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Praise for THE WYCHERLEYS:



‘I’m obsessed with this captivating and fiercely romantic book. Annaliese Avery cleverly weaves a magical world of family curses, glittering ballgowns and characters you can’t help but fall in love with. A beautiful story, beautifully written.’ – Kathryn Foxfield, author of Good Girls Die First

‘Avery has created an inventive escapist fantasy where magical ability meets societal nobility, where forged alliances are life-changing, and for cursed outcast Aurelia Wycherley, potentially lifesaving. With a swoon-worthy Regency setting, feuding families and deadly curses, a wickedly fun opposite-sides-of-the-same-coin heroine and hero, treachery and backstabbing galore and more than a little romance, The Wycherleys will surely be the talk of the Season! Perfect for reading by candlelight in the back of a darkened ballroom while you wait for your mysterious paramour to find you and spirit you away!’ – Melinda Salisbury, author of Her Dark Wings

‘From the first perfect line, The Wycherleys had me hooked. It’s the perfect swoon-worthy fantasy-romance featuring everything I love: wonderfully drawn characters to fall and root for, an alternate history with ballgowns and broomsticks, curses, magic with a clever twist, and a world I’d love to visit.’ – Dominique Valente, author of the Starfell series

‘A fun, tense, enemies-to-lovers romance with magic and plenty of secrets. Nothing is as it seems. It had me gripped from the first page.’ – Zeena Gosrani, author of This Dark Heart

‘I am utterly captivated by this addictive and swoony fantasy romance! Aurelia is brave, bold and wears her curse proudly. Jules is Mr Darcy for a new generation. They set the standard for courtship. If you’re not committing felonies together, is it love?’ – Rosie Talbot, author of Sixteen Souls
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For Helen Boyle, agent extraordinaire and the only person I’d want to tether my magic to.
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PROLOGUE Tuesday the 13th July 1813


[image: C]reat Aunt Antoinette was dead, but the curse she had carried was very much alive. Not that I knew this as I stood in the gardens of Hemlock Square awaiting the arrival of my magic. I had just turned seventeen, and the Thunder Moon was as full and blinding as my blissful ignorance.

I should have been terrified, but instead I was excited… and expectant. We Wycherleys are powerful witches with a line that stretches back to the First Age of Magic; I was sure that I would be all a Wycherley witch should be.

My magic rose in me, lifting me into the air. The power strummed through me and I felt more alive than ever; connected to the world and everything in it.

When the pain started, I thought it was part of the magic; even when I was screaming up to the stars. I did not know that Great Aunt Antoinette was no longer of this world. I did not know that the family curse that she had carried was free to seek out and curse another Wycherley. To curse me.

In the early days of the Third Age of Magic, over a century and a half ago, my ancestor Mathilde Wycherley was cursed by her magical tether, Heston Nightly. It was a powerful, hereditary curse which did not stop with Mathilde, but sought out other Wycherley women. One of us must always carry the curse… until our bloodline is no more.

My family watched on: my older brother, Vaughn, and our mother, Nell, her magical tether, Frances, standing close by her. They all saw it happen, saw the curse take hold. Soft, grey smoke-like tendrils appeared around me, growing thicker and darker in the light from the full moon. They reached for me as I soared higher into the air, as if my magic knew what was coming and was trying to fly me to safety. But the curse smothered me. I tried to scream, but no sound came out.

It was as if the tentacles of smoke had form and feeling. Small, sharp barbed hooks drove into my skin, clinging to me, consuming me, burrowing their way into me like worms.

Vaughn says that my hair turned white with shock all at once, but Mother says it was more gradual, as if the colour from the once chestnut strands was pushed out by the curse. I didn’t notice it. But I did feel the intense pain in my eyes as they filled with the grey mist that was becoming part of me.

As my body descended, returning to the ground, I felt the power of my magic vibrating through me. The joy of having magic filled every part of me as the pain disappeared in an instant. It was as if the world had just opened, expanded with the promise of endless possibilities. But one look at my family told me that something was wrong.

From that moment on I felt betrayed by my magic. So deep and powerful, and yet so cursed. I will not get to keep it for long; magic needs to be tethered, and no witch is going to want to join their magic to mine, to suffer the effects of my curse.

My magic will leave me in a few years, and all because of a witch named Nightly.







HER MAJESTY THE PRINCESS REGENT, GEORGIANNA, AND THE ROYAL MAGICAL COUNCIL REQUEST THE PRESENCE OF

Ms Aurelia Wycherley

AT THE MABON PRESENTATION TO CELEBRATE THE BEGINNING OF THE MAGICAL SEASON

ON THURSDAY THE 23RD SEPTEMBER 1813 AT CARLTON PALACE.

ARRIVALS FROM 5 P.M., CARRIAGES AT MIDNIGHT.

AS A FIRST SEASON DEBUTANTE OF MAGIC, YOU ARE REQUIRED TO WEAR WHITE TO THE PRESENTATION.

FOR THE KINGDOM AND THE MAGIC.
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The Most Magical Season – A Debutantes’ Guide [image: ] by Cathleen Kelly and Kate Walker [image: ]


Mabon signals the start of the Magical Season. Every witch remembers their debutante years fondly: the magic, the balls, the trials and, for a lucky few… the romance.

However, love is of secondary importance; we all know that where a magic match is concerned the heart need not be involved.

The primary goal of the Season is to find a witch whose magic and character are strong and compatible with yours, so that you may create a lifetime of magic together. As such it is important to seek out the right witch. Binding one’s magic to another is not a task that should be undertaken lightly, as imperative as it may be.

Of course, almost every witch secures their match in time. Since the necessary tradition of tethering was first introduced at the beginning of the Third Age of Magic, these authors can count on one hand each the number of witches who did not succeed in making a match.

