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Praise for
Witch You Weren’t Here


‘Fun, sweet and sexy’


SARAH HAWLEY, author of A Witch’s Guide to Fake-Dating a Demon


‘Emma Jackson has a new fan! It has everything I love in a romantasy. I absolutely adored it’


CARRIE ELKS, author of Strictly Business


‘Witch You Weren’t Here cast a spell on me from the first page with its bewitching brew of angst, charm and romance. A magical delight!’


M.A. KUZNIAR, author of Midnight in Everwood


‘A magical rollercoaster which charm the charm the hex out of the hardest of hearts’


JESSICA THORNE, author of Mageborn


‘As effervescent as an Aperol Spritz, Witch You Weren’t Here is a light-hearted romp tempered by the ever-present reminder that even with magic, you can’t make people fall in love with you’


LUNA MCNAMARA, author of Psyche and Eros


‘As warm and gently soothing as a magicked cup of tea – this is the perfect witchy comfort read’


LAURA WOOD, author of Under Your Spell






For Jessica, a most excellent partner in crime.
The first steps of the plan are in motion. Narf.






[image: image]






Playlist


‘Can’t Hold Us’ (feat Ray Dalton) – Macklemore, Ryan Lewis


‘Sweet Talker’ – Years & Years, Galantis


‘Where Are You Now’ – Lost Frequencies, Calum Scott


‘Remember’ – Becky Hill, David Guetta


‘Thunderclouds’ – LSD (Sia, Labrinth, Diplo)


‘Remind Me’ – Tom Grennan


‘Open Up’ – Matt Simons


‘Ocean Eyes’ – Billie Eilish


‘Fly Away’ – Tones and I


‘Something to Someone’ – Dermot Kennedy


‘10:35’ – Tiesto, Tate McRae


‘Rescue Me’ – OneRepublic


‘Under Water’ – AVEC


‘Anti-Hero’ – Taylor Swift


‘Warmer’ – Bea Miller


‘Run’ – Becky Hill, Galantis


‘Fooling You’ – Rachel Platten
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‘Still’ – AVEC


‘Somewhere Only We Know’ – Lily Allen


‘All of Me’ – John Legend


‘Bones’ – Galantis (feat OneRepublic)






Prologue


ten years earlier


Ashworth Hall, the village of Biddicote, Surrey


It is a truth universally acknowledged, that when a group of teenage witches are gathered, magical mischief soon follows.


Well, not universally acknowledged, since the existence of magic is a secret to the majority of the human race … but certainly throughout the witching community.


Which was why Kay Hendrix and her two friends, Tina and Jaz, were currently creeping down the corridor at Ashworth Hall, seeking escape from the annual May Day party.


Their families, along with many of the other local witches and non-magical residents of Biddicote, were out, either on the patio or freshly cut lawn, mingling. Staff were offering silver trays full of smoked salmon canapés, rolled up to look like roses, and bite-size vegetable tarts, and topping up their glasses with the dandelion wine, which Mrs Ashworth had made herself, infusing it with optimism and light-heartedness. That touch of magic helped to ensure the party had exactly the right vibe of renewal and positivity to suit the Beltane festival. It was why witches travelled miles to attend any of the festivities at Ashworth Hall – that and its famous legacy.


Ashworth Hall was over three hundred years old, built by legendary witches who layered protective spells over charms, over runes, as they founded the manor and much of the surrounding village. It was a unique community even within the witching world, and one of the only places in the UK where witches could mingle among non-magical neighbours and know that if they had a little slip-up with their magic, it would go unnoticed, dismissed or forgotten.


‘No public displays of magic’ was the second WWT (Worldwide Witches Tenet) and, in general, it wasn’t too hard to obey, but having to repress your natural instincts every day would make any witch frustrated. Kay’s gift had yet to emerge fully, despite puberty being painfully well established, but even with her remedial-level powers, she could appreciate how hard it would be, given that she went to an ordinary secondary school and had to make sure she wasn’t tempted to access her magic around the other students.


But, honestly, who wanted to travel miles away to board at one of the few, tiny secret magical schools? She would have missed her family and her friends. And Biddicote offered enough of a sanctuary to her. Returning to the village after school was like taking off a pair of skinny jeans that she’d nearly outgrown.


The chatter of voices and strains of the string quartet out in the gardens faded further into the background as the teenage witches moved into the oldest part of the huge manor house, the shuffling of their feet absorbed by thick carpets and antique rugs displaying scenes almost like tapestries. Night skies and rituals and runes. Things that non-magical visitors would probably never even look at and notice were supernatural.


Kay was in the lead because her brother, Joe, had told her there was a side door in the East Wing which took you right to the edge of the woodland that made up part of the family estate. You had to go past Mr Ashworth’s study, down a small stairwell, and it brought you into a vestibule with a wooden floor and bare brick walls. Even though Kay had never explored that part of the house – she’d only ever been there for seasonal celebrations, like Samhain, in the gardens or the ballroom – she knew exactly where she needed to go. Sometimes it was very handy that her older brother’s particular gift as a magical influencer gave him the ability to explain things easily to people. Other times it just felt like he was the supernatural embodiment of a mansplainer.


A familiar zing of excitement and fear bubbled up in Kay’s stomach, like a potion brewing in a crock-pot at the family healers. Would she get a gift within the influencer designation like Joe and end up taking after their dad, too? Or would she fall within the empath affinity, like their mum? Or maybe it would end up being something completely different, like an elemental gift. Whatever it was, she hoped it emerged soon.


She turned the next corner and walked straight into a statue of Cernunnos on a plinth, automatically reaching out and grabbing him by the antlers and another of his … protrusions to stop it from toppling off and smashing. She gave a little squeak of horror and hastily pulled her hands away, cheeks flaming, as Tina and Jaz burst into laughter behind her.


‘Shh …’ she tried her best to hush them around her own giggles. ‘We’re almost there.’


