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For Simon — who is the Well Beloved with good reason





PROLOGUE



For a moment the sounds of the forest were denied me, replaced by a supernatural silence, as if there was no air to carry the noises of the nighttime. I had the impression that I was a prisoner in my own senseless body, hearing nothing, seeing nothing, able to utter neither cry nor word. As I lay where I had fallen, unable even to feel the snowy ground beneath me, I fought to gain breath, to regain movement, to come properly to life once more. Then, just as it seemed I would suffocate in this nothingness, all senses returned. My lungs sucked air hungrily, the cold of the winter’s night rasping down my throat. My heart thudded, rapid and irregular, as if I had been running. As if I had been terrified. As indeed I had. Departing the Summerlands had been a dangerous and painful experience. It was not a place from which one was meant to return. Witches arrived there with no thought of ever leaving. And yet here I was, expelled from that world of ultimate peace and magic like some flawed angel thrown down from heaven.


How could I have let this come to pass? How could this be the path I had to follow? We had been so sure that his capture was secure, that he would never be able to escape. And yet there I was. At first, when the news had been brought to me, I had refused to believe it. Had refused to accept what I was being told, certain there must be some mistake. But truth is a tenacious thing which will not long be ignored, and the truth was that Gideon had managed to slip his magical bonds, evade his captors, leave the Summerlands, and return to life on earth again.


But, how? No captive had ever succeeded in doing so before. There was no record or memory of it happening, not once. For all his dark magic, he never had sufficient power to attempt such a perilous and difficult act. One thing I knew beyond any doubt is that he could not have escaped alone. Someone, or something, helped him. And Goddess knew, that someone must be in possession of the most terribly powerful magic. With such an ally, Gideon would be doubly dangerous.


I rose unsteadily to my feet, brushing snow from my clothes. Above me, a cruel wind whined through the bare trees. I pulled my cloak around me, tightening it against the cold. As my eyes adjusted to the lack of light I was able to make out my surroundings quite well with the aid of the waxing moon. Batchcombe Woods were familiar to me, and so filled with fierce memories that to be there once more was in itself deeply disturbing. Images of times past flitted before me: running between the trees as a girl; gathering mosses and herbs for my mother’s pharmacopeia; my family;William;Tegan; and Gideon. Always Gideon.


I chased the pictures from my mind. I had to collect myself, marshall my thoughts and my energies and bring them to bear on the present moment. It was crucial I put aside the pain I felt at having to leave the place that had become my home, and where I had believed I would dwell with my sister witches forever. To be wrenched from there because of Gideon was to know a profound grief, for the order of things had been rejected, and it was possible I would never again be allowed to enter.


The forest floor, with its icy coating, felt strangely solid after five years living a noncorporeal existence. My limbs were heavy and my movements sluggish. An owl swooped past, letting out a screech that cut through the night air. I straightened my shoulders and raised my chin. Gideon had a head start. I was certain he would seek out Tegan. My course of action was clear. He must be stopped, and I must be the one to stop him. And this time, there would be no mercy.





PART ONE
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MATRAVERS, FEBRUARY 2014


Willow Cottage appeared pleasingly unchanged, looking so very much as it had the day I made it my home nearly six years before. February winds had brought abundant snow, so that the entire village was thickly coated. The storm had moved on; the air was clear and the sky free of clouds. Morning sun glinted off the white ground. Standing at the gate that marked the boundary of the garden, I noticed the holly plants I had used to fill gaps in the hedge had grown well, adding their prickly strength to the protective border around the front of the house. Beneath the layer of snow I could discern the familiar shapes of sturdy shrubs and winter plants, and to the side the willows themselves were still graceful, even in their unclothed, brumal state. On the roof bare patches of slate gleamed wetly where the heat from the chimney had melted the snow, and a steady plume of pale smoke suggested seasoned wood was being burned on the Aga in the kitchen. My heart tightened. I could so clearly picture the cozy stove, the worn furniture mellowed by age, rows of jars and bottles on the aged oak dresser, the low window over the sink looking out to the vegetable patch at the rear of the house.


But I was remembering the way things were when I lived there. When Willow Cottage was mine. Now it belonged to Tegan. Would she have altered the interior? I wondered. Would I find things displaced, new furnishings, a different mood to the place, perhaps? Of course, Tegan had every right to do as she pleased with her own home. I had given it to her completely, without condition, precisely so that she might find a sense of belonging that seemed to have always eluded her during her somewhat rootless childhood. And how would she receive me? There had been times when I had longed for this moment to come, but now I found myself reluctant to open the gate, walk up the narrow garden path, and knock upon the front door. I had visited her in her dreams on several occasions during the past five years. I had sought to give comfort and encouragement when I could. And I had tried to warn her. I was satisfied that she had heard me, and I believed I understood her well enough to know that she did gain solace and reassurance from that tenuous contact. To stand before her again, however, solid, earthbound, returned as if from the dead, well, that was another matter entirely. She would be shocked. She might well be frightened. Would she be angry with me for leaving her? Had she forgiven me? Would she comprehend the reason for my coming back, uninvited, into her life?


A low sound from beyond the house caught my attention. Muffled by the snow, the noise was rhythmic, workmanlike, coming from the kitchen garden. Sweeping, I decided. Tegan. I pushed open the gate and followed the path around the side of the house, happier that our reunion was to be outside, beneath the cheerful sun and the soft blue of the sky. At shoulder height, a blackbird flew as my escort, its song alerting everyone to my arrival. As I rounded the building the noise of sweeping ceased, and there she stood, leaning on a handmade besom, head turned to see who it was who called upon her. I stopped in my snowy tracks. Willow Cottage might have altered little, but Tegan was transformed. The slight, awkward girl I had left behind had grown into a strong, beautiful, young woman. She was warmly clothed against the winter’s cold, with a woolen hat and gloves and a bulky padded coat. Her Wellington boots looked a size too big, and her legs were still slender, but she had an adult shape to her now. I studied her face, trying to read her expression, eager to gauge the impact seeing me would have upon her. She gasped. For what seemed an age, she neither spoke nor moved. My heart lurched beneath my breast. I could only imagine what turmoil her own must be in. Would she trust the evidence of her eyes? I am not sure that I would have done so, had our roles been reversed. I forced myself to speak, to say something, anything, to break the unbearable tension of that moment.


‘You should not leave your sweeping unfinished,’ I told her, pointing at the flat stones of the pathway about her feet, which were still smeared with snow. ‘Come evening that will freeze. An old woman could slip and break her bones.’


