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This one is for Past Me,
for all those times she kept going.
Future Me finally gets it.







Chapter One

[image: ornament.]

It was hardly ideal weather for the resurrection of one’s great-aunt, but Sera Swan’s magical power, while impressive, hadn’t the slightest influence over the obnoxiously blue skies. Autumn had only just arrived in the northwest of England, bringing with it an unseasonably merry sky, leaves of toasted gold and burnt orange, and, most distressingly, the corpse in the back garden.

“You could do with a cup of tea first,” Clemmie remarked. “You’re a mess. You can’t go resurrecting people when you’re all blotchy and snotty.”

Sera chose to ignore the insult, as well as its dubious logic. “Are you sure this will work?”

“Would I lie to you?”

“You lied to me an hour ago when you told me the Tooth Fairy ate the last of the peanut butter. The Tooth Fairy! How old do you think I am?”

“Yes, yes, all right,” Clemmie cut in hastily. “I may have been known to fib in the past, but new leaves have been turned.”

Sera was quite sure a barren wasteland stood a greater chance of turning new leaves than Clemmie did but decided not to say so.

With a swish of her bushy red tail, Clemmie turned and trotted back to the house. “Well? Are you coming? Jasmine’s dead and I haven’t got opposable thumbs. That tea won’t make itself, you know.”

It was just as well the inn was empty this weekend and there were no bystanders to observe this scene, for as scenes went, it was decidedly peculiar. It was like the beginning of a bad joke. A corpse, a witch, and a fox walked into a bar . . .

(Actually, it was more like a corpse and two witches, and one of those witches happened to be trapped in the form of a small, chubby red fox. Sera wasn’t sure if that would improve the joke or not.)

Sera, who was fifteen years old and frankly out of her depth, hesitated beside her great-aunt’s body. Was she really going to cast a spell with nothing but Clemmie’s word to go on? Clemmie, who had turned up out of the blue a few weeks ago and had yet to offer any real answers about who she really was or how she’d ended up trapped in fox form? She was the very opposite of trustworthy, but Sera was going to have to trust her today or she would lose Great-Auntie Jasmine for good.

The upshot was that Sera had plenty of power and not enough knowledge, while Clemmie had plenty of knowledge and not enough power. That was all that mattered right now. And anyway, if Clemmie was lying to her, what difference would it make? Jasmine was dead. A failed resurrection spell couldn’t exactly make her any deader.

The azure skies wheeled above, still objectionably cheerful. Sera couldn’t believe that it had only been a few minutes since Clemmie had found her in the kitchen, said “There’s a situation you have to deal with outside, but just so you know, I hate tears and hysterics,” and led her out to where Jasmine had dropped dead in the garden. Sera remembered little of what had happened after that, though her raw eyes informed her that there had indeed been plenty of tears and probably one or two hysterics.

Sera did remember that she’d stood up to go find a phone. The sensible thing to do, she’d reasoned, was to dial 999 and let a grown‑up take charge.

Then Clemmie had tutted, stopping her in her tracks. “How tiresome. I expected Jasmine to have more sense and better manners than to die in the garden. On a warm day like this, she’ll get icky very quickly. We’ll have to work fast.”

“What are you talking about?”

Whereupon Clemmie had revealed she knew how to resurrect the dead. As a collector of rare, powerful spells of dubious legality and even more questionable morality, Clemmie knew all sorts of spells that other people didn’t. Sera already knew this because Clemmie could not resist telling her at every available opportunity. She had never had the power to cast most of said spells, she’d admitted somewhat petulantly, but that had not dampened her fondness for knowing more than everybody else.

Sera hadn’t known that this particular spell was in Clemmie’s hoard, however, because the legality of a resurrection spell wasn’t dubious at all. It was, in fact, very illegal.

“It’s a law from back when witches actually had the magic necessary to cast a spell of this size,” Clemmie had explained. “None of us have had that much power in yonks.” Then she’d cocked her fox head, eyeing Sera with a bright, speculative gaze. “You might, though. You’re the most gifted witch the Guild has seen since Albert Grey. You might actually be able to bring Jasmine back.”

“Tell me what to do,” Sera had said at once.

“Don’t you want to think about it first?”

“No.” Thinking was exactly what Sera wanted to avoid. If she started thinking, her heart would crumple at the thought of losing the woman who had been more of a parent to her than her own parents had ever been. No, thinking was out of the question.

“A spell like this will require a great deal of your magic,” Clemmie had warned.

“I have plenty to spare.”

“And what about the Guild? What happens if they find out?”

Choosing her love for Jasmine over her loyalty to the British Guild of Sorcery wasn’t exactly difficult for Sera. The Guild was strict, stuffy, and entirely too fond of looking down their noses at almost everybody. Their snobbery (and the inevitable generations of inbreeding that came with it) meant that of all the witches born in the country each year, the vast majority were born into the fifteen or so families who could trace their magical history all the way back to the founding of the Guild in the 1600s. As soon as these precious darlings took their first steps, off they toddled to be educated in the ways of magic and their own intrinsic superiority at the Guild’s opulent estate in Northumberland.

And while it was true that even young witches born outside these lofty circles were invited to share in the same education, it was worth mentioning that the ones who accepted were certainly not given the same treatment once they got there. (Luckily, most sane outsiders, upon ascertaining that magic was a real thing and, moreover, that they could do it, were understandably of the view that mysterious, hitherto unheard‑of guilds were not to be trusted, and chose instead to remain in their homes and study the textbooks the Guild sent them there.)

