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Praise for Crow Moon


‘I really enjoyed Crow Moon. The exploration of pagan culture and Celtic mythology was fascinating, Saba and Danny’s relationship felt incredibly honest, and McKerrow deals with more serious issues of race and gender with a deceptively light touch. I am officially converted to the idea of paganism . . .’ Louise O’Neill, author of Only Ever Yours


‘Crow Moon completely blew me away and I’ll be recommending it to absolutely everyone this year. PHENOMENAL!’ Lucy Powrie, Queen of Contemporary blog


‘A gripping tale of passion, intrigue, myth and magic.’ Sara Crowe, author of Bone Jack


‘There’s a classic, John Wyndham feel to Crow Moon . . . both a pacy read and something that will stand the test of time.’ Louie Stowell, author of the Big Book of Big Monsters


‘Crow Moon is a wonderful mix of gripping storyline, laugh out loud humour, some great characters and a generous helping of magic . . . There’s a lot of authentic pagan magic and tarot knowledge woven into the novel which adds an edge of authenticity to this amazing story.’ Lu Hersey, author of Deep Water


‘Gripping, magical and uncompromising, this is a really fantastic debut from Anna McKerrow, and a proper page-turner – I devoured it.’ Stefan Mohamed, author of Bitter Sixteen


‘There are lots of twists and turns within the story, of choosing which path is the right one to follow, and of consequences as a result of not always doing what is necessarily right.’ Miss Chapters Reviews


‘I loved it because it was different. I loved it because I was able to escape into this world. I could laugh, love and live an alternate life cleverly built up to leave me with mixed emotions and a feeling of wanting more . . . It is a powerful tale that will probably stay with you forever.’ Enchanted Books blog
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To this end he should visualize the Isle of Avalon as it was . . . He should see the tor crowned with the circle of standing stones of the sun-worship, below it, the Well of the Wisdom of Merlin.


From Glastonbury: Avalon of the Heart, Dion Fortune      







Scrawled at the back of Demelza Hawthorne’s 2046 Greenworld Journal


Writing this while I remember it. Dreamed vividly of Tom from years ago. I was nine, he was twelve. Already tall, already filling out like a man – broad-shouldered, tanned, an apprentice gardener on the weekends. His clothes always covered in mud, dirt under his fingernails. He was in our garden helping Mum with the vegetable patch. Saba flicking peas at him out of the pod, bored, until he smiled and flicked one back at her, chasing her around the garden, Saba squealing in pleasure. My fury as she raced past me, dark blonde plaits flying, cheeks flushed. They were ignoring me; I wasn’t allowed in their game. It didn’t occur to me to just join in. And then he stopped running, picked an orange courgette flower from the sprawling plant in the sunniest spot of the vegetable patch and came and tucked it behind my ear. ‘That’s what you get if you’re not a bloody little heller,’ he called over to Saba, but he smiled at me. ‘You could learn a lot from Melz,’ he shouted to her, and she shouted back something Saba-like: ‘Yeah – how to be boring.’ And then Mum told them both to stop running around like idiots and help her and the dream faded. He picked the flower for me and not her, and it was then that I fell in love with him. Woke up reaching for the long-dead flower against my ear. Heart breaks all over again.




Chapter One




For what we do for good or for ill, shall be returned to us threefold.


From Tenets and Sayings of the Greenworld





Glastonbury, the first habitable Redworld town across the border, is peppered with badly maintained shanty houses: paint flaking, windows broken.


Taunton was a deserted shell; I ran through it when I saw the rotting bodies on the roads.


That was two days ago. Since then I’ve been travelling the bleak land between Redworld towns and villages; the forests have been burned, even the peat-rich bogs have been dug out and emptied. The Redworld has burned everything it can for fuel.


The first night hid me, the darkness spiriting me through the mile-deep barbed-wire Greenworld border patrolled by dogs and soldiers.


The dark hid me from other dangers too, even on the Greenworld side: the gangs that roam the land between our witch-run, peaceful, agrarian covensteads. The gangs that attacked my village just weeks ago.


But here, electric street lights flicker, their tired blue light unable to stay on for long. I stick to the walls and the shadows, but the town is dead at this hour: no people, only a strange indistinct rumble of voices that gets louder and quiets again. I pass things labelled CHECKPOINT at the end of some streets, but they’re all deserted: thick scratched glass boxes covered in burn marks, scorches and bullet holes. Occasionally I get a flash of a face peering at me from a window, or see someone standing at a door, but they turn away, as if from contagion.


In Glastonbury litter is the most consistent feature of the ragged streets apart from the spray-painted slogans on the crumbling walls. I touch one nervously as I walk past it, feeling the anger and hopelessness in its jagged letters written quickly and in fear.


TAKE THE POWER BACK.


Why did I come here?


The street lights come on suddenly for a whole minute or so, and Glastonbury Tor looms above me. I gaze up at it, the wide softly sloping hill rising out of the shadows behind the town like a warning. It’s one of the most important spiritual sites in Britain, something I thought I’d never see. A place of prayer and hermits. Ancient priestesses once trod a processional path round it, honouring their earth goddess. Medieval devotees of our Greenworld goddess Brighid worshipped here.


And the tor keeps a secret, something that only Greenworld witches like me know. An energy portal exists here: a vast channel of power between this world and the afterlife, between life and death, where all souls must journey when they are born and die. Anticipation snags in my stomach; all of us that are witches have dreamed of entering that portal on this most holy of holy places, but none of us – at least, none of us first-generation Greenworld kids – ever thought we would see it for real.