Tegan straightened, her grip on the broom handle tightening minutely.


‘I see no old women here,’ she replied, her face still inscrutable.


And then she screamed. It was a cry of pure delight. Throwing the broom down, she ran to me and flung her arms around me, pulling me to her so tightly she fair knocked the breath from my body.


‘It’s you! It’s really you!’ she cried, pulling back to look at me before hugging me again. ‘I can’t believe it! Well, I can believe it. I mean, I must! Because here you are. But how can you be? Well, why not? Why wouldn’t you be able to? . . . And I know I’m gabbling, but what did you expect? I mean, turning up, just like this. And looking, well, just like you!’ She was laughing and crying now, and I was aware of my own tears mingling with hers as she kissed my face excitedly. ‘And you’re exactly as you always were. Look at you. Oh, Elizabeth, I knew you’d come back! I just knew it. Even though it doesn’t make any sense.’ She paused to sniff and wipe her eyes with her gloved hand. ‘Here you are.’


I nodded, smiling as I stepped back to look at her once more, taking her gloved hands in mine. ‘Here I am, but where is the skinny child I remember? Who is this woman, all grown up and sensibly dressed, for once?’ Now I noticed that it was not merely her physical exuberance that I had felt. There was something else. A different manner of strength.


‘Am I so different, really?’


‘You still chatter as much as you ever did, which is to say a great deal!’


She beamed. ‘How you must have missed that.’


‘Almost as much as I missed your cooking.’


‘Ha! Now I know you are confusing me with someone else.’ She laughed.


We fell silent and simply stood, looking at each other. The morning air around us seemed to thicken, the day itself began to grow heavy with questions, with unspoken thoughts, with hurt.


‘Aren’t you going to invite me in?’ I asked.


She shrugged, a little uncertain. ‘It’s your house,’ she said.


‘No, Tegan. It’s yours.’


She jammed her hands in her pockets, grinning. ‘The kettle’s on,’ she said as she led the way to the back door.


Once inside she stepped out of her boots and I did the same, leaving them to dry on the mat. I confess I was touched to find the kitchen unchanged. The Aga sat as it always had against the far wall with the same kettle whistling softly on one of the hot plates. The cream enamel of the old stove was a little more blackened and worn in places, but it gave out a welcoming heat. The ramshackle collection of chairs, tables, and rugs remained, as did the dresser. I could not resist inspecting the bottles on the shelves. Jars of preserved fruit and pickles from the garden. Dried herbs. Flower oils and infusions, all neatly labelled.


‘Oh! You continue to make these?’ I picked up a dark blue bottle of lavender oil, removing the stopper to inhale the uplifting fumes. ‘This is very good. Very good indeed.’


‘Should be,’ said Tegan, fetching mugs for tea. ‘I used your recipe. And your plants from the garden.’


‘But you made it. It is your creation, not mine.’


She clattered on with mugs and spoons, taking milk from the fridge and generally busying herself. After her initial excitement at seeing me, she now seemed subdued in my presence. It was as if in those first few moments her guard was down, and her genuine delight at my return was revealed. Now, however, she had reined in her emotions. The barriers were back up, and she would not let me so close again. Not yet, at least. I reminded myself how much she had been alone in her life. I ought not to expect instant forgiveness or an immediate connection. I had left her. I would have to earn her trust once more. What worried me was that we did not have the luxury of time in which to reforge our friendship. The danger was very near and very real, and I must prepare her for it.


Tegan took off her coat and hung it on the back of a chair. As she did so, there was a movement in the top pocket and, to my astonishment, a small white mouse wriggled out. He looked at me, whiskers twitching, bright ruby eyes holding me with a firm stare.


‘Is that . . . is that the mouse I gave you?’ I asked.


Tegan casually reached out a hand and the tiny creature hopped onto it, ran up her arm, and settled on her shoulder where it evidently felt most at home. ‘Yup, same one,’ she said, pausing to give it a quick scratch behind its ear. ‘Still going strong, aren’t you Aloysius?’


‘But, that would make him, what . . . nearly eight years old? Rather an ancient age for a mouse.’


Tegan stopped what she was doing and leaned back against the Aga. She folded her arms and stared at me.


‘When I met you, you were three hundred and eighty-four years old. You showed no signs of aging or dying the whole time we were together. You disappeared off in a puff of bloody smoke to what you told me was some sort of witchy heaven, and now you pop up here again, calm as ever, telling me how to sweep snow off the path, as if you’ve just been down to the shops for five minutes, and you have a problem with a mouse with an above-average lifespan?’


‘Not a problem, no . . .’


‘You’re not the only one around here with any magic in you, you know. Aloysius was with me that night in Batchcombe Woods. The night it all kicked off. He was in the thick of that chaos, with spells and curses and fire . . . Something kept him alive then.’ She turned to kiss the mouse. ‘It’s kept him alive ever since, I guess.’


‘I’m glad,’ I told her. ‘I’m glad he’s been with you.’


She put the tea things on the table and we sat down. As soon as she opened the biscuit tin Aloysius positioned himself next to her mug and neatly took crumbs of shortbread from her. I wanted to reach across the table and take her hand. Wanted to tell her how wonderful it was to be with her again. How much I’d missed her. How much I loved her. Perhaps I myself had spent too many long lonely years guarding my feelings, keeping myself shut away, turning from people instead of toward them. Or perhaps I simply knew Tegan was not yet ready to forgive me. Not yet ready to risk being hurt again. I warmed my hands around the mug of tea and took a piece of shortbread. It tasted wonderfully homemade and for a moment I was utterly taken up with the novel sensation of eating again. I had learned many things during my five years in the Summerlands. Things about the craft and about myself, not the least of which was how much I cared for being in the physical world, and how much I missed simple pleasures such as eating a biscuit.


‘Now you have really surprised me, Tegan. This is delicious!’


She did not smile at my allusion to her youthful cooking failures this time. Instead she frowned.


‘OK, snowy paths, lavender oil, now shortbread. Let’s stop dancing around the elephant in the room, shall we? No one is supposed to leave the Summerlands. You and I both know you didn’t come back to see if I’d learned to keep house.’


‘No, you’re right about that.’


‘So, let’s have it. I’m not a child anymore, you can’t hide things from me because you think I won’t like them. Why, Elizabeth? Why now, after all this time? Why are you here?’


‘I needed to speak with you.’


