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CHAPTER ONE

‘Merry Christmas,’ I said, and leant forward to kiss him. As our lips met I felt a small flurry of snowflakes swirl around our heads.

‘Damn.’ I pulled back, feeling my cheeks flush scarlet with a mixture of anger and embarrassment. The snow fell on Seth’s dark curls and melted on the restaurant table-top. None of the other diners had noticed and Seth only smiled his wide, devastating smile. I didn’t smile back. Instead I shook my head at him, my cheeks still hot.

‘Don’t smile – I’ve got to get this under control, Seth.’

‘Sorry. It was just so beautiful.’

Beautiful was hardly the point. My slips could get us both into serious trouble – perhaps even killed, if I didn’t get a grip. Seth saw my expression and took my hand under the tablecloth.

‘It’s getting stronger, isn’t it?’

I nodded.

It was rarely the same reaction – sometimes the plants nearby would burst into bud, sometimes the sun would come out in spite of the pouring rain, sometimes all the lights would dip, just for a second, as if there’d been a fault in the power supply.

‘Don’t worry,’ Seth said. ‘No one noticed.’

I looked around the dimly lit restaurant. It was true, all the other tables were full of chatting couples and families reunited for the Christmas holidays, far too preoccupied to notice two out-of-towners, still less the little swirl of snow at their table. I’d been lucky. This time.

I turned back to Seth. He was watching me quietly, the candles reflected in his slate-grey eyes. He’d dressed up for the night, discarding the usual worn jeans and ripped T-shirt that he wore out sailing for a crisp white shirt – ironed, no less – open at the neck, revealing the line of his throat and a triangle of skin, deeply tanned from day after day spent out on the water. He was distractingly beautiful and I still couldn’t quite believe that we were a couple, even six months on – but I tore my mind back to the important issue.

‘Someone will notice one day. What about the time I scorched all the grass under our feet? If it hadn’t been a rainy day that could have been a forest fire there and then.’

‘But it was a rainy day,’ Seth pointed out. ‘So no harm done. You’ve got it under control, more or less.’

More or less. It was the less that was the problem. I put my head in my hands.

‘This doesn’t happen to Emmaline.’

‘Emmaline’s had seventeen years to get used to being a witch. You’ve had six months and your power’s building all the time. It’s not surprising you’re taking a bit of time to get used to it. You’d have to be superhuman to handle all this straight away.’

‘And I’m not superhuman. Depressingly average in fact.’

‘There’s nothing average about you, Anna,’ Seth said fiercely. ‘And you can handle this. I know you can.’

‘I hope so.’ I swallowed against the weight in my chest and tried to smile. ‘Whatever made you think it would be a good idea to have a witch for a girlfriend, hey?’

‘I love having a witch for a girlfriend. Snowfalls, electrical disturbances and all. I wouldn’t swap any of it.’

‘Oh really? Not even in the constant worry over whether you really love me or our relationship is just a very long side-effect from an accidental spell?’

‘Anna …’ Seth said, and there was a warning note in his voice, ‘Not this again. For the last time, I don’t have any worries on that score. If you do, you’ve got to get over them. End of.’

I bit my lip, sorry I’d raised the subject and soured the happy atmosphere. Seth was right. I’d made my peace with those fears, I’d had to. I’d broken that spell every way I could think of – and as far as Seth was concerned it was over and done with, its magic snapped.

I couldn’t go on inflicting my doubts on both of us, punishing us both for one long-ago mistake. And anyway, for six months I’d been living the life of an ordinary seventeen-year-old girl, albeit one with an extraordinarily lovely and good-looking boyfriend. No spells. No magic. Well, I corrected myself, thinking of that swirl of snow, almost no magic.

And it was working. We were fine. Everything was fine. As long as I could hold myself in check, everything would be fine.

Oil and water, whispered a treacherous voice in my head as I lifted the last forkful of dinner to my lips.

I pushed the plate away, suddenly full to nausea.

As if on cue, the waiter bustled up and began clearing.

‘Dessert, mademoiselle, monsieur?’ He began brushing crumbs with a little silver knife. ‘Coffee? Tea?’

‘Not for me, thanks.’ I looked at Seth. ‘Do you want anything?’

He shook his head. ‘Just the bill, please,’

The waiter gave a little half-bow and disappeared.

‘So what’re your plans for tomorrow?’ Seth asked as we waited for the bill. ‘Want to come out for a sail? I’m trying out the new rudder.’

I shuddered at the thought of the icy grey water and biting December sea wind, but only said, ‘I can’t; I’m taking Emmaline up to London for some Christmas shopping.’

‘Are you mad?’ Seth looked horrified. ‘Only, what, three shopping days until Christmas and you’re going to brave the London shops? It’s as much as I can do to cope with Winter on a Saturday.’

‘We’ll cope. You’re all right anyway; you’re the only person I’ve already bought something for.’

‘I don’t mind.’ Seth took my hand and kissed the soft skin inside my wrist. ‘I don’t need anything else, as long as I’ve got you and my boat.’