Jaz pressed her face into Tina’s back, her shoulders heaving, and Tina clapped her hands over her mouth. Kay plucked at the soft breeze bringing the sweet scent of blossom down the corridor, using her meagre level of magic to channel it towards her friends like her aunt had taught her, hoping it would work to cool them down and shock them out of their hysterics.


She could hear voices nearby.


As they wiped the tears of laughter from their eyes, she pressed her finger to her lips and tilted her head towards the door up ahead. It stood slightly ajar, allowing low male voices to carry out towards them. Were they about to get caught? It was most likely to be Mr Ashworth in his study, but who was he talking to? Maybe his son, Harry? Kay’s belly turned over with that mixture of nerves and anticipation again, although it was for an entirely different reason.


Only one way to find out.


She crept closer.


‘Kay,’ Tina hissed behind her, tugging at the bow on the back of Kay’s dress. It unravelled, allowing her to carry on down the hall. She crossed to the opposite wall so she was on the same side of the door, edging along as though she was in a James Bond film.


‘You promise there’ll be no more stories like the one that our media coven found?’ a gruff male voice, bordering on elderly, asked.


‘Not about Biddicote,’ Adrian Ashworth’s rich baritone rolled the three words out with the calm inevitability of the tide. Even without being in the same room or knowing what they were talking about, Kay felt the conviction of his words. She believed him. The Ashworths were a powerful line of influencers and Mr Ashworth’s gift was the art of oral persuasion. A formidable ability.


‘I’m looking into the breach,’ he continued, ‘and will shore up any charms that may have lapsed.’


‘Perhaps something overgrew, or deteriorated?’ The other man already sounded mollified.


‘Perhaps. These things happen. Working with magic this established is a delicate business.’


‘If it’s becoming too painstaking or complicated a task, the Council will be happy to step in,’ a third, younger voice joined the conversation. Not infused with magic but no less self-assured. ‘With the concentration of witches here, failures are no small matter.’


There was a silence, then another tsunami of conviction sent goosebumps racing over Kay’s shoulders: ‘The Ashworth family is more than capable of maintaining its legacy.’


‘Indeed, indeed,’ the older man blustered. ‘How about a drink?’


Kay’s eyes widened. Mr Ashworth might have a bar in his study, but equally they might be planning to go back out to the party. She gestured quickly at Tina and Jaz to run for the stairwell. As they scurried past, Kay took one quick peek inside the study. She doubted Harry was in there but couldn’t resist checking. Nothing was visible except the back of a man in a grey suit.


She followed her friends, wincing at the pounding of their feet down the short set of steps at the end of the corridor. Goddess, did they think they were auditioning for Riverdance? When she got there herself, she leapt from the top, using a brief levitation spell to stop herself from landing heavily. Since she’d only tried it with small objects before, she came down a lot quicker than she was expecting and barrelled into Tina and Jaz, sending them all tumbling into a rack of coats.


Giggles erupted again, so Kay untangled herself and leapt for the big door. It had an old iron latch, that she had to twist the metal hoop to lift. Please be unlocked. She yanked and the door swung open, allowing them all to escape outside. They looked at each other, then at the path leading into the woods and set off again.


‘What was that all about?’ Tina asked as they moved past the treeline into the shelter of the tall ash trees and pale-barked silver birches.


‘I think they were from the Witches Council or something,’ Kay said.


‘Ugh, boring. But not what I meant.’ Tina pulled a bottle of dandelion wine from inside the kangaroo pocket of her oversized sweatshirt. Her parents never made her wear dresses if she didn’t want to. ‘I meant you trying to eavesdrop and nearly getting us caught.’


Kay shrugged. ‘All part of the fun.’


‘All part of your obsession with sniffing out Harry Ashworth at every given opportunity,’ Jaz accused, raising her eyebrows as though daring Kay to contradict her.


Was she obsessed with Harry Ashworth? Probably a bit. Had she been crushing on him for … ever? Pretty much. Had that crush reached terminal velocity over the last year, as he spent more and more time over at Kay’s actual house, studying for his A levels with her brother? Yes, absolutely, because if she’d thought he was fascinating at a distance when she attended the seasonal parties at the Hall, getting to know him in person had blown her mind and fried her hormones simultaneously.


But she wasn’t going to admit that. What she was going to do was poke her tongue out at her friend who knew her too well and coax the breeze again so the hawthorn bush Jaz was walking beside sprayed blossom up into her face.


‘Is that all you’ve got,’ Jaz teased as she shook petals out of her braids. ‘You don’t want to come at me with flowers, you know. I’ll have to ask Tina to hold my beer.’


‘Yeah, watch out, she’s about to give you the worst bout of hay fever ever.’ Tina snorted.


The sun was going down by the time they reached the small clearing and it was filled with green and golden light, pollen from the trees dancing above their heads like glitter in a snow globe. The mouth of the cave was only eight-foot square, heavy with encroaching foliage at this time of year, so it would have been easy to miss it. Exactly as any wandering non-magical people were supposed to. For witches, though, there was a tell-tale prickle of magic that tiptoed over their skin. Magic wasn’t always detectable, nor did it always leave a mark, but the intensity of the energy that had been used there over the years made this place special. As special and important as Ashworth Hall.


This was where it had all started. Where Biddi – the namesake of Biddicote village – had once lived and practised. What was a colourful folkloric story to non-magical people, with an imaginary cave and a handful of places in Surrey it ‘might’ refer to, was witch history and Kay couldn’t help being fascinated by it.


Even Tina and Jaz stopped joking for a few minutes as they all went up to the cave and peered inside. Beyond a couple of feet at the entrance, it was pitch black. There was no way of knowing how far it went back, if it went down, had twists and turns, or ended after a few long strides.


Jaz took out her phone and turned the flashlight on, trying to penetrate the darkness, but the beam was swallowed up.


‘Cloaking spell?’ Kay suggested.


‘Probably. Do you think they’re hiding something in there?’ Tina bounced the big bottle of wine she’d stolen off the side of her thigh as she stared.