‘Ha! Do you know how many times I’ve needed to speak with you the past five years? No, course you don’t; how could you? You weren’t here. You left me.’


‘Tegan, I’m sorry, I had no choice.’


‘We always have a choice!’ she snapped before regaining control of her temper. Aloysius, clearly sensitive to the abrupt change of mood in the room, scuttled into the pocket of her sweater. ‘Look, I’ve learned a lot since . . . since you went. I’ve traveled. I’ve studied the craft all over the world. I’ve sat at the feet of witches and shamans and I’ve listened. The things they taught me . . .’ She looked at me levelly now. ‘I’m not the same person I was.’


‘I can see that. I’m so proud of you.’


‘And you know the biggest thing I learned? After all that wisdom, with all that studying, the single most important thing I got was this: The buck stops here,’ she said, jabbing a finger at her chest. ‘We have to take responsibility for our own lives. Our own choices.’


She looked away again, but not before I had glimpsed the tears in her eyes.


‘Tegan, I was always with you, as much as I could be . . . And I’m here now because I don’t want you to be on your own. We will face this together.’


Her body tensed. I let my words sink in. Let her make the connection. Let her reach the only logical conclusion there was to be reached. Without looking up, she asked, ‘How did he do it? How did he get away?’


I had thought so carefully about how I would tell her, and yet still I faltered, and my words seemed inadequate.


‘It could not have been anticipated,’ I told her. ‘When I took Gideon to the Summerlands it required the combined magic strength of myself and several of my sister witches, but the transfer was successful. He was captured and kept secure. Or at least, we believed so.’


‘What?’


‘No one has ever been able to break free of their bonds and leave the Summerlands before. It is simply without precedent.’


‘But Gideon managed to do it.’


‘He cannot have acted alone. He must have had assistance from someone.’


‘Who? Did one of the other witches help him?’


‘No! No witch would do such a thing.’


‘So who, then?’


‘I don’t know. None of us does. It is not the most important thing. What matters is that he was able to leave, to return to this time. To this place.’


‘To this village?’


‘To Batchcombe Woods.’


‘Oh, well, that’s at least, what . . . ten miles away? We’re all right here then, aren’t we!’ She was blustering to hide her own fear. I wanted to reassure her, to tell her that there was nothing to be afraid of, but she was right; she was no longer a child, and she deserved to know the truth.


‘He would have to return to the point from where he was taken. That much we do know.’


‘So where is he now?’


‘We don’t know. Not exactly. My sister witches and I, we have searched as best we are able, but he has cloaked his whereabouts.’


Tegan gave a dry laugh. ‘Well, I think I can help you out with that. Just hang around here long enough and he’s bound to show up.’ She shook her head slowly. ‘Which is why you are here. You know he’ll come after me. You expect him to. So, have you come to save me, or to catch him? Which is it?’


‘They are one and the same thing. Except that, to be perfectly honest with you, catching him is not an option. Not this time. This time we must not leave him with the opportunity to return and do more harm. This time we must finish him.’


‘I seem to remember that was what we failed to do the first time we faced him.’


‘Things are different now. You are different now, Tegan. Your own gift, you’ve worked so hard. Together . . .’


Tegan got to her feet and strode over to the sink where she made a show of rinsing her tea mug. The set of her shoulders, her brisk movements, her poorly hidden tears, all told of her very real fear. And she was right to be afraid, and that thought caused within me a choking sadness. I stood up and went to her.


‘I’m sorry, Tegan. If there had been another way, anything, to spare you having to face him again . . . I am sorry, truly I am.’ I placed my hand lightly on her arm.


She hesitated. ‘So you’ll stay?’ she asked at last. ‘You’ll stay and help me?’


‘I promise.’


She touched my hand with her fingers, a tentative but meaningful contact. The instant her skin met mine I experienced the unmistakable tingle of magic. Tegan’s magic. The strength of it took my breath away. Over the years I had been in the presence of many witches, but even with such a brief connection I could tell that what I was feeling, what Tegan held inside her, was something quite extraordinary. Such unexpected power, such an alteration in what was fundamental to the witch that Tegan had become, left me shaken.


If she noticed my shock Tegan chose not to show it.


‘I’ve got to feed the chickens,’ she said, looking up at me with a brave smile. ‘Want to come and see them?’
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Although the memory of those first days back at Willow Cottage with Tegan is something I will always cherish, it was tainted by the shadow of Gideon. We were ever on our guard, alert to signs of danger, waiting for what we knew in our hearts must come. We were so very happy to be reunited and yet we were not at peace to enjoy that rediscovered closeness. Though cold, the weather was pleasant, bright and clear, with the occasional fresh fall of snow. Most fell at night, so that each morning we would wake to a pristine landscape, the village picture-postcard pretty, the countryside gleaming and unsullied. Together, Tegan and I set about protecting ourselves and our little home as best we could. We also made certain not to venture far alone, so that I accompanied Tegan on her weekly trip to Pasbury Market. I was cheered to find that when she was in residence at the cottage she continued to keep a stall at the market as I had done, selling her oils and candles and such like. A witch has to make a living, after all. If circumstances had been different I would have enjoyed revisiting the little town where I had spent so many market days myself. As it was, I found myself forever looking over my shoulder, searching the shoppers for a glimpse of the face that would make my blood chill. As people came and went, purchasing things from the stall, I was impressed by Tegan’s ability to carry on, to remain so implacable. As she sold her produce, I wondered now how the young woman with the cheating husband was faring without the potion I supplied her with to bring him to heel all those years ago. Or the elderly couple who sought relief from their aching joints and bones. Or the nervous youth whose acne I had successfully banished. I had spent several lifetimes working as a healer – herbalist, nurse, doctor, physician of one manner or another – and it was something I greatly missed.


As I went about the town, or back in the village, I began to be recognized. On the whole, people were only mildly interested by my reappearance. They no doubt assumed I had simply come back to my own cottage, which Tegan had been minding for me in my absence. Throughout my abnormally long existence I had become adept at parrying awkward questions and at maintaining a distance from the society in which I lived. It had not always been easy, but it was necessary. Immortality has its price, and the greater part of that is isolation. Indeed, it was only Tegan, I believe, who had ever truly breeched the barriers I had placed about myself and ended the gnawing loneliness I had become accustomed to enduring for centuries.


Later that same day, after smudging the house and hanging more herbs over the doorways and windows to ward off unwanted spirits or visitors of other kinds, Tegan and I shared a bottle of elderberry wine in the kitchen and I asked her to tell me something of what she had been doing, of where she had been, of what she had learned, since last we were together.