But tarry not − three years you have to find your tether, and if you fail, you will lose your magic. So, dear Debutante of Magic, proceed with caution, but do indeed proceed, or you too will be a witch no more.

However, before there can be any magic making between a witch and their potential tether, first there is the presentation to the Crown. The pledging of one’s magic between a witch and the kingdom, some may say that this is an even stronger bond than that of a witch and their tether.


[image: ]






[image: ]

One

[image: E]very witch worth their weight in salt knows that without a tether, they are not a witch at all.

Since the end of the Second Age of Magic and the Great Witch War when a devastating magical calamity occurred, the only way for a witch to keep the magic gifted to them on the full moon after their seventeenth birthday is to find another witch – a tether – to bind their magic to and share it with. I, Aurelia Wycherley, know that my magic was not gifted, far from it, just as I know that no witch will ever be able to match with me, even if they wanted to. Over the years, my ancestors had all tried and failed to break the hereditary curse that I am now the custodian of: a fate I had never thought would be mine. Great Aunt Antoinette was not so old that I had ever feared inheriting the curse from her, and besides, I have many cousins who could have been the unlucky ones. But, indeed, fate had me in mind.

The magic I carry is not only a curse to me, but to whoever I try to perform magic with too. It renders them sick and feeble… it is worse than worthless to other witches. However, I know in the marrow of my magic that I am worth more than my weight in salt, and more than the distrust and hostility that my fellow witches cast towards my curse.

I’ve dreamed of this moment since I was a little girl: of wearing a long white cape and travelling to Carlton Palace to be presented to the Crown, of taking my place in magical society, of finding my most perfect magical match. It was all but guaranteed for me; my family is one of the most powerful magical families in Briton, and, besides, I already had designs as to whom I would tether my magic to when it appeared. But as I sit in the carriage next to my older brother, Vaughn, I can’t even muster a smile.

Vaughn shifts beside me and the two of us uphold the silence we’ve surrounded ourselves with since we left our home in Hemlock Square. I’ve got used to the silences. They’d started long before the spark of sadness that had landed on me this summer, the spark that soon spread through me hotter and more determined than any witch-fire. The distance between myself and Vaughn began long before last Mabon, even when Vaughn was wearing white, when he was presented to the Princess Regent, when he entered into magical society and left me, his annoying little sister, behind.

Things between us changed when our father died, almost four years ago. In that moment the world shifted; it lost a little of its magic and I lost a tether of a different kind, an anchor that had always held me steady – held us all steady: me, Vaughn, Mother, even Frances.

Today Vaughn wears the soft light grey of the second year, no longer a first year debutante dressed in white, nor donning the dark grey of the third year debutante with only a Season left to find a match for his magic. I know that a dark-grey cape will be the last that I’ll ever wear. No one will want to form a tether with me. Even if they did, they are forbidden; the Royal Magical Council will not allow such a pollution of the kingdom’s magic. Mother and Frances, despite being members of the council themselves, only just persuaded the other members and the Princess Regent to allow me to take my place as a debutante for the next three years. No other cursed member of my family was afforded such liberties, and if my mother was not who she is, then I doubt I would have either.

Vaughn glances over at me as we turn the corner, following the procession of carriages containing other witches, all making their way to Carlton Palace. He goes to say something then stops himself, that awkwardness lodged between us.

Today was supposed to be an exciting day of beginnings, but for me it only signals the beginning of my loss. Without a tether to anchor to, I’ll have three years of good strong magic – four or five of any magic at all if I am lucky – before it is gone entirely.

As the carriage rolls on towards the debutante ball, I look out of the window at the gathering dusk. My reflection shines against the darkness outside, my white hair pinned up around my face, the warm tones of my skin looking darker now against my hair and the unnatural smoke-grey of my eyes.

I look past my reflection to that of Vaughn’s, his hair the chestnut brown mine once was, his eyes a darker shade of brown than mine had been.

Outside, the streets of London look a little quiet too. The non-magical folk of the ton know that the Season of the Witch starts this night, and most of them will keep away. Despite the Oath of Obedience – the pledge all witches make to the Crown, and the service every witch gives to protect the kingdom – we are still not a welcome sight, unless it is on the battlefields or high seas.

I hear the shouts first, the almost chant-like cries that, for a moment, make me think of a coven ceremony. The carriage slowly draws to a halt.

I push my face against the glass as Vaughn opens the door.

‘Stay here,’ he instructs as he jumps into the street.

No chance. I follow him, the soles of my soft shoes striking the ground, and I feel every indentation of cobbled stone as I pick my way up the line of carriages beside Vaughn.

‘Fine, but stay close to me, and stay behind.’ He moves in front, defending me with his body; his wandlet, a moment ago curled around his wrist, has responded to his call, snaking its way into his hand. I roll my eyes at him. I may not have my wandlet yet, and only have a handful of spells about me, but I am a Wycherley and we are not the type to sit in carriages even when others do.

The chanting becomes louder as we walk, the sound coming from up ahead, just past the curve in the road.

As we make haste, I see the carriage that is holding everyone up, turned on its side. On top of the carriage stands a man holding a torch, trying to set it on fire. Around him is a group of people, all shouting and brandishing torches.

‘Is someone in there?’ I ask, nodding towards the overturned carriage as Vaughn stops next to a small knot of witches. They are all in grey – light and dark – and they see Vaughn before looking behind him to me. I should be used to the way they recoil, move away and whisper, like my curse is contagious. I look defiantly at them till they each turn away from me.

I realize that I am the only witch in white. I wish I had a wandlet, and something other than my cursed magic.

