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Chapter One



SOMETHING WICKED


A witch will always sense that she is in the presence of another born of magical persuasion. Before any introductions are made, before any actual magic is displayed, she will subconsciously register their arrival for herself. First a witch will feel it on her skin. The tingles kick in, like sherbet and static, dragging up the gooseflesh of her arms to a shiver. She’ll taste a shift in the air, as it becomes sharper, sweeter, almost coppery. Then comes the smell, distinct like earth and embers and crisp toffee apples, combining to a heady, rich scent of what can only be described as warmth and home. And, above all else, the pricking of her ears, as well as her thumbs, will strike a match and fire up the coals of intuition. The very sound of a witch’s footsteps will whisper that something is coming her way.


Unfortunately for Belle, such valuable insight into how things worked had proved largely redundant, because at twenty-nine years, 363 days and a handful of hours old, she had yet to encounter another witch at all. Aside from her own mother, of course, and her grandmother, who had passed beyond the veil a handful of years ago. There had been a brief, surprising and somewhat awkward visit from a pair of coven leaders, too, who had stopped by on her fifteenth birthday to begin the long process of her endarkenment. But Belle had limited recollection of that, as she had found the whole thing entirely mortifying and hidden behind her hair, blushing and willing it to end, for the majority of the ceremony. She had shared no contact with the coven at all since her powers were first instated and had been left to her own devices to explore the possibilities of magic, as was custom.


Growing up with her mother’s peaceful, soft-hearted spells as part of the everyday meant that an intrinsic sense of magic was always nearby. There was no great moment of recognition, because it always was. The rush of magic that flowed from Bonnie and washed over Belle whenever she was around her mother was so normal, she barely even noticed the hit any more.


Belle had long since stopped anticipating such a meeting with another witch. Their kind was rare these days, getting rarer with every generation apparently, and she had no intention of seeking them out for herself and inviting any trouble. She lived her life quietly in among the non-wicche world and that was more than fine with her.


‘Belle, what have I told you about these loyalty cards? You dish out stamps willy-nilly, you’re costing me a fortune.’


Violet was an immaculate businesswoman. Her expensive suits were always a soft shade of blue or purple (a lifelong habit that came with a colourful name), her silver hair set and sprayed freshly twice a week. These days, she walked slowly but with purpose on an elegant silver cane, and had always been the holder of an impressive vintage scarf collection. In all her years of working at Lunar Books, Belle was almost certain she’d never seen Violet wear the same one twice. Although still overseeing the goings on, Vi had slowed down her appearances at the shop a while ago, popping in only once or twice a week to slide a finger across the dust, pinch everybody’s cheeks and check that Belle wasn’t doing anything as foolish as giving out two loyalty stamps instead of one.


‘Vi,’ Belle called over her shoulder as she slid a stack of new releases into their temporary home. ‘It’s 2 p.m. on a Thursday and the place is packed. I don’t think you need to worry about me handing out paper bookmarks.’ She reached up on her tiptoes to the top shelf with a particularly chunky mythology collection, then politely shouldered her way back through the sea of customers towards her boss.


Violet gave her a slightly sheepish look as she handed over a couple of stray hardbacks. ‘Well, you know I don’t mind really. I rather liked how you used to put them inside every book as a little treat. But Christopher does say if we count the pennies, then the pounds will—’


‘Christopher says a lot of things,’ Belle interrupted. Violet’s eyebrows shot up and Belle carefully reined herself back in. ‘Which is great, always love his input. Obviously.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Still just adjusting to him being around the place and making his changes.’


‘Changes that he says we should have made a long time ago,’ Violet reasoned.


‘Right. It’s just that his suggestions . . . Well, they don’t necessarily add up to the Lunar Books experience that everybody has always come here for.’


‘I am well aware that you two have differing ideas about the future of this place. But you also know that if it were up to me, I would never have had to bring my son into the picture in the first place. What choice did you leave me with?’ Violet shot her a loaded look from under a poised eyebrow.


Belle sighed. ‘Come on, Vi. We’ve been over this. Several hundred times.’


‘If only you’d stop being so selfish and grant the wish of a feeble old woman . . .’ Violet wore a forlorn look, but smiled as she leafed through a children’s title about a boarding school with her exquisite red manicured fingertips.


Belle squinted in her boss’s direction. ‘Nothing about you is feeble. You’re a menace to society.’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I am an innocent, ailing old lady who simply wishes she could leave her cherished shop in the hands of she who loves it most,’ Violet said. ‘You could run things as you wish, I could spend my afternoons at the theatre instead of nagging you about dwindling stock levels . . .’


‘Are you ever going to give this up?’ Belle interrupted with affectionate annoyance. She was secretly touched by how keen Violet still was to sell her the shop, having begun the crusade years ago to hand over the reins to her pride and joy.


‘Not until we sign the papers. Which we will,’ Violet said with a knowing nod, now examining the table of Autumn Reads and adjusting a book by millimetres to the exact angle.


‘Which we won’t,’ Belle corrected her. ‘I’ve told you a million times: there’s no way I could run this place on my own.’ She passed the oak desk, tidying the greetings cards and small selection of seasonal bouquets that lined the till area as she went. They were loaded with miniature pumpkins and dusky bunny tails to mark the incoming start of October, a subtle Floresco Bellus incantation lacing the stems and keeping them remarkably fresh.


‘Oh, how many times, Belle? You wouldn’t be on your own.’ Violet audibly tutted this time. ‘You’ve got Jim and Monica here through the week, and that new girl with the unfortunate nose ring at the weekends.’


‘You know what I mean. I’m talking about taking the reins. Generally not my speciality. I sort of just . . . float around?’


‘I haven’t done a damn useful thing around here since the printing press was considered modern technology. Every good idea for years has been yours.’


‘But it’s still your baby. I’m just here making sure books come in, books go out, customers are happy. That’s about the long and the short of it.’


‘And what more is there to it? You and I both know that you practically run the place single-handedly. I’m too old for all of this now, I have better things to do than recommend thrillers to the unwashed masses.’


‘There’s nothing wrong with thrillers. You’re a snob, Vi. And you know what I’m like, I’d probably run it into the ground within a few months.’


‘Less of the self-deprecation, please. I can’t stand it. You’re a highly capable, knowledgeable woman who I trust implicitly. You’ve worked your magic here for longer than I care to remember’ – at this, Belle choked on the air and spluttered out a coughing fit, earning a thump on the back from Violet – ‘mostly because it ages me dreadfully. You’re just too scared to take a risk,’ Violet continued, ‘and you care too much about what might go wrong.’ She pointed a sharp, shiny nail at Belle.


‘You’re very good at complimenting and insulting me all at once,’ Belle frowned, returning to her spot behind the till.


Violet leaned against the green marble countertop and pulled out a pocket mirror to move a single hair back into place. ‘It is a fine art.’ She smacked her lips together. ‘But if you continue to refuse to take up my brilliant offer then you know I have no choice but to leave Christopher in charge of things. I don’t trust outsiders for the job. If I’m to properly enjoy a retirement of luxury cruises and personal shopping, Lunar needs to be in capable hands. And Christopher is capable hands.’