Sera’s Icelandic mother didn’t have so much as a magical hair follicle. Also, she was Icelandic, ergo foreign. Sera’s witch father, meanwhile, had limited power and had been the first known witch in the history of his Indian family. Also, he was Indian, ergo extra foreign. Sera’s lack of Guild-approved pedigree was the reason, therefore, that no one from that prestigious society had bothered to pursue the matter when Great-Auntie Jasmine, left to care for tiny, mischievous, terrible-twoing Sera after her parents had ambled off on one of their many adventures, had declined their token offer to educate her at the estate.

Eight years had passed, during which time Sera had practically memorised every book that the Guild had sent her, before Albert Grey, who was by far the most powerful witch in the country, had noticed that one of her monthly progress letters mentioned the successful casting of a spell that was well beyond the talents of most fully grown witches, never mind those of a ten-year-old. He had descended upon the inn with the Chancellor of the Guild in tow, whereupon they’d ridden roughshod over Jasmine’s objections and insisted that Sera be sent to their country estate at once to be appropriately educated as Albert’s apprentice.

That had been five years ago. More than enough time to discover exactly what the Guild was and what it wasn’t.

All of which was to say that Sera knew the Guild hadn’t given her a second thought until she’d proven herself too gifted to ignore, so as far as she was concerned, Jasmine, who had loved her without question since the day they had met, came first.

Now Sera wiped the last tears off her face, turned away from the corpse at her feet, and followed Clemmie back into the house.

As she crossed the kitchen to turn the kettle on, Sera could smell sugar, the soda bread she and Jasmine had baked that morning, and the familiar scent of Jasmine’s Nivea cream. A lump settled into her throat and made itself thoroughly at home. What if the spell didn’t work?

It was horribly unfair. Jasmine was only fifty-six. She had a clubfoot and used a cane, but Sera couldn’t remember the last time she’d even had a cold! Why hadn’t she been allowed to have another thirty years?

An excessively sweetened cup of tea soothed her nerves a little and, thanks to Clemmie’s impatient tsking, almost burned her tongue right off as she drank it too hot and too fast.

“Done?” Clemmie demanded. “Ready? Let’s go. We’ve done quite enough dillydallying. What if someone turns up looking for a room? We could do without a witness.”

Her phone rang and Sera jumped.

“Ignore it,” said Clemmie.

Sera ignored her instead. The only people who ever called Sera on her own phone were her parents (infrequently) and her best friend, Francesca (at least twice a day). Knowing full well that whichever of them it was, they would keep calling until she answered, and that that was hardly going to help her concentrate on the most difficult spell she’d ever cast in her life, she sought out the phone and answered it.

“Hi.” Sera’s voice was a little raw from the tears and the nerves, but she felt sure she sounded mostly normal.

“I have the most exciting news!” Francesca squealed on the other end of the line, her usually crisp vowels and faultless enunciation lost in what was obviously very great excitement indeed. “You’ll never guess!”

“Francesca, I can’t—”

“Father wants you to come skiing with us this Christmas!”

It took Sera a moment to make sense of these words. With her thoughts full of death and illegal spellwork, skiing, of all things, felt like a concept from another universe altogether.

“Um, that’s very kind of him,” she said politely, and winced as she heard the lack of enthusiasm in her voice.

Sera had a complicated relationship with Albert Grey, who, in addition to being her instructor, also happened to be Francesca’s father. When he’d first accepted her as his apprentice and introduced her to the strict but dizzyingly magical world of the Guild, she’d had a childish, naïve hope that he’d become something of a father figure to her. They were the two most powerful witches in the country by a mile, after all, which was an immense privilege but a lonely one too. There was no one else like them.

To anybody looking in from the outside, Albert probably did seem fond and parental, but Sera had never been able to shake the feeling that he was faking it. That, in truth, he resented her intrusion into a space he’d enjoyed ruling alone.

Fortunately, Francesca was too excited to notice Sera’s tone. “Please say you’ll come, Sera! I know you won’t want to leave Great-Auntie Jasmine alone at Christmas, so I persuaded Father to invite her too. You’ll both come, won’t you?”

Sera was touched by this gesture, but with Clemmie pacing in front of her and jabbing a paw pointedly at the clock, it was difficult to give it the response it deserved. Guiltily, she tried to rush her friend off the phone. “I’m so sorry, can we talk about this later?”

“What’s the matter?”

“I feel a bit sick. I’ll call you this evening, okay?”

“I notice they didn’t invite me to go skiing,” Clemmie remarked as soon as Sera had ended the call.

“They don’t know you exist,” Sera pointed out. “Which was what you wanted, I might add, or have you forgotten the eighteen times you’ve warned me not to tell anyone outside this house about you?”

Clemmie made a disgruntled sound. “Come on. We’ve wasted enough time.”

The garden, green and summery and overgrown, sloped quite dramatically downhill and was drenched in sunshine and the pinks, yellows, and whites of wildflowers. At the bottom, past a tiny orchard of fruit trees, the beehive, and the little mound of grass beneath which they’d buried Jasmine’s beloved pet rooster, a low stone wall and latticed arch gave way to a narrow lane and rolling green hills.

As Clemmie circled Great-Auntie Jasmine’s silent corpse, muttering under her breath about compass points and gravewitchery, Sera knelt on the grass in the shade of the citrus trees and squeezed her great-aunt’s cold hand.

“It’s going to be okay,” she whispered. “I promise.”

Clemmie came to a halt beside Sera and sat back on her hind legs. “Ready? Repeat after me.”

Magic was a funny thing. You were either born with it or you weren’t, but how much you had and how it made itself felt was as unique to the witch wielding it as a fingerprint. For Sera, it was a wild, joyous updraft that set her soaring into a night sky lit by thousands of tiny twinkling stars, each shining as brightly as suns. (For Clemmie, before she’d lost the ability to use it, it had been teeth and claws, which was rather fitting considering she now quite literally had both.)