‘Oooh, like what? Gold? Jewels?’ Jaz switched off her phone.


‘Maybe there are, like, really old runic signs and art on the walls depicting magical scenes or something?’ Kay pushed at some of the ivy, leaning a little further in.


‘Only you could act like that’s more exciting than treasure,’ Jaz scoffed. ‘C’mon, let’s get this wine open and get our party started.’


They took seats on the fallen logs outside the cave and then realised they didn’t have a corkscrew and would have to figure out the best way of removing a cork from a bottle with magic. Tina was all for dispersing it, but since matter didn’t ever truly vanish, Kay was worried that the particles would get into the wine and contaminate it. Jaz suggested an attraction spell, but none of them could conjure anything precise enough that didn’t have the bottle and its contents straining towards their hands with it.


It was getting darker now and they competed at creating orbs of light after striking flint – catching the sparks in air bubbles and floating them above their heads until the oxygen inside the bubble ran out and the flame died – seeing who could make the biggest bubble and last the longest. Then Jaz picked bluebells, weaving them into a crown for Kay’s hair as Tina pulled out her tarot cards and started doing a reading to tell her whether she was going to pass her GCSEs. It was only the seventh time Tina had done this in the last two weeks.


‘Thank you,’ Kay said as Jaz set the crown on her head and started threading her hair into a plait around the stems to hold it in place. ‘Are we allowed to pick these, though? Aren’t they endangered?’


‘Are they? Huh. Well, luckily I can repair the damage.’ Jaz dropped Kay’s hair and went over to the patch where she’d picked the flowers. Grabbing a handful of grass, she rubbed it in between her hands, releasing the scent and sap, before murmuring a spell and pressing her hands into the soil.


Kay moved closer, watching quietly as petals began to bloom. Pale indigo blue unfurling slowly. ‘That’s so awesome.’


Jaz sent her a quick smile and looked back at the ground, her dark eyes alight with wonder and pride at what she was achieving with her elemental magic. Kay pressed her lips together, forcing down her desperation to have her own gift. It was like waiting for Christmas, but having no calendar available to see whether it was a whole year away or just a week.


‘My magic is pretty awesome too, y’know,’ Tina said conversationally, as she squinted at a card she’d pulled from the deck. ‘I could make your ears smaller if you wanted. Or your nose.’


‘Hey, what’s wrong with my ears? Or my nose?’ Kay stood up, putting her hand to it, as though it might have expanded suddenly like Pinocchio’s when she wasn’t looking.


Tina shook her head and held her hands up with a laugh. ‘Nothing—’


‘It’s enormous,’ a familiar voice said from the other side of the clearing. ‘Honestly, Kay, you could hang washing from it.’


‘Urgh, Joe,’ she started to groan, as her brother stepped out. But just as she was about to pick some choice insults to fling back, Harry Ashworth came into view and all the air vanished from her lungs. Tall and lean, his crisp white polo shirt as bright as the coppery perfection of his tousled hair, he walked into the clearing alongside her brother. Joe could have turned green and sprouted feathers and she wouldn’t have noticed.


‘Ignore him – there is nothing wrong with your nose,’ Harry said, in that husky voice that made her stomach flip.


She dropped her arms to her sides and twitched her nose, as if she could shake off all the attention it was getting. His mouth hitched up at the side like he was trying to repress a smile and her heart did a little flutter in her chest.


Fine, it wasn’t a declaration that he found her stunningly beautiful, but Kay would definitely take it.


‘He didn’t say anything about your ears.’ Joe held his hands up on either side of his head and flapped them like Dumbo.


Harry shook his head, his beautiful blue eyes still on hers, eyebrows quirking in a way that said: I don’t even have to say anything for you to know that’s not true, right? And she treasured that even more than the smile. It implied that they knew each other. Properly. Like they had an understanding of one another that went beyond having to say the obvious.


And maybe they did. Sometimes, they would have a late-night study snack in her kitchen, their voices hushed to avoid waking the rest of her family. Or they’d watch Game of Thrones together in the mornings in their pyjamas after he’d stayed over, before Joe was even up. Or he’d be there sketching while she was reading, and she’d get distracted, watching him experiment with how his gift to influence through artwork truly worked, while Joe obsessed in the background about the car he was saving up for.


OK, that wasn’t exactly getting to know each other – that was more her being a bit stalkerish. Maybe she was just imagining it all, amplifying every small kindness into something more, like her brain was made entirely of dragon’s eye stone, because, oh my Goddess, it was wishful thinking. Of all the wishes Kay had in the world, that was probably the biggest. That Harry Ashworth liked her as much as she liked him. That he wasn’t only being nice to her because she was Joe’s little sister. After all, Joe might tease and insult her, but he’d never let anyone else be rude to her.


‘You know, tarot isn’t actually magical unless you’re a seer. Otherwise, they’re just a deck of pretty playing cards,’ Joe said, crossing his arms and looking down at Tina and the mix of major and minor arcana she had in front of her.


‘You know, no one actually invited you.’ Tina mirrored his crossed arms.


Kay didn’t feel guilty about not applying the same sibling rules when it came to Tina arguing with Joe. She loved her brother, but it was almost always valid self-defence when he was being a pompous pain in the arse.


‘Gutting.’ He laughed. ‘This is the lamest illicit party I’ve ever been to.’


‘Feel free to leave. Don’t let a tree topple on your head as you go.’


‘No,’ Kay blurted out. Her heart ricocheted around her chest and she sent a little look of pleading to Jaz. Help me. Distract them from that desperate plea. But, also, don’t let Harry leave.


Jaz’s eyes widened and she cleared her throat, dusting soil off her hands. ‘Yeah, er, stay. The more, the merrier.’


‘You are aware that this is actually Harry’s land, it’s not really for you to say whether he can stay or leave,’ Joe pointed out.


Harry blushed, the pale skin beneath his freckles turning adorably pink. ‘Joe, it’s not like that—’ he began to protest, but Tina interrupted.