Vaughn’s best friends, Martyn Galesburg and Layla Mistry, move towards him and the three of them engage in hushed conversation. Martyn gives me a sad smile, which is almost as bad as the stares and glances. There are other witches that I know by sight, but all of them are looking forward now, facing the group of protesters who have poured a line of salt on the floor between themselves and us, thinking that it will protect them. The truth is that salt only works as protection for witches, not protection from witches; to non-magical folk it’s just seasoning.

‘They must be members of the New Dawn,’ I say to Vaughn as he re-joins me, assuring me that the carriage is empty. One of the protestors is waving a orange flag; on it is a black circle with a dot in the middle. I find it mildly amusing that these people who despise everything magical have chosen the magical and astronomical symbol for the sun to hide behind.

‘Why can’t they just leave us witches alone. And on a Sabbat as well.’ Vaughn shakes his head in disgust.

The assembled witches don’t move, standing firm and listening to the members of the New Dawn chanting for us all to burn. Wands glow with magic but the witches don’t cast any spells, not till one of the protestors throws something.

Movement catches my eye and a tall witch with hair all the red-kissed browns of an autumn leaf lifts his arm and sways smoothly, almost lazily back on his right foot, sweeping a large circle with his left hand and raising a witch-wind that hits the small projectile and sends it back the way it came. It crosses the salt line and I watch as he joins hands with the witch next to him and together they cast a spell, their magic causing the object to explode, before some kind of liquid rains down on the protestor who threw it. They start to scream, as if their skin is burning. I have heard about the advancements in non-magical alchemy and how destructive it can be. I feel my temper rising as I realize that whatever was inside the bottle was destined for us witches.

The protestors retreat further behind the salt line, cursing us and screaming loudly. I shake my head at their words. I know curses, and what they are throwing our way is nothing but hate and small-minded fear.

The other witches have all shifted, taking up new stances, and I see Vaughn and Martyn have shed their gloves and linked hands. Through touch they will be able to perform the more complex secondary magic, stronger than a debutante witch can do alone, and something that, once tethered, a witch can perform all of the time without the need for physical contact.

The witches raise a wall of protective witch-wind following the example of the tall auburn-haired witch. He sizes up the line of witches before him, scanning each one as he walks between them and the protestors; like a military witch general of the Coven of Accord, till he reaches me. His eyes linger, but not in the fearful way of most. He looks at me as if I am something novel, amusing maybe, and the little jolt that runs through my body lets me know how much I have missed being looked upon with anything but fear or sadness.

Then the witch is moving towards me, his dark blue, unflinching eyes locked on to mine. He stops when he gets to Vaughn. ‘Wycherley, what did you bring her with you for?’

My brother has never been quick to anger, but his eyes flash. ‘Not that it is any of your concern, but she followed me,’ Vaughn says.

‘And you thought it wise to let her?’

‘I didn’t know the extent of the danger.’ Vaughn narrows his eyes.

‘Well, you do now. You should return to your carriage. She might follow you back like a little white sheep.’

‘I’m not going anywhere. I may not have a wandlet, but I have my magic,’ I tell him straight, feeling confident of my skills following the few lessons I have had at the Magical Arcade. The witch clenches his teeth in agitation. I doubt he is used to being told no, and I can tell that he’s just about to say something unpleasant to me when another projectile flies towards us, bigger this time.

Vaughn and Martyn perform the same magic that the autumn-haired witch did, mirroring each other as they do, keeping their hands locked together and their wands moving in unison. I flinch as the huge object stops in mid-air. The tall auburn-haired witch links hands with the witch beside him and they perform the spell too, pushing the larger projectile back together with their secondary magic, aiding Vaughn and Martyn.

But then another missile appears.

Triggered by the magic around me, I feel my own stir, as if answering some call. Without a wandlet I have little control over its focus. I feel myself starting to rise up from the ground, just as I did on the full moon, my magic taking over.

I stop when a strong hand grasps my ankle and pulls me down to the ground with a jolt. The autumn-haired witch has me by the shoulders and pushes me roughly towards a nearby carriage.

Pulling open the door, he bundles me in. I round on him as he uses his magic to seal the door shut.

‘How dare you manhandle me in such a manner. Let me out immediately,’ I shout, feeling my anger rise and my indignation prick.

‘Nightly?’ one of the witches calls to him as he stalks away, turning his head once back to the carriage, flashing me an icy stare.

Nightly? I shoot my hands out against the window of the carriage, my magic splintering the glass into small pieces, but it holds in place and I wonder what type of spell he used to seal me in.

I push my face against the broken glass and watch as Vaughn and the others dodge out of the way of the projectiles, sending as many back as they can. The horses are bucking, the carriage rocking.

I see one of the witches point up and I follow their gaze. The black-clad witches of the Coven of Justice are a formidable sight. I watch as they swoop down on their broomsticks, then use their tethered magic to create walls of protection where the salt line is.

Ropes of light snake through the air, seeking out the protestors, binding them as the witches use knot magic to stop them from fleeing or doing any more harm. The Coven of Justice are so graceful, moving and bending their bodies as they call upon their magic, drawing it through and out of them and into the world in a controlled and forceful manner.

My eyes wide, a smile on my lips, I can’t help but think, that will be me one day. Then a twist of pain rises in me as I check myself. That will never be me.

I begin banging on the door the moment the witches of the Coven of Justice have rounded up the protestors. Vaughn and Martyn both place a hand on the carriage and unseal the door, the glass shattering out of the window frame as soon as the spell is broken.

I tumble from the carriage, and my stormy eyes seek out Nightly.

‘Aurelia, don’t! He’s not worth it. No Nightly is!’ Vaughn makes to grab me, but I know how to avoid him when I need to.

‘Excuse me, sir. What in the name of all that is magical were you thinking?’ I gesture towards the carriage as Nightly turns to look at me. His expression is lazy as he sweeps his hair to one side; it is too long and in need of a good cut.