The act of spellcasting wasn’t quite as chameleonlike as magic itself, but spells could still be wrought in a dozen different ways. Some, for instance, were cast with just a thought, while others were cast with a wiggle of one’s fingers, with the meticulous tying of tidy knots, or with a set list of ingredients. And then there were the rare spells, the enchantments that only a handful of witches had the power to conjure: these spells had to be spoken aloud, had to be shaped and contained by the eerie, musical dialect of sorcery, or else they might go wildly wrong.

Sera had cast such spells before, but the stakes had never felt so high. Her throat felt too tight and her heart thumped so fast it almost made her dizzy, but she said the words without faltering.

The moment Sera finished speaking the incantation, her magic rose to answer her. Whole galaxies of stars exploded behind her closed eyelids, and she felt better at once: her heart took wing, her grief lost its sharp edge, and her fingertips tingled with joy.

This. This. This was why she loved magic so much.

She opened her eyes.

Her hands were wreathed in threads of warm, soft light, each as delicate as if it were made out of the easily dissolved substance of dreams. The spell had taken shape and was ready to cast.

Sera gathered the threads, placed her hands over Jasmine’s heart, and pushed. The shining strands spun through her fingers like she was Rumpelstiltskin at a loom.

Light flooded from Sera’s fingers to Jasmine’s heart, suffusing cold skin with warmth and magic.

Beat, Sera silently ordered the silent heart beneath her hands. Beat.

The glorious, dizzying joy gave way to needles of pain. It was so unfamiliar and disconcerting that Sera felt a moment’s doubt. The spell was pulling more power from her than she’d ever had to give before.

It wasn’t too late to undo it, to break the connection and pull the magic back, but she couldn’t do that. She had to do this for Jasmine.

The world tilted. She pressed one hand into the grass to keep herself upright, not noticing as she did so that a little bit of the spell burrowed into the earth.

Then, miraculously, Jasmine’s stiff limbs softened. Her greying skin flushed with new colour, a healthy, rosy shade of pink setting into the warm brown of her cheeks. Her heart gave a vigorous thump.

Her eyes opened and settled at once on Sera. She offered the gentlest of reproofs. “But, my love, how could you let me fall asleep out here? The sun is the worst possible thing for the skin!”

Sera’s shoulders dropped in exhaustion. A happy, overwhelmed sob caught in her throat, but she choked it back, scrubbed a hand across her wet eyes, and offered a wobbly smile.

“You weren’t asleep,” she confessed, reaching for Jasmine’s fallen cane. “You were dead, so Clemmie and I brought you back.”

Jasmine, who never liked to make a fuss and held good sense in great regard, accepted this revelation calmly. “That was very clever of you, dearest,” she said. “You’re much too young to fend for yourself, and your parents are dreadful cooks.”

“Dreadful parents too,” Sera pointed out. Jasmine tsked.

With her cane in one hand and Sera’s arm in the other, Jasmine clambered slowly back to her feet. She was a delicate, bony woman who looked like a strong breeze would knock her over (and indeed, the strong breezes of Lancashire had been known to do so), but even after her untimely demise, she was impeccably put together. Her hair, luxuriantly black through the religious application of henna, was still in its neat bun; her berry lipstick had not budged; her long, prim, lace-edged nightdress remained miraculously unwrinkled; and neither of her specially made boots had slipped off her feet in all the hubbub.

Sera put her arms around her great-aunt, hugging her fiercely. “Don’t ever do that to me again.”

“Oh, pet,” Jasmine said tenderly.

At that precise moment, there was a small commotion from the bottom of the garden. The bees in the hive, who were usually placid and gentle, were abuzz, enormously offended by something.

That something turned out to be the disturbed lump of grass near the hive, from whence there came a shrill and cheerful disembodied crowing that made Clemmie rear back in outrage. The crowing was followed swiftly by the appearance of an energetic jumble of bones that clattered straight over to Jasmine.

“Bok,” said the skeleton, which, on second glance, bore a striking resemblance to a chicken.

Sera’s mouth fell open. Jasmine let out a cry of unalloyed joy. “Roo-Roo!”

“Marvellous work,” Clemmie said to Sera. “I was just thinking this morning that what we really needed in our lives was not a new fireplace or a nice car but, in fact, a resurrected fucking rooster.”







Chapter Two
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It ought to have been a wholly happy ending, but that, alas, was not in the cards. Scarcely two days had passed before Sera, still reeling from the toll Jasmine’s death and subsequent resurrection had taken on her, made a most troubling discovery.


“Clemmie,” Sera whispered, so Jasmine wouldn’t hear. “Clemmie, the stars are almost all gone.”


Clemmie was across the room, suspiciously eyeing the rooster Sera had inadvertently resurrected, but her fox ears pricked up at this and she padded over to where Sera was on the sofa hugging a cushion to her chest. “What do you mean, the stars are almost all gone?”


“The ones inside me.” Sera swallowed hard, trying not to panic. No matter what, the one thing she’d always been able to count on was the stars. “The ones I used to see every time I closed my eyes. There used to be whole galaxies there, but I only see a few constellations now.”


Clemmie stared at Sera in consternation. “Bollocks, bollocks, and more bollocks! I was so sure this wouldn’t happen!”


That was not the response Sera had hoped for. “You were sure what wouldn’t happen?”


“You pushed yourself too far,” Clemmie said in a tone that suggested she was the one most inconvenienced by this development. “Magic’s like anything else. It gets depleted when you use it, and then time, rest, and a nice cup of tea top it up again.”


“Does that mean I just have to wait a little longer?” Sera asked hopefully. “Because the resurrection spell was so big?”


