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Eyes
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‘Rachel, wake up, get out of the dream!’ Morpeth shook her gently, then more roughly when she did not move. ‘Come on, wake up!’


‘What?’ Rachel’s eyes half-opened.


Briefly Morpeth saw the remains of her nightmare. It dug into her cheek, as big as a dog: the gnarled black claw of a Witch. As Morpeth watched the thick green fingernails faded on Rachel’s pale face.


‘It’s all right,’ he said hastily, gripping her shoulders. ‘Don’t be afraid. You’re safe, at home, in your room. There’s no Witch.’


Rachel jerked awake and sat up, her breath coming in hurried gasps.


‘Oh, Morpeth,’ she murmured, ‘never wake me up like that. When I’m dreaming … I might … I could have hurt you.’ She buried her face in a pillow, waiting until the cold jagged sensation of the fingernails had gone. ‘You should know better,’ she said at last. ‘A spell might have slipped out.’


‘Would you rather your mum faced those claws?’ he answered. ‘At least I can recognize them.’


Rachel nodded bleakly. ‘But it’s dangerous, even for you. Always let me wake up naturally, when I’m ready.’


Morpeth grunted, pointing at the sunlight filtering through the curtains. ‘I waited as long as I could. Half the day’s gone, and your mum was just about to get you up.’ He picked a few strands of weed from her hair. ‘Interesting smell these have.’


‘Oh no,’ groaned Rachel, noticing the staleness for the first time. ‘I was in the pond again last night, wasn’t I?’


‘I’m afraid so.’


Rachel bit her lip. ‘That’s twice this week.’


‘Three times.’


‘I suppose I had the gills?’


‘Yes, the usual scarlet ones, on your neck.’


‘Ugh!’ Rachel felt below her ears in disgust. ‘How long was I under the water this time?’


‘About an hour.’


‘An hour!’ Rachel shook her head grimly. ‘Then it’s getting worse. All right, I’m up.’ She listened for a second. ‘Will you check the corridor and bathroom are clear?’


Morpeth nipped out, returning moments later. ‘Nobody about, and here’s a couple of fresh towels. I’ll stuff last night’s sheets in the wash, shall I?’


Rachel smiled, taking the towels. ‘Morpeth, you’re my guardian angel.’


Slipping quietly into the bathroom, she used a long hot shower to remove the stink of the pond. Returning to her room, she sat beside the dressing-table mirror, half-heartedly brushing out her long straight dark hair.


Then she stopped. She put the brush down. She turned slowly to the mirror and examined her slim, lightly freckled face.


The eyes that gazed back were no longer quite human. Her old hazel-green eyes, matching her dad’s, had gone. Replacing them were her new magical eyes. Spells clustered in the corners, behind the lids. They liked it there, where they could look out onto the world. Throughout the day they crowded forward, eager for her attention. Each spell had its own unique colour. Yesterday’s spell-colours had started off scarlet and gold, surrounding her black pupil. This morning there was no pupil at all. There was only a deep wide blue in both eyes, the shade of a summer sky. Rachel had seen that colour many times recently. It was the colour of a flying spell, aching to be used.


Staring at her reflection in the mirror, Rachel said, ‘No. I won’t fly. I made a promise, I’m keeping it. I won’t give in to you!’


‘Give in to who?’ asked a voice.


Rachel turned, startled. Her mum stood behind her, staring anxiously into the mirror.


‘Mum, where did you come from?’


‘I’ve been here awhile, just watching you. And them.’ Mum studied Rachel’s spell-drenched eyes. Their colour had now changed to a mournful grey. ‘Those spells,’ Mum said angrily. ‘What are they expecting from you? Why won’t they just leave you in peace for once?’


‘It’s all right, Mum,’ Rachel mumbled vaguely. ‘I’m … I’m still in charge of them.’


Mum wrapped her arms around Rachel’s neck. Holding her tight, she said in the softest of voices, ‘Then tell me why you’re trembling? Do you think after twelve years I can’t tell when my own daughter’s hurting?’


A single tear rolled down Rachel’s cheek. She tried to dash the wetness away.


‘Let it out,’ Mum said. ‘You cry it out. Those terrible spells. How dare they do anything to harm you!’


For a few minutes Rachel leaned back into her mother’s embrace. Finally she said, ‘I’m all right, really I am. I’m fine. I am.’