I look up. Even though I am not particularly short, Nightly is a head taller than me and I instantly don’t like that I have to look up at him. He lowers his head a little and whispers to me in a way that makes my blood boil.

‘I was thinking of good magic and how you are untrained, how you lack a wandlet, how your magic is yet to be tamed. I was thinking that if you rose high into the sky then you would have been a clear target for those protestors in your white dress, with your white hair. I was thinking that you were foolish to have followed your brother and that he was foolish to have let you. That you placed him, yourself and the rest of us in more danger than we were already in. So, Wycherley, I removed you to a place where your presence would do no harm.’

He stands back up straight and looks down at me. I feel small and angry, because, annoyingly, he is right.

I am saved from making a reply by Vaughn, who is at my side and pulling me away. ‘Now, Nightly, there’s no need for that. It’s not her fault that—’

‘No, it’s yours.’ Nightly rounds on Vaughn and I feel my haunches rise; the magic in me stirs to defend my brother. ‘She could have been hurt. Sisters are to be looked after and cherished; once lost she would be gone forever.’

Nightly doesn’t wait for a reply but walks away, leaving me seething because, in a way, he is right again.
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Two

[image: T]he sun has almost set when we eventually pull up to the steps of Carlton Palace. Butterflies dance around in my stomach. I’m sure that if my circumstances had been different they would have filled my entire being, swooping in my chest, making me lose my breath with the excitement of being presented and the prospect of finding my tether. Instead, I step from the carriage with a defiant determination.

Cursed though it might be, my magic is mine. If tethering to another witch is not an option, then I will find another way to keep hold of it… I have to.

Things were not always this way for us witches. Magic was once free and stable, and often wild; in the First and Second Ages of Magic, no one had to tether. A witch would receive their magic on the full moon after their seventeenth birthday and, from that moment on, it would grow with them: a constant companion till their death. All of that changed in the Great Witch War. But there has to be a way for me to keep my magic, just as those early witches did.

The steps up to the palace are festooned with all the fruits and flowers of the harvest – the smell of sweet, ripe barley and corn mixed with that of the late-summer roses. I feel a lightness return to me as Vaughn offers me the crook of his arm. I take it as a carriage rolls into place behind us and Constance Prior exits alone; she is the only member of her family who is out as a debutante. The last of her older sisters, Faith, made a match last Season.

‘Aurelia, what happened back there?’ she calls out, her brown eyes large. I reach out my free hand to my best friend and she grasps it, lowering from the carriage.

‘Protestors. The New Dawn,’ Vaughn answers, as he holds out his other arm to her. Constance lets go of my hand and takes Vaughn’s arm, we both flank him as we walk towards the steps of the palace. ‘They’ve gone now,’ Vaughn continues. ‘We kept them at bay until the Coven of Justice arrived.’

I look past Vaughn to Constance who is looking impressed with my brother for helping to hold off the attack. She is wearing the most beautiful white gown. Where mine is plain, hers is made of a delicately patterned silk. The jewel tones of her deep brown skin shine out against it and her dark hair is pinned with small sprigs of white gypsophila. Her cape is of the same patterned silk with a soft fur trim and diamonds sparkle around her neck.

‘You look beautiful,’ I tell her, and notice that Vaughn obviously thinks so too as he’s looking at Constance as if he’s never seen her before – as if she isn’t the same witch that pushed him in to the Thames two summers ago, or that used to chase him with frogs, playing as children in the gardens of Hemlock Square.

Constance blushes – at my words or Vaughn’s gaze I can’t quite decide – but I know how she feels about the dress she is wearing. As the seventh and youngest of the Prior-Okore sisters, everything that Constance owns has belonged to someone else before, indeed this dress has belonged to all of her sisters: Amity, Verity, Felicity, Honour, Joy and Faith. Each of them has worn it for their presentation, a Prior family tradition, but I’m sure that Constance has worn it the best of all of them.

‘Come on, witches, this is your time to shine.’ Vaughn smiles, but there’s a sad tinge in his eyes.

Despite all the feelings running through me, I know that this moment will never come again so I take the time to savour it. At the top of the stairs the massive double doors are thrown open and we walk into a grand hallway decorated in all the colours and accoutrements of the season. As the setting sun pushes through the open doorway and its surrounding windows, it bathes the hall in a soft warmth that reaches up the double-curving staircase illuminating the curving railings of the stairs adorned with late summer wild flowers and sheafs of ripe golden corn. Cauldrons full of floral displays and seasonal fruits and seed litter the hall; glowing candles floating all around. I soak it all into me.

The stairs to the left are lined with grey-clad witches making a patchwork of light and dark greys, while every step to the right is occupied by a witch wearing white.

‘I’ll meet you after you’ve been presented.’ Vaughn gives my arm a little squeeze and, bowing a quick farewell to Constance, lets me go. I’m not sure I’m ready, and I stand for a moment watching him ascend the stairs on the left. I feel a small prickle of tears in the corner of my eyes as I realize that soon Vaughn will find a match, that he will create a tether and he and his witch will live a life of magic together, a life that I will never get to experience. I already feel so left behind; despite all of my intentions to find a way to keep my magic, the greater possibility that it will never happen harpoons my heart.

Vaughn turns his head and looks at me quizzically, motioning towards the other staircase where Constance is already halfway up. I give him a small smile, pull up my armour of determination and instantly feel more assured as I turn away… and manage to walk straight into Nightly. I apologize before I realize that it’s him.

‘I see you’ve arrived safely,’ he says, glaring at Vaughn, who hesitates on the staircase, obviously contemplating if he should turn back and rescue me from Nightly.

‘Now he’s worried about you.’ Nightly shakes his head, his autumn-coloured hair stirring like fallen leaves in a breeze.