“I certainly bloody hope so,” Clemmie replied. “I’m not optimistic, though. You should have stopped when it started to hurt. I think you pushed yourself so hard that you didn’t just deplete the stars. I think you fractured the sky. It can’t hold all the stars you used to have. Those constellations you see are all you’ve got left.”


Sera’s fingernails dug into the soft fabric of the cushion. She wanted to reject everything Clemmie was saying, but she could feel that there was truth in it. She could feel a heaviness in her limbs that had never been there before. She could feel that where that infinite sky had cradled her magic before, keeping it safe, it was now full of exit wounds that were quietly, relentlessly bleeding stardust.


“Maybe I just need more time,” she said desperately. “My magic will come back. It has to.”


“It had better,” Clemmie muttered. “Without it, I’ll be stuck like this forever.”


Sera blinked, momentarily distracted. “You were hoping I’d break the curse that turned you into a fox? That’s why you came to the inn? Why didn’t you ask me before?”


“I was getting to it!” Clemmie said indignantly. “You’ve only known me a few weeks. If I’d pushed too soon, you might have said no! Believe me, I wish I had just come out with it and asked!”


“My magic,” Sera repeated, furious, “will come back.”


Pretending to be struck down with the flu, Sera put off returning to the Guild estate, hoping her magic just needed a few more days. Hoping the galaxies would return to their skies.


It wasn’t to be. The vast dark spaces behind her eyelids remained unchanged, interrupted only by a handful of stubborn, surviving stars. Everyday spells that had come as easily to her as breathing, like the vanishing of the pain in Jasmine’s clubfoot or the transformation of gooey batter into delicious cake in four seconds flat, were now impossible. Her magic did not come back.


Panic gave way to dismay, and dismay to heartbreak. Shutting herself in her room, Sera sobbed long and hard. The magic she’d loved so dearly, and taken so thoroughly for granted, had left her. She didn’t know who she was without it.


If there was one thing the last five years with the Guild had taught her, it was that her power was everything. From the moment she’d arrived at their towering, gargoyle-bedecked castle in Northumberland, her instructors, Albert Grey among them, had given her test after test to find out just how much power she possessed. Surrounded by glittering workshops and endless libraries and magic everywhere she looked, she’d mended broken bones. Alchemised scrap metal into gold. Enchanted bolts of silk so not even a bullet could pierce it.


“You’re the future of magic, Sera Swan,” old, doddery Chancellor Bennet would say, oblivious to the way Albert’s eyes would harden. “Don’t you think so, Albert? Why, she’s the next you!”


Sera’s future, everyone had agreed, would be extraordinary.


And now that future was gone.


Days passed, muddling together in a tempest of grief, until, inevitably, fear found its way in too. Sera felt nowhere near ready to face a future without magic, but she had no choice. There was only so long she could delay returning to the Guild.


“I have to go back,” she said to Clemmie.


“Of course you do. If there’s some way for you to get your magic back, you’re not going to find it here. You need the Guild’s library.”


“And this?” Sera gestured at her almost magicless self. “How am I supposed to explain this?”


“Lie to their faces, of course,” Clemmie said at once. “Tell them you woke up one morning and your magic was just gone. They absolutely must not find out you cast an extremely forbidden resurrection spell, not least because they’ll realise I was the one who taught it to you.”


Before Sera could ask her why they’d come to such a conclusion and, moreover, exactly why Clemmie was afraid of attracting the Guild’s attention, Jasmine popped her head around the door of the kitchen. “My love, could you show Mrs. Cooper and her little girl to their room?”


Sera obliged. Jasmine’s clubfoot caused her a lot of pain if she navigated the inn’s many stairs too often, so when she’d first reopened the inn, she’d hired a taciturn woman from the village to come in for an hour each morning to keep the four guest rooms in order. Bryony’s ability to make sinks gleam and bed linen crisp was nothing short of enviable, but she took great pains to avoid everyone except Jasmine and was, therefore, not the best person to ask to make a guest feel welcome.


“I’m really glad you had a room,” Mrs. Cooper said to Sera in a soft, tired voice as they made their way up the stairs of the guest wing. “I’d been driving so long I didn’t think I could stay awake another minute, and then I turned down the lane and there you were. It was like magic.”


“Magic isn’t real, Mummy,” her young daughter said with a giggle, and Sera smiled for the first time in days.


The inn was more magical than any of its guests knew. The actual house was almost two hundred years old and had been in the possession of a feckless viscount before an enthusiastic innkeeper had acquired it and named it Batty Hole for reasons that would forever escape Sera. It had changed hands a few times since then, becoming a boardinghouse for unwed mothers, a hospital during the First World War, and an inn once again, before ending up an unwelcome and run-down part of someone’s inheritance.


Enter Sera’s parents. Enchanted by the name, the history, and the leaky, crumbly mess before them, they’d bought it. Restoring it to its former glory, they’d decided, would be their next great adventure.


Between Sera’s father’s magic and Sera’s mother’s money, they’d turned the old house into something approaching liveable. They’d also refused to change the name, which was why Sera’s postal address all her life had been the intolerably precious Sera Swan, Batty Hole Inn, Briercliffe, Lancashire.


As was their way, her parents had soon grown bored of the house, and of parenting too. So, when Sera was two, they had invited Jasmine, her father’s favourite aunt, to move all the way from the south of India to this lovely but secluded pocket of northwest England. Jasmine’s bags had scarcely been unpacked before Sera’s parents were gone, destined to visit only a few times a year for the rest of her childhood.


In hindsight, it was the best possible thing they could have done for everyone. They got their adventures, Jasmine got Sera, and Sera got Jasmine.