This is why I came here when I ran away from Tintagel, my home; this is what I saw in a dream after wandering in the no man’s land outside our village, numb with grief for the boy I loved, for over a week. I hid in the old sea caves down the coast from Tintagel Head, the ones witches have used for magic since the first woman threw shells and stones into the wet sand and read their portents. I drank the spring water that trickled down the mossed cliffs and ate seaweed and cockles, and one night my goddess sent me a dream of the soft green contours of the tor, lit by the full moon. It was the obvious choice. This is my pilgrimage. This is my herstory: this is my land.


If you have to leave your home, an eco-pagan community governed by witches, because you broke the rules – if you cursed the ones that killed the boy you loved; if you refused to regret it – the most forgotten holy place in the Redworld is a good place to come to. Maybe here I can be forgotten and be reborn in its natural, vital power.


The lights go out again and the tor reverts to a shadow upon a shadow, an inert power in the dark.


In the dark I hear a sudden roar of voices, and a comet of ferocious light explodes into the street.


I run towards the noise rather than away from it, drawn by the energy, as if it is sucking me and everyone else in its radius towards it: the light, the explosion, the commotion. The need for other people – faces, voices, bodies – after being on my own for so long, is sudden and intense.


The street peters out and I run on to a thick bank of grass and into a crowd. Above us, like crumbling prayers, are the ruins of a large building. People sit on the bare stone, cheering, shouting, and hundreds throng the sunken grass lawn between the old walls. I jostle my way into the crowd, curious, and see that they surround a large grey vehicle. It’s the first time I’ve seen one of this kind, and indeed any kind of working vehicle; there are a few burnt-out old wrecks at home, but no one uses a car. There’s no need for one; we stay in our covensteads, or we walk.


This vehicle is big, the size of four of the wrecks my childhood friend Ennor fiddles with at home, trying to work his mechanical magic, so they might one day roar into life. On this one there are no windows, and there are bars round the outside. Bright lights bore into the crowd from the front of it; the people shield their eyes, but stand their ground.


Out of nowhere a bottle flies past my shoulder and breaks on to the van, and there’s another whomp of light, and this time heat hits us all. I turn my head away just in time to avoid flying glass and mutter under my breath in shock. By Brighid. I look at the expressions of the people around me: all ages, dressed differently to what I’m used to, but not dressed well – mends, tears, worn-out-looking trousers and thin jumpers. There is no fear in their faces; instead of turning away from the flying glass, they lean towards the van and the fire that begins to leap around its tyres and the grass.


‘Take the power back!’ an older woman standing next to me shouts, and the crowd cheers and takes it up as a chant – Take the power back, take the power back – their fists in the air.


‘No more patrols!’ she shouts again, her cries echoing around the shaky stone structure like an incantation. I look up at the walls. This must be Glastonbury Abbey – an attempt by the priests of a male god to stamp his presence on the Goddess’s land, their ruins at the foot of Her verdant hill. Although patriarchal religions are of no interest to us in the Greenworld, we still know what they did. Know your enemy, Mum used to joke, but she also told us that the monks and the nuns prayed to St Bridget here. Their version of our goddess, Brighid.


The crowd pushes me further away from the van and towards the remains of a smaller building – an old chapel perhaps. From here I see a phalanx of grey vans driving slowly across the grass and into the crowd. I watch as they herd the Redworlders away from the road.


A hand grabs mine and I turn to find myself looking at a girl about my age: dark brown skin, brown eyes, long honey-coloured hair. Her make-up far surpasses anything I’ve ever seen; rainbow colours explode round her eyes, and her eyelashes are unnaturally long.


‘Come on. They’re going to start firing,’ the girl says, and she pulls me away, towards the road.


She starts to run, and I follow instinctively, though I don’t understand until I hear the sudden cracks and retorts of gunfire behind me. There is a cold silence, and then screaming. Lots of people screaming. In my mind’s eye I’m suddenly back at Tintagel, my village, running across a field I’ll never cross in time to get to the boy I’ll never kiss. Again I see the blood seep through his shirt and the confused expression on his face.


The day I lost Tom; the day I lost hope.


‘Come on. We can’t be here when they come back,’ she says, and hands me a scarf hurriedly. ‘Hold this over your mouth. Otherwise the gas’ll choke you,’ she shouts, and I hold it uselessly, standing and looking back, not really believing what I’m seeing. I watch as a grey cloud expands into the night air, but when I taste it I understand. The acid burns my throat, and the haze obscures the uniformed people climbing out of the vans. I can only just see their plain black garments and the masks over their faces.


I turn and run, clamping the scarf over my mouth, following the girl’s retreating back, because I have no one else to follow.


Take the power back.


I inhale what power tastes like here: rough and rotten. The people may want to take it back, but it’s nothing I ever want to sample again.




Chapter Two




There are five things which a learned man should know about each day . . .


The day of the solar month, the age of the moon, the running of the sea,


Without folly, the day of the week, of pure festivals, according to right clarity.


From the Saltair na Rann





As I follow her away from the riot and deeper into Glastonbury, new noises drive glassy shards into my brain. Screaming, honking and a strange oscillating noise I can’t identify. The girl looks around warily when she hears it.


‘Police,’ she says over her shoulder at me, as if I know. ‘Must be heading to the abbey. Took their time as usual.’


Now that we’re further away from the crowd, she slows down.


‘Police?’ I ask. In which case, who were the people in the grey vans? ‘What’s that noise, by Brighid?’


She frowns at me. ‘What are you, deaf? Sirens. Police sirens. From their cars.’


I only know one kind of siren. One of my favourite myths, in fact. Crows with women’s faces. Once revered for their beautiful song, the sirens got too powerful and were sent to live on a desolate island. And the way that men wrote it in their his-story was that they were evil – luring poor, innocent sailors to their deaths on the rocks for sport. It’s always the women’s fault in the old stories. The moral of this story is supposed to be women are dangerous – resist their power.


I like to think though that the sirens were praising the beauty of the ocean. And it wasn’t their fault that some sailors passed by and wouldn’t take no for an answer. What were they supposed to do?