‘At first, after you went, I didn’t know what to do,’ she admitted.


‘That was to be expected. After everything you had been through. You were shaken.’


‘I was grieving,’ she corrected me. Her wounded look pierced my heart. Seeing this, she sought to soften her words. ‘But I knew I was safe. I . . . I understood what you had done, and why you had done it. That you were protecting me.’ She paused to sip her wine before continuing. Aloysius hopped onto her knee and sat washing his whiskers. ‘I tried to figure out what you would have wanted me to do. I had this house. That meant so much. A place of my own. But what was I supposed to do with it? I couldn’t just sit here. To start with, I kept up your stall. When people asked where you were I just told them you were away visiting relatives. I made enough money to get by, just about.’


‘Did your mother object to you living here?’


Tegan shook her head. ‘She was ready for me to leave home. We both were. So, after a while I realized I needed more stock. I had to make stuff. You would have laughed, if you could have seen what a dog’s breakfast I made of things to begin with!’ She looked at me again. ‘Could you? Could you see me?’


‘To view loved ones from the Summerlands is not an easy task, and it is seen as a great privilege to be allowed to try. I did my best to connect with you when I knew you would be celebrating a solstice or an equinox, perhaps.’


‘I knew it! I knew you were there, sometimes. I could feel you, right close to me. But, I couldn’t reach you, not properly, not then.’


‘You had come such a long way in such a short time, Tegan, but that level of communication is hard even for experienced witches.’


‘I worked that out. That’s when I realized, when I saw what it was I had to do. I mean, yes, I could have gone on making oils and tinctures and selling stuff here forever, I guess. But I wanted to do more. And I figured that’s what you would have wanted, too. So I decided I would find other people who knew about magic. I would learn from them.’


‘You mean to tell me you simply walked straight up to total strangers and asked them to teach you what they knew?’


‘Isn’t that what I did when I met you?’ She grinned.


I smiled at the memory of that awkward teenager and her endless questions. There had always been something endearing about the girl that had made her hard for me to refuse. No doubt others felt the same.


‘But how did you seek such people out?’


She shrugged. ‘I joined the twenty-first century. Went on the Internet.’


‘I cannot believe anyone serious about magic or witchcraft would say so on something so public!’


‘Well, there are a lot of weirdos out there, that’s for sure, but if you look a little further . . . speak to someone who knows someone, ask around, get out there . . . it’s surprising what you can find. With the right attitude.’


‘And the right aura,’ I added. ‘Of course, if you actually came face to face with a true witch they would recognize you for what you are.’


‘Is it that obvious?’


‘It would be to them. If they were authentic. Though I imagine you might have had to encounter a fair number of charlatans and fakes before you found what you were looking for.’


‘Oh, you get past those pretty quickly. If you know how to test them,’ she told me with a twinkle in her eye.


‘I’m sure you honed all manner of your skills in the process.’ I leaned forward and topped up our glasses. The wine was fruity and rich, tasting of late summer sun and the garden. It was only mildly alcoholic, but sufficiently so to loosen both muscles and mind to a relaxing degree. ‘Which system of magic did you find yourself most suited to?’


‘They all had something to offer, something to teach me, of course, but you know, I kept coming back to what you had taught me, to working with Wicca, or the healing spells I learned from you. The way you had me connect with nature . . . which fitted right in with the shamans I stayed with. There was one in Siberia you would have loved! Have you ever been there?’ When I shook my head she went on, animated now, her face brightened at the memories of the wonders she had seen. ‘I lived for three months with a Yakutsk shaman, in Russia but thousands of miles from Moscow. Just getting there took weeks. The land was so unspoiled, so wild, it made you feel how small a human being is. My time there really helped me put things in perspective. And the way she connected with the spirits of the place, it was mind-blowing.’


‘It can’t have been easy without a translator.’


‘We shared the common language of magic. And she did have a little English. That seemed to be enough. After that I went to America. I’d been given the name of a Hoodoo priest in Louisiana. You couldn’t imagine anything more different, but so powerful! The year before last I spent a full cycle of the Wiccan calendar on a remote island off the coast of West Wales, observing every ceremony and ritual to mark the seasons. It was such an incredible time! And recently, well, I’ve just returned from somewhere, from someone truly wonderful.’


And so we talked. She spoke of her experiences and I listened, and I saw how it was that she had been transformed during my absence. And I saw the light of magic glowing within her. That spark, that scintilla of magic ability that I had seen when first we met, it had been brought into fiery life by the learned people she had sought out. She had become a splendid witch, knowledgeable and strong. Perhaps there was a real chance that, standing together, we could resist Gideon’s darkness. I went to bed that night clutching to me the small, bright hope that this was true.


[image: Illustration]


I still couldn’t take in the fact that she’d come back! I mean, she was there, Elizabeth was really there with me again. It was mad. But then, no madder than so much of what I’d seen these past few years. And it had all started with her, and the cottage. And Gideon. Would I ever be able to think of him without getting so stirred up? What did I feel? Anger, of course, because of how he had deceived me, because he would have killed Elizabeth if he could have, and me, too. Hate? Yeah, that, too. And I was scared. I’d have been crazy not to be. I remembered how hard it was to trick him, how we nearly didn’t pull it off. That night in Batchcombe Woods it could all have ended very differently. And now someone was helping him. Who? Why?


He would come to Willow Cottage, of course he would. Elizabeth was right about that. Well, we would be ready for him. This time, we’d deal with him once and for all.


I was not the scatty teenager I used to be. I had changed in so many ways. Ways that mattered. If Gideon had known perhaps he would have thought twice about tackling me and Elizabeth again. Before, when I was just beginning to find out what being a witch really meant, when I was so new to it all, Elizabeth had to look after me. But I’d been a busy girl since then. I’d traveled, I’d faced life in wild, unfamiliar places, and I’d learned so much. The time had come, then, to use my new skills. To put all that listening and practicing to the test. I wondered what sort of magic, and what part of me I would need most. Being an eclectic witch meant I had a whole bag of tricks to choose from. I knew some people sneered at the way I had roamed the world, exploring different types of magic just as I explored different countries. More than once I’d been criticized for it. Diluting the craft. Muddling systems and beliefs. Not being faithful to one way. Well, I had found my own way, and it included the best of everything I’d learned, from the best of all the witches who had been prepared to take me on as their apprentice. I knew in my heart what I was meant to be, which kind of magic I was truly meant for. But that discovery was really new. And there were risks. Big ones.