Sensibly realising that the money Sera’s parents sent back for their upkeep covered little more than the mortgage, and possessed of a deeply welcoming nature, Jasmine had decided the best course of action was to resurrect the old inn. Sera, brimming with too much magic to contain, had eagerly helped her with clever bits of spellwork.


Then, shortly after Sera’s tenth birthday, they’d had a trying few months. They’d had an epidemic of difficult guests, the sort of people who turned up expecting pillowcases of mulberry silk and threw a fit upon discovering that a bed-and-breakfast didn’t actually involve being served breakfast in bed. When a particularly shouty twosome had driven Jasmine to tears, Sera, vibrating with fury, had cast a spell.


What that spell was, she couldn’t say. That was what was so extraordinary about it. It was heartfelt, it was huge, and it was inexplicable.


The difficult guests had stopped coming. The guests who did come were usually sweet in temperament, often buffeted by tempestuous weather or circumstances, and always relieved. The inn, it seemed, had become a port in a storm. Whether they were the exhausted parent who needed just one night away from it all, Mrs. Cooper with the bruised cheek she’d been trying to hide since she’d arrived, or the boy who’d left home for the first time and had had his wallet stolen outside Preston, they all came for something that the inn could give them.


The best way Sera could describe her spell was this: if you didn’t need the inn, you’d drive on. (And if you were a dick, you’d definitely drive on.)


This was the spell that had first brought the Guild to her door. Some weeks after casting it, she’d described what the spell had wrought in one of her progress letters and had piqued Albert Grey’s interest. When he and Chancellor Bennet had come to see her, they’d cast the spell that revealed the presence of other spells, and Sera would never forget the look on their faces when they discovered that the entire inn shone warm, bright, and dazzling, like a single lit window on a dark night.


“You’re wasted here, Sera,” Chancellor Bennet had said, and she had believed him.


What was she supposed to do now?


The inn’s doorbell pealed, rescuing Sera from her increasingly bleak thoughts. She ran quickly downstairs, the worn steps creaking beneath her feet, calling “I’ll get it!” to Jasmine as she went.


She opened the door.


And froze.


“Francesca?” Sera’s heart gave a violent lurch. This was very, very bad.


“What’s going on?” Francesca demanded, throwing her hands in the air with an exaggerated air of drama. “You won’t answer your phone, you haven’t come back to the estate, you— WHAT THE HELL IS THAT?”


Sera squeezed her eyes shut in despair. She had known, of course, that the Guild would find out she’d lost her magic sooner or later, but losing one’s magic wasn’t a crime. Resurrecting a person from the dead, on the other hand, was, and that part she probably could have kept a secret.


If only it hadn’t been for the rooster.


Jasmine had been dead only minutes when she’d been brought back, but Roo-Roo had been dead a full year. He had, to put it delicately, decomposed. He was simply not alive in the way Jasmine was alive. He was, in fact, decidedly zombified.


He clattered up to Sera’s feet now, pecking at her in order to convey his desire to be picked up. Sera did pick him up, but only to prevent him from scuttling out the open door.


There was nothing to be done but tell the truth.


“Shhhh,” Sera said fiercely. “We have guests upstairs! I’ll explain everything, but you have to promise not to tell anybody what I’m about to tell you. Especially not your father.”


“I promise,” Francesca said at once, her wide eyes watching Roo-Roo like she couldn’t tear them away.


“Jasmine died two weeks ago. I brought her back.”


Francesca’s eyes snapped up to Sera’s face. “What do you mean, you brought her back? Like, with CPR?”


“No, she was dead dead, not whatever kind of dead CPR works on. I cast a resurrection spell. It brought her back, but it took away most of my magic.”


There was a long, incredulous silence. Sera watched Francesca anxiously. Then Francesca said, “Okay, first things first. Can I use your loo?”


Sera let her breath out in a relieved whoosh. Maybe she’d lost most of her magic, but at least she hadn’t lost her friend. She’d go back to the Guild and she’d study every book they had until she found a way, any way, to get her magic back.


Everything, she was certain, would be okay.


Three hours later, Albert Grey was storming into the inn, and Sera had no choice but to accept that everything would most decidedly not be okay.


Confined to the inn’s living room while Albert went outside to examine the skeletal rooster, Sera, furious and feeling utterly betrayed, couldn’t bear to look at Francesca. It was almost a relief when Albert marched back into the room.


“A resurrection spell,” Albert said coldly, spelling the door shut so that Jasmine could not follow him in and intervene on Sera’s behalf. “All that power, and you throw it away. After everything we’ve done for you.”


Sera had expected those words, or something like them, and yet she couldn’t help feeling like Albert’s tone was all wrong.


The truth struck her almost at once. It’s because he’s only pretending to be angry. Every time she’d ever doubted Albert’s sincerity as her mentor, every time she’d caught the hard look in his eyes when someone else praised her, she’d glimpsed the real Albert Grey. Whatever he thought of her casting a resurrection spell, it was outweighed by far by his pleasure that her magic was now a sliver of what it had been. He was, once again, without rival. His throne, once again, was wholly his own.


That Albert was capable of pride and petty jealousy didn’t exactly come as a surprise to her, but it still hurt. She’d been his apprentice for five years. Didn’t he care about her at all?


“Sera.” Albert’s voice grew softer and coaxing, which was never a good sign. “Where did you learn the spell?”


Sera fidgeted with the ragged end of one fingernail. “It was in one of my library books.”


His eyes narrowed. “Don’t lie to me. For one thing, you’re not very good at it. For another, Francesca has already told me about the fox she spotted slinking up the stairs shortly after she arrived. Curious behaviour for a fox, don’t you think?” Gripping her chin between his thumb and forefinger, Albert tilted Sera’s face up so she had nowhere to look but at him. “Clementine has been here, hasn’t she? Did she teach you the incantation?”