‘We weren’t talking to Harry, obviously.’


‘Quit flirting, you two, or I’ll be forced to invent a new version of seven minutes in heaven. “Misbehave in the cave”.’ Jaz waved her hand through the air like she was envisioning a banner with the words written across it. Then she pointed her finger. ‘And you two will be the first ones I send in.’


Joe rolled his eyes and Tina mimed gagging. Because the idea made Kay want to do the same, she grabbed the bottle from where they’d propped it against one of the logs and handed it to her brother. ‘Why don’t you make yourself useful. Know how to get a bottle of wine open without a corkscrew?’


‘Sure we could figure it out.’ He cocked his head to consider the bottle, never lacking for confidence, and Harry came over to examine it too.


Jaz set some music playing from her phone and the girls upended one of the logs and danced around it as though it was a maypole, only to the sound of Macklemore and Ryan Lewis’s ‘Can’t Hold Us’, and whenever it came to the chorus, they shot different colour sparks up from their fingers.


When Kay glanced out the corner of her eyes, it looked like the boys had frozen the liquid in the bottle and then decided to give it a bang of energy on the bottom. There was a loud pop and the cork sailed into the air, with them all cheering. They thawed the dandelion wine out again with a small handheld fire and then the bottle was passed around, with them all taking swigs of warm alcohol as they continued dancing.


‘Go inside and wait for Harry,’ Jaz whispered as she twirled Kay around.


‘What?’ Kay hadn’t noticed the fact her friend had danced her over to the cave’s entrance.


‘I’ve got a plan. Trust me.’ And before Kay could ask what exactly that meant, Jaz was pushing her through the ivy into the cave.


Kay’s mouth went dry as the cool air washed additional tingles of magical awareness over her, unsure whether to be more nervous about the fact she was in a dark cave or that Jaz might be trying to launch ‘misbehave in the cave’ using her and Harry. She swallowed and turned on the spot, staying inside the curtain of ivy and out of the darkness, peeking out through the gaps between leaves to see what was happening.


Tina and Joe were sitting on one of the logs arguing again, backs to the cave, as Jaz refereed. She paused to say something to Harry and he nodded and …


And he was coming over.


Kay drew in a shaky breath and squeezed her eyes shut for a moment.


‘Jaz said you wanted me to give you a tour?’ Harry spoke from nearby and her eyes flew open. He was inside the entrance too, close enough to touch. ‘That you wanted to see – and I quote – “boring historical shit”.’


Kay winced. ‘I don’t want to pull you away from the party because of my geekiness.’


‘I don’t mind.’ He put his hands in his pockets, his eyes lit with mischief. Or maybe it was affection? ‘It takes all sorts.’


OK, definitely mischief; that lovely, gentle kind of teasing she never minded coming from him.


‘What about the others?’ Kay chewed her lip, not wanting to ask, but, also, not wanting to appear like she was trying to separate him from the herd and attack. ‘D’you think they’d be interested?’


‘Well, Jaz has Tina and your brother handcuffed with bark she grew from one of the logs and is refusing to let them go until they’ve resolved things. Reminds me of what my parents used to do to make me resolve conflicts with …’ His brows knitted for a second. ‘Other kids. Or maybe it was a teacher? Either way, I doubt they are getting off that log anytime soon.’


‘I can’t imagine you arguing with other kids.’


‘Hey, I’m a redhead.’ He gave his hair a quick ruffle and sent her another lopsided grin. ‘You know what we’re like, hot-tempered … mercurial.’


She laughed, shaking her head, because it was far from the truth, and he knew it.


His smile widened and then he turned, reaching up to grab a small piece of chalk from a little ledge she hadn’t noticed. Then he stepped into the inky black. She made an involuntary squeak as he disappeared, but, seconds later, a warm light eased into the cave, diffusing from a torch further in and more lights in the distance she couldn’t see clearly. He rubbed his thumb over the chalk in his hand and she saw the small rune he’d drawn on the wall. A simple arrowhead pointing left.


‘Wow,’ she breathed. Runes were old magic and they required a lot of energy and intention to get them to work, otherwise you were just drawing lines like any other person. Maybe it was his affinity for influential drawing which made him capable of invoking them despite being such a young witch.


‘Don’t be too impressed. I just drew over the marking Biddi worked into the wall. It’s the equivalent of turning on a light switch. She did all the wiring.’


‘You think that makes it less impressive?’ Kay moved closer so she could see the groove in the wall. She wanted to touch it but didn’t want to rub off the chalk. She was where Biddi had crafted a light and warmth spell, embellished it to anchor to objects. It always gave her a thrill to see the evidence of where someone had gone before.


‘Definitely less impressive on my part. But there’s no denying how powerful and clever Biddi was.’ Their eyes caught as Kay looked up from the rune and Harry tilted his head towards the rest of the cave. ‘It’s safe. You can go ahead and explore.’


She couldn’t help grinning as she walked deeper inside, Harry just behind her. If her gift emerging was going to be like Christmas Day finally arriving, this was surely her birthday.


At the end of the entrance passage, just past the old wooden torch, propped against the wall, there was a turn, which brought them into another chamber. In the centre, with a circle of stone seats surrounding it, was a small fire. Small shelves and cubbyholes were carved into the walls and there was a wide alcove that she imagined might have once had a bed in it.


‘It’s amazing, but it’s just a home too,’ she said, her voice breathy. ‘Is there any evidence that people did come, asking for her to help them find lost things, like the legend says?’


‘Nothing you can see here. But she kept a sort-of journal. It’s part ledger, part diary really and she noted down all the things people living nearby would ask her to find, and the offering they brought for the service.’


‘You’re kidding me? You’ve got that at Ashworth Hall?’ Kay spun around, her hand sliding over one of the shelves.


‘No. I mean, I’m not kidding you.’ He laughed, the light from the fire playing over his cheekbones. ‘It’s locked up in a physical and charmed safe. I wish I could show it to you, but that’s one I really can’t sneak out. Maybe one day.’