‘Mr Nightly, is there something that I can help you with?’ The edge in my voice ready to cut, I shift my hands to my hips.

I can’t tell if Nightly is amused, impressed or unfazed. ‘I assure you, Ms Wycherley, there is nothing that you can help me with.’ He moves off in the same direction as Vaughn, up the left-hand staircase with the other grey witches. I watch him go, my eyes burning into the back of him. He pulls the hood of his dark-grey cape up as he takes the steps two at a time, moving ahead of the witches in front of him.

As I take the right-hand staircase, copying his motion and pulling up the hood of my cloak, like all the other witches around me, I keep my eyes trained on him as I ascend. If I knew a hex to make him trip I would use it, a charm to bind his legs I would perform it, a spell to make his nose bleed I would cast it. When he reaches the top, he hesitates for a second, as if he can feel my ill will towards him. I think he might turn back, but then he is gone.

I would like to think that, like all good witches, I am learning to keep hold of my emotions – govern them and bring them under my power – but the truth is that there is something about Jules Nightly that really makes me wish I had a wandlet. We only met a few hours ago, although of course I knew of him. You didn’t need to be a Wycherley to know who the Nightlys were.

‘Are you all right, Aurelia?’ Constance asks as she takes my arm and leads me into the large reception room at the top of the staircase, full of other first year debutantes. ‘I don’t mind telling you that I’m feeling nervous about being presented, but I’m only telling you. As far as anyone else knows, especially my sisters, I am fearless and completely in my comfort zone,’ she adds with a smile.

Constance is walking quickly now, pulling me along towards a table where two purple-clad witches sit. Purple is for scholars – the Coven of Knowing – and these witches will record the name of every witch who is presented and swears their Oath of Obedience. I wonder how many of us there are this year; every year there are fewer witches in the world. Since the end of the First Age of Magic there has been a steady decline in witches and magic; before he died my father had been trying to figure out why that was, part of what he called ‘the great problem’.

‘Names,’ one of the witches says without looking up at us.

‘Constance Prior.’

‘Aurelia Wycherley.’

Now both of the witches look up from their list and stare at me. I’m used to people taking note when they hear my last name – with a family as well-known as mine and a mother on the Royal Magical Council, it’s unavoidable – but I might not ever get used to the way they look at me now.

The witch closer to me regains her composure first. She is older than my mother and the look on her portly face is one of pity, another thing I am yet to get used to. ‘You will be called in alphabetical order. You might have a bit of a wait, Ms Prior, Ms Wycherley more so.’

Constance and I head towards the side of the room, witches scatter out of the way of us. I hold my head up. I don’t intend to let them see how much it hurts. And it really does hurt, especially when I see Sebastian Crenshaw and he looks away sharply, suddenly very interested in the cuff of his jacket.

‘I swear, Aurelia, as soon as I learn the really strong hexes, I am going to visit Sebastian Crenshaw and hex him so badly he won’t know what to do with himself.’

‘It’s fine,’ I tell Constance, although it is most definitely not fine. The pain in my chest and the clenching of my stomach tell me so.

The three of us used to be close, and recently Sebastian and I had become more than friends. Where Constance has her sisters and I have Vaughn, Sebastian has us. Had us. I thought the three of us were unbreakable. We all live in Hemlock Square and when we were little, we would play pretend magic. The three of us were always part of the black-clad Coven of Justice, and in our games we had refused to tether unless it was a binding of three – which of course was not possible – but we were young, and it felt as if magic had no limits then. As we grew, we would talk about the magic we would receive and how we would be debutantes together.

I can’t remember exactly when my feelings towards Sebastian changed – sometime shortly after my father had died. Sebastian had been there for me, consoling me when my family were locked in their own grief. Constance was away with her family, visiting her father’s relatives for the summer. I had felt so alone, save for Sebastian. After that, our friendship shifted, becoming something that makes my heart flutter to remember.

Constance, the eldest of us three, had come into her magic first, on the Frost Moon. I remember pushing my face against the window and watching as her family gathered out on the green in the middle of Hemlock Square. All of them huddled together in the cold, celebrating loudly as her magic manifested. Sebastian’s magic had arrived the month after, under the light of the Worm Moon, just his parents looking on. Once the two of them had their magic, they would visit the Arcade together, leaving me behind as they went to practise their primary magic. I had been so eager to join them.

I know that Constance and Sebastian were watching me on that Thunder Moon over two months ago, that they saw the curse take me.

Constance was already there when I hit the ground. Her eyes wide and worried, she held my hand as Mother tended to me. I saw Sebastian too, watching from the window. We haven’t spoken since. I’ve tried, but his avoidance has been as tight as a cork in a bottle of eye of newt. So now I’ve given up trying. It hurts too much. It was supposed to be the three of us debuting together and the two of us tethering, but now that will never happen, and one of us – me – will be left behind forever.

I’m roused from my memories by a flutter of activity as one of the witches who was collecting names opens a large set of double doors. I instantly move forward, taking Constance with me; I look through the open doors and over a small balcony, down a long twisting staircase to a grand hall that, at the far end, holds a raised platform with a throne upon it. Sitting on the throne is the Princess Regent. She is a beautiful young woman, her gown embroidered in the colours of the season and her hair piled fashionably around the golden crown that sits on her head. I can’t hold back the stirring of excitement in me that is at odds with the look on the princess’s face, bored and disinterested.

Constance gives my arm a squeeze and I smile at her. The buzzing voices of the witches around us have faded into a whisper.

The purple-clad witch of the Coven of Knowing takes his list and walks out on to the balcony overlooking the hall.

‘Ms Gretchen Archer,’ he calls, his voice clear and high. I watch as Gretchen, a tall witch with fair cascading hair, takes a tentative step forward. With her jaw clenched – from resolve or to stop herself from being sick I’m not quite sure – she steps forward boldly.