Sera jerked out of his grip, teeth clenched, and stayed quiet.


Albert, who was accustomed to getting his way, looked both surprised and irritated. Sera was suddenly reminded of the time she’d asked him if his magic was a night sky, like hers, and he’d said no, his was lightning. She hadn’t understood what that meant then, but she did now. His was an angry, pitiless magic, quick to lash out and indiscriminate in its destruction.


“You’ve forgotten who you’re talking to, Sera,” Albert said sharply. “I am still a Grey, born from a long, unbroken line of witches, and I still have every bit as much power as I did a week ago. You, on the other hand, do not. You are just a swan who has clipped her own wings. So when I ask you a question, you will answer.”


Unfortunately for Albert, this speech just made Sera angrier. Albert, it seemed, had forgotten that his history might be a legacy of power, but hers was a legacy of resistance. Not to get too dramatic about it, but Sera’s ancestors had not defied tyrants and broken free of empires for her to now give this man a single inch.


“I told you,” she said, “I found the spell in a book.”


To her surprise, rather than losing his temper, Albert tilted his head at her with sudden interest. “You’ve grown fond of her, haven’t you? Good God, Sera, I’d credited you with more intelligence than that.” Whatever he saw in her expression made him bark a laugh. “She hasn’t told you what she did, has she?”


Later, Clemmie would tell Sera the whole story. In short, she had once been a witch of moderate talent and great ambition, and, bitterly resentful of Albert, who’d been insufferable throughout the years they’d known each other, she’d decided (in her words) to strike a blow for underdogs everywhere by cursing him.


As in, with a literal magical curse.


(That anybody would do something as seismically senseless as attempt to curse the most powerful witch born in generations was, frankly, ludicrous, and yet Sera found it remarkably easy to believe that Clemmie would do just that.)


The curse, a rare spell that turned its unfortunate target into an animal, was supposed to be temporary, but as was always the way with Clemmie, she hadn’t thought it through. She hadn’t considered that she might not have the power to break the curse after casting it. She hadn’t even considered that she might not have the power to cast the curse in the first place.


Plot twist: she hadn’t had enough power to cast such a curse. Not properly, anyway. Her spell had backfired, trapping her in the form of a fox.


The undoing of a curse was no easy matter, and the few witches who possessed the power were unwilling to risk Albert’s wrath by doing so. At that point, the Guild had felt that being stuck in the body of a fox was adequate punishment, but that had by no means been adequate for Albert. He’d wanted Clemmie under lock and key in the Guild’s castle.


Declining to be imprisoned, Clemmie had flexed her claws, bitten Albert around the ankles, and bolted.


On that afternoon in the inn, however, all Albert said about it was, “She tried to curse me, but ended up cursing herself instead. She’s been in hiding for years, but I should have realised she’d come to you as soon as word of your existence made its way to her. I have no doubt she thought she could hoodwink a young, powerful, and unutterably naïve witch into breaking her curse.”


Sera maintained a stony silence, refusing to give him the satisfaction of a reaction.


“Fortunately for you, Sera,” Albert went on, “I’m minded to be lenient. You’ve lost your power, possibly for good, but you needn’t lose your place among us. A resurrection spell is no small thing, and the Guild does not make it a habit to overlook such egregious lawbreaking, but if you help us capture Clementine, I’m sure I can persuade the Chancellor to forgive this transgression.”


Sera knew that she was being offered a lifeline, and she wanted very, very badly to take it. The only way she’d ever get her magic back, if such a thing was even possible, was with the Guild’s help. Without them, without their resources and their libraries and their scholars, she’d have no chance at all.


All she had to do was betray Clemmie first.


All she had to do was give an inch.


She couldn’t. Clemmie had kept secrets from her, including deliberately neglecting to tell her that she’d been the one to cast the curse that had turned her into a fox, but without Clemmie, Sera wouldn’t have been able to save Jasmine.


So Sera looked her former mentor in the eye and said, “I can’t help you. I found the spell in one of my books.”


As soon as she said it, she realised she’d made a mistake. This was what Albert had wanted her to do. He didn’t care about capturing Clemmie. He probably hadn’t even spared Clemmie a thought in years. But the moment he had clocked that Sera cared about her, Clemmie had become a convenient way to use Sera’s loyalty against her. The only thing Albert cared about was his own pride, and now that Sera’s magic was no longer a threat to his, the last thing he wanted was for her to come back to the Guild and get a second chance.


“Then, on behalf of Chancellor Bennet and the Guild,” said Albert, not bothering to hide his satisfaction, “I leave you to the consequences of your choices. You are exiled from the Guild from this day forth. For the safety of all witches, you will still be beholden to the Guild’s laws, but you will not receive any further education or assistance from us. You will not be permitted on Guild property. You will have no access to library books or spellcasting materials. Not a single witch in the country will extend a friendly hand to you now.”


Well, there was really nothing left for Sera to do but lean into the drama, point a warning finger like a sorceress of old, and say, “You will rue this day, Albert Grey.”


And, most magnificently, it even rhymed.







Chapter Three

[image: ornament.]

That rooster,” Sera declared, fifteen years later, “is a menace. Why can’t he crow at a reasonable time? Why does he insist on cock‑a‑doodling at three, four, five, six, and seven in the morning?”

“Now, Sera,” Jasmine said with a mixture of sympathy and reproach, cuddling the aforementioned rooster in her arms and covering his ears like Sera’s criticisms might otherwise hurt his feelings, “you know Roo-Roo can’t tell the time. He gets discombobulated, on account of being”—and here Jasmine lowered her voice to a whisper—“undead. Which was your doing, my love.”