‘When you’re in charge?’ she wiggled her eyebrows. He gave an awkward shrug and she sensed somehow she’d put her foot in it, so she changed the subject. A bit. ‘Have you read it?’


‘Oh, Goddess, no.’ He sat down on one of the stone seats around the fire, any tension in his face disappearing. ‘Normal history textbooks are hard enough for me, let alone ones with itty-bitty writing. And f’s instead of s’s, or whatever it was they did back then. My parents have shown it to me, though.’


She came over to sit next to him. ‘What do you remember most about it?’


‘It’s small.’ He held out his hand and traced a rectangular shape from the heel of his palm to the furthest joint of his long fingers. ‘About this big. The cover is brown leather hide, with runes tooled along the spine. As well as the squiggly writing, there are little drawings through it, like … like doodles really, illustrating her entries.’


‘That’s so cool.’ She rested her chin on her fist. ‘So … did she draw “the devil”?’


Harry’s eyes crinkled at the edges as he laughed. ‘What, great-great-granddad times nine?’


Kay laughed too, because how ridiculous would it be to think that Harry had anything demonic about him. Not that non-magical people – even in the village – had any idea that the Ashworth family was linked to the legend of Biddicote. For them, the story went that the devil himself had come to visit Biddi, disguised as a rich nobleman, leaving such a pile of jewels, she accepted the bargain before bothering to ask what he wanted. When he told her he had to find a woman who wielded unnatural powers, Biddi had to leave the cave and stand in the entrance, for that woman was her. And she was never seen after that.


Of course, the truth was, that although a rich man had come calling to her cave, it had been multiple times and he’d offered her nothing more than his love and a home up on the land overlooking the cave. She’d married him, taking his name and starting a family, and when the witch-hunters combed the country for people to persecute, the story that the devil had already taken that evil witch away had been extremely convenient. That, coupled with the protection of the Ashworths’ magic, ended up inadvertently creating a safe haven.


‘It’s very handy that people never linked Biddi and the Ashworths,’ Kay mused – wondering how they were able to keep locals from recognising her, or connecting the story to the truth, when it happened. Had that been why they had started laying the protective magic? Had they used the kind of magic Tina had – linked to the healing affinity – where you could change people’s appearances? Kay desperately wanted to get into the library at Ashworth Hall and go through every old source record they had, then compare them to local non-magical records. She really was an utter geek.


‘I guess I wouldn’t be here if they had.’ Harry picked up a dry leaf from the floor and twirled it by the stem before throwing it onto the small fire. ‘The witch-hunters probably would have burned down the Hall.’


‘Loads of witches wouldn’t be here if that was the case. Probably me included.’


‘That would be sad,’ Harry said quietly, looking at her.


As they’d talked, Kay had forgotten to be nervous, finding herself comfortable with Harry in a way she wasn’t with other boys she’d liked. It made the butterflies come surging back so much harder when he looked at her for a long moment and then reached out and softly touched the bluebells in her hair.


‘Your hair looks really pretty. The flowers are a beautiful colour.’


‘Thanks,’ she managed, once she remembered how to breathe. ‘Little bit immodest of you, though.’


‘Of me?’


‘Well, your eyes are almost the same shade as bluebells, aren’t they?’


‘You think so?’ He raised his eyebrows, a strange expression crossing his face, but then his hand strayed from the flowers to twirl a lock of her dark hair around his finger. The nervous excitement buzzing inside Kay felt like it might explode at any minute. She tightened her arm around her midriff as though she could keep it under control that way. ‘Are you OK?’


‘Butterflies,’ she admitted in a whisper.


‘That can be a sign your gift is coming in. If that’s where the centre of your magic is going to sit.’ Those striking eyes of his lit up as though he was looking forward to it almost as much as her. And he was still touching her hair.


Still. Touching. Her. Hair.


She licked her lips. ‘I don’t think it’s that.’


‘No?’


She shook her head and the hair he’d caught around his finger came loose. His fingertips grazed her cheek instead as he took a deep breath and leaned towards her—


‘Kay. Harry. Get your butts out here, someone’s coming!’


Kay blinked as though she was coming out of a trance as Harry jerked away to look in the direction of the shouting.


Noooo. Had Harry been about to kiss her? Why was life so cruel?


They both scrambled up and headed outside before Jaz caused an avalanche with her yelling, Harry wiping the chalk rune off the wall as they left, so darkness fell inside the cave again.


Outside in the clearing, Jaz, Tina and Joe were all busy setting the log back to rights and hiding the bottle of wine. Kay wasn’t even sure why Joe was hiding the wine since he was eighteen and it was legal for him to drink it.


Then, Mr Ashworth arrived. She glanced at Harry beside her, her pulse tip-tapping in her throat. He’d straightened his spine so she was reminded how much taller than her he really was and was checking his shirt was tucked in, as though he was about to undergo a military inspection.


‘Harrison Ashworth. I did not expect to find you here.’ Mr Ashworth didn’t even need to raise his voice for them all to register how displeased he was. Angry would have gone too far. He was too controlled for angry, but his face was stark with disappointment. ‘Back up to the Hall now, all of you. Find your parents, please. I expect you to tell them what you’ve been doing.’ He paused, his stern, dark eyes sweeping around all of them and seeming to settle on her, stood close to Harry, before they narrowed. ‘Go on ahead of us. The wisps will guide you.’


They started up the path. Tina and Jaz linked arms, huddling together, while Joe and Kay walked behind them and then, with a longer gap between them, the Ashworths finally followed. Their soft footfalls couldn’t drown out the sound of Mr Ashworth’s clipped tones. ‘This cave is not an adolescent hangout. It’s our family heritage and – even more than that – it’s a place of power that must be kept hidden from non-magical people. What if someone had noticed the noise, or the spells I’m sure you were all playing at, and come to investigate—’


‘Isn’t it meant to be protected—’


‘There are limits, and do not interrupt me.’ Mr Ashworth took a breath and spoke more softly. ‘I need you to show me you know how to behave in a way this family can rely on. There are guests – some from the Witches Council – and one day they’ll all be your responsibility.’