‘Of course,’ Belle said placidly, taking a breath to swallow her pride. ‘The man might not know a paperback from a pumpkin, but he does know his profits and losses.’


Belle hoped that the music she’d chosen that morning was enough to hide the not-so-muffled sounds coming from the back office, where Christopher was taking it in turns to either roar expletives or guffaw pretentiously down the phone to an associate. She winced as she spotted a distracted customer turn their head towards the noise.


Profits and losses were seemingly all that Christopher knew, leading to decisions that broke Belle’s heart a fraction more every day. In the two years since Violet had decided to step down and, albeit reluctantly, hand over the reins to her corporate son, he had been gradually chipping away at the ideas that Belle herself had implemented at Lunar since she had started working there almost ten years ago. Their precious small baked goods and coffee cart had been the first to go, with Christopher declaring that cappuccinos ‘turned the place into a mothers’ meeting’. Her annual harvest book festival with other local businesses had him laughing so profoundly that he’d genuinely slapped his knee. More worryingly, just a few days ago, she had overheard him discussing at volume how the younger members of staff were hanging on to the payroll by a thread. This being the final straw, Belle had brought his questionable decisions to Violet’s attention. But Christopher had quickly interjected, insisting that she was being dramatic, laughing it off, wrapping Violet around his finger as usual. Belle kept the reality of just how bad things had got to herself, like a cold, hard pebble to carry around in her pocket.


‘Somehow, I blinked and it’s a modern world out there now, Belle,’ Violet said. ‘I sure as hell can’t keep up with the times, but he will make sure this place does just that.’


‘This place isn’t supposed to keep up with the times,’ Belle said. ‘It’s supposed to exist in its own little bubble of cosiness that’s entirely separate from the real world.’


‘If only,’ Violet said wistfully. ‘See you next week. I’ll call you about those figures from August.’ She leaned across to offer Belle a kiss on the cheek, leaving her usual little smear of magenta lipstick behind, a brush of ever-so-slight whiskers and a waft of sugared perfume.


‘See you, Vi,’ Belle said fondly, waving her off as she headed out to the shiny black car waiting to drive her home to her equally perfect townhouse. She was impossibly wealthy after a life spent on stage as a theatre star of days gone by, before a vocal injury put a stop to things and recovery sent her to the healing world of books. Belle sunk her hands into the pockets of her denim apron, embroidered with Lunar moons across the front, and her mind wandered back to its usual battlefield.


Taking Violet up on her offer, to actually buy Lunar Books from her, was a dream that always felt far too big. And every time that Violet broached the conversation, reminding her of the chance she was letting slip through her fingers, she felt herself flinching away even further.


There was just so much that could go wrong. She was clueless as to what the process would even look like, and her meagre savings were too precious to throw at something that wasn’t a guaranteed success, even though Violet had made her an overly generous, sentimental offer. Plus there was the small matter of risking the job that she adored and had worked for, all the way up from Saturday girl to store manager.


Still, she dared to think about it, all the time. Dared to imagine herself really doing it, rewarding herself with the bravery that had once been at the root of all of her decisions. But she could never find quite enough courage to light the taper, to find out whether the explosion would be a controlled one or a wildfire. And so life had unfolded. The wheel stayed in hands that weren’t her own and she continued watching out the window as the road sped past.


A woman in a salmon-pink cardigan reached the till, juggling an armful of picture books with a roll of rainbow wrapping paper and a toddler attached to her right hand.


‘This is a lovely one. It might be my favourite,’ Belle told the little girl as she wrapped up the book on top of the pile in brown paper. ‘Did you choose this? You did so well.’ The girl nodded shyly, then promptly buried her face in her mum’s skirt.


‘Thanks for all your help with finding the right ones. Should keep her busy for a while,’ the lady smiled gratefully.


‘Of course.’ Belle rang up the total. ‘Sorry I couldn’t stay with you longer, it’s a bit crazy in here today. This weather makes everyone want to curl up with a book.’


On perfect cue, a flash of bright lightning split through the bruised evening sky, cracking through the soft lighting that kept Lunar feeling warm and welcoming no matter the conditions outside. A loud thunderclap followed quickly behind, so intense that it rattled the top floor’s stained-glass windows. The woman gathered up her shopping, stowing the books underneath her jumper and pulling up her child’s hood, before reluctantly heading out into the rain.
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A busy evening unfolded. Life at Lunar, locally loved for its charm and indefinable specialness, swung chaotically from calm and quiet to unstoppably busy. Belle would often receive a call on her days off from a frantic Jim, tearing out what remained of his halo of fluffy hair while attempting to simultaneously refill shelves and man the till. Their tiny team had been struggling to keep up with Christopher’s schedules, each day understaffed and overcommitted.


Ringing up another customer, she glanced over at the kids’ section. As always, it had been completely ransacked, despite Belle setting up a neat little Libri Liberi Ordino incantation for the soft books and toys to return themselves to their boxes when nobody was looking. It was safe enough magic to pepper about the place, among the other incantations she had strung around. Children didn’t question it if the odd picture book tidied itself away and, of course, adults never noticed.


Closing time grew tantalizingly near. While Jim and Monica dealt with the debris of the day, Belle was run off her feet with a queue of shoppers that remained as relentless as the rain outside. In the back of her mind somewhere, she registered the sound of the brass bell above the front door ringing for the millionth time that day. She rubbed at her forearms as a layer of goosebumps swept over her skin with the gust of chilly air from the open door.


‘Would you be interested in taking home this week’s Stellar Read? It’s a really—’


Belle felt her breath catch short. A feeling like a warm wave breaking over the crown of her head, strangely pleasant but forceful, slipped over her from top to toe and almost sent her reeling in the swell. She gripped the countertop for balance. If she didn’t know better, she’d have said . . . Well, she’d have said it was magic.


‘Are you okay?’ A customer gave her a concerned look.


Belle swallowed hard, then flapped her hands dismissively. ‘Oh, fine, fine. Sorry. A bit dizzy. Means it’s time for another coffee.’


She laughed dryly and composed herself, ignoring the potent feeling that had appeared one moment and washed away the next. It had been a long day. Sliding the stack of sold books into a bag with a hasty, stressed smile that Violet would not have considered signature Lunar service, she called for the next customer.


The man waiting on the other side of the desk caught her off guard. She noticed his height first, tall to the point of feeling slightly looming. And he was, she couldn’t help but also acknowledge, intimidatingly handsome. The kind of handsome that would have her reporting back to Ariadne when she got home and instantly wondering why she hadn’t done something better with her hair that morning. He was wearing belted trousers, a rust-coloured shirt tucked in over a white T-shirt and round wire glasses, which he removed when their eyes met. He popped them in the inside pocket of a long, black leather coat, which hung across extremely broad shoulders, and a curl of shaggy, shoulder-length dark hair fell into his eyes as he looked down. A silver thumb ring glinted with an amber stone as he pushed it back, placed a hand down on the countertop and leaned ever so slightly towards her. She forced herself to break eye contact almost instantly, unable to hold it as her face flushed hot.