The two years before Elizabeth showed up at the cottage again had been seriously special for me. To start with, I had found a remote island off the west coast of Wales. Your tropical paradise castaway with white sandy beaches and palms it was most definitely not. This was a lump of granite and sandstone, its sheer cliffs rising out of the wild grey Irish Sea two hundred feet. It was less than a mile across, like a giant moss-covered rock, except that the moss was tough wiry grass. I chose this tiny island because it was once the home of a religious hermit, and remnants of the house he had lived in centuries before were still standing. What I was looking for was a place to live a full year in retreat, observing the Pagan calendar of seasons and festivals, living as simply as possible. Just me and the sky and the sea and the wind and the weather and the chance to think and to work on my craft. It was a kind of calling, I guess. It took months to find the right authority to pester for permission to stay there. Goes without saying, most people thought I was bonkers. And mad people aren’t taken seriously. After endless doors slammed in my face, unanswered letters and e-mails, meetings that didn’t happen, and men in suits saying No, I changed tack. Got myself joined up to an ecological movement, offered to conduct a survey of the wildlife of the island, with the view that the information gathered would give the Green lobbyists new ammo for their cause, and bingo! Doors started opening. Meetings started happening. A few weeks later I was dropped off on the one place on the island where you could get ashore. I shall never forget the feeling of total euphoria as I watched the crew waving from the disappearing boat, knowing that I faced twelve months of solitude. Perhaps they were right; perhaps I was crazy. But it felt right. For me.


I knew I was equipped to survive. Three years of hiking, trekking, camping in the wilderness, often on my own, had prepared me. I’d gathered so much knowledge, so many skills, so much magic. I needed time alone, really alone, to make sense of it all. The island was called Craig y Duw, which means God’s Rock in Welsh, though the locals on the mainland had rechristened it Godforsaken Rock, and you could see why. There were barely any trees (four, to be precise, all thorny and bent and not impressive at all), so no natural shelter or firewood, the soil was poor, the single water source (a small spring) was given to drying up in summer, and the only inhabitants were seabirds and a few hardy mice. Plus, for a year, one increasingly crusty witch. Oh, and Aloysius, of course, who did not enjoy himself one bit and expressed his displeasure by nipping me, often. A habit he gave up the day we returned to Willow Cottage.


I arrived on Craig y Duw in August, so I had a little time to get settled in while the weather was good. The system we had set up was a three-way compromise to satisfy the authorities of my safety, the ecologists of my usefulness, and my own desire to be left alone. A boat would call once a month with supplies – wood, food, gas canisters – and to collect the samples I had gathered of various plants. Most of the data they needed from me I would send them via the Internet on my solar-powered laptop. I had a satellite phone, too, for emergencies, though I’m a bit chuffed to be able to say I never needed to use it beyond organizing the days for the boat to visit. The weather was unpredictable, so we often had to change our plans. Aside from that I had no contact with anyone, and I loved it! The hermit’s stone dwelling was useful for storage, keeping my woodpile dry in winter, and my food from spoiling in the summer heat, but it wasn’t practical to live in. At least, not as practical as the state-of-the-art tent that I took with me. I pitched it beside the hovel and set up a camp that was easily more comfortable than many I had stayed in before. I had a fire pit at the opening to the stone building, so that I could sit by it in the open or under cover. I had a small gas stove, which was a necessary concession given the lack of natural fuel for my fire. I dug a latrine at the edge of my encampment. At first it felt seriously strange, squatting out in the open, but what was the point of cover? Privacy was hardly an issue. I put up a tarpaulin to keep the rain off, and was surprised at how quickly I got used to my loo with a view. And what a view it was! Miles of ocean in all directions, with the mainland of Wales just a smudge of shoreline to the east of me.


A life like that, it changes you forever. There are rhythms that dictate what you do, but they aren’t ones you choose; nature chooses them for you. The daylight hours dictate when you walk, when you work, when you sleep. The weather (dear Goddess, the weather!) is king of the island and you forget that at your peril. The seabirds got there first and it’s their home, so you better get used to being a visitor, and learn to live with their raucous squawking and the stink they make on the cliffs in summer. At first they really tested me. I resented the way they could shatter the peacefulness I’d come for. But slowly I came to find a strange comfort in their company, and in the way they accepted my presence. Every day I got up when it was light, made herb tea, then walked the island, recording numbers of the different species of birds in my notebook, collecting samples as I’d been instructed. I was back at camp midmorning, when I’d eat something. The food was truly terrible, I can’t forget that! I grew a few bits of salad in the summer, but most of the time I was on dried army rations and tins. But it was enough, it kept me going. In fact, I sort of liked the way I lost interest in food. It was one less distraction. Then, after my meal, my day was my own. I would sit quietly, talking to Goddess, or just listening for whispers from other witches or spirits. What I heard, what thoughts entered my head, what I felt, would shape the rest of my day, and often the night, too. Sometimes I’d feel the need to practice a spell. Other days I’d chant incantations that fitted the time of year or marked a special event. Some evenings I’d be governed by the moon, letting its limpid beams stir whatever magic in me needed to come out. It was a truly wonderful time. Skuas wheeled and tumbled through the endless sky. Puffins purred in pairs on the lower rocks. Among the wiry grass grew the cutest and toughest little flowers, some so rare they could be found nowhere else on earth. It was a kind of rough paradise. I valued every day, even when the wind blew so hard I thought I would lose my tent; even when I got sick and crouched under the tarp for twenty-four hours straight; even when I had a toothache, or woke up from a nightmare, or craved chocolate or a glass of beer. In those dark times I turned to what I had learned, I turned to my magic. And I got through. And each time I came out the other side I knew I was a stronger person. A better human being. A more accomplished witch.