A few long minutes later, the next witch is called, then the next, then the next.

Constance and I stand together. I avoid looking in Sebastian’s direction and he in ours. When his name is called, I feel my chest clench. I know he’s nervous; I can see by the way his shoulders pull together, his strides long as he pulls down the front of his delicately embroidered white waistcoat then sweeps his cloak back, adjusting the hood. When he gets to the top of the stairs, he pauses and begins to turn, and for a moment I think he’s going to look at me and all will be as it should be between us. But then he’s gone.

Constance lets out a long breath, shaking her head and staring at the space where Sebastian was. I know that she is about to launch into another verbal attack on him so I try to stop her in her tracks.

‘What about her?’ I say in a low voice, inclining my head to a witch sitting close to us.

‘What about her?’ Constance says.

‘I’ve seen her at the Arcade, the instructors are always praising her footwork, I think her name is Hetty or Betty. She might be a good match,’ I say.

‘Hetty Wymondham, and no she wouldn’t,’ Constance says. ‘Well, not for me anyway.’ Constance’s cheeks get a little darker.

I lean in close and whisper. ‘Have the two of you tried to perform magic together?’ I ask.

Constance shakes her head. ‘No, nothing like that, it’s just that Felicity made an unsuccessful offer to Hetty’s brother, and she told me that if I was to accept any Wymondham, she would hex me out of the family.’

Constance pulls a face. Of all six of Constance’s sisters, Felicity is the one that I have the utmost faith in being able to perform a fifth-degree hex.

There are fewer and fewer witches in the room, and soon enough Constance is called. She gives a little squeal and I hug her, whispering in her ear before she goes. ‘You are going to find the most magical match.’ I mean every word of it and will help her to find them if I can; she has always been there for me, cursed magic and all, and I’ll always be there for her.

I hover near the doorway to watch, but the witches in purple shoo me away. I hear a little collective gasp from the crowd below and I know that they are all seeing what I see in Constance every day: she is beautiful inside and out and today she is shining brightly.

Before I know it, I’m the last in the room since no Yagis, Yateses or Yaxleys are being presented this year. And even though I’ve been waiting for almost two hours, it’s still too soon when the witch calls my name.

I take a deep breath and steady myself. It feels as if there are a hundred steep steps down to the hall, although in reality there are far fewer. The room is silent, unnaturally so, and I can feel every eye on me as I take each step slowly. I seek out Vaughn in the crowd, he is nodding encouragingly. I give him a small smile, which quickly fades as I sweep my eyes around the hall. Most of the looks are a mixture of pity and fear, and some are downright hostile. I sweep my stormy eyes over the crowd and catch on the haughty face of Demelza Nightly, I can see where Jules gets his cheekbones from. If it weren’t for her ancestor, I would not be cursed, and yet she is the one looking at me as if I have personally wronged her. I lift my chin a little higher before I look away from her.

The perimeter of the hall is filled with witches wearing all the colours of magic. Each of the six covens has their own colour: black for Justice, green for Nurturing, purple for Knowing, blue for Mysteries, red for Accord and yellow for Curiosity.

To one side stand the light and dark grey second and third year debutantes, with the newly received white-clad witches standing in front of them. I see Sebastian. He holds my gaze for the first time since I received my magic. It’s me that looks away first, my stomach twisting, my heart hopeful. I remember that look, and I miss it. I hadn’t realized quite how much till that moment.

I reach the bottom of the stairs and make my way towards the raised platform. Princess Georgianna is standing in front of her throne, behind her in an arc are twelve seats, ten of which are filled by a member of the Royal Magical Council, all dressed in the colours of the covens they represent. To her left stands my mother, Nell, and to her right Mother’s tether, Frances, both dressed in the black of the Coven of Justice.

I keep my eyes on Mother now. Just as a distance formed between me and Vaughn when our father died, so one grew around our mother like a ring of salt. In the almost four years since his passing she has thrown herself into her work, and although she is still present, still part of our lives, it often feels like she isn’t truly with us, as though part of her died with Father. My mother smiles at me with that hint of sadness in her gaze. Usually it makes me feel small, like I should shrink away and not let anyone see me, but everyone can see, everyone is looking at only me, so this time I stand tall and defiant. I stand as me, not the me that they see, but the one I know I am, the way I want to be seen.

It makes me feel powerful but, deeper than that, it makes me feel sure and happy, two things I haven’t felt since I received my cursed magic. I steal a glance at my mother and smile as I see a look of pride where before was sadness.

Next to her, the Princess Regent recoils a little as I advance towards her, but I don’t stop being me. I glance at Constance out of the corner of my eye and see her beaming at me. Directly behind my best friend I see Jules Nightly, fixing me with that inquisitive look of his, as if he is examining every inch of me for weakness. I give him the same look that I gave his mother, and he gives a small smile that I’m sure is meant to disarm me – I don’t allow it to.

As I stop in front of the princess and her council, I make a low curtsy, then I pull back the hood of my cloak, freeing my white hair to cascade from my shoulders and down my back. The lowering of a witch’s hood symbolizes their loyalty to the Crown.

The princess lifts a sword, Excalibur, from a simply carved chest; the blade is thin, shaped more like a needle than a weapon, the hilt is ornate and set with a large clear diamond. The princess points the blade at me, and I take a step closer to it so that it is in line with my heart.

‘Do you, Ms Aurelia Hathor Wycherley, swear on your blood never to use the magic that courses through you to bring harm to the Crown and its people?’

‘I swear it,’ I say. Then I reach out a finger and press it against the sharp point of the blade. It pricks my finger, thick red blood coating the tip of the metal for a moment, and then I watch it move along a thin narrow groove in the blade, as if it is being pulled towards the hilt. For a moment the blood glistens, and then it is gone, absorbed. That’s when I notice the diamond on the hilt has become a ruby, filled with my blood, the red swirling deep within it before it clears once more.