“Resurrecting him was an accident! I agreed to a lot of things when I cast that spell, but a lifetime with a zombie chicken was definitely not one of them!”

Jasmine’s dark brown eyes, so like Sera’s, were dewy as she gazed upon the skeletal abomination in her arms. “But he’s so fond of you,” she cooed. “Look at the way he’s trying to nibble your sleeve. If that’s not love, I don’t know what is.”

Sera retrieved the sleeve of her oversized sweater from the bony beak clamped around it and stomped across the kitchen to fortify herself with the booziest coffee that had ever boozed. Was it only half past ten in the morning and, strictly speaking, too early to be consuming anything with more of a kick than a triple espresso? Yes, but the prospect of a glug of Baileys in her coffee was the only thing keeping her from returning to her bed immediately and just letting everyone fend for themselves.

Everyone, these days, meant Jasmine (briefly deceased great-aunt), Clemmie (overly opinionated witch doomed to live out her days as a fox), Sera’s young cousin Theo (also a witch, but thankfully not one doomed to a lifetime as a woodland creature), Matilda (geriatric oddball and aspiring hobbit), and newest arrival Nicholas (a knight).

It sounded madder than a box of frogs, and yet it was, somehow, the reality of Sera’s life. She had achieved a remarkable feat. Not many people went from where she’d been (the most powerful witch born in a generation, the Guild’s golden child, and glittering with promise) to where she was now (thirty years old, almost magicless, and running an inn filled with more than its fair share of people who were not, it had to be said, overburdened with normalness), but she’d done it.

Sera had never planned to run the inn. It creaked, it leaked, and worst of all, it had people in it. Still, with Jasmine getting older and Sera all too aware that it was her spell that had made the inn a beacon in the dark for the lost and adrift, she had found herself doing more and more.

Setting Roo-Roo back on the floor, Jasmine stacked the breakfast bowls into a tidy pile and said, “At the risk of adding another straw to your back, dearest—”

“Are you calling me a camel?” Sera asked.

“—I feel you ought to know that Matilda saw daisies burst forth from one of the teacups this morning.”

The universe was enjoying itself just a little too much at Sera’s expense. “What did she say?”

“She pretended she didn’t see it, but I know she did.”

“When I get my magic back,” Sera said emphatically, “the first thing I’m going to do is put an end to the magical mischief running amok in this house.”

When was doing a lot of heavy lifting there, considering she was well and truly stuck, but if would feel too much like admitting defeat.

In truth, Sera had a pretty good idea of how to get her magic back, and that idea was a book called The Ninth Compendium of Uncommon Spells. The problem was getting her hands on it.

As she helped Jasmine load the dishwasher, she put her mind to this conundrum, an oft-repeated exercise in futility that involved brilliant notions like “Just beg the Guild for a favour, pride be damned” and “What if I planned an ingenious heist instead . . .”

It was maddening. After years of exhausting the few magical texts still in her possession, chasing ideas dredged from Clemmie’s memory, and some dubious and desperate Googling, the injustice of finally having a real answer and for that answer to be just out of reach was almost too much to bear.

The Guild had twelve compendiums of unusual spells in the estate’s enormous library, all collected and compiled by different witches over the centuries. They sat in the restricted section, gathering dust. Sera could picture them in her mind’s eye. She’d walked past them a hundred times as a child.

The Ninth Compendium was there. If she weren’t in exile, she could walk in and simply borrow it.

The fact that she even knew this much was down to her little cousin Theo, who was living with her at the moment. As he was technically under the aegis of the Wise Women of Reykjavík, the Icelandic equivalent of the British Guild of Sorcery, he’d never been to the Northumberland estate. Nevertheless, he did live in Britain, at least for the time being, so the Guild let him use their online library and borrow magical texts to study at home. (Not texts from the restricted section, alas, which could only be studied in person with special permission.)

Within weeks of receiving access to the library, Theo had pointed out that Sera could use his account too. How would the Guild ever know the difference?

It had been the first chance Sera had had to study new texts and spellbooks since her exile. With Clemmie peering over her shoulder, she’d scoured the extensive index of spells, and there, under the Rs, the word restoration had caught her eye. A single click later, she knew where to find the spell. The Ninth Compendium of Uncommon Spells.

She just couldn’t get to it.

“You could ask someone to get it for you,” Clemmie had suggested. Having extracted a promise from Sera that she would break Clemmie’s curse if she ever got her magic back, Clemmie was every bit as invested as Sera was.

Sera had laughed bitterly. “Ask who, exactly?”

Albert Grey’s cold voice had echoed in her head. Not a single witch in the country will extend a friendly hand to you now.

“You’ve gone away again, my love,” Jasmine said gently, trying to shut the dishwasher door.

Blinking out of her reverie, Sera stepped out of the way. She lifted the bubbling kettle off its cradle and looked for her favourite mug, which was, of course, missing. It was the most ordinary of drinking receptacles, ochre with tiny blue flowers on it, and yet it was never around when Sera wanted it because, for absolutely no reason Sera could fathom, every other person in the house insisted on using it.

She made do with a subpar mug. There was a clatter of armour behind her, and she turned to see Nicholas trip into the kitchen. He stopped in the process of pulling on his gauntleted glove, black hair flopping into his earnest green eyes, and snapped to attention.

“Lady Sera!” One loose gauntlet flapped from his hand as he smacked that hand over his heart. Slashes of mortified pink appeared on his white cheeks. “I didn’t know you were here! Forgive me for presenting myself to you in such a state of unreadiness!”

Sera sighed. “You look ready to me, Nicholas.” Then, encountering his hopeful puppy eyes, she corrected herself: “Sir Nicholas. In fact, you look splendid.”