‘I’m wondering if you can help me.’ He spoke with a deep honey voice, like burnt caramel, and a twang of a London accent. ‘I’m looking for something rather specific. A little special.’


Belle blushed so fiercely that the tops of her ears prickled with heat. A strange, barbed sensation travelled to the ends of her fingers as she rested them on the counter, then in her pockets, before finally settling on grabbing a pen, sending ink splashing across the counter.


‘Sorry, sorry.’ She hastily mopped it up with the end of her sleeve. ‘Sounds interesting. How special are we talking, exactly? Is it a gift?’


The sides of his mouth perked up almost imperceptibly. ‘It is a gift.’


Belle quickly gathered her remaining composure, distinctly embarrassed by her own embarrassment.


‘Great. That sounds great. You could take a look at our Special Editions section. There are some signed copies that might go down well for a present. Or we have some great popular titles on the Stellar table if you’re looking for a more recent—’


‘Malleus Maleficarum.’


Belle’s face blanched from flushed red to stark white in a moment. She must have misheard. ‘Sorry, it’s been a long day, I think I’m going mad. Which is good.’ She laughed politely, shaking her head clear. ‘Pardon?’


‘Malleus Maleficarum. Not saying I agree with the message, of course,’ he mused. ‘That magic is evil or wrong. But tracking down witches is an interesting concept, don’t you think?’ 


Belle’s vision flickered. Malleus Maleficarum, the most notorious text from history on the origins of witchcraft, the infamous witch-hunter’s guide on how to spot a witch.


A coincidence. It had to be a coincidence. But then she felt it, as though a switch had activated something intuitive inside of her. She forced herself to make eye contact with the man again and it was instantaneous. Her skin turned to pure static. A coppery taste flooded her tongue. He leaned his forearms on the countertop, interlacing his fingers, and a scent of woody bonfire smoke and spiced sweetness hit her. Belle noticed the muscles of his jaw lock a fraction of an inch, the smallest flash of a knowing smile. Realization hit with the weight of a wrecking ball.


A witch.


Jim dropped an enormous cardboard box of hardbacks behind the front till with a loud thud and Belle snapped back to reality.


‘Don’t mind me,’ Jim chimed, sauntering back towards the cookery corner while he whistled at an unbearably high pitch.


‘Interesting choice.’ Belle let out a painfully awkward laugh, tucked her hair behind her ears, then inexplicably fired finger guns at the man opposite. Panic had now evidently taken control of all of her limbs. ‘Not something we stock, I’m afraid. Such a shame. Sorry. Thanks for popping in.’


‘That is such a shame,’ the man echoed.


It was only then that she registered his tongue poking firmly into his cheek, a deep dimple etched into the other side. His eyebrows raised knowingly, as though waiting for the penny to drop. He beckoned her to match his lean across the counter, bringing his voice to a whisper just inches from her neck.


‘I tried Hecate House library, but it would seem their editions are all on loan. They said to enquire with a Belladonna Blackthorn. That she’d happily oblige and lend me her copy?’


No one ever called her Belladonna. She hated her full witch name with a passion and always had done. So much so that not even her mum used it any more; it was reserved only for when Bonnie was distinctly disapproving of something or other about Belle’s major life choices.


The world spun in slow motion, but Belle somehow managed to paint on something like a professional smile. Her first and only thought was simply to remove this man from public view. She had spent a lifetime protecting herself from this exact scenario, from the moment her magic would be revealed to a non-wicche world, after everything she’d ever done to keep it a secret.


Monica shot a quizzical look across the floor in Belle’s direction, silently asking if everything was okay as the queue began to grow behind the man.


‘Actually, of course.’ Finger guns again. ‘Silly me, it’s through here, in the back . . . right this way. If you’ll just follow . . .’ She gave the man a desperate look, spun on the spot and said a silent plea to any forces who might be watching in pity. Anything to hide whatever this conversation was about to be.


Signalling to Monica to take her place, Belle shot to the rear of the shop, towards the dimly lit stock cupboard piled precariously with boxes and cut-out characters from window displays. She frantically manoeuvred a large cardboard dragon aside and beckoned wildly for the man to follow her away from the customers. Mainly from the handful of women who had been surreptitiously lingering around him, watching his every move since he entered Lunar Books like he was the last slice of cake. The man followed her diligently, but with an unmistakably mischievous smirk as he strolled nonchalantly behind, hands clasped behind his back.


She tugged on the cord light in the cupboard, kicked a heavy box out of the way and, after a distraught glance at the shop floor to ensure that Christopher was nowhere to be seen, yanked the door behind them. Fortunately, she was too consumed by dread to bother feeling embarrassed any more as she stood eye to eye with a complete stranger in extremely close, warm proximity.


‘Cosy.’ A glint flashed across his dark eyes.


‘Who are you? What is this?’ Belle asked in a furious, hushed voice. She had already begun to make assumptions. It occurred to her that his arrival could only signify a limited selection of bad news. ‘Is it my mum?’


‘What? No, of course not. Nothing like that,’ he replied instantly.


Belle felt a rod of tension across her shoulders bend.


‘I’ve been sent by the coven,’ he went on, looking down at her with a heavy brow. Having always been fairly tall herself, it was rare that she felt like the short one in the room.


‘I gathered that much from your hilarious introduction,’ she snapped, stress still bubbling to boiling point.


‘I wasn’t really going for hilarious. More mysterious, maybe alluring.’ Evidently finding the whole thing very amusing, the man crossed his arms and leaned back against a shelf of Ordnance Survey maps.


‘But Selcouth has never sent anyone to me before. Or communicated with me at all in almost fifteen years of witchery, for that matter. Did I do something wrong? Am I in trouble?’


‘Trouble? You tell me.’ He smirked, apparently finding far too much enjoyment in her teetering on the verge of a breakdown.


Belle gave him a distinctly unimpressed look, then risked a glance around the door to check for wandering bosses.


‘If you hadn’t noticed, I am working,’ Belle said, her voice getting gradually more high-pitched. ‘And, if my boss finds me in here with a customer, I might as well just say goodbye to my life now. I haven’t got time for whatever it is that you’re meddling in.’


His face dropped and he rolled his eyes at her refusal to play along.


‘Well, you’re no fun. And I do not “meddle”. Do I look like a meddler to you?’ he said hotly. ‘Look, you’ve been ignoring our correspondence.’ His voice softened a fraction, a little more serious. ‘You know you can’t do that—’


‘Correspondence?’ Belle interrupted.


The man’s eyebrow cocked sharply. ‘Right. The birthday letter? On the rare occasion that the coven does deign to contact you before completion of your endarkenment, it’s up to you to confront it. You can’t run away from magical problems, even if—’


‘Sorry, sorry.’ She held up a hand to stop him, brushing against his coat in the small space. ‘If it wasn’t clear already from the way that I’m about to spontaneously combust at any moment, I have absolutely no idea what you are talking about.’