The princess passes the sword to my mother, who places it ceremoniously back in the wooden chest. When she turns towards me she gives me a small nod and a smile. Frances, who is on the other side of the princess, passes her a wooden wand with a crystal tip.

‘Kneel, Ms Wycherley,’ the Princess Regent commands, and for a moment I hesitate. Mother has always said that I do not do well with authority, and this command makes me feel like rebelling. But I do kneel before the princess, keeping my eyes levelled on her. Now I’m up close I realize that she isn’t much older than Vaughn, but there is something about her manner – bored and superior – that makes me believe the rumours I have heard that, like her mother, she cares not for witches.

The Princess Regent holds out the wand to me and, with the same finger that the sword pricked, I touch the tip of the crystal. Once again, my blood slides inside, creating a shimmering swirling strand that shines with all the colours of the rainbow, then turns dark as it twists with the potential of my magic – the swirling grey of my curse.

The princess looks a little taken aback and glances over to my mother who looks momentarily worried, before her face clears. ‘It is a side effect of a family curse, nothing that can harm the Crown,’ she whispers to the Princess Regent, who looks distastefully at the wand, then at me, and I wonder if what Mother has just said is true or something that she is guessing at.

I hold my hand open, and the princess looks grateful to release the wand, placing it in my open palm. Closing my fingers tight around it, I feel the wood becoming hot as it shifts and twists under my grip. It melds with my touch and begins to lengthen and stretch as it snakes its way out of my hand and around my wrist, where it will stay as a kind of twisted bracelet until I have need of it and the wandlet will respond. Carvings glow in the wood – colourful decorations and runes – and its crystal tip glows.

Excitement and comfort flow over me as I realize that the wandlet will always be there, ready for my call at a moment’s notice, helping me to focus and command my magic in a way that, so far, has alluded me. It will even remain after my magic has gone; it will be inert, nothing more than jewellery, but it will still be there.

The Princess Regent gives me a small nod, my cue to stand up and follow the awaiting steward who leads me to where the other debutantes are standing.

Constance makes a little room and I stand beside her, the witches around her all moving away from me as if I have my own circle of protection and they cannot pass the ring of salt. Usually I would shrink at this, but I am done hiding and I am done feeling ashamed. This is the witch I am, whether or not I, or anyone else, like it.

The Princess Regent steps off the dais and walks to the centre of the hall. Just as every eye was on me, they are now firmly on her.

‘Witches of the realm, we meet this Mabon night to greet not only the balance of the year, but the new witches of our world. From this day on, the days will shorten quickly, the nights will lengthen, the light will dim, and the darkness deepen. And that darkness is never far from our thoughts. It has been over one hundred and fifty years since the dawn of this Third Age of Magic, since the perpetrators of malevolent magic rose up against these blessed isles and plunged our people into depths of a magical war never seen before, and I hope never to be seen again.

‘During that time my great-great-grandfather, called out from his palace to the witches of the lands and asked them to unite with him on the battlefield. Many of you here today carry the names and magic of those who stood against the darkness of malevolent magic, but many were lost in the war, witch and non-magical alike. We are indebted to them all for the balance that they gave to the world.

‘Today we measure this balance once more, as Mabon gives us equal amounts of light and darkness so we are reminded that we must all work together to ensure stability.

‘On this day we give thanks to you, debutantes of magic, and your coven witch kin, for you bring the balance. With your light, with your magic. Since those warring days, the covens of this land have kept malevolence in check and one day it will fall to all of you to take your place among your fellow witches and continue to keep it at bay.

‘When you do that, you will not be alone. From the moment of your tethering till the breaking of your string, you will share your magic with one other. Today marks the start of the search for your match. I wish you all the greatest of tetherings, for the kingdom and the magic.’

‘For the kingdom and the magic,’ call out the crowd.
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Three

[image: T]he princess makes her way back to her throne and is immediately surrounded by the Royal Magical Council as the hall descends into light chatter. Constance turns to me with a little squeal.

‘Aurelia, you were magnificent. I have never seen anyone look so powerful. Cursed or not, I will be very surprised if there aren’t one or two witches that are now thinking about trying their magic with yours.’

I seek out Sebastian and he looks away. I remember the look on his face when I was being presented and I desperately want him to look at me like that again.

Vaughn is already surrounded by a small knot of eager witches, no doubt filling up his dance card for the night.

‘Do you still want to dance the first with me?’ I ask Constance as I see a witch in light grey looking intently at her.

‘Of course I do!’ Constance rounds on me, her brow furrowing. ‘And, Aurelia Wycherley, if you think that I am dancing with you out of pity then you are wrong. I’m dancing with you because we have entered this debutante year together and there is no one else I would rather have my first dance with.’

The witch in light grey has struck up enough courage to approach. He ignores me at first, and Constance, although kind, is firm in pulling me into the conversation. I have to give him points for persisting and asking Connie for the second dance. But she leans in closer to him and I hear her say, ‘I am sorry, but I could never dance with a witch who does not accept the company that I keep and, as your manner has been so cold towards my friend, I too must be cold with you.’ I catch her wandlet glow and his lips turn blue as he begins to shiver then hug his arms around himself before walking off, stomping his feet I suspect as much to get them warm as to show his anger at being refused.

‘You probably didn’t need to hex him,’ I say as the musicians take their places.

‘Oh, I think I did.’ Constance picks up my hand and leads me to the dance floor. ‘Besides, it was barely a hex.’

We smile at each other as the music starts, and it is as if we are children again, playing at being witches, pretending to be at a ball, except now we are here and so is our magic. As I follow Constance’s lead I swallow down that lump in my throat that keeps telling me that I will never be a proper witch, despite what I am determined to do. If this indeed is all I will have, three debutante years, then I am going to make the most of them.