Mum squeezed Rachel again and simply stood there, obviously reluctant to leave.


‘You won’t keep staring in that mirror?’


‘No more staring today,’ Rachel answered, forcing a smile. ‘Promise.’ As Mum walked slowly to the door, she said, ‘You’re missing Dad, aren’t you?’


Mum halted at the door. ‘Is it that obvious?’


‘Only because I miss him too. I hate it when he’s away.’


‘His last foreign contract this year’s nearly finished,’ Mum told her. ‘He’ll be back in a month or so.’


‘Thirty-eight days,’ Rachel said.


Mum smiled conspiratorially. ‘So we both count!’ She turned to leave. ‘Hurry down, will you? I’ve had just about enough of Eric and the prapsies today. I do love your brother, but he’s nine going on six half the time, the things he teaches those child-birds.’ She tramped back downstairs, muttering all the way.


Rachel finished dressing and made her way to the kitchen. As soon as she entered the prapsies covered their faces.


‘Lock away your sparky eyes!’ one shrieked, glimpsing her.


Oops, Rachel thought, quickly switching the glowing spell-colours off.


The other prapsy flapped irritably in front of her face. ‘Eric could have been blinded!’ it squeaked. ‘His handsome face could have eye-holes burned in it!’


Rachel knew better than to react in any way. She put some bread on the grill and watched it brown, as if toasting bread fascinated her.


The prapsies hovered next to her nose, pulling faces. They were odd, mixed-up things, the joke creation of a Witch who had once used them as messengers. Bodily they were identical to crows, with the typical sleek, blue-black feathers. But instead of beaks they had noses; and instead of bird-faces, theirs were plump, dimpled and rosy-cheeked, with soft lips. Each prapsy had the head of a baby.


Mum swished by, waving the child-birds out of her way. They parted, then came back together, hovering perfectly over Rachel’s head. One blew a raspberry; the other accidentally dribbled on her toast.


‘How delightful,’ Rachel said, throwing the slice in the bin. ‘I wish I knew how they grew their baby-faces back again. I preferred it when they just squawked.’


Both prapsies showed her their toothless gums.


‘Gaze at us, chimp face!’ they cooed. ‘We’re so gorgeous. We’re so beautiful! Ask Eric.’


Eric sat nearby at the kitchen table, casually turning the pages of a comic.


‘You all right, sis?’ he asked, glancing up. ‘Enjoying the boys’ company?’


‘I’m fine,’ she said dryly. ‘But I’d prefer not to be within kissing distance. Do you think you might call the boys off long enough for me to butter my toast?’


‘Sure thing.’ He whistled.


Instantly both prapsies flew onto his shoulders. They perched there, scowling at Rachel.


‘And shut them up for ten minutes,’ Mum said in her deadliest voice. ‘Or it’s crow stew tonight.’


Eric pretended not to hear, but he did finger-zip his mouth. The prapsies sucked their lips in tight to prevent any more insults escaping.


Eric was a short stocky boy with a tough expression he often practised. His most striking feature was his hair – a blond mass of curls. Eric hated his hair. Mothers liked to touch the soft waviness of it. In a couple of years he was determined to get the locks hacked off. A skinhead. For now he had to be content with the prapsies messing it up as often as possible with their claws.


‘I suppose the prapsies slept with you again last night?’ Rachel said witheringly.


‘Of course.’ Eric grinned – and so did the prapsies – imitating him with eerie precision.


‘I’ve watched them,’ Rachel went on. ‘They sit on your bed, with those big baby eyes. It’s spooky. They copy everything you do. When you turn, they turn. They even imitate your snoring.’


‘Ah, it’s true,’ Eric chuckled, ‘They adore me.’ He clicked his fingers. One prapsy immediately nudged the page of his comic over with its small upturned nose.


‘Pathetic,’ Rachel muttered. ‘Three morons. Where’s Morpeth?’


‘I could tell you,’ Eric replied. ‘But what’s in it for me?’


‘He’s in the garden,’ Mum said, clipping Eric round the ear. She handed Rachel some freshly buttered toast. ‘Eat a crust before you go out, won’t you?’