Despite the gentle tone, Kay heard a touch of his power threading through the words. She slowed, glancing back with wide eyes. Adult influencers weren’t meant to use their magic on minors to directly modify behaviour, only to help them. Maybe Harry’s eighteenth birthday wasn’t far away, but still—


‘Kay.’ She stifled a shriek as Joe grasped her arm. ‘C’mon, stop eavesdropping. Give Harry a bit of dignity.’


She pulled her arm free of his but kept up as he walked faster, following the blue glowing lights that had been charmed to hover along the path once the sun set. They always winked out as soon as you looked at them directly, so it would be easy to think you imagined it, if you didn’t know better.


Once they got back up to the gardens, they grimly wished each other luck and went to seek out their parents. Kay and Joe’s mum, Tallulah, was sitting at a table on the patio by herself. As soon as they approached, she put her glass of wine down and tilted her head. ‘What happened?’


Even if there hadn’t been the risk of Mr Ashworth dropping them in it, there was still no chance they’d have been able to hide it from their mum. Kay dreaded to think what emotions were rolling off them for her to read. Guilt and nerves for definite, but Goddess knew what she was feeling, having come so close to kissing the boy of her dreams. Disappointment but, also, if she was honest, longing so fierce she wanted to crawl out of her own skin. If only teleportation was a real thing, achievable by magic, she would have zapped herself straight out of there and home to bed to hide under the covers.


Instead, between her and Joe, they offered a sanitised version of events, which their mother saw straight through.


Mr Ashworth and Harry had also arrived back in the garden, albeit talking to a crowd as far away as physically possible.


Tallulah looked over at them and grimaced. ‘Look, kids, I know it’s fun and natural to sneak off, but you do have to be careful. And respectful. Do you think you can exercise some of that common sense I know you both have next time?’


They nodded their heads sheepishly.


‘Good. Now, for appearance’s sake, we should probably leave. Mr Ashworth is … not pleased.’


Kay risked another glance in Harry’s direction, chewing on her nail. Should she tell her mum about Mr Ashworth using his influence on Harry? Or was she making too big of a deal of it?


‘I’m sure he’ll get over it, darling,’ her mum said, standing up to give her a brief hug. ‘You know the mood I’m picking up on could be affected by any number of events that have happened this evening, not just you teenagers. The Ashworths have a lot of responsibility. With that kind of pressure, people’s emotions can become extreme. I’ll go find your dad and talk to him about leaving.’


They watched from the patio as their mum found their dad, Marvin, in a big, lively group by the water feature. Tallulah pulled him away to have a brief conversation and then started making her way back on her own. Kay and Joe exchanged a long look.


‘He said to go ahead without him, he’s been talking to a possible sponsor for the football team,’ Tallulah announced as she rejoined them and picked up her handbag. ‘Come on then, we’ll do an Irish goodbye – your dad can do the thanking later.’


Kay wasn’t exactly surprised. As an influential motivator, their dad loved social events, where he could engage people in conversations about what they were doing, in work or their personal life, and give them a boost towards meeting their goals – and sometimes his. He lived for this kind of thing. In contrast, being with large crowds was a strain on their mum as she was assailed by everyone’s moods. Sometimes, she took a magic inhibitor, which a healer and alchemist had made up for her, but they were expensive, so she’d gone without one that evening, given that the party was usually flowing with good vibes. Kay could see the strain of it had worn her out by the time they’d walked back through the village to their cottage, and they all headed straight for their bedrooms.


Kay did her best to sleep with butterflies swarming around her tummy as she relived the moment Harry had touched her face and leaned towards her. Exam season was about to start, she knew he probably wouldn’t come over to their house quite as much until he’d finished his A levels, and she had her own GCSEs to concentrate on, but once all that was done with … There would be the solstice celebration, of course, but … maybe she could even ask him out on a date?


When Kay opened her eyes the following morning, everything looked different. Harry had been right in his suspicions. The fluttering in her stomach hadn’t solely been about her crush. Her gift had finally emerged.


And her world was about to fall apart.






Chapter One


4 p.m.: friday 29 october


Prague Congress Centre


820 miles and 47(+1) hours until the wedding


Mum: Aunty L says her teeth are aching like she’s eaten nothing but hard toffee for a week. You need to leave Prague as soon as possible.


Kay swore quietly as she read the message from her mother and tucked her mobile away before the glow disturbed the people sitting around her in the conference auditorium. Her boss, Mark, was only three rows behind her and had a pathological hatred of his staff getting distracted by their phones – even though their whole business was designing apps for people to download onto said phones.


She squinted up at the large presentation screen, but all her brain could compute was that the speaker had spent far too long fiddling with the transitions for the text animations and set the time at least a second too long for each. Some floated onto the screen, some span across, others faded in. It was, in fact, a pretty accurate visual representation of the thoughts her subconscious was now trying to push up to the surface.


A little jolt of electricity made Kay jump. Ilina, a fellow project manager from the German IT company Kay’s UK employer was partnered with, was sitting next to her and had leaned in close enough to bump their shoulders. Ilina had always been one of the few people at work Kay looked forward to talking to, but they’d clicked as soon as they met in person at the conference. It was like they’d known each other eighteen years, rather than eighteen months. Realising they were both witches may have escalated the friendship between them, too.


‘Hey,’ Kay whispered, rubbing her shoulder theatrically. It hadn’t really hurt, but there had been a leap in her chest, both of her own magic and of the anxiety that she was going to react without meaning to. She had no idea what her haywire magic was going to produce at the moment. It seemed capable of spells she’d not so much as learned, let alone tried to implement, and this conference had been one big stress-fest, with her terrified she was going to accidentally animate a cardboard cut-out on a stand, or start sneezing pink sparks.