Constance laughs as I spin her around, and we twirl and glide with the steps of the dance, the movements so close to those of magic that I feel my wandlet tingle on my wrist, and the same deep and certain sense of power that I get from performing magic fills every facet of my body.

When the second dance begins, we go again, and I’m sure that Constance would have made me dance a third if Vaughn hadn’t come to intervene.

‘It’s kind of you to dance with me,’ I tell him. Constance is now dancing with a witch in dark grey, she is smiling tentatively up at him as they hold each other awkwardly.

‘I’m not dancing with you out of kindness, Aurelia. I’m doing it because you are my sister and, as someone recently told me, sisters are to be looked after.’ I follow his line of sight straight to Jules Nightly who is standing near the back of the room, glaring at a witch in white who is talking to him animatedly, hopefully.

‘You do look out for me,’ I tell Vaughn, ‘as I do you.’

‘Before I got my magic, we were closer. In the last few years I’ve been off doing things that I thought were more important than spending time with my little sister, but after…’ He raises a hand towards me and I know that he is gesturing towards my curse. ‘Well, I was wrong and I’m sorry.’ I look up at him a little shocked.

‘It’s fine, Vaughn. I understand. You had other things on your mind. Magic and matching. Little sisters can be a bind when it comes to both of those things.’ I smile at him.

‘That is true,’ he offers with a wink. ‘But who knows what might happen this Season. We may only have this one Season together if I tether so I will be your guide through the more fun aspects of being a magical debutante. Things like visiting the Season Gardens – we shall go together on every opening day.’ He looks at me expectantly and I can tell that he is pleased with himself.

‘Umm, I don’t know,’ I tease. His face falls as he spins me around the hall. ‘Will you promise to buy me sweet and sickly food and take me to see all the best features of the gardens?’

‘The very best, and the sickliest, I promise.’ His smile is back.

‘Very well then, a family outing.’ And I suddenly find myself looking forward to it in a way that I didn’t when it was going to be just me and Constance.

After the dance, I insist that I need to sit the next one out. I don’t want Constance and Vaughn to feel as if they need to play chaperone all night and I already know that no other witch is going to offer their hand to me.

As I sit, I watch them both dancing with their partners. Constance has loosened up now, she’s laughing with a fellow witch in white, and leaning close to her as she whispers in her ear. I look for Vaughn again but instead I find Sebastian. He’s dancing with a witch in light grey, and he turns him smoothly. I fight down the warm flush that is running through me. I’d thought that it would be us. That I would dance with Sebastian at this ball and every ball to come. I only ever thought that it would be him and that our magic would be all the stronger because of the way I felt about him, because I had loved him. And, despite myself, I know I still do.

I feel my wandlet glow and vibrate. As the emotions in me shift, my magic stirs from longing to something else. Warning. Suddenly a boom rings out around the hall and for a moment I think my cursed magic has acted out as the glass in the windows blows inwards. My wandlet snakes into my hand, my fingers curling around it in its wand form, and instead of turning my back on the falling shards and hunkering low, like many around me, I give an instinctive flick of my wrist and sweep out my wand hand then lift it high. The edges of the small umbrella-like magical dome that I’ve created send the shards of multi-coloured glass that land on it sliding to the ground, the dome protecting me and those in the circle around me. I’m not the only one who has performed such a spell, around the hall there are glowing wand tips as the smell of magic fizzes in the air.

Screams and yells come thick and fast as smoke drifts from the back of the hall where the princess retired to and where my mother and the Royal Magical Council now are. Behind me there’s a door that leads out into the gardens at the back of Carlton Palace, but instead I move further into the hall. Not only is Mother at the back, among the smoke and the chaos, but somewhere between me and her are Vaughn and Constance.

I pull my magic back into me and stumble forward, my wand glowing, ready. I call out, ‘Vaughn! Constance!’ My voice is lost in the maelstrom of terror as another blow rings out. Non-magical alchemy or malevolent magical attack, I’m not sure, but I think of the New Dawn’s earlier protest.

It feels as if the building is being shaken by giants. I don’t react as quickly with my magic when the next explosion rings out. I hit the floor; my knees and hands land hard on the glass splinters from the windows. I hear a mighty crash close by and curl myself inwards. One of the chandeliers has fallen from the ceiling and I curse as I get to my feet, running my hands down my white dress, covering it in lines of red blood as I try to dislodge the small pieces of glass that have pushed into my flesh.

‘Vaughn! Constance!’

‘Aurelia!’

I recognize the voice at once. ‘Sebastian!’ I call and push my way through the now hysterical debutante witches who are fleeing. Most have their wands in their hands as they stagger to freedom, some supporting other witches.

Sebastian is pinned under the fallen chandelier; I crouch beside him and assess the damage. The smoke is getting thicker now and I haven’t yet learnt the moves of the spellcast to conjure a witch-wind. I hope another witch has the forethought to quell it before it engulfs us.

Blood is covering Sebastian’s white stockings. As I reach out a hand to reassure him, he flinches from me, and I snatch my hand back as quickly as I would from a fire.

‘If I lift the chandelier, will you be able to pull yourself free?’ I ask.

‘I… I think so,’ Sebastian says.

I stand up straight and take a step back, planting one foot in front of the other, just as the instructors at the Arcade have taught. With my wand in my hand, I lift my arms out in front of me. Then I pull my wand hand back from my outstretched empty hand, which feels as if it has a great weight in it. I lift that weight higher as I make a circular motion with my left arm. My movements are big and clunky but I know that over time, with practice and skill, they will become smoother. I feel my magic concentrating on the chandelier as it lifts, and my body feels the strain of it through my magic.
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