Then, one spring day, when I had been on the island many months and was weathered and lean and a little blistered and aching but spry, and comfortable with the pattern of my solitary existence, I rounded a corner on the west-facing rocks and found I had a visitor. The shock of seeing another person just standing there, as if parachuted in, watching me, calm as you like . . . I screamed. I remember that quite clearly. I shrieked in a really girly, uncool way. Things got quickly weirder and weirder. This uninvited guest was an old man, I mean a seriously old man. Beyond grandad sort of age, more of your biblical whiskery type, a bit scrawny, shorter than me, with an impressive beard. So I was trying to make sense of anyone being there at all, let alone someone who looked like he’d need help getting up a flight of stairs never mind scaling the path that climbed from the shore to the cliff top, and trying to find something sensible to say and he just kept smiling at me, all unexpectedly good teeth and happy wrinkles. And that made me think he might be a little bit bonkers, which made it all the more strange that he had managed to get to Craig y Duw and, anyway, where was his boat? Or microlight? Or whatever the hell he had used to get there? And OK, it was a warm, sunny day, but he wasn’t wearing decent outdoor clothing or hiking shoes, just a grubby Rolling Stones T-shirt, cutoff shorts, and cheap-looking trainers. He looked like some thrift store Robinson bloody Crusoe. He must have got fed up waiting for me to speak, because he just turned around and began striding away along the cliff path, and then shouted back over his shoulder,


‘Come on. Hurry up. We don’t have much time.’


I scrambled after him. ‘Wait! What d’you mean? And anyway, who are you? How did you get here?’ For someone so ancient he moved pretty fast, so that I had to trot to keep up.


‘Do you always ask so many questions?’ He spoke without breaking his stride.


‘What? No. I mean, I wasn’t expecting you. It’s not like I’m on a bus route here.’


‘You are easy enough to find.’


‘Were you looking for me, then? Not just . . . coming to the island?’ I tripped over a stone and cursed, hobbling on with a painful ankle. ‘Could you slow down a minute, please? Could we just stop and talk . . .’


‘No time! No time,’ he called back in his singsongy voice, striding out and clearly expecting me to follow without even knowing his name.


And the odd thing is, I did. I wanted to. I had to. Not just out of curiosity, or because I was surprised by him being there, or because I thought I deserved an explanation. I knew, just knew that I should follow him, go wherever he led me. We walked to the farthest point of the island from my camp, so that we were on the northeast point. From there it wasn’t possible to see the Welsh coast, so all you looked out over was the wide, flat, sea, with the low sun bouncing off its silky grey-blue surface. There were no bird’s nests this side, so the only sound came from the waves, hundreds of feet below, breaking softly over the iron-grey rocks.


The old man chose a flat rock a couple of strides in from the cliff edge and sat cross-legged on it, looking out to sea. ‘Sit,’ he said, patting the space beside him. I did as I was told, and we stayed like that for a while, him saying nothing, me not asking all the questions I was bursting with. Right then I had two theories. He was either a nutter, or he was someone really important. It could have gone either way. I waited. Still he said nothing, just took a tobacco pouch from one pocket and a battered pipe from the other. He filled the bowl of the thing with great care and concentration, tamping it down to perfection before lighting it. The smoke was whipped away by the warm spring breeze, but I caught a whiff of tarry liquorice and spice. I was determined I wouldn’t break, wouldn’t give in to my maddening curiosity. He’d come looking for me, he’d said. Well, now he had found me. Let him explain himself.


‘There was once a Druid went by the name of Gwynfor,’ he informed me.


Not the conversation I’d been expecting, but at least he was talking.


‘He lived a league or two up the coast from here.’ He waved his arm vaguely northward. ‘He was a learned man, respected, held in high esteem, you might say. He officiated at ceremonies with great dignity, upheld the Druidic laws, and gave counsel to those who traveled to sit at his feet, bringing their problems to him for a solution.’


‘Sounds . . . great,’ I said uncertainly.


‘Trouble was,’ he went on, ‘Gwynfor was not a true believer.’


‘He wasn’t?’


‘Oh, he knew all he had to know, could recite creeds and prayers and so forth and so on until the cows came home. And, had you asked him, he would have told you he believed in the divine ruler with all his heart and all his mind and all his soul. But . . .’ Here the old man paused, puffing deeply on his pipe, eyes half closed, lost in thought.


‘But? . . .’ I tried to nudge him on with his story.


‘He didn’t believe in himself.’


‘Oh.’


More silence followed. A seagull soared past on its way to the southern nesting sites.


The old man shook his head. ‘All that knowledge, all that learning, all that wisdom, and he couldn’t see how he fitted into it. He was nothing more than a walking library, a collection of information for others to come and pick and choose from whenever they wanted. He missed the whole point of it all. Missed the true value of the gifts he had been blessed with.’


‘He did?’


‘He couldn’t see that he wasn’t simply a keeper of that learning, he was that learning. Himself. You could no more separate it from him or him from it than you could snatch the reflection of the moon from the surface of a pond.’


He turned to look at me then, nodding slowly as if he had explained everything perfectly clearly and I was supposed to understand. But I didn’t. Not really. Not until he asked, ‘And how about you, Tegan? Are you just a store cupboard for all that you have learned, or have you become all that you have learned?’


The intensity of his gaze was unnerving.


‘How did you know I was here?’ I asked at last, unable to hold back from questioning him any longer. ‘And why did you come? And how did you get here? I didn’t hear a boat . . .’


He stood up and stepped closer to the cliff top. I instinctively got to my feet and followed him. He looked so flimsy I was worried he might just teeter over the edge. He didn’t seem at all bothered by being only inches from falling to certain death. He wasn’t even looking at the crumbly bit of path he was standing on. He was still looking at me.


‘There is such a magic inside of you, Tegan. Your breath carries magic onto the zephyr, your pores ooze magic onto your skin, your soul thrums with magic, indeed, your very bones vibrate with it. And still you do not believe, not in yourself. It is up to you to accept the gifts given you, child. It is up to you to revel in your own unique power. And when you do, when that moment of epiphany comes, you will be all that you can be. You will be Tegan Hedfan – The Fair One Who Flies.’


‘But, I . . .’


I never finished that sentence. With a strength and a speed I could not have believed the old man capable of, he stepped forward and, in one determined movement, pushed me off the top of the cliff.


And I fell.


And as I fell thoughts tumbled through my mind – questions, curses, prayers, cries of regret and panic and fear and sadness, all jumbled and whirling in the blink of an eye. And all the while I fell, faster and faster, the sharp granite cliffs flashing past me or me flashing past them; me hurtling toward the cruel rocks or them rushing up to meet me. Either seemed possible in that terrifying moment. All good sense, all ideas of the way things should be, or how the day was meant to go, or what fate had written for me, all that fell away to nothing as I fell toward my death. And I heard the shaman I had trekked across Siberia to find chanting. And I heard the Hoodoo witch from Louisiana laughing. And I heard my sister witches from the four corners of the earth calling my name. And above it all I heard one clear, strong voice, and she uttered just one single word.


Fly!


And I thought of Elizabeth, and of how she had taken my hand and led me up into the night sky and together we had soared aloft, swooping and diving and climbing and gliding.