After breakfast Rachel wandered into the back garden. It was a bakingly hot July day, with almost all of the summer holidays still left. Morpeth lay spread out by the pond. He was a thin boy, with startlingly blue eyes and thick sandy hair sticking out in all directions. An ice-cool drink lay within easy reach of his bronze arm.


Rachel smiled affectionately. ‘I see you’ve settled in for the summer.’


‘Thanks to Dragwena, I missed out on several hundred summers,’ Morpeth said. ‘I’m catching up as best I can.’ He pulled a can of coke out of the pond and handed it to Rachel. ‘I’ve been saving this. How are you feeling?’


‘Pretty grim,’ she said, easing into the garden hammock.


‘You certainly smell better. I suppose you scrubbed with soap?’


‘Yes, Morpeth, I did,’ Rachel said, laughing. ‘Why? Don’t you?’


‘Still can’t stand the slimy feel,’ he admitted. ‘That funny sweet smell too, there’s something wrong about it. Of course, we didn’t have soap when I was a boy. Everyone smelt awful and no one cared a bit.’


Rachel couldn’t quite get used to this new child-Morpeth. She had met him a year before on another world: Ithrea. Rachel shuddered even now to think of that desolate world of dark snow. A hated Witch, Dragwena, had ruled there. Morpeth had been her reluctant servant.


For centuries he had been forced to watch as Dragwena abducted children from our world. Rachel and Eric were the last to be kidnapped. When she arrived, Rachel discovered that all children possess magic they cannot use on Earth. That was why the Witch wanted them – to serve her own purposes. Morpeth had tutored Rachel, and she blossomed, discovering that she was more magically gifted than any child who had come before – the first strong enough to truly resist Dragwena. Eric, too, had a gift, and this time it was one no other child possessed. Uniquely, he could unmake spells. He could destroy them. In a final terrifying battle Rachel and Eric had fought the Witch’s Doomspell and witnessed the death of Dragwena at the hands of the great Wizard, Larpskendya.


As Rachel gazed at Morpeth now, it was difficult for her to remember that for hundreds of years he had been a wrinkled old man kept alive only by the Witch’s magic. Somehow he had defied the worst of Dragwena’s influence, and when Rachel and Eric arrived he risked his life over and over for them. In gratitude, the Wizard Larpskendya gave Morpeth back all the lost years of childhood Dragwena had taken from him. He returned, as a boy, home – but not his own home. His original family were long dead, of course. So Rachel’s parents had secretly adopted him – and here he was, a year later, a man-boy in a summer garden. A few other creatures had chosen to return from Ithrea with Rachel and Eric. Only the prapsies remained. The wolf-cub, Scorpa, Ronnocoden the eagle, and a few worms, had soon disappeared, deciding to make a new life amongst their own kind on Earth.


‘What’s wrong?’ Rachel asked, noticing that Morpeth looked slightly uncomfortable.


‘It’s these shorts,’ he pouted. ‘Your mum forgets that I’m five-hundred-and-thirty-seven years old. I don’t like stripy pants.’


‘You couldn’t wear your old leathers from Ithrea forever, Morpeth. You’ve outgrown them.’


‘But they felt good,’ he said. ‘These shorts just look stupid. They don’t fit properly, either. Your mum always assumes I’m the same size as Eric.’


‘Are they too tight?’


‘Too loose,’ Morpeth said meaningfully.


‘Mm. Dangerous.’ Rachel smiled. ‘Must tell Mum about that … of course, you could go to the shops and buy your own.’


Morpeth gave her a grouchy shrug. Shopping meant setting foot out of the house and across the dreaded street. Traffic unnerved him. There had been no cars when he was a boy, or aeroplanes. The sheer noisiness of modern life made him constantly edgy, and he avoided roads whenever possible.


For a few minutes Rachel lay in the hammock next to the pond, simply enjoying the sunshine and the light breeze blowing over her legs.


‘Morpeth,’ she said at last, ‘I was in bed for fifteen hours last night. I can’t wake up. These things my spells are doing while I’m asleep … what’s happening?’


‘You know the answer to that,’ he said bluntly.


Rachel shook her head. ‘I know my spells want to be used,’ she said. ‘But they’ve behaved until now. What’s changed? Why are they suddenly taking over like this?’


‘They’re defying you,’ he answered. ‘They’re restless, impatient. Magic isn’t something you can just tame like a pet, Rachel. Especially your magic.’ He leant across and tapped her head. ‘Your spells are far too intense, too ambitious, to leave you alone for long. And you stopped listening to their requests months ago, didn’t you? You locked them out completely.’