‘The letter,’ he repeated impatiently. ‘Frankly, you should be a little more grateful. It was either coming here to check up on you or raining down a batch of hellfire to catch your attention. Your record stated that you live with a non-wicche housemate, so it seemed like hellfire might have given your game away somewhat. First you ignore me, now this.’


‘I wasn’t ignoring anything,’ she said exasperatedly, starting to find his demeanour particularly grating combined with the lack of answers. ‘What are you talking about?’


His face shifted, one eyebrow raising again in doubt. ‘You haven’t received it?’


Belle blinked.


‘Black envelope? Gilded edges? Sentient presence spell? Ability to manoeuvre itself in front of your attention when ignored . . .’ he reeled off.


‘Not ringing any bells. Maybe your spell doesn’t work.’


‘What?’


‘I’m just saying,’ she shrugged. ‘Nothing’s manoeuvred its way to me.’


He looked incredulous, blinking. ‘It’s a traditional Vocare Attentio spell, specifically crafted for coven correspondence. Used since medieval times. Of course it works.’


‘Sorry to break it to you, but your spell must be dodgy. I haven’t seen anything.’


The man thumbed his sharp, square jawline, now matching her exasperation. ‘Oh, that’s right, it must be the fault of an ancient and nigh-on foolproof spell cast by the United Kingdom’s esteemed coven. There’s simply no way that a witch as neat and organized as yourself could possibly have misplaced any important magical correspondence. Looks like you’ve a well-kept hold on things around here. Running a real tight ship.’


He gestured with a sceptical nod to the heaps of books arranged across every inch of shelving in the small, chaotic cupboard, all further blanketed with scattered receipts, literary magazines, trade newsletters, bookmarks and shopping bags.


‘You know,’ she replied, throwing her hands onto her hips, ‘you’re very rude for someone who’s apparently representing the “esteemed coven of the United Kingdom” on a rare, honoured visit. And an uninvited one, might I add.’


‘Selcouth doesn’t wait for invitation.’


‘I’m trying very, very hard not to have a meltdown here. You could be a little more understanding.’


They both stared, silently daring the other to back down.


‘Apologies,’ the man finally said through gritted teeth, relenting.


Belle eased off a fraction to match. ‘This letter, then – if there is one. What do I need to know?’


‘No can do,’ he shrugged. ‘You have to read it for yourself. That way there can be no denial of knowledge. Too many witches, warlocks and wicchefolk feigning no prior awareness of the trial over the years. I’m sure you understand,’ he added formally, twiddling the silver ring on his thumb while he eyed her.


‘Trial?’


His eyes widened for just a moment, but his unbothered demeanour returned in a second. ‘Pretend I didn’t say that.’


Belle took a steadying breath, attempting to retain a single inch of reason. She crossed her arms, mirroring his pose.


‘Let me check I’ve got this straight. You come here, to my place of work and my life among non-wicche folk, potentially putting me and my whole existence in danger of exposure, to tell me that I specifically need to find a very important letter. I tell you that I have not received it and, rather than giving me another letter or just telling me what that letter actually says, you’re going to leave and tell me, again, to read the letter.’


If Belle hadn’t known better, she could have sworn the faintest pale flush bloomed across the tops of his cheekbones. His cool faltered the tiniest fraction again, a frustrated furrow appearing between his eyebrows.


‘You’re making this seem a lot more foolish than it felt on my way from Hecate House.’


‘Oh, not at all, it’s been a treat. Your journey is much appreciated. Mystery, allure, lack of hellfire noted, etcetera. Now, as thoroughly enchanting as this meeting has been, can you please leave before anyone notices that for some entirely insane reason I am suspiciously bickering with a customer in the stock room?’


He smirked, as though trying to stop himself from giving away a real smile. Belle noticed the fine lines crinkle at the edges of his dark eyes.


‘But I’m having such a lovely time. And I worked so hard to set the mood.’


Realization dawned. ‘Wait, was this storm your doing, too?’


He sunk his hands into his pockets, seeming a little self-conscious. ‘Might’ve been. Don’t you like it?’


‘I forgot my brolly and I have to walk home once my shift is finished, so no.’ She grabbed the door handle, keen to get herself out of the confined space and away from this man’s irritating arrogance. ‘Will that be all?’


He sighed, equally unimpressed. ‘Not that this visit hasn’t been incredibly welcoming thus far, but on second thoughts . . .’ He clicked the thumb and middle finger of his right hand. In a fraction of a moment, a black envelope was summoned neatly between the two with a dusting of golden sparks. ‘So I don’t end up making a second trip, more than anything.’ He offered the paper out to her. ‘Read it. Don’t ignore it this time.’


‘I told you, I wasn’t ignoring anything.’ Belle pinched the letter from his grasp. ‘Thanks,’ she added curtly, turning the paper over in her hand. ‘Will there be anything else?’


‘Yes, actually. Any beach read recommendations? Something light, something fun, a little spice,’ he asked, a wide grin escaping that almost split his face in two, entirely giving the game away for just how much he was relishing stealing her time.


Belle glared at him. Reluctantly, she stuffed the letter into the pocket of her apron, to be read when there wasn’t a five-person-deep queue requiring her immediate attention. How bad could a letter be? If it was urgent, they’d call. Did covens call?


She pointed a finger at him. ‘Do not go past the office. If Christopher sees a customer coming out of the stock room, I’ll never hear the end of it. Follow me. But not yet. In a minute.’


Her instructions seemed to amuse him greatly and he gave her a small salute. Without glancing back, Belle flung open the stock cupboard door, dusted down her apron and speed-walked to the till. The man hung back for just a moment, intently watching her leave, before eventually heading out behind her, ducking his head to avoid the doorframe.


A short while later, with the queue under control, Belle returned to the back of the shop, her arms full of books. Shocked, she stopped. There he was, still lingering between the shadows of the Classics and Contemporary shelves, all long limbs and unkempt hair. He shot a covert glance in her direction and quickly looked back to the book in his hands when their eyes met, as though he’d been found up to no good.


Belle’s hands went to her hips. ‘You’re still here?’


‘Can’t a man enjoy a browse any more? I came all this way and you’re not going to let me take advantage of the offers?’


‘By all means, browse away. In fact . . .’ She gestured for him to hold that thought while she dived into an adjacent corner. She returned to find him looking intrigued. ‘A personal recommendation. This would be perfect for your next read,’ she said with a sickly sweet smile, thrusting her suggestion against his chest. She caught a flicker at the side of his mouth, as though pleased with himself for winning her over.


125 Magic Tricks for Young Magicians. With free gifts to astound your friends!


‘There might even be something in there to improve your little envelope spell.’ Their eye contact burned, his a strange combination of fury yet faint amusement, hers entirely indignant. Belle held it this time, adamant not to buckle under his stare again.


‘Please, do not come back here again,’ she said. ‘Or at least warn me next time, so I can leave the country first.’


‘Excuse me, do you work here?’


Belle transformed her expression back to genuinely friendly in a fraction of a second, turning to a bespectacled lady who was approaching her with a stack of brightly coloured romance covers.