Nicholas, who was twenty-three years old and declared at least twice a week that he was willing to fall upon his very real and very literal sword for Sera, lit up at this compliment. “You honour me!”

Sera glanced at the clock. “Shouldn’t you have been at the Medieval Fair an hour ago?”

“I could not depart without polishing my armour first,” Nicholas replied gravely.

He gave Jasmine a courtly bow, patted Roo-Roo on the head, and snatched up the sheathed sword propped against the door on his way out. A moment later, the sound of his Jeep sputtered up the lane.

Nicholas had arrived four months ago, on a stormy evening with rain lashing against the windows and every fireplace ablaze. Sera had answered the polite ring of the doorbell and found him on the doorstep, soaking wet and shivering.

He had also been dressed in medieval armour from neck to toe. And there had been a sword at his side.

“Sir Nicholas of Mayfair, at your service,” this apparition had said, attempting a very wet bow, his teeth chattering and his sword clanking against the various layers of steel on him. “There seems to be a mistake with the flat I rented in the next town over. I was driving past and I saw your lights . . .”

“Come in,” Sera had said. “Tea?”

Sera hadn’t expected Nicholas to stay longer than the night. She’d assumed all he needed was a toasty fireplace on a stormy night and would be gone when the skies cleared.

But when Nicholas had not gone, when he had abandoned the perfectly nice flat he’d rented and settled down at a rickety old inn instead, becoming more lodger than guest, she had realised that the thing he’d needed hadn’t been a toasty fireplace at all.

He’d needed someone to see him, armour and sword and all. To hear his ridiculous introduction and accept his courtly bow. And still say Come in.

“He’s been with us some time,” Jasmine mused now, leaning heavily on her cane. “Do you think he still believes the story we tell the guests about Roo-Roo?”

“That the skeletal rooster is one of Theo’s toys and runs on batteries?” Sera winced, wishing for the thousandth time that she had the ability to cast a decent glamour over Roo-Roo. “I have no idea, and I don’t plan to ask.”

Jasmine acknowledged that this was a can of worms best left unopened. Roo-Roo scuttled out of the kitchen to go bother the actual, living chickens by the coop, and for a few moments, there was peace in the house. Jasmine wiped down the old breakfast table while Sera sought out a speedy slice of toast.

“Have you seen Theo today?” Sera asked Jasmine, smothering her toast in lavender jam. “He wasn’t in his room when I came downstairs.”

“I think he was up before any of us,” Jasmine replied.

“On a weekend? That’s not like him.”

“I suspect he decided to set off on an adventure,” said Jasmine. “His coat and bicycle are missing.”

This struck Sera as suspicious. Theo, who tended to stay up late reading and normally stumbled yawning into the kitchen after everyone else had already finished breakfast, was not the sort of child who decided to embark on adventures at dawn.

“I’ll text him,” Sera said, mouth full of jammy toast. “He never goes anywhere without his phone.”

A moment later, the merry trill of an alert echoed from Theo’s bedroom above them and proved that this was not in fact the case. Where could he possibly have gone, and why wouldn’t he have taken his phone with him?

“Where’s Clemmie?” Sera demanded suddenly.

“If I had to guess, asleep,” said Jasmine, always prepared to believe the best of everyone.

Sera, who was not by any means prepared to believe the best of anyone, let out an unladylike snort. Before she could put her mind to the mystery of where Theo and Clemmie might be, however, a piercing, plaintive cry pealed across the garden.

“SERAAAAA!”

Sera had no one to blame for this but herself. She could have abandoned the inn years ago. She could, at this very moment, be living on one of those tiny islands off the coast of Norway with only a polar bear for company. She’d decided to stay. She’d decided to take on more and more of the running of the inn. And she’d cast the spell that had brought people like Matilda and Nicholas to her door.

Sera had made her bed.

If only she could go lie in it.

“Could you call Alex for me?” she said to Jasmine, shoving her socked feet into the pair of red wellies by the back door. Alex was Theo’s best friend, so it stood to reason that their house was the most likely place he’d be.

“SEHHH-RAAAA!”

Sera clomped out into the cold and sun, making her way down the garden to the spot where, fifteen years ago, Jasmine had died.

The garden hadn’t changed a whole lot since then. The stone patio right outside the kitchen had new raised beds for herbs and edible flowers, there was now a chicken coop near the beehive, and Matilda had dug herself a vegetable patch. Other than that, time had more or less stood still. The orchard of fruit trees was still there. The grass was still too long and the wildflowers too wild.

Sera came to a halt beside the vegetable patch, which was near to bursting with the colours of its harvest. There was a wheelbarrow beside it, as well as a trowel, a bright red watering can, and a wooden stool topped with a teapot and cup.

It was an idyllic picture, so long as you ignored the two people glowering at each other right in the middle of it.

The first of the two was Matilda, a smallish and oldish Black lady who had arrived almost two years ago, pronounced the inn perfect, and had never left. She was the first of Sera’s guests who had seamlessly segued into becoming a lodger. Clad in brown dungarees, she had a straw hat wedged over her cloud of grey corkscrew curls and was pointing an accusing finger at her archnemesis. “Sera, make him go away!”

“Malik,” Sera said, exasperated, “I love seeing you every Saturday, I do, but you know what would make me love the experience even more? If you gave me the week’s delivery without making Matilda’s voice go all high and screechy first!”

Malik, the extremely fetching archnemesis in question, pointed to the vegetable patch. “I’m a farmer!” Unlike the rest of them, with their mix of accents, his voice was all Lancashire. “There’s a time and a place for minding your own business, but the sight of cabbages and peppers planted side by side isn’t it!”
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