‘I had to,’ Rachel protested. ‘They were too tempting. Larpskendya made me promise not to use my spells—’


‘I know,’ Morpeth said. ‘But your spells don’t care about a promise made to a Wizard. They don’t like being ignored. You won’t listen while you’re awake, so they come out to play at night – when they can take charge of your dreams.’


Rachel bent across to stir the surface of the pond. ‘But why dump me under water?’


‘Why not?’ Morpeth said. ‘Water must be an interesting place for bored spells to experiment. There’s the challenge of how to enable you to breathe without lungs. And how to enable you to inhale water without damaging your body. Those things are difficult. They require many intricate spells, co-operating closely.’


Rachel thought of the gills. ‘I can handle them,’ she insisted. ‘Larpskendya warned me a party of Witches could detect my spells, even from space. That might lead the Witches to all children. I won’t break my promise!’


‘You already have,’ snorted Morpeth. He stood up. ‘You must take back control, Rachel. Give your spells something to do – room to breathe at least. And do it while you’re awake, and you can restrain them.’


‘Nothing terrible’s happened yet …’


Morpeth met her gaze. ‘Are you going to wait until it does? I know you wouldn’t strike out deliberately, Rachel, but what about your nightmares? What if your mum tried to wake you at the wrong time? This morning, for instance. Anything could have occurred. I saw the claw.’ He stared earnestly at her. ‘That’s your worst nightmare, isn’t it? And mine too: in my darkest dreams I’m facing Dragwena again. I’m hunted by a Witch.’


Rachel shivered. She tried never to think of Dragwena.


Bringing the drink of Coke to her lips, she noticed a wasp. It buzzed around the lid of the can, crawled under the tab and finally fell into the drink. Rachel sighed, absently tipping the wasp onto the grass.


‘What spells just came into your head?’ Morpeth asked sharply.


‘Only the usual ones.’


‘Such as?’


‘Four spells: one to kill the wasp; a second to rescue it; a third to disinfect the can.’ She watched the wasp, wings fizzing, stagger across the lawn, and smiled. ‘And a warming spell to dry the insect’s wings.’


‘Which spell came first to mind?’


The killing spell, thought Rachel, and Morpeth read the answer in her face.


‘I wouldn’t have hurt the wasp,’ she told him.


‘I know,’ said Morpeth. ‘But it’s interesting that the most dangerous spells offer themselves first. They always dominate the others.’


Rachel leaned over the pond and gazed at her reflection. Her eyes had turned a deep brown, like moistened sand. She looked for more vibrant colours, but her spells were unusually reticent – as if they did not want her spying on them. Why should that be?


For the first time in months Rachel turned her attention inward. What are you up to? she demanded. Several spells became silent, tucking themselves slyly away, not wishing her to recognize the mischief they planned.


They’re waiting, Rachel realized – waiting until I fall asleep.


To Morpeth, she said, ‘You’d better keep a close eye on me tonight.’
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Ool
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Heebra, mother of Dragwena, gazed out of the eye-shaped window of her tower.


Beneath her, in all its vast glory, lay Ool, home of the Witches. It was a freezing world. Dark grey snow plunged from the sky, filling the air, squeezing out virtually all light. Heebra had ruled for over two thousand years, and in all that time the snow had never ceased to fall. Valleys overflowed with it; animals quaked and bred under it; the tallest mountains of Ool had long ago been swallowed under its dismal bitter flakes.


Only the towers of the Witches rose above the snows.


As Heebra gazed out of the window her younger daughter, Calen, emerged from the shadows of the chamber.


‘Will we watch the students fight?’ Calen asked eagerly.


‘So early? They were told to prepare for a night contest.’


‘Let’s surprise them, Mother. Make them fight now!’


Heebra smiled indulgently and signalled for the contestants to be made ready.


While she waited, Heebra surveyed the cold magnificence of Ool. The jutting towers of her Witches thronged the sky. Each tower was topped by an emerald eye-window, its height marking the status of the Witch who lived inside. There were millions of towers, but Heebra’s outreached them all. It rose thick and black from the everlasting snows, decorated by the countless faces of the Witches she had defeated in battle. In Heebra’s early rule many Witches had challenged her possession of the Great Tower. None dared any longer. A pity: it had been a long time since she had the pleasure of carving a new face into the stone.