Where I’m from, in the Greenworld, we honour the goddess of the ocean and the land; we honour the songs the sirens sang. In the Greenworld, powerful women, magical women, are everywhere. In the Greenworld, powerful women – witches – are in charge.


In the Greenworld, the moral of the sirens’ tale is: enjoy the company of your sisters and learn how to defend yourself.


But I don’t want to be a Greenworld witch any more, always serving, always doing what I’m told. I’ve been wandering, hiding, on the run for two weeks now from my home – what used to be the English counties of Devon and Cornwall. I left in disgrace, even though I’m a witch, a leader of the community: Demelza Hawthorne, daughter of Lowenna Hawthorne, head witch of the Greenworld.


We stop running when we reach a place where the pavement is thronged with young people – mostly dressed in black, but dressed well, unlike the people at the riot. Their hair is straw yellow, black or blue or pink, and is mostly short and shaved or part plaited, part coiffured or standing up in huge peaks down the middle of an otherwise shaved head. I look down at my dress – at its faded black cloth, at the ribbons I sewed on it to pull the waist in.


These kids have a kind of angular and spiky style; some of them wear hats like I’ve seen in his-story books: tallish, with a brim. Other kids wear heavy-looking boots, T-shirts patched with pins, baggy trousers with straps over their shoulders. I think they’re called braces. Maya, my mum’s friend, the village artist, liked to use his-storical dress in her pictures sometimes so we’d look at those old fashion books together. Forbidden books that Maya had stashed away in a cupboard. Saved from the burnings.


I’m not so sure about the other villages, but in Tintagel, in the early days when Saba and I were kids, there was a lot of fire. Planned fire that eradicated anti-Greenworld propaganda. Newspapers from the Redworld that some people still had stashed away; books that weren’t Greenworld-approved. Most books were kept – anything deemed worthy, like mythology, literature and art and herstory and culture, and helpful books on nature or crafts or horticulture, basic manual mechanics, that kind of thing. But many were destroyed, and there were some things that burned on the book pyres that I wanted to see again: glossy clothing catalogues, books about computers, other religious books – Disgraceful patriarchal structures designed to repress women and oppress the masses, Mum and her cronies cried, tossing them into the flames. At the time it was a great game, hurling as many books into the fire as they could.


Maya was the one that taught me to draw, on those long rainy days when Mum was busy being head witch, and me, Saba and Maya’s son, Ennor, were climbing the walls, wanting to get out, run to the beach, climb trees, do anything but be indoors. I was especially good at portraits. You must reach inside the person. Draw their real self, their true self, she told me, looking over my shoulder. Yes. That’s it. You understand. And I did understand. And when I decided to curse the ones that killed Tom, the boy I loved, I knew exactly how to do it.


I poured all my grief, all my hate and resentment into those pictures, scratching the thick dry charcoal across the paper in heavy strokes as their faces materialized among the blackness: Skye and Bali, the sister and brother who had betrayed us all. They had pretended to be our friends, but spied on us for Roach and the gangs, intent on destroying our village and taking control of our energy portal on Tintagel Head. Roach had some idea about being able to make portals into usable everyday energy sources – the idea! That something so holy, so sacred, ephemeral, could power lamps and ovens and kettles.


When the portraits were done, after the battle, I sat at the edge of the village, at the boundary where no one ever goes, and chanted the words of death over their faces. I sat under the waxing moon, the full Crow Moon just past and the cycle dying again, lessening once more, pulling the ends of dead things into it like a wheel. I chanted words I took from an old grimoire, dusty and leather-bound, which Mum keeps hidden in her room. A book we seldom use – only in dire emergencies, when love and healing aren’t enough. A book of curses, patterns, glyphs – old magic for timeless desires: fertility, wealth, happiness, but also revenge, lust, death. A remnant of folk magic from a different time, but still full of power.


And as I chanted, I rubbed Tom’s blood over their likenesses, from the fragment of his shirt I tore from his lifeless body. I spat on to it to make it blood again; mixing my body with his so in some way we were together after death: together in a curse made of icy black fury and a grief that suffocated me like cold salt sand in my mouth and nose.


My hands stray to my neck, where the blood-stained cloth is folded up within a wooden locket. Tom had carved it for my twin sister, Saba, but she never wore it: a heart, hollowed out and engraved with the triskele on the front. It was too rough for her, not polished enough. She complained it chafed her skin.


So when I ran away I took it. One empty heart for another.


I tore Bali and Skye’s portraits into pieces, imagining their bodies and souls being torn too, in whatever way the Gods saw best. And as I tore, with my teeth, with my nails, I felt the hand of the Morrigan, my goddess, on my shoulder, like a cautioning mother. The Morrigan: ancient one of land and tides and the moon, of battle and death and sex and the cauldron of birth. Do you really want this? She had asked. Because it can’t bring him back, my priestess. It will condemn you more than it does them.


But I was too angry to listen. So angry, in fact, that I didn’t scatter the scraps of their torn faces to the wind, there at the boundary. I folded up the scraps and put them in my pocket, liking the feel of them, liking the way I could crush them with my fingertips as I dug my heels into the hard March earth when I walked, imagining it was Bali and Skye’s fragile skulls that I ground into broken shards.


When I got home, I slid up to my room, avoiding everyone. It wasn’t hard; everyone was wrapped up in their own grief and exhaustion, or tending the wounded from the battle. The battle for Tintagel, for the portal, which we won, but only just.


I took the balled-up crushed pieces of paper from my pocket and folded them inside the heart locket, keeping them with me, keeping them locked away. That way my energy would continue to stream through the magic: my grieving, furious heart would power it on and on, so they would suffer as I did, by Brighid and by the great and terrible Goddess Morrigan. Bleed as I did. Burn as I did.