It was true; I had never met anyone less attached to material possessions than Seth. At the look in his eyes my breath caught in my throat and I gave a shaky laugh.

‘Well, you have to put up a good show on Christmas Day. I’ll be mighty peeved if you forget to open your presents and go sailing instead.’

Seth grinned and was about to reply when there was a tap on his shoulder from behind.

‘Excuse me …’ It was a gorgeous flame-haired girl from the table behind us, where she was sitting with a group of friends. ‘Don’t I know you?’

‘I don’t think so.’ He smiled pleasantly but shook his head.

‘No, I do,’ she insisted. ‘Aren’t you the barman at that pub in Winter – what’s it called, the Crown and Anchor?’

‘Oh, yes.’ Ever since he’d turned eighteen a couple of months ago, Seth had been helping his mum out behind the bar on nights when they were short-staffed. ‘Yes, I am. You might have seen me there.’

‘Do you remember me?’ She smiled at him flirtatiously, completely ignoring my presence. I would have been annoyed, except that Seth was so transparently uninterested.

‘Sorry, no.’ Seth shook his head again. The girl looked a little piqued and then tossed her hair.

‘Oh well, you will next time. It’s Zoe, by the way. See you next time I’m in Winter!’

Seth only shook his head and laughed, and at that moment the waiter turned up with the bill. We paid and turned up the collars of our coats and then plunged into the cold night air waiting outside the restaurant door.



We’d had to park quite a way away, but I was so full that I didn’t mind the walk, and we strolled slowly through the back streets of Brighthaven, hand in hand, looking at the lighted windows of the shops. They all had their Christmas displays out, twinkling lights and fake snow frosting, and it gave me a warm inner glow. All my life I’d loved Christmas, every moment of it, from the first feel of the lumpy misshapen stocking in the darkness of Christmas morning, through to the last turkey sandwich, stuffed with leftovers, on Boxing Day night. This year would be our first at Wicker House. Dad was putting up the tree tonight, and I could already imagine how beautiful it would look against the dark Tudor beams of the living room, decked with our old-fashioned decorations, the firelight glinting off the coloured glass. It would also be my first with Seth. In fact, everything was pretty close to perfect. Oh, I could moan about A levels and revision, but at bottom I was so happy it almost hurt. Sometimes I wondered what I’d done to deserve all this – it almost felt too good to last.

I was so wrapped up in thought that it was only the increasing pressure of Seth’s arm on mine that warned me something was wrong. I looked across at him; his face was set in anxious lines and his pace had speeded up to an almost uncomfortably fast walk.

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘Shh,’ he said, almost under his breath. ‘Don’t look round, but there are two men following us.’

In spite of his warning I turned and, sure enough, there were two men in hoodies walking casually behind us.

‘They’re probably just going our way,’ I whispered back. Seth looked uneasy.

‘Maybe, but they’re going a very odd route. We’ve zigzagged around like anything, looking at the shops, and they’ve followed the whole way.’

‘Let’s turn back here,’ I suggested, indicating a very small side street that led back in the direction of the restaurant. ‘There’s no way they could be going that way by chance. It’s pointing directly back the way we came from. If they follow us down here we’ll know for sure and we can knock on a door or something.’

Seth nodded and we turned down the alley. The two men behind turned too, one with a quick glance up and down the main street to see if anyone had noticed. Coldness coiled in the pit of my stomach and I suddenly got the feeling we’d been very, very stupid to turn off the beaten track. It was only when I heard Seth swear under his breath with a note of panic in his voice, that I realized quite how stupid we’d been. The alley was a dead end.

As we reached the end I felt Seth squeeze my hand. There was nothing for it. We’d have to face them. My stomach clenched as if the ground had shifted beneath our feet, and we turned around.

‘Give us your phones,’ said the taller of the two, his voice hissing from beneath his hood.

The words should have scared me, but instead I sighed with relief. They were only ordinary men – boys really. Not what I’d been fearing since I saw the shadows of their faces, dark beneath their hoods. And I could give them what they wanted. I fumbled in my bag, happy to hand over anything that would get us out of the alley.

‘And yours.’ He nodded at Seth.

Seth sighed and yanked his phone out of his pocket.

‘Wallet.’

‘You can have the cash,’ Seth said, getting out his wallet and opening it, ‘but not the wallet.’

‘Shut up and hand the thing over.’

‘Look, it’s worthless. It’s just a cheap leather wallet.’ Seth held out a handful of notes. ‘This is sixty quid cash – but leave me the wallet. You know I’ll cancel the cards anyway.’

My heart was in my mouth and I had to clench my teeth to stop myself from screaming, ‘Hand over the wallet, you idiot!’ but I knew why he didn’t want to – it was his dad’s, one of the few things Seth had left since he died four years ago.

‘Hand. Over. The wallet,’ the bigger hoodie said, spitting each word like an insult. Seth shook his head. Then the smaller one sprang.