Calen joined her by the window. ‘Do you remember winning your first eye, Mother? A legendary battle!’


Heebra shrugged. ‘It was nothing. A small tower. A lump of rock. Just a few hundred feet, and painfully thin.’


‘Who cares about the size! You defeated twelve other students to win it.’ Calen looked admiringly at her mother. ‘No one had ever done that before. You were incredible, even then.’


Heebra studied Calen. It made her ache to see how much like her fabulous lost daughter Dragwena she had become. At less than four hundred years of age, Calen was a High Witch in her prime. Her skin was still blood-red, having lost none of its freshness. Her vision was also perfect, the tattooed eyes glowing under their bone-ridged brows. Even her sense of smell remained intact; sensitive nostrils, shaped like slashed tulip petals, could sniff out live meat hiding under the deepest snow. But perhaps Calen’s best features were her jaws. All four were in spectacular condition. Despite numerous battles not one of the curved triangular black teeth had been lost or scratched. They glistened in her well-oiled silver gums, cleaned by armoured spiders that were supremely healthy, jumping alertly between the jaws in search of food scraps.


Heebra turned her attention to Nylo, Calen’s soul-snake. He was restless, this one, like his mistress, a supple yellow body always on the move about her throat.


For all young Witches, Heebra knew their soul-snake was precious: as advisor, friend, shield and weapon – and a second set of watchful eyes. Most Witches needed their soul-snakes to be active throughout their lives. Heebra had long ago dispensed with Mak, her own snake. He was now golden and solid, hanging nearly lifeless against her breast. This, more than anything else, signified the magnitude of Heebra’s power.


She drew her thoughts back to the eye-window.


‘Well?’ she asked. ‘Do I know any of those in today’s contest?’


‘I doubt it,’ said Calen. ‘It’s only a few students from the Advanced levels.’


Heebra smiled. ‘Why do you always insist on observing such juvenile battles? Their spells are so uninteresting.’


‘It’s their passion I enjoy,’ Calen answered. ‘Don’t you remember how thrilling it felt to win a blood-contest, mother?’


Heebra let her mind wander back. Once she had been like today’s students – aching for a chance to fight for her first eye. How she had relished that victory! Crushing her opponent, throwing out the dead Witch’s servants, and living in her tower, still warm from her presence, with so many future contests and more elegant towers beckoning …


The three Advanced students were ready. Raising long bare arms, they flew to appointed starting positions in the sky, their sapphire battle dresses fluttering in the winds.


‘Who do you think will win?’ Calen asked, waiting for the contest to begin.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Heebra said. ‘None are talented enough to get to the next level of magic.’


‘How can you tell?’


As soon as Calen said this Heebra ripped Nylo from her neck. She stretched his jaw until it almost snapped. Calen waited fearfully, knowing that she had no spell powerful enough to threaten her mother.


With disdain, Heebra said, ‘How can I tell? I expect finer judgement than that from one who is to rule after me. You should be able to tell immediately! The mediocre quality of the students’ flight alone shows that none will make a High Witch.’


Calen lowered her gaze. ‘Of course. I should have recognized that.’


Heebra flung Nylo contemptuously across the chamber. Calen picked him up, though she didn’t dare comfort him in front of her mother.


Together, in charged silence, they turned towards the battle.


Evening had settled in, so both switched to night-vision. Slowly their tattooed eyes stretched across their cheekbones, meeting at the back of bald pitted skulls. Heebra and Calen could now follow the contest with ease. The students began, hiding in the dense storm-whirls of the upper atmosphere, launching their spells, breathlessly attacking and defending.


Heebra did not care. Annoyed with Calen, her mind turned as it so often did to her elder daughter, Dragwena. Where was she? Dragwena had ventured alone into the realms of remote space to conquer new worlds. For centuries Heebra had waited expectantly for her return. Later she sent out search parties, but they never found her. Standing here, watching the young students above struggling to survive in the charcoal grainy sky, Heebra’s chest suddenly tightened. Was her superb, wild Dragwena still alive somewhere? Or did she lie dead on some hateful world, with no snow to anoint her grave?


‘Do you want me to pause the contest?’ Calen asked, sensing her mother’s mood.