I don’t want forgiveness. That’s why I didn’t stay. Even going to another Greenworld village would have been pointless. They all know Mum, Lowenna Hawthorne, head witch of the Greenworld. They’d have shipped me home or taken it upon themselves to ‘help’ me reverse the curse.


But I don’t want it reversed. I want Skye and Bali to burn.


*


Gunfire snaps me back into the present, on the street, my hand on the locket, before I realize the sound is more regular than gunfire, and too loud. It has a rhythm. Is it music? It’s not any kind of music I’ve heard before, if it is. I look around me, unsure of what to do next.


‘Haven’t seen you here before. New around?’ the girl shouts over the thumping noise, which I realize is coming from the building next to us. She adjusts her black hat atop that long honey-blonde hair and her eyes flash curiously at me.


I try not to sound like too much of an outsider but it’s hard to know how to do it, to be like them.


‘Yes. I just got here. Thanks for . . . before.’


‘S’all right. They do it every now and again, the proles. They just don’t learn.’


‘The proles?’


‘Proletariat. The poor, you know.’ She smiles at a few people as they pass. Everyone here seems very cheerful, considering there was just a full-scale riot just streets away, considering that people were shot at, maybe killed. ‘They want more power, they say. But if that’s what they do, just make trouble, then I’m glad they don’t have any. I mean, what do they even need it for? I’m glad the security forces are there. More responsive than the police anyway.’ She hugs her coat round her.


‘But . . . I think those vans . . . the people inside them? They shot into the crowd,’ I say.


She rolls her eyes. ‘Oh God, don’t tell me you’re one of those bleeding-heart liberals. They know what they’re doing. They don’t fire at anyone; it’s just warning shots into the air. And anyway, if someone’s stupid enough to go to a protest, then they deserve what they get. They know what the forces do.’


‘What were you doing there, then? If you didn’t go there to protest?’


‘It was on my way. It’s fun to watch them in action, the forces. As long as you know when to get out of the way.’


I don’t feel like I can argue with her, because what do I know? But I know what I felt, and I know what I heard. People screaming. People choking. Gunshots.


‘Why did you help me? Pull me away?’ I shout over the noise in the street.


‘Dunno. You’ve got a weird vibe about you. Different.’


She looks me over, and I hope I don’t look too dishevelled, but I know that my boots are caked in mud and I’ve been wearing the same dress since I left Tintagel. I washed in streams as best I could on the way, but that only goes so far. This girl is very polished-looking, with a dramatically made-up face and a glittering short dress like I’ve never seen before. I try not to stare at the material, but I can’t work out what it is. Metal sewn into cotton? But it doesn’t look like cotton even. Something stretchier.


‘We get people from the Greenworld here sometimes. They have your look. Handmade. Knackered. Am I right?’ the girl asks.


I clear my throat, the burning sensation still there from the gas. I have a hard time making small talk with anyone at the best of times, let alone when I haven’t slept on anything except rock and moss for two weeks.


‘Ummm. Yes. I’m from Tintagel. Cornwall.’


The girl looks at me. ‘Cornwall?’


‘Ummm . . . yes. Blessed Be.’


I give her the standard Greenworld greeting and wait for – I don’t know what, maybe an insult. I think maybe she’ll just walk away, but she raises her eyebrows. ‘Wow.’


I look at the tips of my shoes where the scuffed brown leather becomes a dim bluish-orange every time the street light flashes on. Maybe this was a mistake. ‘Wow, good, or wow . . .?’ I run a hand through my henna-black hair. I look at the crowd whooping, laughing, singing. These are people my age, and I need food and water and somewhere to sleep. If I’m going to stay in the Redworld, I’ll need friends.


‘Wow, good. Look, d’you want to come in with me? It’s cool if you do, but you might need to . . . smarten yourself up a bit,’ she says not unkindly.


‘OK.’ I’m worried that the thumping noise inside will burst my eardrums, but I don’t think I have a choice.


I reach into my red-wool-stitched bag and pull out my treasured kohl pencil. There’s no make-up in the Greenworld as a rule, apart from whatever you can make yourself from plants, but Omar brought this one back across the border for me last year. It’s strange, but with it I feel powerful, like it erases the uncertainties. What’s more definite than a thick black line? If it was good enough for Cleopatra, then it’s good enough for me.


Peering into my cracked pocket mirror I apply a dark line round my eyes. I ruffle my hair until it looks bigger and wilder, and surreptitiously pull the ribbons at my waist tighter.


Magic isn’t much help with quick fix makeovers, despite all Mum’s oat face masks and herbal tinctures. Sleep, good food and clean water are the basics for looking good, and I’ve been without all of them for the past two weeks. Maybe if I’d been less racked with grief I could have worked on visualizing myself as a beautiful, desirable witch before I got here. But I didn’t, and it probably takes more self-confidence than I possess. You have to really believe, deep down, for that kind of thing to work. And I don’t.


I look at the girl for approval.


‘Better.’ She smiles, and takes off her glittery cardigan. ‘Put this on.’


She helps me with the buttons and her fingers brush my locket as she does. I pull back without meaning to. She gives me an odd look but says nothing.


Inside, it’s as dark as outside, lit by round orange-red lights, their thick glass scratched and in some cases smashed, showing the raw wires inside. Huddles of people in their teens, twenties maybe, undulate to a feverish beat in the middle of what looks like a kind of warehouse. People line the walls under them, kissing, groping, grinding.


The girl shakes her head. ‘Don’t look, Greenworld. It’s not cool,’ she says, smiling, and guides me to a long makeshift bar – planks resting on top of metal crates. I stand next to her self-consciously, looking at the boys and girls, girls and girls, boys and boys kissing.