And I flew.


And when finally I landed back on the cliff top, the old man was gone.
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3



Over the following days we were able to fully turn our attention to our defences. The moon was waxing as we neared the end of the month. Although the spring equinox was still some weeks off, and despite the snow, there was a sense of spring, of burgeoning life, of renewal and growth. It was a fitting time to make an offering to the Goddess and ask for her protection. In the kitchen, we assembled the items that would form part of our ritual, such as candles, incense water from the sacred pool, sprigs of thyme and lavender, and a small square of silk. We waited until the dark of night had cloaked the village entirely. In the garden to the rear of the cottage was my altar, formed of hedge and stone and spring, where Tegan had once before seen Gideon’s true nature reflected in the water. As we lit our ceremonial white candles the cold air made the flames pulsate, casting their own tiny dancing shadows. I looked into the flames and thought of the fire in Batchcombe Woods that night five years ago. Had it been daytime, from the top of the low hill behind the house we could have seen the treetops of that forest, seemingly undisturbed by what had happened, though there would still be some trees that bore the scars of the blaze. The air was perfumed by the oily incense. Tegan began reciting the prayer to the Goddess, imploring her to lend us her strength, to warn us of danger, to shield us with her steadfast love. As she spoke I crumbled the herbs into the centre of the silk, folded its edges inward, and then set its corner to the candle flame. The fabric spat and flared, and as it burned I dropped it into the pool.


‘Bless us with your wisdom,’ I called gently. ‘Arm us with your power. Show us what we must guard against.’


We leaned forward together and peered into the pool. The surface rippled and blotched as it swallowed up the dying embers and ash of the offering. The glossy water at first merely reflected the moon’s fading light, but then it altered, becoming first a rosy pink, then a hot orange and, lastly, a vivid scarlet. This redness, startling and bright, did not sit upon the water smoothly, but caused it to boil and bubble as if great heat were being applied beneath it. I gasped as a rancid odor burst up in the steam the bubbles gave off. Tegan and I staggered backward, recoiling from the smell, not wanting to inhale the noxious fumes. She turned to me, unable to stop herself saying what we both felt.


‘He’s close, and he means us both harm. In fact, I’d say he means us both dead. Well, I guess we asked,’ she added with an attempt at lightheartedness that was not entirely successful.


Neither of us wanted to speak again of what had been revealed to us that night, though we were both all too aware of its significance. What was there to say? Gideon’s shadow preceded him. It fell upon us even in the brightest sunlight, or under the soft cloak of night’s darkness. The threat of his presence was a constant in our lives. It was, after all, why we had asked the Goddess for her help. It was why we did not venture out alone. It was why the slightest sound would rouse me from my sleep. It was why Tegan kept her beloved carved wooden staff close at hand wherever she went. Two days later we worked in the kitchen all day, turning the last of the winter store of apples into chutney. It was a peaceful, undemanding task, the rewards of which we would enjoy over the coming months. At the end of our labours the room still smelled strongly of vinegar and spices, so we repaired to the small sitting room at the front of the house for the evening. Tegan lit a fire and we sat in the shabby but comfortable armchairs, sipping mugs of parsnip soup. I looked at her in the flickering light of the flames and could not help but notice the dark circles beneath her eyes and the pallor of her soft young skin.


‘You look tired,’ I said. ‘Let me give you something to help you sleep tonight.’


Tegan shook her head. ‘I’m fine.’ Aloysius came to sit on the arm of her chair and nibbled at a small pile of breadcrumbs put there for him.


‘You need proper rest, if . . .’


‘If Gideon comes?’ She stared into the fire. ‘It’s not if, is it? When Gideon comes. I’ll be ready for him.’


‘We will be ready for him.’


‘Tomorrow we should smudge all the rooms again. Sage and rosemary.’


‘If you like.’


‘And I’m thinking of getting a dog.’


‘A dog?’


‘A big one. Best security system there is.’


I sipped my soup. ‘I’m not sure what Aloysius would think of that.’


‘Or maybe two dogs,’ she went on, ignoring my remark. ‘Yes, a pair would be better, don’t you think?’


Suddenly a heaviness beset me. What we had been shown in the woods, the warning we had been given, was brutally clear. He was coming, and we would not be able to withstand him. All the planning, all the spells and dogs in the county would not keep him away. He was coming for Tegan and was no longer confident of my ability to protect her. I put down my mug and leaned forward.


‘You know, I think we should change our plans.’


‘Change them?’


‘Yes. Tegan, I think you should leave.’


Now she looked at me. ‘I can’t believe you’re even suggesting that!’


‘You saw the omen. You know what it means.’


‘I know what he will try to do. Doesn’t mean he’s going to succeed.’


‘But he is so powerful, Tegan. Power is everything to him. He has spent his long, dark life chasing it, not caring who he tramples in his wish to be stronger, greater, more dangerous than any other witch.’


‘You are powerful, too.’


‘I couldn’t keep him prisoner, not even with the help of my sisters. We don’t know who is helping him. We don’t know what we are facing.’


‘No, I’m not going anywhere. I’m not some silly little girl playing with herbs and party magic, Elizabeth. I can look after myself.’


‘Tegan . . .’


‘I am not running!’ She sprang to her feet. ‘I am not going to spend my life being hunted by him, like . . .’ She hesitated.


I finished the sentence for her. ‘Like I was.’


‘I won’t run,’ she told me, with a determination that made me both proud of her and afraid for her. ‘I won’t. I . . . I know I can face him this time, Elizabeth. I’m not sure how, some of my magic, well, I haven’t had a chance to try it. If you’d asked me only a few weeks ago, a few days ago, I’d have said I wasn’t ready. I truly don’t know what I can do with it all yet, but, hey, looks like I’m going to get a chance to find out.’


I chose my words carefully. I recalled the quality of the magic I had felt when I’d touched Tegan’s hand in the kitchen. ‘Tegan, I know you are . . . changed.’


‘That is what I’ve been trying to get you to understand . . .’


‘But, as you said yourself, much of your magic is new to you. Untried and untested.’


‘I know.’


‘And when using any new magic skill, there are risks. Risks of failure, risks that the magic might cause injury, not to the person it is aimed at but to the one using it.’


‘I know that, too!’ she shouted, then closed her eyes briefly. ‘I’m sorry. Let’s not fight about it.’ She paused, then tried an unconvincing smile. ‘It’s late. I’m going to bed.’