‘Sure do. Are you okay there? Let’s get those in a basket for you.’


As she steered the woman towards the till while reeling off a list of author names, Belle couldn’t help but notice a flutter of movement from the corner of her eye. Only a string of faint golden sparks remained, trailing between the shelves, and that crackling scent of bonfire smoke that ignited her senses again. In the chaos of his arrival, she’d forgotten to even get his name. Probably something as ridiculous as he was. Gandalf? Fortunately, she highly doubted that he would make a habit of visiting Lunar Books.
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Chapter Two



A WITCH’S HOME


Magic in the mundane can be difficult to find, but it is always waiting patiently somewhere: snuffling quietly, curled up like a sleeping animal and ready to be found by those searching hard enough. Flat 31 was one such enchanted place. Small and shadowed, with wonky cupboard fronts that didn’t quite fit properly and a temperamental back-right hob ring that had needed fixing for months, the kitchen inside was nevertheless filled with magic. Every inch of it was covered with the stuff, from the heap of used teabags on the drainer to the mixing bowl in the corner. Even the butter dish was charged with magic, because this was the home of a witch. Albeit a humble one.


‘. . . talking about losing that magic in a relationship, you know? That real, enchanting kind of magic between the two of you that can only be considered witchcraft. For many couples it . . .’


The radio clicked over again.


‘Goal! That magic left foot of his once again, some kind of sorcery from the boy in . . .’


‘You’ve got to be joking.’


‘Good morning, Jane. Yes, Londoners will no doubt be disappointed to hear that the unseasonably warm spell is officially over for us. That dry, sunny, altogether rather lovely late summer spell . . .’


‘Oh, for . . .’


The button was pressing of its own accord to anyone who happened to be watching. Finally settling on a station, music quietly hummed alongside bubbly splashes coming from a sponge working diligently against last night’s plates, which positioned themselves neatly on the drainer. Across the worktop, a stack of post shuffled itself into tidy piles. One was for brown envelopes demanding money, another for shiny flyers from pizza places and window cleaners. The most important pile was across the room, a rainbow of brightly coloured envelopes, which had been busy lining themselves up on the coffee table for several days. As an orange one addressed to Belle Blackthorn landed on top, ready for her birthday tomorrow, the kettle boiled itself with a soft babble.


‘I swear I literally just paid this,’ Belle muttered, ripping open a particularly uninviting-looking water bill and immediately casting it aside on top of the microwave to deal with another day. Only the most astute of eyes would have noticed the neat flick of her finger that guided a teabag from jar to mug.


‘Considering one member of our trio uses their own spit and tongue to wash, we don’t half get through a lot of water.’ Belle spoke to the cat at her feet who was weaving her way in and out of her ankles with a purr. ‘Alright, Jinx, alright. Greedy guts.’


The cat was distracted from her quest for food by a rogue spark of magic that flittered by, weightless in mid-air like the translucent wings of a moth. She frantically batted at it with her paw.


‘I really need to hoover. That stuff gets everywhere.’


A handful of reliable household charms aside, Belle was a dab hand at keeping her unique abilities largely to herself. It wasn’t that she was ashamed to be a witch. After possessing her powers for very nearly fifteen years to the day, her home was packed with tell-tale signs of the truth. They were quietly proud, but subtle enough not to invite unwelcome questions or complicated answers. Crystals were positioned for charging in all the right sun spots (although there weren’t a lot of those, because she would have been paying double the rent for a south-facing terrace). Her bookshelf was lined with a few almanacs and rune guides passed down from her mother, now wedged inconspicuously between childhood favourites and splattered cookbooks. Bottles of moonwater, peacefully powerful. Coloured candles for all requirements. Dream and shadow work journals. All small signs of a quiet witch, like whispers woven here and there, but the secret largely kept itself these days. Nobody ever noticed the magic, dusted through all corners of her life like dewdrops caught in cobwebs, because nobody was ever looking for it.


Magic for Belle was a comforting constant, which felt like home on the occasions that she did call upon it. It was just that, when working long hours through the week and living in a small maisonette above a cafe, the faint smell of espresso lingering from dawn until dusk against the clockwork sirens of London traffic, she found there wasn’t a whole lot of use for practical magic.


Belle’s powers were not completely dormant; they were just a little sleepy. Running a small and somewhat chaotic bookshop hardly required creative hexes or mystical menageries to be whipped up on request. She did now throw together the weekly horoscopes for the Lunar newsletter, after the team discovered her knack for surprisingly accurate predictions, but even that only required a quick side-glance into a miniature crystal ball that she’d deftly disguised as a paper weight. She certainly wasn’t bothering the Natural Order or creating too much Divine Chaos when she miraculously managed to fix the broken photocopier or match a customer to their perfect historical fiction with a quick Lectio Adaperio incantation. In fact, the most sparks that ever flicked from Belle’s forefinger probably came when the end of the tax year rolled around. It was complicated, time-consuming magic, squaring it all with Pecunia Tributum, but it saved her from wading through the chaotic records she failed to keep on top of at Lunar and was therefore worth the effort. Cheaper than an accountant, too.


Belle gave Jinx a scratch behind her inquisitive ears and received a quiet meow in return.


Even as a fifteen-year-old sorceress with fresh powers at her fingertips, they hadn’t had chance to display themselves with too much exciting fanfare, given the setting of a sleepy northern town and an all-girls’ school. A new haircut here, a vanished spot there, some particularly great cakes with colour-changing icing for friends’ birthdays. An underrated highlight had been using her powers to implode a tape recorder to avoid the bleep test during a PE lesson.


Then magic had been actively difficult and painfully awkward to handle. Belle had always been a force of calm, physically recoiling at the thought of causing a fuss or drawing attention. And, if you’re trying to avoid the spotlight, it’s a bad idea to get bold with your magic around teenage girls, who are finely tuned into spotting that sort of weirdness in a heartbeat. The whole witch thing had been largely mortifying, often showing itself of its own accord before she had mastered keeping magic in check. Eventually, she had learned to control it. Even embrace it.


But the chance for her magic to prosper and shine had continued to dwindle ever since. Once, the purposeful dimming of her powers had been through shame of being different. Now, at one day before thirty years old, it was instead a case of magic slipping into the shadows, barely noticed, forgotten and neglected over time.


Belle flung herself down onto the green sofa covered with layers of blankets and a small fort of cushions that she shared with two flatmates: one human (allegedly) and one tortoiseshell feline. The latter leapt with a chirp onto her chest and settled with contentment on her shoulder.


It wasn’t that she was too dull or boring or unadventurous for magic. She had her fair share of adventures and travels under her belt; she had largely done what a girl in her twenties was supposed to have done, as far as she could tell. But, just as life had begun to unfurl like two silk ribbons, one in front and one behind her, Belle had learned that following the non-magical ebb and flow without too much resistance tended to make things easier. While trying to tread through life successfully, she fought to keep magic subdued: ticking boxes, making everybody happy, never causing a fuss.


And, realistically, what does one even do with magical powers anyway?