Seeing them makes me think of Tom lying on a willow raft. Buried at sea, set adrift on the waves. How much I wanted to kiss him, to feel his fingers in my hair, to touch his muscled chest. How much I wanted to be seen by him, desired, wanted. But I was never enough, never girly enough: not pretty, not confident.


The girl picks up a tall green bottle from the bar, pulls the cork out with her teeth and pours two cups of red liquid. She drops a couple of coins in a tin. I try not to peer at the coins before they fall from her fingers: money. Metal tokens you exchange for goods. I knew it existed but I’ve never really seen it. Handing a metal cup to me, she clinks it against hers.


‘Welcome . . . I can’t call you Greenworld. What’s your name?’


‘Demelza. Melz, really.’


She stares at me for a long moment. ‘Demelza?’


‘Yes. Demelza Hawthorne. Is everything OK?’


There’s a long uncomfortable silence.


‘Yeah . . . sure. Fine. I’m Ceridwen. Ceri.’


‘Hi.’


‘Yes! Hi! OK . . . well, let’s toast . . . hmmm. What should we toast? Intercultural exchange? Escape? Freedom?’


I look around me. ‘Freedom. That sounds good,’ I shout. ‘Blessed Be.’


She clinks my glass. ‘Yeah, Blessed Be. Right on.’


We drink. The wine is sweet and heavy, stronger than our homemade ones. I think of Proserpine who ate six pomegranate seeds, and was imprisoned in the underworld. I think of the folk tales Mum used to tell us round the fireside, of wayfarers who stumbled into faeryland and were stuck there because they ate and drank the faery food.


I drink again. If I am lost in faeryland, here in the Redworld, I don’t care.




Chapter Three




Community, family, covenstead. All one and none separate.


From Tenets and Sayings of the Greenworld





‘So how long have you been here?’ Ceri asks as she tops up my glass.


‘I just got here.’


‘Tonight?’


‘Yes.’


‘Wow. So you came across the border? Isn’t that hard?’


I take another gulp of the wine, which makes my head spin a little.


‘Not great, but I managed.’ It was terrifying, but I won’t tell her that.


‘You did pretty well. I’ve seen people covered in cuts, bites, everything, coming through there.’


‘So there are other Greenworlders here? In Glastonbury?’


Ceri taps a blue fingernail on her cup. ‘Not right now. Just now and again someone comes through. It’s like the O.K. Corral here.’


I look at her blankly.


‘You know. The cowboy town. Like, the first place you get to in the desert. First place you could get a hot meal.’


‘Oh. Right.’ I ignore the inference that the Greenworld isn’t included in civilization. ‘So do you know much about us?’


‘A bit. Mostly what we got told at school. But me and the girls have looked into it a bit more, y’know. You could say we’re Greenworld sympathizers.’


‘What do you get told at school? About us?’ I shout over the music.


‘Basically that you’re all dangerous hippies.’ She smiles and shrugs. ‘Sorry. I mean, I know you’re not. Dangerous that is.’


I’m not surprised. I was only little when the government gave in to the early Greenworlders’ pressure groups. They let the pagans and anti-capitalists have Devon and Cornwall on the condition that we shut up and stop trying to cause trouble in the Redworld. Whatever. We don’t care as long as they leave us alone.


‘But it’s important. What we do in the Greenworld. What they do, I mean.’ I correct myself. I am not of the Greenworld any more after all. ‘Present an alternative to the way you live. Ecologically. Spiritually. Politically.’


Ceri holds out her hands to pacify me, eyes wide with concern. ‘Oh, I know. I mean, don’t be offended. I think it’s cool. I mean, the fact that you have witches in control of everything down there. That’s amazing.’


She grins and beckons me closer. I lean in.


‘I’m a witch too.’


I look at her, amazed. A Redworld witch? I didn’t know they existed. Perhaps there is hope for the Redworld. Perhaps I do have a role here. I feel my hands start to buzz, the way they always do when I think about magic.


‘Really? I didn’t think there were witches here. I thought that was sort of the point of the Redworld. No magic. Just technology, science, crime, pollution, money.’


Ceri twirls around, dancing briefly to a thumping song that comes on. ‘Love this song. Yeah. Well, there’s only three of us. I’ll introduce you; they’re off snaring some poor unsuspecting lads with their wicked ways.’ She points over to a heaving mass of bodies swaying and bucking to the music. ‘Do you want to dance?’


I chew my lip, unsure. It looks a bit wild.


‘You go. I’m fine here,’ I say, not wanting to embarrass myself. I only know traditional country dancing, and I hate that. But then again, I also don’t want her to abandon me. I don’t want to stand here alone.


Ceri pulls my hand. ‘Come on. It won’t kill you.’ She drags me to the dance area, where the music is louder. I hold my hands over my ears, feeling as if they’re about to burst. Ceri pulls them away, and hugs me to her, swaying from side to side.


‘Just feel the music,’ she yells into my ear. ‘Relax!’


I stand there, petrified, like one of those ancient women turned to stone by some hateful male god or another.


But as I listen to the beat the music creates a spiral pattern in my mind, leading me deeper and deeper into my unconscious. The spiral, the triskele symbol, so important in the Greenworld, representing life–death–rebirth. No one is looking at me; no one cares what I do here. It’s not like the community dances at home or acting out one of Mum’s mystery plays at the solstice. Saba liked all that. I endured it, but I didn’t like people watching me. For me, magic is something private and personal, quiet and reflective.