I screamed. For a short eternity there was a struggle, the sickening sound of fists hitting flesh and bone, and then the attacker staggered back and collapsed to the ground, blood pouring from his nose. Seth was panting, wringing his knuckles with pain from where he’d decked the boy, but otherwise unhurt. With his hood back it was clear the kid was a just a scrawny sixteen-year-old, pale from too many hours spent in front of the TV. He was no match for Seth, who spent every spare hour on the sea hauling on ropes and cables.

I was just about to run to Seth when I felt someone grab my hair from behind. There was the press of something cold at my throat. Seth went suddenly still, pale with fury, every muscle in his body tensed.

‘Hand over the bloody wallet or do you want your girlfriend breathing out of a different hole?’ the bigger guy whispered, the quiet hiss more frightening than any shout. I kept very still, feeling the chill of the blade against my throat as Seth took out the wallet and held it silently out. The guy let go of my hair to grab it and I stumbled forward to Seth.

‘Tosser,’ spat the hoodie, and he turned to leave. As he did, the knife flashed again. This time towards Seth.

Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. I saw the flash of the blade towards Seth’s ribs, heard the rip of cloth and Seth’s gasp of pain as he doubled up against the blow. Blood blossomed on his shirt. And I felt my power, so long suppressed, rise and boil and explode within me like a scream.

‘NO!’

There was a flashing white blast, like a bomb blast, a rippling circle of power that pulsed outwards. The two hoodies were flung backwards, crashing against the alley walls with a sick smack like the sound of roadkill. The searing light burnt an image into my retinas: ragdoll bodies splayed against rough stone. Then darkness flooded back. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light I saw them both, lying quite still on the ground, bleeding from their nostrils and ears.

I staggered, my legs weak with the sudden expulsion of power, and then Seth was beside me, hugging me, gripping my face and my shoulders with fierce strength.

‘Anna, Anna, are you all right?’

‘I’m fine,’ I gasped. ‘Are you?’

He looked down at his shirt, torn and stained with blood, and then lifted it to inspect his ribs. A bloody gash crossed his side.

‘It’ll heal.’

‘Ugh!’ I sobbed. ‘How could they? How could they? I was so frightened …’

We both looked down at the bodies and a new fear came over me.

‘Do you think…?’

‘I don’t know,’ Seth said. He knelt gingerly beside the older boy and touched his neck. ‘He’s got a pulse.’ He touched the other boy. ‘They’re both alive, thank God. I think you just knocked them out.’

He picked up the knife and wiped it clean on his bloody shirt, and then extricated his wallet and the phones from the older boy’s grip. Then, from quite close by, we heard a police siren start up, and we both stiffened as if any movement might attract the car. It passed, heading on up the high street, and I heard Seth’s shaky gasp of relief echo mine.

‘We need to get out of here,’ Seth said. ‘Is there anything that could lead them back to us?’

‘Just the knife, your blood …’ I wiped it again and then rinsed it in a puddle. It wouldn’t help if they bothered with forensics, but I prayed it wouldn’t come to that.

‘Hopefully when they come to they’ll just think they had a fight they can’t remember,’ Seth said, buttoning his coat over the bloodstains.

‘If they come to.’

‘They’ll be fine,’ Seth said with fierce emphasis. ‘Anna, listen to me – they’re both breathing; they’ll be OK. Now come on, let’s get out of here.’

We walked swiftly up the alleyway. The high street was empty as we left, and we made our way as quickly and inconspicuously as possible to the car. My hands were shaking with spent adrenalin.

In the car Seth started the engine. He was about to move off when I suddenly said, ‘Wait, wait a sec …’

There was a phone box in the corner of the car park and I ran over to it and dialled 999.

‘Ambulance,’ I said breathlessly in response to the operator’s question, and then when I was put through, ‘Please send an ambulance to the alleyway off Brighthaven high street. I don’t know what it’s called, but it’s a little dead end between Topshop and Milly’s Tea Room. There are two men; they’ve been in a fight. They’re unconscious but breathing.’

‘Right. Can I take your name, please?’ the operator asked.

I hung up and ran to the car.



In the car on the way back I was silent, trying to keep myself under control. Seth looked at me sideways in the darkness, and I could feel his concern.

‘It’s OK, Anna,’ he said at last. ‘It’ll be OK.’

‘You don’t know that.’ I stared into the golden tunnels of the headlights; a frightened rabbit leapt into the hedge with a flash of white scut. ‘I ruined our evening; I ruined everything.’

‘Don’t say that,’ Seth said angrily. ‘You didn’t ruin anything. Those blokes could have killed us both. You got us out of there the only way you could. Would we be having this conversation if you’d hit them over the head with a rock?’

Probably. But anyway there was one massive difference, and Seth knew it. I was a witch and the two boys were just ordinary people, outwith, with no powers to defend themselves. I’d used an illegal weapon in an unfair fight – and put myself and Seth in danger.

