girls advanced.

‘Doesn’t she smell sweet?’ Kyra, Sorrel’s chief cohort, taunted.

Sorrel bent her head and sniffed. Her nose twitched and then she sneezed. The girls burst out laughing and Ember couldn’t help joining them. As a reprisal, Sorrel gave a lock of Ember’s hair a sudden tug.

‘Ouch. That hurt!’ cried Ember.

‘Oh, poor little Em. Shall I make it better?’ Sorrel said, imitating Ember’s higher-pitched voice.

‘No,’ Ember pleaded, trying to lower her tone. ‘Please, Sorrel …’

Ember tried to stop herself shaking but the panic was setting in. Usually Sorrel’s offers of help ended in further injury for Ember. She had the scars, pock marks and burns to prove it. Sorrel’s whole face narrowed to a point as she concentrated on her spell. Ember shut her eyes and shielded her face with her arms. She didn’t know why she still had the instinct to do this, as her arms offered no protection. It wasn’t a physical blow that Sorrel was conjuring up but something more virulent. Still, Ember braced herself for whatever was coming her way.

‘Sorrel Hawkweed. No mischief make for mischief ’s sake.’ It was Charlock’s voice, loud and clear with authority.

Ember’s eyelids flicked open to see Sorrel’s face contort with irritation before putting on a fake smile and turning towards Charlock.

‘Of course, Aunt. Never our power abuse, never the craft misuse.’

Ember glanced at her mother and saw that her head was cocked to one side and her eyebrows raised. She wasn’t fooled. But when Charlock turned to look at Ember, her eyes were guarded. ‘Come along now, Ember,’ she chided. ‘Stop dawdling. There’s work to be done.’

Ember scuttled past the girls, hurrying to her mother’s side. Her skirts swept Sorrel’s as she passed and she heard her cousin murmur, ‘You’re an embarrassment.’ Ember glanced at her almost apologetically.

Ember always forgave her cousin’s bullying for she knew how hard it was on Sorrel having a relative like her. When they were little, Sorrel – five years older than her – had treated her like a pet and Ember would follow her cousin around, looking up at her adoringly. But then it had dawned on Sorrel how inept Ember was and she had tried to distance herself from Ember’s failures. Now, to save face, she would tease Ember and hurt her before anyone else could and, in that respect, Sorrel was doing her a favour. Ember could take Sorrel’s punishments, curbed as they were by family connection, over what the others might inflict instead.

It was hard on her mother too. Charlock never told her so, but Ember could feel it. The only member of Ember’s family who didn’t make her feel like a burden was Raven. She seemed to accept Ember for who she was – she had neither expectation, nor disappointment. Her mother had plenty of both; she just kept them stored inside.

As they walked back to their caravan, Charlock stayed silent. Ember could tell she was too enraged to talk and knew that her anger wasn’t just directed at Sorrel and the others, but at her also. She had let her mother down once again. Later, to try and make amends, Ember would cook the supper with the vegetables she’d dug from their patch and brew some tea with the mint she’d gathered, sweetening it with the last of the honeycomb, just as she knew her mother liked it. It was far from magic and took no special skill or power, but it was the best that Ember could do.



 


[image: images]







Chapter 4



There was a bee buzzing in her brain. At least, that’s what if felt like. It happened from time to time, unexpectedly and without warning, like Poppy’s frequency to the world shifted and all she could hear was static. This time was worse than ever, though. Poppy tried lying down and shutting her eyes but that just raised the volume. Her room, this house, this town, all of them felt stifling.

Her father was out. Poppy didn’t know where, only that it was the weekend and she was alone but still the empty house wasn’t empty enough. She needed to move, to breathe.

She took the quickest route out of town. She walked so fast and with such focus that she didn’t notice how the buildings were thinning out and how the pavement had become a verge, grassy and nettled. She climbed a gate into a field. Up the hillside she strode, towards the forest that rose like a giant fortress guarding whatever hid within. According to her father’s map, the ocean lay beyond these trees that stretched high and wide for miles and miles, an uninhabitable and inhospitable expanse of land that people left well alone.

As she travelled, Poppy was tuning in and out of various sounds as if trying and failing to receive a message. All of a sudden, the noise got so sharp – like nails on a blackboard – that Poppy put her hands to her ears, forgetting that the sound was within, not without. She crouched to the ground, making herself small as though that might minimise the pain. Rocking back and forth on her heels, Poppy made her ears search for other, better sounds. The call of the birds in the sky; the wind sweeping through the grasses, jangling the buckles on her boots; the distant lowing of the cows – as this medley came to the fore, the buzzing became a backing track and Poppy could once more raise her head and open her eyes.
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