The hypnotic beat pulls me deeper and deeper down. Pictures start to form in my mind’s eye, and I begin to spin slowly, arms stretched out. I am a gyroscope, a windmill. The spinning generates the power for a vision. I close my eyes. I see three girls standing round a fire, holding hands and chanting. One is Ceri. One is very tall, thin and angular with vivid red hair and big blue eyes; the arm that holds on to Ceri is covered in a colourful tattoo theme of leaves, berries and flowers. The other girl has pink dreadlocked hair. Some people back in the Greenworld dread their hair; it’s a practical solution when there’s not that much hot water around. But this girl’s dreads have none of that natural matte look; they’re plump and woolly-looking, with little gold bands holding small sections together here and there. She is brown-skinned, small and curvy, dressed in an animal-print dress. Beautiful gold circlets are arranged up her arms, the metal digging slightly into her flesh.


In my vision, the three of them finish their chant – not one I’m familiar with, it just sounds like a string of nonsense sounds, and there is no magic in the space around them that I can sense. They break their hold of each other’s hands and throw their arms skywards. Nothing else happens, but they look triumphant.


I stop spinning and open my eyes owlishly, back in reality. I am looking into the warm blue eyes of the tall girl from my vision, who is standing next to the small curvy girl with the pink hair. Ceri gestures that we should all go somewhere a little quieter, and we push our way back to the bar. It’s busier now, three people deep, but Ceri taps a couple of boys on the shoulder and they melt away when they see her.


‘So. Melz, meet Demi and Catie. Girls, meet Demelza. Just off the boat from the Greenworld.’


The tall girl takes my hand warmly, brushing back her red curls from a sweaty forehead with the other. ‘Catie. Short for Hecate. Wow, Demelza? Like . . .’ She glances at Ceri but the girl in the animal-print dress cuts her short.


‘Shut up, Catie; it’s not the place,’ she snaps. She looks me up and down critically. ‘I see it’s true what they say about Greenworld fashion. Make that yourself, did you?’


I look down at my dress. ‘I did, actually. We make most of our clothes ourselves. Sometimes we exchange.’ My dressmaking isn’t the best, but it isn’t the worst either.


‘Yeah. Well, if you’re going to stay here you’ve got to get something better to wear. Or can Greenworld witches magic up new outfits for themselves? Cos here we earn money to live and buy stuff. You won’t get shit for cauliflowers and cabbages, sweetheart.’


‘Stop being such a bitch, Demi,’ Ceri barks. ‘We’re going to look after Melz because it’s our duty as witches. We’ve got to look out for each other. ’K?’ She stares Demi out, and the other girl shrugs after a couple of moments.


‘Whatever. No need to be all touchy about it.’ Demi holds out a small, dimpled hand for me to shake. ‘Demi. Short for Demeter. Welcome.’


I take her hand, but there’s not much enthusiasm on her side. I don’t need to be a witch to know that I’m not welcome. I look at Catie questioningly. ‘Hecate and Demeter?’ Both are goddesses from Greek mythology.


‘We chose goddess names when we were initiated,’ Catie explains.


Catie is staring at me intensely. It’s making me feel uncomfortable.


‘What?’ I ask.


‘Oh . . . no, nothing.’ She smiles and shakes her head.


‘So, who initiated you?’ I look at them all.


I think back to my own initiation ceremony aged eight. There was a big noisy village event, which was more like a party, where Mum, Merryn and Beryan welcomed me and Saba into the covenstead in front of everyone, and we danced round the village maypole. Then there was the private, real magical initiation, where my measure was taken, where I swore oaths to the Gods and Goddesses of the Greenworld, and where I received my magical gifts: my first athame, my scrying crystal and my wand, made from a branch from the hawthorn tree in the garden. And then, four years later, the Morrigan, Celtic goddess of war, death and protector of the land, claimed me as Her priestess, Goddess be praised.


If someone initiated Ceri, Demi and Catie, then there must be other witches here too. More experienced, older witches I could get to know. Perhaps work with. But Ceri shakes her head.


‘Nobody. We did it ourselves. There aren’t any other witches here.’


‘No other witches? Not at all?’


‘Well, there might be. But we don’t know them.’ Catie smiles.


‘Oh.’


‘Yeah. I know. It sucks. It would be so amazing to be in a witch community, like in the Greenworld. How many witches do you know?’ Catie asks. Unlike Demi, I can see the creative energy pouring out of her, and creation is magic after all. Maya, who taught me so much, would be a good person for her to know.


But thinking about Maya makes me think of drawing, and that isn’t somewhere I want to go right now, maybe not for a long time. I haven’t drawn anything since the curse. I might never draw anything again. And, though I have heard the Morrigan’s voice as the shadow of my conscience, I have not talked to Her, sung to Her or worshipped Her since I left the Greenworld. I don’t know if She has left me because of the curse, and I am wary of finding out. I am still a witch – I don’t know how to be anything else – but I don’t know if my goddess is still with me. And what is a witch without her goddess?


I look at the three of them standing there in front of me. They are witches in name only. There is no devotion in them. There is no web or weave of constant worship around them; no light threads connecting them to the moon, to the earth, to the sea and the wind. Is that what I will become if I stay here?


‘So, how many do you know?’ Catie’s curiosity pulls me out my reverie.


‘How many what?’


‘Witches. How many are in the Greenworld?’


‘Ummm, lots. Probably forty or more.’


‘And Demelza – is that a traditional witch name or something? I mean, I couldn’t decide for ages when I was choosing mine. In the end I just took Hecate because I liked the sound of it.’


‘It’s a traditional Cornish name rather than a witch name per se. We don’t take goddess names for ourselves. I mean, we work with the Goddess, honour Her in Her different aspects – but we don’t call ourselves by Her names.’ Catie looks a little crestfallen, and I really don’t want to make it worse, but I can’t help myself. ‘I mean, we’re witches, but we are people. Taking a goddess name’s an intense commitment. Like, I wouldn’t want to be possessed by one all the time.’


‘I hadn’t thought of it like that,’ she says glumly.