Ever since my run-in with the Ealdwitan last year I’d promised myself, once and for all, never to use magic again and, so far, it seemed to be working. I’d had no more terrifying visits from the Ealdwitan’s grey-suited ‘employees’, no more back-door recruitment attempts, only a dry, official letter with an embossed crow crest, regretting ‘an unfortunate incident in June of this year, in which certain of our personnel exceeded their responsibilities and committed certain errors of judgement’.

Those ‘errors of judgement’ had resulted in the death of one of our friends, the flooding of Winter town, and the destruction of most of Winter Castle. And it all stemmed from my inability to keep my powers under control.

The Ealdwitan’s letter had promised ‘no further action, providing our previous terms and conditions are adhered to’. Which meant, in plain English: no casting spells on ordinary people and no practising magic. It wasn’t only the actions of the police we had to fear over tonight’s outburst, but the fury of the Ealdwitan too, if they ever got to hear about it.

The drive back from Brighthaven was a longish one, and I’d got myself under control by the time Seth bumped down the wooded track to Wicker House. He drew up in front of the house and took my hand.

‘Want me to come in?’

I shook my head, thinking of his bloody shirt and Dad’s probable reaction.

‘Better not. Your shirt. You know. Dad would ask questions.’

Seth nodded.

‘OK. But listen, Anna, please don’t fret about this. You did what you had to do. No one needs to know about this.’

I nodded soberly, but Seth must have read my unconvinced expression, because he pulled me to him and kissed me very hard.

‘I love you, Anna. Please, please don’t beat yourself up. Promise me? Sleep well, have a good day with Emmaline tomorrow and put this out of your head. Promise?’

‘I promise,’ I said, a lump in my throat.



CHAPTER TWO

I tried to keep my promise to Seth the next day, but I couldn’t stop myself tuning to the local news at breakfast. Dad came down to find me listening to Coast FM and making toast on the Aga, and did a comical double-take in the kitchen doorway.

‘What’s this? Up before ten in the school holidays? And what’s happened to the Today programme?’

‘I fancied a change,’ I said uncomfortably. ‘And I’m up early because I’m going to London with Emmaline today, remember? I’m meeting her at the station at nine.’

‘Of course, I’d forgotten. Do you need a lift?’

‘I’ll cycle,’ I said, and then broke off as the news came on. Dad was chatting about the preparations he still had to make for Christmas: picking up the goose, cutting the holly and so on; but I wasn’t paying attention. Instead I was listening desperately for any mention of two bodies found in an alleyway in Brighthaven. Nothing came up though, so at least they couldn’t be dead. There was precious little real crime down here, other than small-scale shoplifting and kids dealing the odd bit of weed. One death, let alone two, would have kept the local news occupied for weeks. As the bulletin ended I gave a silent sigh of relief and turned my attention back to Dad.

‘Sorry, Dad, what did you say?’

‘I said, it’s half eight. If you’re going to make that train you’d better get a move on.’

‘Cripes!’ I looked at the clock above the Aga. ‘I’d better fly. Bye, Dad.’

I kissed him and ran for the door, stopping only to grab my cycle helmet and rain mac. It looked like it was due for a downpour.



Emmaline was waiting on the platform when I ran up, hot and panting. She lowered her spectacles as I approached and stared at me haughtily over the lenses like a school teacher.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ I said, as she tapped her watch meaningfully. ‘I got sidetracked.’

Emmaline snorted. ‘You mean you slept in! Did you and Seth stay up too late declaring your undying love for each other?’

‘Not exactly,’ I said crossly, and told her about the scuffle in the alleyway. ‘So I stayed to listen to the Coast FM bulletin.’

‘And?’

‘Nothing, thankfully.’

‘So they’re not dead,’ Emmaline said thoughtfully. ‘Sounds like you got away with it this time.’

‘This time. But what about next time I slip up? I’m terrified, Em. It used to be such an effort to do any magic at all – now it’s an effort not to. I can’t control myself any more – electrical sparks, clouds of butterflies … Last night I made snow fall in the restaurant.’

The train drew up at that moment and there was a momentary scramble as we found seats and settled ourselves in a carriage. So close to Christmas there were few commuters and we managed to find a compartment to ourselves. I stowed our bags on the luggage rack and we drew out of the station to the sound of the guard’s whistle.

Emmaline had obviously been thinking things over, because as soon as we were seated she said, ‘Do you think you’re taking the wrong tack?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Over these … leakages, or whatever you want to call them.’

I snorted. ‘Nice terminology! Shall I add incontinence pads to my Christmas list?’

Emmaline laughed.

‘You know what I mean. I wonder if it’s because you’re trying too hard not to do any magic. So the power is building and building and it has to come out somehow, and it’s escaping when you’re concentrating on other things – moments of emotional stress or whatever. Small distraction, like, say, Mr Waters batting his lovely eyelashes at you, equals small leak; massive distraction, like, say, an attempted mugging, equals massive leak.’

I thought about her theory as the wintry countryside flashed past: dark wet fields, leafless trees, pools of morning mist in the hollows. The telegraph poles reflected the noise of the train like a human pulse.