Lying flat with the cat balanced under her chin like a warm, only slightly suffocating beard, Belle flicked out her left index finger in the smallest of gestures and aimed it over her head at the kettle, which swiftly poured itself into a kitschy, cauldron-shaped mug. Her finger absentmindedly wound three clockwise circles in the air, and a teaspoon echoed her movement. Infusing her intentions was one of the old habits that she’d picked up from her mum. Stir clockwise to bring positivity, anti-clockwise to banish negativity.


The mug floated gently from the kitchen to park itself on a coaster. As it approached through the air, steam billowing from the rim, the bedroom door across the living room flew open and Belle leapt up to slam her hand down on it. She winced as droplets of scalding tea splashed over the sides.


‘Right, I’m going, I’m going. Don’t talk to me, I’m late.’


Ariadne, wrapped in a thickly padded coat and a giant scarf that could have doubled up as a duvet, hurtled out of her bedroom, always a matter of minutes from mattress to door.


‘And I mean it. Don’t you dare eat that last croissant. It’s got my name on it and the thought of it is giving me one vague ray of hope to cling on to through my meetings of death.’


Belle’s heart thumped from the adrenaline rush. Luckily, Ari continued to spin like a whirling dervish from key hook to shoe rack, entirely oblivious to Belle’s flash of panic.


‘That croissant is all that’s good in my miserable, hideous life right now.’


‘You’re being ridiculous,’ Belle called.


‘I will murder you in your sleep.’


‘Alright. Staying away from the pastry. I hear you.’


Ari’s constant faffing at any given time was a contributing factor to Belle’s witchery having remained secret for so long. Her hair was wet and hastily braided, leaving damp shadows on her coat as she grabbed the coffee cup waiting on the side, filled earlier by Belle as part of their finely tuned daily routine.


‘You’d better. Late meetings this afternoon but I’ll be home for tea. Love you, love you, bye bye bye bye . . .’


Ari’s voice trailed out into the corridor as she slammed the front door behind her. Belle audibly exhaled as she collapsed back on the cushions. One day, her blood pressure would learn to handle the rush of disguising magic at the last possible second. Blowing on the remaining contents of her mug that wasn’t now splashed across the carpet or her pyjamas, she slotted the stack of birthday cards up against a vase. Glancing at the clock, she grimaced. She should probably get a move on, too.


Escaping her attention in the morning’s rush was one unassuming matte black envelope, which, in her hurry, caught on the door’s breeze and flew from the table. It had escaped from her apron pocket when she shut up shop the night before, cleverly gliding inside the paperback at the bottom of her handbag. Arriving at Flat 31, the envelope had shrewdly manoeuvred itself onto a folded blanket on the bed, but remained unnoticed when a cat parked her furry stomach directly on top of it for the evening. It really had tried its level best that morning, determined to follow her back to work in her coat pocket, but acted a fraction too slowly and slipped from sight again. Sent sailing under the sofa, it bore a silver star illustration, entwined with three words.


Tonitru, Fulgur, Pluvia. Thunder, Lightning, Rain.
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Later that day, Belle pushed her thumb into her forehead in an attempt to stimulate the wilting brain on the other side of her skull. The three o’clock haze was kicking in, the pixels of the computer screen blurring in front of her eyes as she catalogued copies of a shiny celebrity autobiography in the stock cupboard. The need to procrastinate was seizing control. Sentences were crashing into the ends of each other, hanging precariously off the end of her computer screen. Caffeine would probably help. Or chocolate.


She kicked back on the wheels of her chair and spun around to glance out of the stock room and onto the shop floor, hoping to spot an unsuspecting colleague who might volunteer a snack run.


Her line of sight was invaded by an enormous autumn wreath. An army of vibrant reds, oranges and golds marched towards her periphery, Monica’s tiny height and chestnut hair struggling somewhere behind it. Belle maintained that her colleague was the coolest person she’d ever met, covered head to toe in a patchwork of colourful tattoos, as well as a constant rainbow of paint swatches all over her clothes and fingers, residuals from her art coursework. She was something of a mythical creature to Lunar’s youngest customers, who always left gleefully covered in the never-ending supply of stickers that were drawn from the pocket of Monica’s apron.


‘Where do we want this, Belle?’ Monica asked, holding the wreath at arm’s length. ‘It smells a bit weird.’


‘It probably just needs airing out,’ Belle said uncertainly. ‘It’s for the front door. There should be a hook in the big box, too. Actually, make sure there’s no mice in . . .’


‘Belle Blackthorn. How’s my favourite wonder woman?’


Monica’s face, poking through the hole in the foliage, plummeted as she clocked the man to whom the roaring voice belonged. Suddenly overtaken by the urgent need to decorate as quickly as possible, she shrugged apologetically as she made a swift exit. Belle shot her a scowl that she hoped effectively communicated the meaning of ‘ruthless traitor’. Training her face to the picture of professionalism, she leapt up.


‘What can I do for you, Christopher?’


Without bothering to get any closer or even glance up from the pager in his hand, her boss shouted across the bookshelves. As always, he was oblivious to the many heads nearby that had turned in frustration at his lack of volume control against the peaceful hum of the shop. His corporate presence in Lunar always felt wrong, unnatural, jarring like the full-body jolt that shakes a sleeper from a dream. Belle bolted through the shop to meet him in an attempt to lower his volume, knocking a stack of magazines in her haste with apologetic half-smiles to the customers.


‘Mind jumping on this call with the bank for me, darlin’? Got held up at the gym this morning so haven’t had a chance to read the files that Mum dug out. Waste of my time anyway, to be honest. Not showed up today, has she? Wish we could all be bloody part-timers,’ he guffawed.


Belle felt the anchor of her stomach plummet.


‘You’re alright to step in, yeah? It’s the big one, they’re not happy,’ he continued loudly.


‘Well, no. I mean yes. I can. But I’m just in the middle of a stock check and we’ve got the author signing this evening, so there’s a lot to . . .’


‘Brilliant. Thanks, sweetness. They’re expecting you. I’ll be back later.’ Having landed the reply he always knew that he’d hear, Christopher had already started to retreat to the personal office that he’d somehow wangled on his arrival, sacrificing their old staff room for his own private space. At no point had he looked up at her from his pager during their conversation.


Belle’s eyebrows almost reached her hairline. ‘You’re leaving? Have you got any notes? What’s it about?’


She mentally ran through her immediate to-do list. Working her usual shift, obviously, but the children’s entertainer wanted to discuss the Halloween party, too. Although she couldn’t think about that until she’d finished the personal reading recommendations with customers that were booked in for the afternoon. Jim’s performance review was pencilled in for some time around 5 o’clock and that had already been pushed back from last week. Then there was double-checking those numbers that Violet had requested and a visit booked in with a potential new supplier for the stationery corner. Belle had wanted to give some time to an idea she’d had for evening craft classes, too . . .


Christopher obnoxiously batted his hand to dismiss her, his shirt straining across his chest.