‘Oh, and you know, you’re saying it wrong. It should be heck-ah-tee. Not heck-kate. If you’re going to call yourself after a goddess, She’s not going to be happy if you pronounce it wrong.’


Catie frowns. ‘Oh. I just assumed when I read it that was how you said it.’


I feel bad for correcting her; she seems like a nice girl, so I smile in what I hope is a reassuring way. ‘That’s all right. How would you know unless you’d heard it said out loud?’


I don’t want to be pedantic, but some things are important. If you mess up the basics, what else are you doing wrong?


Ceri smiles at Demi, who is staring at me unpleasantly. ‘See? We’re going to learn so much from each other. I’m making a toast.’ She turns to the bar and passes us each a none-too-clean metal cup, then picks up a bottle of the same red wine as before. She sloshes some into our cups and raises hers.


‘To witches everywhere, but most of all here. Good magic, good wine, good friends, good times!’


‘Goddess be praised,’ I reply on rote, and drink. Good friends are what I need.


*


Later, we stumble out of the warehouse and take a circuitous route down some unlittered roads. This part of town is different to where I came in; it has none of the graffiti, the houses crouching nervously together, the battered checkpoints. None of the anxious eyes peering from doorways as we carouse past.


Ceri’s flat is one of many in a tall glossy stone building surrounded by spiked iron gates. I am reminded of the Witch’s Gate back at home – the symbolic entrance to our covenstead – but whereas that is beautiful, ornate and engraved with poetry, this is stark and forbidding. No one has ever threaded flowers through these bars.


However, there is one of the large grey armoured vans parked outside it, and Ceri waves a pass at the impassive black-clothed guard inside.


‘You’re shtaying with ush now,’ she slurs as she types a number into some buttons on a pad, and the gates swing open. We stumble towards the doors and she fumbles in her bag for a key: a flat, featureless card that makes a bleep sound when she presses it on a panel. We fall into a hallway, giggling, then climb a flight of stairs. At the top, she swipes the card on another door.


‘Itsh not mush, but itsh home,’ she mutters, and we follow her in.


I look around. It’s small and dusty, crumpled laundry languishes on a couple of large wooden airers, and books and half-drunk cups and glasses are everywhere. Still, it’s cosy. Ceri, kicking off her shoes violently, points to a rumpled red sofa and a purple blanket.


‘Thatsh you for tonight. We’ll sort out something . . . out . . . better . . . tomorrow.’


Demi disappears into what must be her room without comment, slamming the door behind her.


Catie gives me a drunk hug, yawning. ‘Mmmmm. Night, Melz.’


I hug her back. ‘Night, Heck-ah-tee.’


She grins at me and touches my cheek for a little too long. ‘Yesssss. Heck-ah-tee, thy goddesh of the crossroads,’ she slurs, and stumbles off to another door.


I lie back on the sofa, smiling, and pull the blanket over me. Hecate, Greek goddess of crossroads, witchcraft, entrances. Ways into new and secret places. On reflection, I take this as a sign that a goddess from another culture has welcomed me into this new place, an unexpected place of sorcery.


I close my eyes, expecting the room to spin, but it stays resolutely still. Perhaps, like faeryland, not everything is as it seems here.


So ends my first night in a Redworld coven.
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I know I’m supposed to start a new journal on 1 November but I’ve been so busy I’m not catching up till now.


Just over a week ago at Samhain I received the Morrigan’s witch-brand: the triskele. I am twelve and now, surely, fully a woman.


I was in the circle, the big one with all the villagers round the bonfire on the village green, holding hands with Saba on one side and Ennor on the other, staring into the fire, singing, and the next thing I knew I was in this vivid vision. I felt Her energy, big and strong and fiery, the Morrigan, filling me with incredible strength and energy, and She stepped forward and chose me, touching me on the back of the neck. That feeling is still with me, lessened, but still intense. Like I am a warrior. I feel proud to be Hers. And there was this odd vision I’ve been trying to interpret since: a spiral, a girl being sucked into it. A man, being harmed.


Saba is so jealous. She can’t wait to get the brand now, I can tell. She whispered to me before we went to sleep last night, It will be me next, you’ll see, now we know it’s not something just for Mum and the others. You must have got it first because you got your period before I did. But I’m not so sure. That’s two things Saba wanted and I got first. MAKES A CHANGE. And I keep telling her that she shouldn’t wish for her period because it hurts and it’s messy, no matter what Mum says about it being sacred.


After it happened, Zia Prentice came to Tintagel especially to see me. That’s what I’ve been doing for the last week, being tutored by her in the ways of the Dark Goddess. When we met she pulled down her collar and showed me her brand, the same mark as mine, in the same place on her neck. She said, I look forward to us working together, Demelza, and I felt a kinship with her straight away. Then she said, the Morrigan chooses Her priestesses wisely. Goddess be praised.


Zia’s got the best long black hair. She wears all black and a silver pendant of a crow’s head, sometimes a crow feather plaited into her hair with a red ribbon. When people talk she listens with a really serious expression; when she smiles it’s kind of tiredly and she’s thin, like she’s not getting enough to eat. But she’s beautiful, so beautiful.


After she got here we did another special ceremony, just for me, for being a new priestess of the Morrigan. When I saw her draw down the moon I felt the Morrigan again, kind of radiating out from Zia, and when she walked out of the circle she still had it upon her and Saba looked at me and I knew she was thinking I want to be like that because I was thinking it too.


Zia is Mum’s best friend. She lives in Gidleigh village; she hardly ever visits any more, what with the gangs roaming between the villages. She’s got two kids, a boy and a girl, but I’ve never met them. She left them at home this time; didn’t want to risk their safety across the moors. Gidleigh is near Scorhill circle. Mum described it to me – tall jagged spikes of rock in a wide circle on the moor.