‘There could be something in that,’ I said at last. ‘So what’s your solution?’

‘Let it out, safely.’

‘But what about—’

Emmaline didn’t wait for me to finish, she didn’t need to.

‘Away from the outwith, so the Ealdwitan can’t object. You could do worse than take up Mum’s offer of lessons.’

She must have seen something in my face – dumb mutiny perhaps – because she leant forwards across the gap between the seats, suddenly serious, ‘Look, I know you’re doing some kind of normality kick, and I don’t want to piss on your snowball, but you’ve got to get this under control. It’s getting worse isn’t it?’ I nodded, tight-lipped. ‘And your stress levels are only going to go up between now and A levels. What if something really serious happens and you totally crack?’

I looked away from her beseeching dark eyes, out of the window. Lessons. Witchcraft. Was I really ready to let go of my old life so completely? Did I have a choice?

‘We could try,’ I said at last. It was more to get her off my back than because I was convinced by her argument.

‘OK. Good. Anyway, more importantly,’ Emmaline changed the subject determinedly, ‘what are we going to do in London?’

I made an effort to drag my mind back to pleasanter subjects.

‘Well, Selfridges and then maybe Bond Street, I thought. Dad gave me some money for clothes and I’ll probably find something there. And then Dad’s asked me to get some stuff from Fortnum’s for Christmas lunch, and I’m going to get him books, so we can nip to Hatchards. It’s a bookshop,’ I added in response to Em’s single raised brow. ‘What do you want to do?’

‘I realize you’re revelling in your role of sultry urbanista, but please try not to rub in the fact that I’m just a lowly provincial. All those sound good – I’m going to get Sienna clothes so Selfridges works for me, and Abe and Simon will get books so Hatchets sounds fine.’

‘Hatchards,’ I corrected automatically.

‘Nobody likes a know-it-all, Anna. What are you getting Seth?’

‘Oh, he’s sorted. What about your mum?’

‘I don’t know … I thought something a bit different – an antique maybe. Is there anywhere, you know, kind of vintage, junk-shoppy?’

‘Not on Piccadilly,’ I said doubtfully. ‘Unless you want to spend a couple of grand. But we could go to Portobello Market. It’s right near where I used to live.’



We ended up wandering round Notting Hill, a mountain of shopping bags over each arm and hot bourek burning our hands in lieu of lunch.

‘There’s this bakery’ – I spoke round a mouthful of scalding feta – ‘that does these amazing little Portuguese custard tarts. It’s just down this road. Shall we head there and we can have coffee and a tart for pudding?’

‘You’re so lucky,’ Emmaline sighed, uncharacteristically soft with longing. ‘Growing up round here, all these amazing shops, the cinemas, the nightclubs …’

‘Not that I got much use out of the nightclubs at any rate,’ I said regretfully. ‘I left before they’d believe my false ID. Anyway, I’m not lucky any more; I’m just one of the lowly provincials too, remember?’

‘But you’ll go back, will you? For uni, I mean?’

‘I don’t know … maybe.’ Ms Wright had pushed me into applying for Oxford, but I still wasn’t sure – partly put off by the shady rumours of Ealdwitan involvement in some of the colleges, although I didn’t want to admit that to Emmaline. But Dad had been up at Magdalen and I knew he’d burst with pride if I followed his footsteps. And then of course there was Seth, who wasn’t likely to get into either Oxford or Cambridge with his results – and wouldn’t have wanted to anyway. He planned to study Marine Biology and was applying to Plymouth, Bangor and UHI up in the far north of Scotland. Either way, I was unlikely to see much of him unless I was prepared to go to a coastal institute.

I looked around for something to change the subject and stopped dead in the street. We’d been wandering almost aimlessly towards the Portuguese bakery and I’d barely noticed where my feet had taken me.

‘Emmaline – look! Look where we are!’

‘What?’ Emmaline looked up and down the road. ‘It looks just like all the other streets. Is it famous?’

‘It’s my street – my street where Dad and I used to live.’ I stopped outside number 31, gazing up at the long clean lines of the terraced house. ‘And this is our house. I’m home!’

‘This one?’ Emmaline jerked her thumb at the dark-green door. ‘This one right here was your house?’

I nodded.

‘That’s my room.’ I pointed to the second floor; the little window still had a CND sticker on it from my passionate Green Party phase.

‘Yuck.’ Emmaline shuddered involuntarily and backed away into the road.

‘What’s with you?’ I was suddenly deeply offended. This was the house where I was born, had grown up, where all my childhood memories were. I thought of me and Dad in the kitchen, baking my first fairy cakes, flat and burnt on top. I remembered climbing into his bed on Sunday mornings for hot milk and chocolate digestives, leaving chocolately handprints on his duvet and the Sunday Times. All the memories of my life before Winter, all bound up with this tall white house. It had been my home for more than seventeen years and, in some way, would always be home in a way that Winter never could. Every inch of me bristled at Emmaline’s reaction.

‘What on earth do you mean, yuck?’