‘Sorry. Static. These seat covers must be nylon.’ Ilina looked at her, all innocence, and Kay rolled her eyes, unable to suppress a smile.


‘Yeah, sure.’


‘Promise you won’t report me for breaking WWT-One?’ Ilina batted her eyelashes.


‘As if I would even know where the Council stands on that kind of infraction at the moment. They probably changed their minds three times already today.’ The first Worldwide Witching Tenet, ‘Never use magic to do harm,’ was always up for debate and led to constant making and breaking of smaller laws lobbied by the individual council in each country. And Kay had long since ceased paying close attention to current witch affairs, it made little difference to her life and the bureaucracy of it all frustrated her because it never seemed to be centred around putting the majority of witches or non-magical people first.


Ilina gave the little cackle that always made Kay want to join in too.


‘What was that for anyway?’ Kay asked, her voice hushed even lower.


‘You are squirming since you got your text message. Has something happened?’


‘Not precisely. That storm is closer than the weather forecasters think.’


‘You know someone with an affinity for the weather?’ Ilina whispered back. ‘How accurate?’


Kay glanced at the man to her right to see whether he was listening, but with the way his head was tilted back against the chair with his mouth open, she was pretty certain that he was asleep. And that he needed to have his tonsils removed. ‘My aunt. She’s as accurate as you ever can be with that, I guess.’


It wasn’t an exact science, after all. It presented itself differently in everyone, even if you had the exact same gift. Aunt Lucille’s was all about intensity and how it corresponded to the ailments in her body. If her teeth were aching that badly, the temperature was about to take a serious dive. And as for gale-force winds … well, you didn’t want to be anywhere near her when that was happening, poor woman.


Thankfully, Lucille appeared to have kept that personal information to herself, but since the news had been warning people about a ridiculously severe storm front headed for Europe, with hurricane-level winds and torrential rain barrelling in off the Atlantic, Kay couldn’t dismiss her mother’s warning easily.


‘Do you need to try to catch an earlier flight to be on the safe side?’ Ilina asked.


Ideally, yes. Joe was getting married on Sunday and Kay was one of his fiancée, Sandy’s, bridesmaids. There was also a rehearsal dinner tomorrow night, and her mother was already getting tense at the prospect of having to spend time around Kay’s dad, her ex-husband. Kay needed to get home as soon as possible and mitigate any risk of getting delayed because of bad weather, but …


‘I can’t. I have to see Madam Hedvika this afternoon.’ It was Kay’s last chance to try to fix her magic before Joe’s wedding. The mishaps were getting ridiculous and she was becoming increasingly concerned she was going to have a magical outburst in the middle of the ceremony. Her soon-to-be sister-in-law was not a witch and therefore over half of the guests were going to be non-magical.


Although public displays of magic were forbidden, witches didn’t have to keep magic a complete secret from non-magical people. That wouldn’t have been practical given the small numbers of witches. They were permitted to reveal their abilities to a long-term partner, so Sandy knew the truth – as did her parents – but that was it, and if Kay accidentally levitated a flower girl, it was going to take a lot of explaining and somewhat ruin the wedding. Especially if a mass cover-up operation by the Witches Council was needed, including the possibility of them wanting to nullify her powers …


She needed to make this appointment.


‘You should just go. To be sure you will make it,’ Ilina told her, and she wasn’t wrong. The two different sides of Kay’s life were battling to be seen as the priority, but again …


‘I can’t. Mark is behind us.’


She’d been trying to find the best time to speak to her boss about needing to skip this session, but he’d been tied up networking almost all weekend. Which he hated. Which made him even grumpier than usual. He wasn’t an awful boss, but he was the type who would flay you alive if you tried to skip out of work early and thought his employees should have the gift of foresight, even though he was as unaware of the magical world as most people.


OK, so maybe he was a pretty awful boss.


‘Tell him you have an emergency and need to go.’


‘Hmm.’ Kay didn’t mind telling the odd white lie, but saying there was an emergency meant conjuring up a falsehood about something serious – and that always felt like tempting fate. Words held power.


It was becoming kind of an emergency, though.


Kay sneaked a quick glance behind her. Maybe she could email him from here and then indicate for him to check his phone? But, of course, he would object to that. And he hadn’t even blinked in her direction. Short of waving her arms around and shouting ‘yoo-hoo’, she couldn’t see how she was going to get him to tear his eyes away from the speaker and try to decipher her attempts at miming. His heavy grey brows were pulled right down over his eyes so they were resting on top of his glasses. Classic single-minded focus mode for him. Balls.


Kay turned back to Ilina. ‘He won’t even look my way when I’m staring right at him. I can’t exactly zap him with electricity from here and blame it on the seats.’


Ilina gave a little snort. ‘Maybe it’s the hair. He probably doesn’t recognise you.’


Last night, they’d been unable to shake a group of salesmen trying to chat them up in the bar and Kay had been worried she might manifest a hole in the floor for them to fall into, so they’d gone up to Ilina’s room to chat and make use of the minibar. One too many tiny bottles of vodka had led to Ilina demonstrating her gift – which she protested was as useless as Kay’s since it was basically a party trick or favour to be used among her witch friends and family.


But with a head full of beautiful indigo hair that she’d always wanted and the memory of their laughter as Kay geared herself up to look in the mirror, she begged to differ. Her own gift – seeing the emotional bonds between people – was useful for precisely nothing, other than telling people what they already knew or didn’t want to hear. Oh, and to completely distract her with all the glowing colours floating from chest to chest. She’d been so lucky her cousin had the ability to infuse magic charms into objects and been able to make her glasses to filter it out.


‘I doubt it’s that. He saw me this morning at the team meeting. I had to say we’d gone out and bought the hair dye from the nearest pharmacy, then had an impromptu evening of pampering.’


As the speaker at the front of the auditorium took a deep breath and raised the clicker in his hand to move to the next slide, Kay crossed her fingers and wished – for the briefest of moments – that she had taken after her dad, the same way Joe had.