‘You’ll be fine, kiddo, you always are. Something about predictions, might be a few investors listening in, the big family names that Mum won’t want to disappoint. Just run them through the outlook for the quarter. Fire any feedback over to me to handle, but if you could let them know about the drop in profit across the board. They won’t like that one. It is what it is, yeah?’ Still looking down at his pager, he shot her a dismissive thumbs-up over his head while walking away.


‘Yep.’


‘Oh, and do something about all that orange crap in the window, yeah? It looks like a jumble sale. What were you lot thinking? Get the financial stuff on display – business autobiographies, entrepreneur guides and that. A bit of aspiration for the blokes who need it.’


‘Really? Your mum gave it the thumbs-up,’ Belle said quietly, trying to swallow the bitterness in her voice. She had spent days putting the suitably spooky window display of Halloween horror reads together, inking the lettering on the glass and hanging the paper decorations. She had forced Ari to carve several large pumpkins with her, making the entire flat stink of gourds in the process. They’d carried them all the way to the shop in a collection of bulging bags, to sit them among the scariest reads she could think of on a bed of dried grasses, along with a scattering of plastic black cats, bats, rats and a handful of witches’ hats for good measure. It looked particularly perfect when the sun went down, the windows giving out a warm glow against the chilly evenings.


Christopher snorted. ‘The woman’s lost it, so that sounds about right. This place is a joke. I keep telling her she’s wasting money on all this novelty nonsense. I want it gone by the time I’m next here, no arguments.’


Once he was out of earshot, Belle retreated to a quiet corner of the shop and promptly booted the display board to her right with feeling, making a woman reading just behind jump a foot from her armchair. She apologized hastily, then knelt down to pretend to tie her laces as she fixed the damage with a disguised flurry of Turbamentum Reversio sparks. She crouched against the nearest shelf, picked up the last of the scattered drawings and papers and dug the heels of her hands into her eyes.


Monica sidled over and leaned above her, offering out a steaming mug as some kind of consolation prize. Herbal teas were her cure-all and were always accompanied by the biscuit tin, too. ‘He’s an arse. Sorry for abandoning you.’


‘You’re a turncoat, but I won’t hold it against you.’ Belle accepted the cup gratefully. ‘Once again, we step up to do every part of that man’s job for him and somehow he still manages to ruin everything.’


‘No, you step up to do it for him. We step in to help when you look like you’re about to go insane and/or land yourself in prison.’


‘Don’t worry, it’s not like he’s on all of our salaries combined while hoodwinking his lovely mum, out of office three times a week, mocking the bestsellers, mistaking the authors for the postman, all while taking credit for anything we’ve ever created and simultaneously turning this wonderful place into some kind of corporate wasteland. Oh no, wait, we are in fact in hell. And it’s all my fault.’


‘Maybe. But look on the bright side,’ Monica chimed. ‘At least he’s moved on from talking to us directly from the neck down. Now he stares at the pager instead, which is a huge improvement in my mind.’


Belle scowled.


‘Just think: we could have been existing in a Christopher-free world with you at the helm if you’d accepted Vi’s offer. We might even have Mrs Abbott’s cupcakes back on the coffee cart again,’ Monica said, chancing a lack of tact as she glanced gingerly at Belle.


‘Thank you for that.’


‘I know you had your reasons,’ she sighed. ‘Although you know we think they’re completely wrong ones.’


‘Well, if it’s any consolation, I can confirm it feels categorically awful to turn down your dream.’


‘I still don’t really understand why you did,’ Monica said.


‘Because I’m not ready. I couldn’t do it. There’s a lot that could go wrong, more than could go right. And I don’t deserve it, anyway.’ They drained their mugs in unison. ‘Although, having said that, I’m not sure I deserve a man coming in and turning my favourite place in the world into what’s starting to feel like an after-work bar in the financial district, either.’


‘At least then we’d be drunk,’ Monica offered. ‘Still, promise me you won’t leave. No one else here is weird enough for me to eat my lunch with.’


‘Thanks?’ Belle snorted, then pinched the skin at the bridge of her nose. ‘Well, I need to do something. He walks all over me, takes the credit for the fact we’re somehow still afloat despite all of his awful decisions. And there’s literally nothing I can do about it, it’s my own fault. Every time I so much as mention it to Vi, she just rolls her eyes and says that he’s a businessman.’


‘What does that even mean?’


‘I think it means he wears a suit. How do we stand up to a man who allegedly “knows business”, when we’re just the silly little guys actually selling the books?’


‘We attack at dawn? Or at the morning meeting, anyway,’ Monica suggested, tilting back against the wall above Belle, who was still slumped on the floor in defeat. ‘Or, I guess, we leave before we watch the whole place burn.’


‘I won’t leave, don’t worry,’ Belle said, then hesitated. ‘Maybe I will leave. I should leave. Should I leave?’ She searched her friend’s face for an answer, then sighed heavily. ‘I can’t abandon Lunar.’ She offered her hands to Monica, who tugged her to her feet.


‘Life really loves to chew you up, doesn’t it?’


Belle nodded. ‘And then rather than spitting you out and giving you any kind of escape, it slowly digests you until you’re a rotted, relenting piece of your former self. Just covered in enzymes. And Christopher’s effusive sweat.’


Monica shuddered. ‘So much sweat.’
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Chapter Three



THE UNEXPECTED INVITATION


Ariadne pulled at her slice of pizza, wrapping the strings of melted cheese around a finger while they entirely ignored the Halloween film that they’d spent a considerable amount of time selecting.


‘So leave.’ She was always so matter-of-fact, so logical, that it came across as harsh if you weren’t familiar with Ariadne’s heart of gold. ‘I keep telling you. You could get another job so easily.’


‘How about vampire’s wife? Tiny frog in a forest dwelling? Seductive keeper of the underworld in a ghostly wedding dress?’


‘All of the above,’ Ariadne nodded. ‘Anywhere would be lucky to have you.’


‘Why should I leave, though? I love Lunar. It’s special. I just don’t like being taken advantage of over and over by a man who is a walking midlife crisis, has no talent that I’ve ever witnessed, other than an impressive skill for ruining joy, and yet earns double what I do while accepting all the credit for . . .’ Belle chewed and swallowed. ‘Wow, I should leave.’


‘Thank you. Now we just need to find you something that’s worthy of your time and general excellence.’


‘You think I’m much more excellent than I actually am,’ Belle said, dipping a crust.


‘Well, of course I do; I’m your best friend. I believe you are a perfectly excellent idiot.’


‘And I you.’


Excellence had once been something that both the girls considered a given. Growing up with slightly terrifying determination, they had both been certain that the curse of ordinary would simply never happen to them. It wasn’t meant to be that way. But time changed things and brought a dose of reality with it.


On paper, Ariadne had ticked the boxes of ‘successful’ a little more effectively. People took her seriously, working in an office with floor-to-ceiling windows and swanky free lunches from which she regularly snuck extras home for tea. Healing from a long-term relationship that had simply faded through no one’s fault, she was even testing the ghastly waters of online dating for the first time in over a decade, unexpectedly embracing it, finding all new facets of herself. Belle was constantly in awe of the way her friend grabbed plot twists by the lapels and always found the excitement in them.