‘Anna, this place is just lousy with magic. Can’t you feel it?’

With a great effort I took a step back from my nostalgia and looked at the house anew – as a witch.

She was right. A strange dead-feeling magical force was throbbing over the entire front of the house. I couldn’t believe I’d never noticed it before – the stench of magic was like a physical slap in the face. Once I had noticed it, I couldn’t suppress an echoing shudder of my own.

‘What is it?’

‘I’ve no idea, but it’s coming from there.’ Emmaline pointed distastefully at the front step of the house.

‘Can’t we find out what it is?’ I asked.

‘I think there must be something buried under there – it’s too localized to be anything general. It must be a charm, I guess – no way of knowing without seeing it though.’

‘So what are you saying – we need to dig it up?’
 
Emmaline nodded.
 
‘But … but it’s solid stone! And we haven’t got so much as a spade!’
 
Emmaline rolled her eyes. ‘Not with a spade, you divot. Have you forgotten your powers?’
 
‘But … but here? In front of everyone?’

‘Who’s here?’ Emmaline pointed out. ‘Anyway I can shield us from any outwith who come past – it’s not hard to do a deflecting spell.’ She rapped on the door and listened for a moment. ‘No one in the house, so that’s good. Go on, you blast the step and I’ll keep us hidden.’

She looked up and down the road and, as if on cue, an old lady’s face peered curiously out of the window opposite. Emmaline pointed a finger at her imperiously; the lady’s face went blank, and she turned back to her front room, suddenly quite uninterested.

‘Go on!’ Emmaline urged. ‘This’ll be a good test of my theory about your magical incontinence. Let a bit out and we’ll see if you have any more leaks tonight.’

‘Em, please, I don’t want to.’

‘For God’s sake, why not?’

‘Do you have to ask? After what happened last year?’

‘Oh, come on! You haven’t heard from the Ealdwitan in months. I don’t believe it’s anything to do with them; this is about you trying to pretend you’re an outwith so you can be the perfect couple with Seth. Anyway, you didn’t have any qualms about blasting them to shards last summer, did you?’

‘That wasn’t a choice, it was a necessity.’

‘Well, try this for necessity,’ Em said. ‘I’m going to lift that step; if you value your continued liberty from the Ealdwitan then give me a shield.’ She pointed a finger at the step and raised an eyebrow.

‘I don’t know how!’

‘Oh, of course you do, it’s not hard. Just, you know, think blanketing thoughts. If anyone looks out, tell them that there’s nothing to worry about. Ready?’

I stiffened, ready to shield us from any passers-by – but nothing happened. I could feel my power throbbing with painful intensity in the core of my body, but I couldn’t access it. It was like being in the loo and desperately needing a pee, but hearing someone in the stall next door and being unable to let go.

Emmaline pointed her finger at the step and I yelped out, ‘Stop!’

‘What?’

‘I can’t do it!’ I said desperately. ‘I can’t get it out. My magic, it’s like it’s trapped.’

‘Don’t be an idiot,’ Em said shortly. ‘You’re just worried because of what happened last night. Don’t force it – just relax.’

I shook myself, took a few deep breaths, and tried to let the magic flow. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing! What was happening?

‘Anna, I’m warning you, I’m lifting that step in five … four … three …’

‘I can’t!’ I gasped. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong, but I just can’t. Someone’s going to see us.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, do I have to do everything around here?’ Emmaline snapped. Her shoulders tensed and I could see she was concentrating desperately on shielding, while still trying to maintain enough of her power to lift the step. There was a moment’s internal struggle, and then a crack, and the earth erupted in a small quiet volcano, rich soil bubbling up through the snapped stonework. Emmaline gave a great sigh of relief and we both hurried forwards to examine the earth. There, in the middle, was a stained oilskin packet, caked in dirt and tied up with red string. It stank of magic so strongly I could hardly bear to touch it, but with a great effort I snatched it up and shoved it in a shopping bag. Then, with a glance up and down the street, Emmaline crushed the earth back down and smoothed the stone step back in place, and the house and its porch looked just as it’d always done for all the years I’d lived there.



At the Portuguese bakery we ordered custard tarts and coffee, although I really didn’t need anything likely to make my hands shake any more, and then sat at a quiet table in the little back room. I was too preoccupied to drink. The packet felt like it was burning a hole in the plastic shopping bag.

‘What are we going to do with … it?’ I asked at last in a low voice.

‘I don’t know.’ Emmaline bit her nail. ‘I wish we knew what it was. It feels … bad. I think we have to open it.’

‘What – here?’ I said incredulously. ‘But what if there’s some kind of dreadful magic that leaks out – kills someone maybe?’

‘I don’t think it’ll be anything harmful to the outwith – I mean, it’s been under your step for a while, by the looks of things, and all your neighbours seem to be OK. If there’s any danger I’d say it’d be to you or me. But what choices have we got – dump it here or take it home, basically, right?’

‘We can’t dump it here,’ I said instantly. Emmaline nodded grimly.