‘No,’ sighed Heebra. ‘Let them finish.’


‘It won’t be long. All three students are starting to make mistakes.’


Heebra nodded, losing interest. What was the point of sharpening and practising their magic, she thought in sudden frustration, without any Wizards to fight? Her Witches had been slowly losing the endless war against the Wizards for millennia. In Heebra’s own lifetime the Sisterhood had lost seven worlds they had previously conquered. Seven! Each time the Wizards retreated before her fleetest warriors could catch them. If only her Witches could find Orin Fen, the Wizard home world! But the location was unknown. Larpskendya, the Wizard leader, had moved the Wizards from their original planet, and obscured the way to their new one. Gradually, almost bloodlessly, he was winning the war – pushing her best Witches back, back, closer to Ool. The grip of the Witches had never been weaker.


‘A defeat,’ laughed Calen. ‘At last!’


One of the students, her face flushed with excitement, drifted towards Heebra’s tower. In her claws she carried the lifeless soul-snakes of the other students like trophies. But her moment of triumph was spoiled.


High in the sky a tiny green ball of light wandered through the clouds. Glowing intermittently, it staggered through the air as if in distress.


Heebra and Calen immediately forgot about the victorious student and flew from the eye-tower to meet the ball.


Calen gasped. ‘It can’t be!’


‘It is!’ marvelled Heebra.


All the Witches who had been following the student contest fell silent. None had ever seen this before: a dead Witch, her life-force returning. Only twice in the ancient history of Ool had such a long journey been made from space. What living Witch could have the strength to have travelled so far?


‘Dragwena!’ Heebra cried.


Her heart spasming with joy, she placed the green light lovingly on one of her tongues. Still breathing, Heebra realized. Still alive.


The injured life-force trembled inside, too frail to speak.


‘Be well, my daughter,’ Heebra comforted. ‘You are home now.’


Inside the Great Tower Heebra unrolled her tongue carefully onto the hard floor.


At once the green ball started to stretch and grow at a fantastic rate. Dragwena’s thighs bulged, forced their way out, the muscles soft, trying to harden.


‘How she fights!’ Calen marvelled. ‘Look how she wants to live!’


Finally the transformation was finished – but Dragwena was incomplete.


‘She has come too far to survive,’ realized Heebra. ‘She’s too weak!’


The upper half of Dragwena’s body was only half-formed. She had a single arm. The useless claw at the end of it flapped feebly in the air. Her eyes were covered in skin that would never open. Useless lungs lay collapsed inside her body. But her brain – the thing that had driven her all this way – was already fully developed. Dragwena could think. Somehow she heaved herself to a sitting position. She raised her malformed head, trying to draw breath. When Dragwena realized she could not do so she began to jerk pitifully.


Heebra ran across the chamber and supported Dragwena’s head, while Calen fired renewal spells. But Dragwena was so weak that the spells merely injured her more.


She lay in her mother’s arms, waiting to die.


‘How could she be in this condition?’ wailed Calen. ‘She must have travelled further than any Witch before. Oh, sister!’


‘Yes. There must be an extraordinary reason for her to have laboured so long.’ Heebra gripped Dragwena’s head and made a mind-connection. ‘What happened?’ she demanded. ‘Who did this to you?’


Dragwena fought through her panic. She formed several images: Rachel, Eric, Larpskendya and the patterns of their magic. She formed a picture of the world of Ithrea and showed her mother the bitterness of her final moments there. The images shattered as Dragwena’s oxygen-starved brain started to die.


‘Not yet!’ screamed Heebra. ‘Not yet! Where is this world? Show us!’


Dragwena clutched her mother’s soul-snake, her body shaking. A dim representation formed in Heebra’s mind, marking the path between alien constellations – from Ool to Ithrea, and from Ithrea on to a larger blue planet with swirling clouds and filled with children – Earth.


Then Dragwena’s four jaws flopped open. Heebra held her close, nearly crushing her daughter’s body with love and anger. Dragwena’s mind became dark, but she managed to flash a final image. It was a picture of the Dragwena of old, at the height of her powers, standing confidently next to her mother as they gazed down together over the vast skyline of the eye-towers. The wind swept through their shimmering black dresses, and their diamond and golden soul-snakes were playfully intertwined. They were invincible.
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