Nobody expected me to get the brand. It doesn’t hurt or anything. Mum said, Just because you’ve got the brand, Demelza, don’t start thinking you get more power in the covenstead. You’re still a child.


Old enough to be chosen though. And I can feel the Morrigan as if She was standing just behind me. And She is powerful.




Chapter Four




Punish the ill-educated, create the criminal.


From Tenets and Sayings of the Greenworld





Ceri’s leather-gloved hand raps impatiently at a heavy oak door. We’re outside an odd squarish grey-stone building that squats incongruously at the base of Glastonbury Tor.


‘He must be up by now,’ she mutters, slipping her car keys back in her pocket. The huge van-like vehicle we drove here in is parked at an angle on the cobbles. She knocks again, and her brisk raps echo across the small private road. I stare up at the huge grassy hill of the tor, ringed with sculpted levels, and in my mind’s eye watch as spectres of past priestesses pace its circumference, their blue robes flowing, heads bowed reverently. In the daylight I can’t take my eyes off the tor. It has a natural grandeur; it’s a simple but beautiful beacon of nature worship, right here among the falling-down houses, the grit and grime.


That morning Ceri wouldn’t tell me where we were going, only that there was someone I should meet. Being in a car for the first time – with a hangover – at what seemed like ridiculous speed, it took all of my attention not to be sick, so I didn’t ask further.


‘Ack. Why she had to drag us out so early’s beyond me.’ Catie bends down and angles her head to drink from a little spring pouring steadily from a small fountain built into the wall. ‘Arrrrghhhh. So cold,’ she gurgles, and stands up, splashing a handful on her face. ‘Restorative, so they say.’ She smiles at me.


‘Lightweight,’ Ceri snaps at Catie.


‘You’re point-scoring, more like.’ Demi examines her nails and flashes Ceri a dirty look. ‘Can’t wait to show him what you found.’


‘Shut up. I’m not.’ Nonetheless Ceri looks guilty, and I wonder who he is, and whether I am the found thing.


‘What is this place?’ I whisper to Catie, who leans her black-sunglassed face towards me wearily. She has lent me a pair too, and they’re a revelation for a hungover morning like this. My mouth feels like a strip of beef hung out to dry for winter provisions.


‘The White Spring. There are two holy springs in Glastonbury – both really old, never run dry. The red and the white. The red one comes out over there in Chalice Well.’ Ceri points to our right, where I can just see an overgrown garden. ‘No one uses it any more. It’s got a high iron content, so it turns the stones red where it comes out. Like blood.’


‘Can we walk up the tor? I’ve always wanted to,’ I ask, gazing up again at the hill rising out of the flat Somerset Levels.


Ceri smiles at me. ‘Sure. We’ll go up after. Walking and fresh air’s what you need with a hangover.’


‘What are we doing here?’ I ask, holding my hand under the cold clean water and taking a sip. It’s sweet and beautiful.


‘We’ve come to see Bran,’ Ceri says, knocking again. ‘Lazy bugger. Answer the frigging door!’ she shouts. She looks different today: her fuzzy black hair, her real hair, not the blonde wig, is braided neatly against her head in a way I haven’t seen before.


‘Don’t see why he’d be interested in her. He’s got us already.’ Demi tosses her hair, which is now black and straight, in the cold spring sunlight. The pink dreads, it seems, were also a wig.


Catie sighs and slumps against the wall. ‘Urgh. If nobody answers this time, can we please go home?’


I’m about to ask who Bran is when the heavy door creaks open. A boy about our age sticks his head out. ‘Come back later,’ he mutters when he sees who it is. The ornate door creaks shut slowly, but Ceri places her foot firmly in the crack.


‘Let us in, Pete. He’s going to be happy that you do, I promise.’


‘Really. I doubt that. He’s in bed.’


She looks at her watch with an eyebrow raised. It’s ten o’clock. ‘Well, get him out then. Tell him I’ve brought a Greenworld witch with me.’


The boy looks curiously at me; I remain impassive behind my sunglasses.


Pete sighs. ‘Oh, all right. Come in, then. Wait here.’


We crowd through the door and wait inside a stone room. Even though it’s morning outside, it’s dark, and takes a while for my eyes to adjust to the dimness. The only natural luminescence slices in through a couple of murky skylights above, otherwise the room is lit by flickering candlelight. I can hear water trickling; the air is damp. I reach out and touch the stone wall to get my bearings.


As my eyes refocus I see that the stone floor has a cleft in it where water pools, reaching the length of the room and into a drain at the end. We are standing in a small hallway, and ahead of us in a wider vaulted room, two large black leather sofas form an L shape round an expensive-looking glass table, and a fire crackles and spits in a dark hollow at the base of the left-hand wall. On the back wall a painting of a nude woman draws attention away from the stark stone. A ledge runs round the top of the wall, where candles flicker in the murk. Despite the lack of light, the place is filled with strong positive energy; it feels warm, cosy, magical. A womb-like cave. Doors lead off to the right and left.


The girls slump down on the sofas. I go over to the painting and look at the brushwork. It’s delicate but forceful; someone who knew something about conveying the spirit of the person painted this. Gently I run my finger over the paint and close my eyes, connecting with the painting like Maya taught me. Immediately the raw sexuality of it rushes through my finger and down inside me. I pull my hand away, shocked.


‘So why are we here?’ I ask, turning away from the painting, trying to hide my dismay at its energy.


Demi walks around the room, picking up tribal-looking ornaments from a series of small plinths and putting them down again. Masks, warriors, heads with tongues sticking out, eyes staring. They have a crude raw energy: wild earth and wood.


‘We’re here to see Bran, Demelza. Bran Crowley. He’s our friend. He keeps the wolves from our door, and in return we do him little favours. He likes favours. He likes witches too. So he’ll probably like you. Even with your terrible clothes.’ Demi sneers.
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