‘Let’s talk about it more in the morning.’


‘There’s nothing more to say,’ she told me as she scooped up Aloysius and left the room. ‘I am not going to run.’


I sat for a while, gathering my thoughts. She could be so very stubborn! Could she not see how dangerous her situation was? Surely it would be better if she left, took herself out of harm’s way, perhaps to visit one of the witches with whom she had studied and spent time, somewhere distant. Somewhere safe. And yet, at the same time, I admired her courage. It had taken me a dozen lifetimes to find the strength to stand and face Gideon. And, after all, was it not for her that I had, ultimately done so? I knew in my heart that she would not be persuaded to run. I had no option but to simply do more to protect her.


Even as I formed this thought I felt a sickening chill descend upon me. Outside a wind had got up, and now it moaned down the chimney, sending smoke into the room. As I watched, the smoke appeared to pulsate and to move in an unnatural manner, as if it were trying to take on a form, to become something. The temperature of the air about me dropped dramatically. I experienced a great pressure upon my chest, so that I was compelled to struggle for breath and feared I might have the very life pressed from me. Not without difficulty I rose, holding my hands out in front of me, calling upon the Goddess to help me drive this wickedness from my home.


And then, it was gone. The room was quiet and still once more, save for the pounding of my own startled heart.


That night I was unable to sleep. Indeed, I did not so much as go to my bed, but instead sat in the kitchen on a wooden chair that would not allow me to slip into slumber. He was near. I could feel it. I could sense him. At times I could hear whispering. I contemplated waking Tegan, but decided against it, reasoning that come morning she would be better able to face whatever came if she had rested. Whilst we remained inside the cottage, doors and windows locked, with me on my guard, Gideon would not be able to gain entry. He would also be stronger under the cover of darkness, so that we might venture out in daytime, so long as we kept together and kept alert for signs of imminent danger.


How had I brought us to this moment? How had it happened that we should have to face him again? What could I have done differently to spare Tegan such peril? When she came downstairs and found me at my vigil she knew at once that our situation had become grave.


‘Elizabeth! Are you all right? What happened? Did you see him? Has he been here?’ She knelt beside my chair, snatching up my hand. ‘Why didn’t you call me?’


‘I am quite well; please, do not fret on my account.’


‘But he was here, wasn’t he?’


I nodded. ‘He remains close.’


‘Did he hurt you?’


I shook my head. ‘We are well enough protected, in here.’


She got to her feet. ‘We can’t stay indoors forever.’


‘He will be less powerful while the sun is up.’


She began to pace the room, already the idea of being contained pressing upon her. ‘I wish we could force him to confront us in daytime somehow. There must be a way we could lure him out. God, I’d like the chance to deal with him! Once and for all.’


‘Be careful what you wish for.’ I stood up stiffly and filled the kettle, attempting to stir my aching body to action. I opened the stove door and fed in another applewood log. It was the last from the basket.


‘I’ll fetch more,’Tegan said, plucking her coat from the hook on the back of the door and stepping into her boots.


‘Wait . . .’


‘Elizabeth, we can’t lock ourselves away. It’ll be OK. I’m just getting some wood.’


I watched her go, knowing she was right; we could not become prisoners in our own home. Even so, my pulse quickened at the thought of her out there alone. I hastened to put on my own outdoor clothes and followed her into the garden. At the far end of the vegetable patch she was already using the axe to split logs. She hefted the blade with ease and strength, each blow striking with good aim, slicing through the seasoned wood. With a shudder I experienced a vision of Gideon similarly employed, long, long ago, deep in Batch-combe Woods. I had been younger even than Tegan then.


‘We need more milk,’ she said, not in the least out of breath, ‘and butter. I’ll go to the shop when I’ve finished here.’


She did not meet my eye, but I knew what lay behind her words. The idea of tempting Gideon out of wherever he was hiding, of provoking him into showing his hand in daylight, clearly was uppermost in her mind. She had already told me she would not run. Now it was clear to me she was not prepared to wait, either.


‘I’ll come with you,’ I said.


‘It really doesn’t take two of us to buy a pint of milk,’ she said, turning to look at me.


‘I will come with you,’ I insisted.


The village had altered little during the years of my absence. Ducks still lived on the green, frequenting muddy patches of snow where local people threw bread and scraps for them. The short run of redbrick houses had their own thatch of snow, while the reed-thatched cottages sat under fat layers of white as if their roofs were several sizes too big for them. Every thing was pretty and as picturesque in the quaint way only an English village can be, and yet I saw danger skulking in every shadow; threat lurking around each corner. If Tegan was enduring the same heightened sense of anxiety she did not show it. We walked briskly along the slippery pavement. A small white van drove slowly past, its wheels swooshing through the smear of melting snow on the road. I could not stop myself from glancing in through the windshield to swiftly scrutinize the driver. What was I expecting to see? Would Gideon disguise himself, or would he brazenly confront us? The latter seemed more in keeping with his arrogant nature. The sun flared against the glass and obscured my view. An intrepid jogger puffed past us, causing me to step closer to Tegan. She took my arm.


‘It’s OK, Elizabeth. Really, it will be OK,’ she said, so that I wondered who was protecting whom.


Once inside the shop Tegan began filling a wire basket with essential items. I did my utmost to turn my attention to the matter of our stores, but such a strong sense of unease gripped me that I was unable to concentrate. A young woman glanced in my direction as she rounded the end of an aisle and I was certain I saw her irises glow red. I followed her, only to see her chat happily with the shopkeeper, who evidently knew her well. Two teenage boys entered noisily through the shop door, jostling one another in a good-humored way, and yet one seemed to me to be possessed of unnaturally sharp teeth, and the other I could swear had a tongue that was disturbingly long. I plucked goods from the shelves and hurried Tegan to the counter to pay for them. My witch senses were not trying to trick me. I knew that, in reality, none of the people in the shop presented a danger. It was the proximity of a very real threat that caused me to see such warning signs. Gideon was near, and he was not about to leave without what he had come for. I was convinced it was Tegan, and not myself, that would be his target.


We arrived back at the cottage to find a man up a ladder. When I gasped Tegan smiled.


‘It’s just Ted,’ she told me. ‘He’s been cleaning windows in the village for years. Morning, Ted!’ she called up to him. He paused in his cheery whistling to wave a sponge at us before resuming his work. ‘You’re being paranoid, Elizabeth. That’s exactly what Gideon would want. I’m not going to live like that,’ she said, taking the goods she had purchased into the house.
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