‘And I’m not letting you carry it back to Winter without checking it out. Besides, don’t you want to know what’s been hiding under your step all these years? Don’t you want to see?’

I did. I did want to see. I lifted the bag on to the table and fished inside.
 
In spite of her encouragement Emmaline fell back at the reek of magic. So did I. The small packet throbbed with a bizarre numbing sensation that I’d never encountered before. I could hardly bring myself to bend closer, but I forced myself to pick at the knot of red string, and then peeled back the crusted oilskin, my eyes watering all the time.

‘For goodness’ sake.’ Emmaline was leaning as far back in her chair as she could go, her face averted from the parcel. ‘Get it over with. Just look and then get it back in the bag.’

Through my watery eyes I could see scraps of something – some kind of parchment. There seemed to be two pieces, and as I unfolded the first I saw writing on it – small spidery letters draggling across the page. But the characters swam in front of my eyes and I couldn’t make out the words – in fact, they barely looked like letters at all.

‘I can’t read it, can you?’ I pushed the paper towards Em and she recoiled hastily.

‘Anna, please! Get that thing out of my face! No, I can’t read it either. It looks like …’ Mastering her disgust she peered closer, her eyes watering just as mine had with the effort of getting so near. ‘It looks like Greek, or maybe Russian?’ Then revulsion took over and she pushed it away. ‘Put it back in the bag; I’m sorry I asked you to look. This is beyond me – I don’t know what it is at all. Just … just wrap it up. We’ll take it home; maybe Mum will know what to do.’

I folded it up, wrapped it as securely as I could, and then tied it in the thickest plastic bag and shoved it to the bottom of my shopping bag. Emmaline shuddered and wiped her hands involuntarily on her denim miniskirt where she’d touched it. Then we downed our coffees, paid our bill and left, glad to be back in the fresh air at last.




CHAPTER THREE

‘What in heaven’s name is that foul magic?’ Maya was at the door as we climbed the steps to the flat, weary in body and soul from the ceaseless stench of the packet battering at us all the way home.

‘You may well ask,’ Emmaline said dourly. ‘A little souvenir from Anna’s old house.’

I opened the carrier to show Maya the packet and she reeled back.

‘Good grief, what possessed you to bring it here? What if it’s dangerous?’

‘We dug it up out of Anna’s front step,’ Em said. ‘We could hardly dump it on the street.’

‘No, but … oh, Lord.’ Maya put her hand to her head as if warding off a headache. ‘Why on earth did you dig it up? No – don’t answer that. I can see that you needed to know … but what are we going to do?’

‘We hoped you’d have an idea.’ Emmaline’s face crumpled and she looked suddenly frightened. ‘It’s written magic but in a foreign script – Russian, I think. We couldn’t read it.’

‘OK, OK, let’s think. Simon maybe? It’s his sort of thing – he might be able to read it, or failing that maybe he’ll know how to safely dispose of it.’
 
‘Fantastic idea,’ Emmaline said gratefully. ‘I’ll ring him now.’

She went to the phone in the corner of the flat. While she dialled, Maya rolled up the carrier and put it on the windowsill outside the flat, closing the window and the curtains too. It did little to hide the reek but shutting out the sight was somehow comforting.

With the curtains drawn the place was suddenly dim and I watched Maya as she moved about lighting lamps and candles until the ramshackle cavern was filled with the gleam of light on copper pans, the glint of crystal and prism. Maya was holding a match to the last lamp when the screech of a boiling kettle split the air and we both jumped.

‘I think we all need a hot drink,’ Maya said. She poured water into the little earthen pot and the comforting smell of spices rose up. ‘Here, drink this.’

She handed me a mug and we sat down at the corner of the long table, listening to Emmaline’s side of the conversation with Simon.

‘So, aside from your little archaeological dig, how was your day?’ Maya said as I drained the cup with a grateful sigh, feeling the spices do all kinds of good things for my weary muscles and strained nerves. I had my suspicions about Maya’s tea, for all her edicts about not misusing magic.

‘Good,’ I answered slowly. ‘Good shopping. It took my mind off last night, anyway.’

‘Last night?’ Maya asked. I told her about the night before, the men in the alley – staring deliberately into the depths of the mug, so that I wouldn’t have to face her horrified expression.

‘Oh, darling …’ Maya put a hand on my shoulder as I finished. I felt magic flow out of her, tendrils of reassurance and calm burrowing into my skin and bone, a flow of power designed to soothe and gentle.

But I shrugged ungratefully and she took it away, a flicker of sadness crossing her face, though I could see she was trying not to be offended. For her, spelling out her love was no different to giving someone a hug to comfort them, and I sighed.

‘I’m sorry, Maya. I didn’t mean … I don’t mean …’

‘I know.’ She put an arm around me. ‘Is that better?’

I nodded and felt tears well up as her strong, slim arm hugged my shoulders.

‘Emmaline thinks I’m incontinent,’ I said, with an attempt at a laugh. Maya smiled back, cheering me in my attempt to be cheerful, but there was concern underneath.