And then she remembered that being able to manipulate others was a moral sinkhole and contented herself with plain old hope.


Please let this finally be it. Please let the next slide on the PowerPoint presentation be the ‘Any Questions’ wrap up, signalling the end of the talk. There would only be two or three questions maximum from the audience if the other sessions at the conference were anything to go by and she could be out of here within fifteen minutes, if she was lucky.


The room dipped into blackness as the presentation transitioned between slides, exaggerating the heat of the hundred or so bodies and the smell of stale coffee …


Another page with three spaced-out topics.


She should have known. Luck had never exactly been on her side.


Kay didn’t even bother to read the bullet points as she released a slow breath of frustration. She crossed her arms over her chest and tried to pay attention to the speaker again. Maybe the next one …


And then the presentation began to flick forward seemingly of its own accord, if the confusion and embarrassed laughter of the presenter was anything to go by.


‘Oh, crap,’ Kay muttered, grabbing the armrests of her chair tightly and sucking in her tummy, trying to contain the crackling flow of energy that was frying the poor man’s computer and ruining his day. At least it wasn’t visible.


Stop. It’s OK. I’m not in a hurry, she recited to herself, trying to convince her magic to knock it off, but all that happened was a couple of light bulbs popped, causing a rising murmur of concern throughout the crowd.


Ilina nudged Kay firmly with her elbow – this time without the added burst of electricity. Clearly she didn’t need any more energy to add to her overflow. ‘Go.’


‘I can’t.’


‘Yes, you can. And you need to. Now, before the fire alarm goes off or something. I will find your boss afterwards and tell him you got your period. You know men, he’ll be so mortified, he won’t even question you about it.’


‘I wouldn’t be so sure—’


‘Fine, food poisoning then. You had a prawn sandwich at lunch, yes? If he had one too, he will not be surprised your stomach has rebelled. I think it was only the level of alcohol in my bloodstream that managed to kill off the bacteria.’


Kay chewed her lip, and then glanced around at the room where all the delegates were shifting and looking up at the lighting overhead suspiciously, while the presenter struggled to return to his place in his talk. ‘Right, OK, yes, I’ll do it. Thank you.’


‘You’re welcome. I hope she can help.’


‘God, me too.’


‘Let me know you made it safely onto your flight. Auf Wiedersehen.’


Kay squeezed Ilina’s hand gently in lieu of kissing her on the cheek to say goodbye and inched her way out of their row. She slung her handbag over her shoulder, put her hand over her mouth as though nauseated and kept her eyes trained on the exit as she hurried towards it, hoping that if her boss had noticed her leave, she would look like someone who had an unpleasant date scheduled with the toilet.






Chapter Two


5 p.m.: friday 29 october


Old Town Square, Prague


819 miles and 46(+1) hours until the wedding


Madam Hedvika seemed to have taken the old adage of ‘hiding in plain sight’ to heart and literally themed her shop, Baba Yaga’s, as a witch’s shack – albeit one that was clean and attractive and sold souvenirs – playing off the regular witches’ festival where effigies of witches were created and burned every year. Nice. Madam Hedvika obviously had a dark sense of humour and a flare for retail positioning.


Small children milled around inside, giggling at the cartoonishly ugly witch dolls made of corn husks. There was also all the typical ‘witch’ memorabilia to buy, from crystals and candles to little velvet-covered books claiming to hold love spells. The air was heavily scented with incense, which Kay might have dismissed as being part of the atmosphere, but she could detect the familiar notes of sage and rosemary beneath and there were at least two runes painted above the door. She doubted anyone ever shoplifted from this establishment.


As Kay approached the desk, the young woman at the till looked up at her with a smile. ‘Kay?’


‘Yes, that’s me,’ she answered.


‘She’s waiting through there for you,’ the woman said in heavily accented English and pointed to a small doorway, covered with beads and wind chimes, which clacked as Kay pushed her way through.


Rather than the small room she was expecting, she came up against a wall and had to turn right to find a steep, narrow staircase. Kay sighed, looking at her wheelie suitcase, and decided to risk leaving it at the bottom of the stairs.


It wasn’t that she’d overpacked for the three-day conference, but once she’d expressed an interest in going – somewhat more enthusiastically than would have been expected of her, so she could guarantee an opportunity to get to see Madam Hedvika – she’d been given the joyous task of ferrying across all the marketing material for their stand. Just for once, she wished any of the men in her office could have been chivalrous and offered to take the bulk of glossy brochures – which probably equated to the loss of a small Christmas tree farm – but no. It was equal opportunities in her office when it came to back strain and dislocated shoulders. Shame they didn’t have the same attitude towards salaries.


She hurried up to the first floor and found a square sitting room with waxed wooden floors, a high ceiling and beautifully arched windows that looked out over the Old Town Square, the famous astronomical clock just within sight, the setting sun flashing off its gleaming dials.


A woman, around her mother’s age, was sitting at a square worktable before one of the windows. A bunch of corn husks, thread and scissors was spread out before her.


‘Kay,’ she said without looking up from where she was organising the materials, sharing them out between her place at the table and the one opposite her. ‘Come and take a seat. Would you like a drink?’


‘Oh, no thank you.’ She took the seat opposite Madam Hedvika and shrugged her coat off, letting it rest against the back of the chair. Her mouth was dry, but she doubted any liquid would help with that.


Madam Hedvika inclined her head in acknowledgement and carried on with her organising. She had a long plait draped over her shoulder, her hair a deep brown, streaked with grey.


Kay glanced out of the window again and linked her fingers tightly in her lap to avoid drumming them. She was here now. Seeking help for this crazy magic problem she was having. Even if she did have a flight to catch, she needed to be patient. Magic couldn’t be rushed and Madam Hedvika’s approach needed to be respected. She was the IT support of the witching community. Except there was only one like her in the whole of Europe and getting an appointment was as difficult as folding a fitted sheet neatly. (There were some things even magic couldn’t help with.) All this … methodical approach might be vital to the ritual they needed to undertake.
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