‘You’ve been talking for so long about buying the shop from Violet, I don’t understand why you won’t just go for it. It’s what you’ve always wanted. And she must be getting on for, what, 197 years old now? She’d be grateful for it,’ Ari said, picking off a piece of pineapple.


‘She does keep telling me that I made a big mistake, to just say the word,’ Belle admitted.


‘There you go.’


‘I know, I know. It’s just terrifying. If I’m in charge and blow it and the shop goes under, I lose everything. I’ve plugged so many years into getting to this point. Imagine if the dream job isn’t the dream, that I picked the wrong thing. So much could go wrong,’ Belle said, ripping pizza from crust. ‘It’s not the right time.’


‘It’s never the right time. Ever. If you’re waiting for all of the stars and planets to align before you make decisions that’ll make you happier, you’ll be waiting for ever.’


Belle sighed. ‘I’m so behind already. We’re supposed to be leading empires and bringing down the patriarchy by now. It was on the calendar for last week.’


‘I told you, I had that epiphany. We’re past the point of having to think we can take over the world. We can just exist happily if we want to. As long as it pays the bills. And you would be happy, which is really all that matters. You could be spending your days recommending fiction to old people in your own bookshop, reading stories to sticky-fingered kids, stressing over barely making ends meet but loving the quiet day to day. That’s the dream right there, Belle.’


Belle gave a thoughtful ‘hmm’. What would happen if she really did allow herself to seize it, with both hands? She always felt embarrassed when she was confronted by her own cowardice like this, but the fact was that it was less disappointing, and much less painful, to refuse to give your heart and soul to any one thing, for fear of an imperfect result.


‘It’s just about breaking the spell,’ Ariadne added. Belle sniffed under her breath at the irony.


‘Ow! What the—? Oh, look, you dropped a birthday card.’


Ariadne yanked a slightly crumpled black envelope from between the sofa cushions, where it had surreptitiously tapped a sharp corner of itself against the back of her arm to interrupt.


‘If that has cash in it, then it’s now rightfully mine.’ She closed the pizza box and placed it on the patterned rug.


Maybe it wasn’t a totally failing spell. Thankfully, only Belle noticed in that moment how the handwriting shone with a distinctly magical glint. Tonitru, Fulgur, Pluvia.
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September nights had been drizzly and dark in London, the storm from yesterday leaving petrichor stuck to the streets and the sky, but tonight was exceptionally still. Everything outside seemed to be waiting with a held breath. The moon sat silver like a milk top.


Ariadne slunk off to bed once the film had finished, taking the final piece of pizza for luck. Belle knew that touching wood, salt over the shoulder, rabbit feet and wishing on eyelashes were all well and good, but the best results she’d had with luck-related magic always came from their own bizarre, superstitious inventions. The final piece of pizza had long ago become a talisman between the two of them.


Since her mystery visitor at Lunar yesterday, Belle had been doing her level best to pretend that the whole encounter had never happened. With the chaos of the day, it had been easy to ignore. But once Ari uncovered the letter, Belle spent the rest of the evening sitting on her hands, attempting to focus on the television, her gaze practically boring a hole through the paper. Who on earth (boldly assuming they were even of this plane) had been in touch from Selcouth and why? She had no magical contacts, no colleagues or friends or wizened old mentors to speak of.


Only when Ari was fast asleep and snoring at rhythm through her door did Belle allow herself to finally reach for the envelope. She curled her feet up underneath her and adjusted Jinx on her lap, pulling the blanket closer as a chill wove itself through the notches of her spine. The silver star on the stamp felt distantly familiar, lingering in the back of her mind like a dream.


Maybe Selcouth were sending birthday cards now – although that would make mystery man’s insistence on delivery a little overblown. This one was a milestone birthday, or so everyone kept reminding her with dramatic, knowing looks. Belle blew her hair out of her eyes and lifted the deep purple seal. A stack of pale papers tumbled into her lap from an intricate fold and, as her eyes scanned the letter, each word lit with a warm glow perfectly in time with her reading. Magical texts tended to do that, words illuminating like fireflies trapped in amber when met by the eyes of a witch.


Ms Belladonna Blackthorn,


An abundance of the happiest returns on your thirtieth Orbital Completion.


‘“Happy Birthday” probably would have been fine,’ she muttered before reading on.


In accordance with the ancient and binding rules of Selcouth, which claims you by birthright, it is with much pleasure and pride we inform you that you will soon complete your inaugural Hecate House visit for the EquiWitch trial hearing and manifest assessment.


Saturday 1 October, 11.30 ante meridiem


Hecate House, Highgate Cemetery, London


All witches, warlocks and wicchefolk between must adhere to the EquiWitch trial to suitably mark their equal years of non-wicche existence versus years of holding sacred sorcery powers. Following your hearing, a jury of Selcouth’s esteemed membership will conclude whether you have behaved with suitable mysticism and fervour since said sacred powers were first instated.


The overwhelming majority of wicchefolk pass their trial and assessment in flying technicolour. However, in the unlikely outcome that your esteemed power is agreed to stand as underused, abused or entirely neglected altogether, your magic will be regretfully removed with immediate effect and returned to Selcouth.


Please bring with you to your hearing your bestowed sooth stone for the Selcouth endarkenment presentation in Hecate House courtroom following the (assumed) successful hearing.


With all the best on your thirtieth birthday! Cheers!


In thunder, lightning and in rain,


Caspar Strix


United Kingdom Coven Balancer


Tonitru, Fulgur, Pluvia


Disclaimer: Selcouth will not be held responsible for feelings of fatigue and lethargy following magic removal on possible expellation. We politely request that all witch familiars are left at home following the infamous toad incident of ’62. Your cooperation is well appreciated.


Belle gazed blankly at the letter, looking at the words elegantly inked on the paper. They seemed to loop themselves into one big, tangled knot as she read them again. And again.


Your magic will be removed with immediate effect.


‘You have got to be kidding me.’


Belle stared at the unfurled papers, chewing relentlessly at a cuticle until it bled. Obviously this didn’t mean what it appeared to mean. It couldn’t. Could it? She willed her mind to slow down, but her nervous system said otherwise. Saturday 1 October was tomorrow. Her first thought was that her birthday plans were almost certainly ruined. But a larger feeling of pure, burdensome dread began to brew up through her insides, an awful, anxious dismay bristling across every nerve ending like a wire broom.


She threw off the blanket and jumped up from the sofa. Jinx, disrupted from her nap, slunk off in a sulk to find an alternative bed. Belle shot to the phone and quickly made a call. The same call she always made, whenever there was a major, minor or medium crisis unfolding in her life.


‘Pick up. Pick up . . .’ She was grateful to hear a click as the ringing stopped, followed by a lot of noisy fumbling at the other end. ‘Hi, Mum.’


‘Hello, love. So glad you called, didn’t want to interrupt. I’m out with the dog to collect my moonwater and I’ve lost my glasses again somewhere in the woods, so the signal might not be great.’
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