‘That’s one way of looking at it, I suppose. But she’s right, in that power will find a way. If you don’t master it, it will master you. And that’s a bad situation to find yourself in.’

‘It won’t master me,’ I said fiercely. Maya looked at me, her face serious in the candlelight.

‘Are you sure? Anna, in your head you may still be nine-tenths outwith, but your heart knows what you are. You’re—’

She stopped as there was a pounding at the street door and Emmaline jumped up from the window seat, her nails in her mouth.

‘Is that … ?’ Maya looked startled. ‘That was quick.’

Emmaline gave a nod.

‘Yes. I caught him on his way home.’

The sound of feet on the stairs, and then Simon’s long, serious face with its black beard and Roman nose peered round the door, wearing an uncharacteristically excited expression.

‘Good evening, ladies. Well, no need to ask where that parcel is.’ He nodded at the window. ‘From the reek coming from over there, I assume it’s behind the curtains?’

‘Outside the window actually.’ Maya rose to open the sash and retrieved the carrier, holding it by the tips of her fingers.

‘We’re hoping you’ll take it away and magically deodorize it or something,’ Emmaline said.

‘Well, I can’t promise that but I’ll do my best.’ He began to unravel the carrier.

‘Hi, Simon, how are you? How nice to see you. How’s my sister? Yes, fine, thanks and you?’ Emmaline said sarcastically.

‘Sorry,’ Simon said mildly. ‘I realize I’m skipping the small talk here, but as you know, I rather like written charms so this is quite interesting. In fact the power is—’ He stopped and choked as the bag fell away and the full force of the magic flowed into the room, ‘Qu-quite beyond anything I’ve experienced. Good Lord, what is it?’

He was picking at the red threads I had loosely retied. As the parcel fell apart he peered at the scraps of parchment. It was a measure of his enthusiasm that he managed to examine them so closely.

‘What’s the writing?’ Emmaline asked from the other side of the room.

‘Russian. I know the characters but I’m not very proficient in the language. It’s something like: Let the witch of the living … No, hang on, the witch dwelling here … What’s that word – harmed? No, wait. Let me read that again.’

He sat hunched over the page for what seemed like an age, occasionally tapping words into his phone and presumably getting online translations or something. At last he raised his head. His face was pink above his black beard and his eyes sparkled.

‘Well, the first piece reads something like: Let the witch who dwells herein be crippled in magic; let her be as those without magic for as long as she call this place home. And the second piece is harder to translate but I’d stab at something like: Let those who dwell herein be as twigs within a forest, as feathers in a mattress, as rain upon the sea. For bone and stone and stick, for plate and water and inner eye, let this be so.’

There was a moment’s silence and then Emmaline said wonderingly, ‘What the hell does that mean?’

‘The first bit is pretty clear, I’d say. You did say you found it under Anna’s old house?’ We both nodded. ‘Well, it solves one riddle at any rate, doesn’t it?’

‘It doesn’t solve anything!’ Emmaline exclaimed. ‘Who put it there? Why? When? Did they want to harm Anna? I can’t see that it solves anything!’

‘It solves the riddle of why Anna’s powers manifested so strangely,’ Maya said slowly. ‘Isn’t that what you mean, Simon?’

He nodded, looking at me. ‘Yes, as long as you thought of home as London, this little charm was crippling your magic. When you moved to Winter and gradually stopped thinking of London as home, your powers recovered. The more at home you feel in Winter, the greater your powers become.’

‘Of course …’ I said slowly. ‘And that was why I couldn’t use my magic to break the step, back in London. For a moment I felt like I was home. I even said it – do you remember, Emmaline?’

Emmaline struck her hand on her forehead, ‘Of course – I’m such a doofus. And that must be why you didn’t notice it at first, or while you lived there. I couldn’t work out how anyone could live within a hundred yards of that charm and not feel like a dying duck but, without magic, you wouldn’t feel its effects.’

‘Yes, it’s quite a clever catch twenty-two,’ Simon said. ‘Without magic you can’t detect it – and without detecting it you can’t recover your magic. Even if you leave temporarily, as long as you think of the place as home it will work its magic. It’s only the chance fact of your moving away for good, Anna, that saved you.’

Saved me? I would have laughed, if I hadn’t felt so bitter. Had I really been saved from a life without magic? It wasn’t the word I’d have chosen. But Simon obviously saw it quite differently – to him I’d been rescued by chance from … what? Obscurity? Normality?

Emmaline’s voice broke into my thoughts. ‘And what about the other one?’
 
For a moment I wasn’t sure what she was speaking about, but then I remembered: the other parchment.

‘Ah,’ Simon said. ‘Well, I’m guessing it’s some kind of confusion charm, perhaps designed to give some protection from people scrying for your location. But I don’t know what’s been lost in translation. I’d need to get someone else to look at it. There may have been subtler implications in the original Russian.’

That last word recalled me to something that had been puzzling me from the first.
 
‘Of course – they were written in Russian. Why would that be?’
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